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VANGUARD


van-guard

(noun)

The foremost part of an advancing army or naval force.


ONE


“My bad idea meter is telling me this one might be the worst bad idea we’ve ever had,” said Jason Rodriguez, our not-completely-fearless engineer, as we donned our spacesuits.

Sam Carter, our fearless pilot and self-proclaimed captain, didn’t even glance over his shoulder as he navigated our gray ship through the debris field. “Quit worrying. If there’s anything still alive in there, we would’ve noticed something by now.”

“Well…” I wasn’t always on Jason’s side, but this time was a no-brainer. “That’s what we thought about the sphere in the Gathara system, remember?” We’d entered the Dyson sphere only to discover about ten minutes in that the overzealous defense network was still very much online. I still felt phantom pains in my chest and stomach from being shot by the sphere’s security drones.

Jason pointed at me. “See? Even Liv agrees with me.”

“But the sphere turned out okay in the end, right?” Sam asked. I shrugged even though he wasn’t looking at me, and he continued. “Prime Two said this site was confirmed safe, so it’s safe. Yeah, it’s perfectly safe, I’m sure.”

I couldn’t tell if he was trying to convince us or himself. He had more faith in the Coalition than I did. While technically, I was the first to merge with Gray—the singular that owned this ship before we did—Sam was the first to accept full singular-human fusion. Of course, now that Gray had fully fused its entire essence into all three of us, it’s safe to say we were all in with the Coalition.

“If you say so,” Jason said unconvincingly. “My meter places this roughly the same as that time we walked into the Raptor nest.”

“No, that was worse,” I said. We’d lost friends during that operation. I hoped not to lose my two remaining friends here.

A chunk of debris bounced off the hull, the sound a deadened thump in space.

“Enough already,” Sam said. “I’m trying to focus here. Landing on a derelict ship isn’t as easy as it looks.”

“It doesn’t look easy at all,” Jason quipped.

“Exactly,” Sam said.

As soon I had my suit on, helmet in hand, I watched the viewscreen that filled the front section of the elliptical ship. Yes, our alien ship looked exactly like a stereotypical light-colored, disc-shaped UFO, which convinces me that the Coalition had visited Earth on multiple occasions, especially since the Coalition’s whole mission statement is about watching—and seeding—life across the universe.

The system we were now flying through was known as a no man’s land for good reason. The Coalition had lived here in two massive ringworlds, protected by a Dyson sphere standing guard from the center. But that had been eons ago… before the Rampage showed up on their quest to exterminate the Coalition. The remnants of the ringworlds and the Rampage ships now littered this system, and vestiges of the now-defunct Dyson sphere still embraced the star.

I could only imagine what the battle had been like. All that remained of the ringworlds were broken, jagged chunks of debris. Fragments of uncountable ships that had once looked just like ours floated lifelessly. The Rampage had brought three of their planet-killers, each the size of Earth’s moon. I’d seen one Rampage ship before—as it fired up its massive energy weapon in the center—and I still had nightmares.

The Gathara sphere had destroyed that ship, just like this sphere had done to the three enemy ships here. Two ships had been completely pulverized into space dust by the sphere’s superweapon that drew energy from the star, but sections of the third remained intact—one of which Sam was lining us up to land on. The black section was at least a hundred miles in length and half that in diameter, a sliver of the original ship.

“Why’d they have to make their ships so big?” I wondered aloud, even though I already knew the Rampage liked to be thorough in their destruction, and the bigger the ship, the more power behind their blast. It was easy to see where the Rampage had been. They left scorched planets and genocide in their wake.

“They’re obviously overcompensating for something,” Jason sniggered, coming to stand by my side, then he grunted and grabbed his calf.

“Charley horse?” I asked.

He nodded.

We all had muscle spasms. Whether they were from the silver goo in our bodies or from living a year in space, we couldn’t say for sure. Obviously, the Gray matter was causing issues—nobody can be injected with that much foreign matter and not be impacted. Our living situation was as close to Earth living as possible, but we also weren’t living on Earth, so any differences, however minute, could’ve also been causing havoc in our bodies. Likely, it was a combination of causes, and it wasn’t fun.

Sam settled the ship on the wreckage. The already-compromised hull bent inward upon our landing, jostling us enough that I had to grab hold of a support bar that ran along the wall.

“All right, I’m initiating bracers now.” A few seconds later, Sam pulled free from the black interface pad and turned to us as he pulled a glove over his silver hand.

We each had a silver hand, courtesy of our fusing with a highly advanced alien life-form. In fact, we had a lot of Gray matter, as we called it, throughout our bodies. Sam’s most obvious marking was a jagged line than ran from his left jaw to his right forehead. The silver that covered his right hand ran through his entire arm with tendrils climbing up his neck. Being a leftie, Jason’s left hand and arm were silver, but most of his Gray matter was concealed beneath his clothes aside from the streaks in his hair. Like Sam, my right hand and arm were silver, with tendrils running along my left arm. My brown hair had gone solid silver, and most of my torso was covered. We all had silver halos around our pupils that filled in when we interfaced with any Coalition system.

The nearest we could tell, the silver—Gray’s “essence”—enabled us to easily interface with any singular as well as any Coalition-built computer system. Our three minds were always connected, but it took a lot of work to communicate with one another that way. Our Gray matter also helped in that it could withstand the brutal, freezing vacuum of space, but the extreme cold and low pressure still hurt. Gray was still in there too—we all felt its echoes, especially in our sleep. Whatever Gray had done to its three human test subjects led us to being something no longer entirely human.

The silver hadn’t noticeably grown since fusion, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t replicating inside. We all feared that we would eventually lose ourselves to Gray.

It was its echoes that now warned me that we shouldn’t be here. The Coalition avoided this system because they’d lost so many singulars here, but I wondered if they were afraid it was haunted. But could artificial beings believe in something as irrational as ghosts? Or maybe there was something completely rational about the existence of ghosts and we were about to find out.

After donning our helmets, we exited the ship and stepped onto the black hull. It had been perforated by the starfire and when a piece crumpled under my magnetic boot, I stepped more gingerly. “Are you sure this is safe?” I asked. I admit, I’m the least fearless of us three. But in my defense, I was just a journalist; I never had the space training Sam and Jason had as flight crew members on passenger transports.

“I don’t know any more than you do,” Sam said. “But we all agreed this is the best chance we got at finding out more about the Rampage.”

The Rampage acts like the space police (but they’re really space nazis). They believe in a universal balance, and they believe the Coalition seeding life threw everything out of balance. That’s why they destroy every seeded world they come across.

The big problem with that is, Earth is a seeded planet.

We might not be able to ever return home, but we damn well can try to protect it.

Jason knelt at a hole in the ship’s hull that was large enough for us to pass through.

“How’s it look?” Sam asked.

“Looks like a big dark chasm that goes on forever, but I don’t see any debris. Everything in here must’ve been sucked out during decompression,” Jason answered and then gestured. “You keep telling us you’re the captain. That means you go first.”

Sam gave a single tight nod, peering into the opening, and then stepped right through, the heavily magnetized inner walls pulling him into the darkness.

Jason’s and my headlamps shone downward, but I couldn’t see Sam or even his headlamp.

“Sam?” I asked.

There was no answer.


TWO


“Sam!” I yelled.

There was no response. Jason and I shared a look of stark fear.

“Can you hear me now?” Sam’s voice crackled through the comms.

I closed my eyes, exhaling in relief. “Damn it, Sam! Are you trying to give us a heart attack?”

“I was talking, but I think all this junk is screwing with our comms,” he replied. “And boy, Prime Two was right about the Rampage magnetizing their inner hulls. I got pulled a long ways down before I turned off my mag boots and switched to flight mode.”

“I’ll check the comms after we get back to the ship,” Jason said.

“Are we clear to come in?” I asked.

“Yeah, just turn off your mag boots and be ready to switch when you see me.”

I did as Sam instructed, gave Jason a final glance, and then stepped into the hole before I could lose my nerve. In the darkness, it felt like I was falling fast, as if there was gravity here. After a dozen feet or so, I could make out Sam’s headlamp in the distance. A dozen more, and he looked up at me, his headlamp nearly blinding me. I was coming in fast. I turned off my mag boots and switched to thrusters, but not soon enough. Sam grabbed my arm just as I slammed into him.

“You okay?” he asked, holding me steady.

My suit auto-stabilized. “Yeah, just didn’t switch over soon enough.”

Just as I said that, Jason zipped down to us, stopping and hovering a few feet away. “Geez, these magnets are unreal,” he muttered, readjusting his tool bag.

“You think they used the magnets for artificial gravity in here?” I asked as I peered around the open corridor. The Rampage, being an aquatic race, didn’t use corridors like humans did. Instead, this was more like a massive tube, at least a mile around, with hundreds of doors lining the walls. There were no floors—fish didn’t need those. Where would we even start?

Jason shook his head. “No, they used centrifugal force. It’s probably why their ships are giant donuts. Guess they never figured out the whole matter-antimatter-matter setup like the Coalition did for their ships. But I’d also guess that they magnetized the inner walls for shielding against the excess radiation emitted when their weapon spooled up.”

“What kind of energy can magnets repel?” Sam asked.

“Magnets can be used to repel—or draw—all kinds of energy,” Jason explained. “In the case of a Rampage ship, they obviously used magnets to keep energy from breaching the hull and containing it to the ship’s power ‘hole.’ I’d even bet the magnets helped increase the amount of energy generated too. This magnetization we’re still feeling is probably just a side effect. But learning what makes these planet-killer ships tick is why we’re here, isn’t it?”

“It was a rhetorical question, Jason. I don’t care how it works,” Sam grumbled.

“I find it interesting,” I said. “I still get chills when I remember watching their weapon coming online.”

“All I care about is us figuring out how to stop them from using that weapon on the folks back home,” Sam said before turning away and scanning the area around us. “Looks like we landed on a blast door.”

“I’d bet the magnets get stronger the closer we get to the ship’s ‘hole hull,’” Jason said.

“The what now?” Sam asked.

“The hole hull—as in donut hole hull,” Jason replied. “Why? What would you call it?”

“The inner hull,” Sam corrected. “But I doubt we’ll cover even the first mile in today. There must be five thousand square miles in this chunk alone.”

“It’ll to take a year to go through all these rooms,” I said.

“Let’s hope we find something useful before then,” Sam muttered.

“If the Coalition had done their job and sent drones to survey all the Rampage wrecks out there, we wouldn’t even have to do this,” Jason complained.

“They probably did and just didn’t share the intel with us.” Sam sounded bitter.

I couldn’t blame him. I was frustrated with the Coalition too. They’d been fighting a war against the Rampage for sixty-one million years and had yet to find a weakness in their enemy. Evidently, the greater the geographical area involved, the longer the war. In that time, it had been a long game of cat-and-mouse with countless scorched civilizations in its wake. You’d think a million years, let alone sixty-one million years, would be enough time for a brilliant race of AI beings to figure out a way to win. But since the Coalition didn’t have the courage to take the offensive, that left us stuck playing defense.

We got dragged into the Rampage-Coalition War only a year ago, and we were already tired of playing defense. It didn’t help matters that humanity had just wrapped up a war of our own with the Raptors, but that’s a story for another time.

“C’mon, we might as well get started,” Sam said as he rotated in midair. “I’m thinking we check out the first couple of rooms together to make sure this structure’s stable.” He nodded to me. “Lady’s choice. You pick the first door.”

There must have been a thousand identical doors that were probably designed to open automatically… back when the ship had power. We’d brought tools to help open them, assuming they weren’t locked or blast-proof. Every door was labeled with a number in the Rampage’s primary language, which we could read thanks to our Gray matter.

I pointed to an open doorway, the door likely blown away. “I’d say we start with the easiest first.” Without a door, the water inside had long since sublimated into gas. I hoped most of the rooms had been compromised. Otherwise, we’d be dealing with giant ice blocks. “Once we check out a few rooms, I think we should open as many doors as we can to clear out the ice.”

“I’m all for that,” Sam said.

We flew to the room. Since I picked it, I entered first. My headlamp cast eerie shadows, and I gave a sharp intake of breath when I swore one moved.

“It’s all right, just plants,” Sam said, pressing past me.

The floor was covered with what looked like blue-green kelp, frozen in its floating state forever.

Jason touched a piece that snapped like thin glass. “It looks artificial. Maybe a fish’s version of furniture or a rug or something.” He wrinkled his nose. “Though it’s most definitely not my preferred style of décor.”

I looked around. “What do you think this room was used for?”

Jason shrugged. “No idea. Maybe an apartment for one of them?”

“Oh. I figured they slept in schools, like fish,” I said.

“Maybe they did. But then I don’t know what this room’s for. It’s just this kelp stuff everywhere,” Jason said.

He was right. There weren’t even screens or interface pads anywhere.

“Maybe it’s food,” Sam suggested.

Jason shook his head. “I think this kelp is cybernetic. I can see the lines running through it.”

“Maybe it’s a bathroom or shower,” I said. “They’re fish, so it’s not like they have hands. Maybe the kelp cleaned them off or something.”

“Whatever this room is, it’s useless to us,” Sam said. “Next room.”

We followed him out of the kelp room. Jason paused to pull out a thick tube of chalk—a deep-space version of one, anyway—from his bag and drew a mark on the wall next to the door to track that we’d been there. He slung his bag back over his shoulder. The material, created using a Coalition printer, was still pliable even in the near absolute-zero temperature.

Sometimes, I still found myself in awe of the Coalition’s advanced technology. They made humans look like cavemen, especially considering that most of the advanced-generation technology that humanity had was courtesy of the alien AI race. Our Coalition-built spacesuits meant that they never ran out of air or power unlike our Earth-built suits. The suits fit tightly and even the helmets fit more snugly. They had straws that provided water and nutrients and diapers that recycled as much as possible. Basically, we could survive indefinitely in the suits… that was, until the nutrients ran out or the diapers filled up, whichever came first. We hadn’t tested the limits of the suits yet, and I didn’t plan to start today.

That’s why, six rooms later, I was ready to call it quits for the day. “All we’ve learned so far is that the fish have an obsession with fake kelp. I don’t think that will help us protect Earth.”

“Well, we still have roughly six thousand and one more doors to check out in just this section alone,” Jason pointed out.

Sam was less patient. “Let’s split up and check as many rooms we can. How about we meet up at this section’s entry point at fourteen hundred. That gives us, let’s see, six hours before a break.”

“We should check in through our comms at every room to be safe,” I added.

“And remember to stay clear when opening a door just in case the room still has pressure. Any ice inside is gonna blow outward as it sublimates,” Jason added.

I nodded and set the timer in my HUD. On any other day, I’d love to tour an alien ship. But this felt more like an alien graveyard even though we’d yet to come across a dead fish. I felt like we were on the set of a horror film, and I’d rather be watching a horror movie than living one.

Jason handed us prybars and chalk, the former to slide open the doors (we’d discovered they were unlocked, luckily) and the latter to mark them. Sam went up, Jason stayed in the section we’d begun in, so I decided to go across the corridor to start there.

I peered inside a room with the top half of the door bent inward, making it easy to float inside. The section we’d started checking contained identical rooms. This was clearly a different section.

“Guys, this room has interface pads,” I said.

Looking back, we should’ve checked random rooms throughout this area rather than rooms all in the same cluster, but we’d had no idea if Rampage logic could be considered rational in any way to us. Evidently, they grouped room type much like how humans did.

“Do they work?” Sam quickly asked, his curiosity piqued.

“I haven’t tried any yet,” I said as I came to a stop before one that showed no obvious damage. “But these are different interface pads than what the Coalition uses. These are just physical interface ports like the ones back home. Except these are diamond shaped. About an inch wide and a little under two inches long.”

“You’re sure they’re interface ports?” Jason asked.

“Not completely, but they look like it,” I replied. “There are even screens, but they’re all cracked. Even if we got power connected, I’m not sure anything would work. But I’m going to look around to see if we can connect a battery anywhere.”

“Once we get back to the ship, we might be able to print off something that would fit in the port,” Jason said. “Of course, we’ll have to figure out what the other end of the cable would connect to.”

“We’ll figure out something,” I said. When we’d boarded the gray ship, our armlets and Sam’s flight tablets all went dead. It had been twelve months since we first boarded the gray ship. In the first three months, we were essentially rats in a cage. It wasn’t until Gray fully fused its essence into us that we could control the ship’s systems. And since then, we’d been too busy talking with singulars and archivists to find out what we could about the Universe’s Enemy Number One.

We learned a lot and nearly all of it was completely useless. The Coalition believes the Rampage is inevitable—that they exist, will continue to exist, and that’s that. But the Coalition are also pacifists and only fight when it comes to defending key seeded systems. That’s why they never developed weapons that could actually move.

We didn’t have the same qualms. When it came to protecting humanity (and puppy dogs), we’d do whatever it took to keep the Rampage away from our galaxy.

I searched the room for anything that looked like another way to connect or even power the systems. There were four ports, each with its own screen.

“If we take something from this ship, does that make us space pirates?” Jason asked through our helmet speakers.

“This ship’s abandoned. Anything we take, we’re repurposing, not stealing,” Sam replied.

“Uh, what’d you find, Jason?” I asked.

“A bunch of diamonds and rubies and other sparklies,” he answered.

“If you’re stealing jewels, then yeah, you’re definitely a pirate,” I said, chuckling.

“What good are jewels out here? You making a necklace or something?” Sam asked.

“I was thinking they could be used as inputs for printing something. But they’re also pretty—nothing wrong with adding a pop of color to the ship, don’t ya think?”

“I think it’s a great idea,” I’ve said. “I’ve seen so much gray lately, my vision’s gone grayscale.”

“You’re a woman—of course you’d want him to steal jewels,” Sam said.

I ignored him. With Sam, it was often the best thing to do. After my third time around the room, I gave up searching for anything else. Since the ship had been filled with water, I realized the Rampage’s electronics had to be designed differently than ours—the typical human-built computer wouldn’t last long underwater.

I exited the room and used the chalk to draw a star on the wall next to the door.

Jason was emerging from a room across the way about a hundred feet from me. Even from this distance, I could see his bag bulging.

I laughed. “Just how many jewels did you snatch?”

“As many as I could fit in the bag… and my pockets,” he replied.

“Uh, guys?” Sam said. “We need to get back to the ship.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Now!” Sam yelled as he burst from a room, firing his tranqer over his shoulder. Ice shards trailed around him. What looked like a foot-long sardine, flopped after him. It was trying to swim, but it still had too much ice covering its fins. And then it started shooting.


THREE


The sardine-looking security drone fired red lasers, but it was still too restricted by the ice, and the beams went high over Sam’s head. Sam spun and kicked the drone like a soccer ball, sending it tumbling back into the room. He worked at closing the door, but in zero-G, nothing is easy. I flew as quickly as I could to help when red beams started shooting out from the room. Sam shut the door and then twisted to find me nearly to him.

“I told you to get to the ship,” he said.

“I was coming to help you,” I replied.

Multiple beams melted a hole through the door, cutting through the space between us. We fired our suit’s thrusters at full power toward the opening.

“Hurry up. They’ve almost burned through,” Jason said from not far behind us.

We were already going as fast as we could.

“How many are in there?” I asked.

“A lot,” Sam replied.

“They must’ve gone into hibernation once they were frozen,” Jason said.

“We need guns,” Sam said for at least the hundredth time since we first stepped foot on the gray ship. It had forced us to leave our weapons behind before entering. Instead, they gave us tranqers—tasers, basically—something that looked like a Star Trek phaser and worked great at knocking out bioforms but did little damage against technoforms.

“I’ll work on the printer system,” I said. “It’s got to be in the exception code somewhere.”

I applied reverse thrust as we closed in on the opening. I flew through without stopping , as the hole was big enough to not worry about snagging my suit. Sam came right behind me, narrowly missing me as he flew straight for the ship’s airlock. I spun and peered back inside. Jason was barely twenty feet away, but the security drones had melted a large enough hole in the door to start popping through. Three were coming after us while a fourth was stuck in the door, still half-encased in ice. The sardines were closing the distance fast.

I motioned to Jason. “Hurry!”

“What’s it look like I’m doing?” he said as he popped through the hull.

“Airlock’s open. Get over here,” Sam ordered.

He didn’t have to tell us twice. Rather than walking across the hull, we flew toward the ship. Sam was standing inside the tiny airlock, which had just enough space for the three of us to pack inside like—well, like the things flying after us.

Red laser beams struck our ship, but they deflected without leaving even scorch marks on the gray hull. An icy sting shot through my calf, and I hissed.

“Liv, you’re hit!” Jason called out.

I wanted to say, “I’m okay,” but my jaw was clenched too tightly. The sting now felt like Thor had shoved a bolt of lightning through my leg. I blinked through the pain, trying to stay focused on reaching the airlock. Sam had stepped out and held out his arms to catch me. I didn’t slow down as much as I should’ve, and I barreled into him. He must’ve had his mag boots set on max because I didn’t send us both flying into space. He hugged me to him and stepped into the airlock.

Jason joined us a second later and closed the outer door.

“Are you okay?” Sam asked.

I was trying to unclench my jaw when Jason answered, “Yeah, I didn’t get hit. Man, those little bastards were getting accurate toward the end there, once they got the ice off them.”

The inner door opened, and Sam carried me to a chair and set me down. The gravity and jostling caused me to hiss in a breath. Once he removed his helmet, he knelt beside me, and Jason knelt on my other side after he closed the inner door and took off his helmet.

Jason removed my helmet while Sam checked my leg.

“How are you doing?” Jason asked as soon as my helmet was clear.

“Okay,” I said, and I meant it. My leg felt like someone had poured lava on it, but now it was only black-hot instead of red-hot pain. “It hurts less than before.” I glanced at Sam. “How’s it look?”

He shrugged. “Can’t tell. The suit’s already fully healed. Dang, these are good suits. Here, let’s get you out of your suit so I can take a look.”

I looked at the viewscreen. Outside, at least two dozen security drones were firing on the ship. We couldn’t hear a thing inside. “Maybe we should get out of here first, though.”

He checked the screen. “It’s not likely they can hurt the ship, but yeah, probably a good idea. Not like we can call a tow truck out here if they get a lucky shot.” He left for the control deck.

Jason leaned over me. “Here, I’ll help you out of your suit.”

Together, we managed to get me out of my suit. Our newer suits fit snugly enough that we couldn’t wear clothes under them—just a bra and underwear in my case—but I wasn’t the least bit shy around Jason or Sam. Any shyness had been left in the Sol system. The three of us had spent over half a year in close quarters on a tiny ship that didn’t even have a separate bathroom until Jason managed to build some privacy screens.

It didn’t even have a toilet when we first boarded, let alone a sink. It had simply been an open elliptical space with only the control deck and viewscreens on the opposite side of the airlock. In the center of the ship stood a single large 3D printer, which we used to make meal bars, water, mattresses, pillows, chairs, and other comforts, while Gray had built us plumbing and beds using its small firefly drones.

It still wasn’t homey, but it was our home.

“Looks like you got a through-and-through shot.” Jason gingerly pressed my calf, and I sucked in a breath. Glancing down, I saw that silver now covered the area where I’d been shot.

“It’s gray, so it should heal pretty quick,” he said.

About a third of my skin was covered in Gray matter. The silver was solid in certain places on our bodies, but new silver would appear at injury sites, leading me to believe that the nanites inside me were still replicating—even though I still felt like “me.”

I also wondered how long it would be before Gray matter consumed my body and any remaining hints of humanity were lost. For all I knew, I was already completely silver inside. Then again, the time to consider us human was behind us as soon as we agreed to fuse with a technoform.

“Hold on,” Sam said. “I’m launching now.”

Jason took a seat next to me. As Sam launched us nimbly from the Rampage ship, I rubbed at the injury, which had lessened to feeling like a bad bruise even though a laser beam had burned straight through my leg. It was amazing how the alien nanites worked—at least I assumed they were nanites. Coalition language and English didn’t always perfectly translate. We didn’t know if Gray matter was its artificial blood or incredibly advanced nanites. Our brains weren’t wired like a singular’s—we didn’t understand things that seemed completely natural to them. I guess that was the difference between being a biological species and a technological species… or bioforms and technoforms, as singulars put it.

Jason stood and approached the screen. “Looks like the battle sardines are staying close to their ship. I guess that means we’re in the clear.”

“But with them hanging around that chunk of ship, this mission’s scrubbed,” I said. “We didn’t get anything we were looking for.”

Jason grinned. “I got jewels. Lots of jewels.”

He set his bag between our chairs. I opened it and ran my hand through the jewels that filled the bag around his tools.

“They might just be plastic,” I said as I held up a ruby, but it was far too clear—too perfect—to be plastic. Maybe it wasn’t a ruby, but whatever it was, it was just as beautiful. A topaz then caught my eye, and I picked it up and examined it. After a moment, I held it up. “This looks like a perfect fit with the interface port.”

Even Sam looked over his shoulder then. “So those aren’t jewels—they’re connectors?”

I thought back to the images the archivist had shown us of the Rampage. They resembled large anglerfish with enormous jaws, their vivid, changing bioluminescence was how they communicated with one another. But they connected to computers and their ships physically through their “fishing rods” attached to their foreheads. And at the tips of those rods were glistening… jewels.

I smacked my forehead. “Oh duh, yes, these are the connectors for their fishing rods.”

Jason eyed me with confusion. “Fishing rods?”

“You know, those tentacles that stick out from their foreheads.” I pointed to my forehead.

“Oh, you mean an illicium,” Jason said.

“What?” Sam and I both asked.

“That’s what it’s called,” Jason replied. “What? I used to fish a lot. The Atlantic was only an hour from my parents’ house.”

“If that’s the connector,” Sam began, “then all we need is the computer to access their systems.”

“And a power source,” Jason added. “Remember, that ship is dead.”

I considered something. “But those sardines aren’t.”

Jason turned to me. “What are you thinking?”

“It might be a wild-goose chase, but Coalition security drones needed a system online to run them. And since the Rampage birthed the Coalition, I can’t help but think their designs are similar.”

“You think there are systems still online?” Jason asked.

“At least the security system might be,” I said.

“But why would we want to interface with a security system?” Sam asked.

“Because it would know all about Rampage security measures,” I said. “If we know about their security, then we can find holes in that security.”

“Ohh,” Jason drawled. “That’s a pretty devious idea.”

“Thank you,” I beamed.

“But then we need to find a security system access port,” Jason said.

I smiled. “That’s easy. We connect to a sardine, we should connect to the system. I noticed their ports earlier.”

They considered. “So we have to catch a sardine?”

I nodded.

Sam gave a hint of a smile. “Let’s go fishing.”


FOUR


As things turned out, getting a sardine was a lot easier than we’d anticipated. Sam went bowling, using the ship as the ball and the sardines as pins, plowing right through them and knocking them every which way, including several away from the Rampage ship.

We’d just wanted to separate one from the herd to make it easier to acquire, but we discovered the security drones lost power once they got more than a few thousand feet from the ship. Either they lost their signal or couldn’t operate away from the heavily magnetized ship. Jason understood magnets better than I did—he thought the magnetism might provide their power or relay the system’s signal to them. Even with access to so many Coalition systems, we were still guessing ninety-nine percent of the time.

Sam, interfaced with the ship, angled us toward a sardine tumbling away from us, extending one of the ship’s grabber arms—something we didn’t even know it had until we’d fully integrated with Gray. Jason and I stood on either side, watching the viewscreens. My leg no longer hurt, having fully healed in the three hours it took for us to prepare for our hunt. If I’d still been fully human, I likely would’ve died from that injury once infection set in. So far, there seemed to be no downsides to being a Coalition symbiont… well, aside from migraines, muscle cramps, and dry mouth, but you can’t get something for nothing. That’s a universal law.

“Where’s a tractor beam when you need one?” Sam griped as he attempted to grab the drifting sardine and missed.

“Don’t tell me you’re going to start quoting Star Trek again,” Jason said.

“Or start talking about how we need red shirts,” I added.

“Well, we are as Red Shirt as they come,” Sam said as he turned the ship around for another attempt. “I mean, c’mon, we were sent on a mission to die.”

“And yet we’re still alive,” Jason said.

“Don’t jinx us,” Sam warned. “Prime Two is convinced our bodies are going to reject the fusion… and that we’re going to die horrible, agonizing deaths.”

“That’s because it’s a pessimist. It doesn’t want to get its hopes up that humans are viable symbionts,” I said.

“I still think we need red shirts. At the very least, they’d be great symbols of us bucking the odds,” Sam said. “All right, quiet, I’ve got to concentrate.”

He extended the grabber again. This time, the tip tapped the sardine, knocking it out of reach. He cursed.

“Why don’t you let me try?” Jason offered. “I used to run OTIS’s equipment all the time back on the Tereshkova.”

“It’s not as easy as it looks,” Sam said, chasing the sardine with the arm.

“Not saying it is,” Jason said. “Just saying I’ve got more experience with ship equipment than you. You just fly the ships. I keep them flying.”

Sam balked at Jason. “Just fly? Do you have any idea how much skill it takes to fly a ship?”

“Considering Terry was on autopilot most of the time, I’d guess not much,” Jason teased.

Sam scowled.

“Focus on the sardine,” I said.

Reluctantly, Sam returned to the task at hand. While interfaced with the ship, he could access and control all its systems directly with his mind. He could also see the sardine more clearly than we did on the viewscreens, likely with the system also providing details on distance and time until impact.

We could all wirelessly access the ship’s systems with our minds, but it required concentration, so we usually connected through the interface pad whenever we weren’t running through some sort of training exercise.

The ship approached the sardine more slowly this time, and the arm reached out. The grabber was too high, but Sam adjusted at the last second and snagged the drone. He’d almost didn’t close the pincers in time, but he managed to grab hold of the tail fin, and he pulled it close to the ship.

“Good job,” I said.

“That sure wasn’t pretty, but, hey, you got it done,” Jason added.

Sam turned to him. “Your turn. Let’s see how you do.”

Jason grinned, grabbing his helmet. “Gladly.”

As he headed to the airlock, I called out, “Be careful.”

He waved without looking back. “Always am.”

He grabbed a tube of goop adhesive and a pile of black rubber straps he’d printed off an hour earlier. He secured the tube in his waist belt and wrapped the straps around his arm. We watched as he disappeared through the airlock. Sam stayed connected to the ship, his right hand buried in the black liquid of the interface pad. On the viewscreen, Jason flew to the arm holding the sardine. The drone was roughly the size of a Shih Tzu. Jason could’ve flown out and grabbed the sardine faster than it took Sam to grab it, but we wanted to play it safe. The drone had looked offline, but for all we knew, it could’ve attacked as soon as Jason got within shooting range.

Jason approached the drone cautiously, waving his hand in front of it as if to activate it. When nothing happened, he pulled out the tube and drew himself within inches from the sardine. He placed the tip of the tube against the drone’s laser port and squeezed. White gelatinous goop covered the port, resembling whipped cream on a sundae. He did the same to the drone’s thrusters.

“He makes spacewalking look easy,” I said.

“He was good before I met him, and that was over ten years ago,” Sam said. “Before we crewed Tereshkova together, he worked on ship repairs at Pioneer Space Center. I think he spent ten hours a day outside in zero-G back then.”

“I didn’t know that.” I thought I’d known Sam and Jason well, but I realized there was still so much we didn’t know about each other.

“Yeah. Pretty much all the space jobs out there have the noobs start out with zero-G stuff. Sure, it trains them better, but really, it’s because they’re more expendable.”

“What was your noobie job?” I asked.

He snorted. “Me? I was never a noob.”

I rolled my eyes. Outside, Jason was examining his work before letting the tube float away. Generally, I’d be against littering anywhere, but this system—and especially this area—was already filled with debris. One half-used tube of goop wasn’t going to make a difference. He then took the rubber straps off his arm one by one and wrapped them around the sardine, pinning its fins against its body to prevent it from maneuvering if it somehow managed to break off the goop covering its thrusters.

Once he was satisfied, he shot us a thumbs up, and Sam released the arm. Jason grabbed the sardine and flew back to the airlock.

Sam disengaged from the ship. “Looks like my job’s done for now.”

“And mine’s about to start,” I said, heading to meet Jason at the airlock.

As soon as he stepped inside, he handed me the sardine. “Your turn, Liv.”

The drone was heavier than I expected—at least five pounds, if not more. I carried it to my chair, next to which was a black cable I’d made. One end held a ruby taken from Jason’s stash; the other end head exposed fiber optic cable.

Holding the sardine on my lap, I found its interface port on its head just behind its eyes. The ruby slid in flawlessly, clicking into place. I then took the other end of the cable.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jason asked. “What if it carries a virus or something?”

“Then we’ll kill it,” I said, holding the exposed cable before my anxiety got the better of me.

It wasn’t the safest idea to connect to an enemy computer, but it was the best and only idea I had. It wasn’t like we had a computer we could use that could be disconnected from the ship’s network. And if we connected it to the ship, one of us still had to be interfaced, putting both us and the ship’s systems at risk. This way, it was only me—or at least Gray inside me—at risk.

Like everything we’d done since leaving our home system, the choice was either put ourselves at risk or do nothing. And nothing would get us nowhere.

I closed my eyes and focused. The drone was dead—completely offline—which is what I expected. I accessed Gray and felt the “computer” part of my mind begin to open. It was weird having a computer inside me, but it made things a lot easier than using some tablet to connect to an alien system.

Through the cable, my body provided more than enough energy to activate the drone, but as soon as its system began booting, I concentrated on sandboxing its operating system from its physical controls, restricting it from performing any of its operational protocols. It was both easier and harder than I’d expected. Easier in that the system was as open to me as if I were surfing the internet; harder in that the system was foreign. While I understood the Rampage language, I wasn’t familiar with how the system interfaces worked, and they looked different from anything I could’ve imagined. The drone’s start “screen” wasn’t a list of menu items but, rather, appeared like an ocean with a school of fish, each fish representing a different menu item.

“How’s it going?” Sam asked.

“It’s going,” I said bluntly and focused. There must’ve been a hundred menu items. Where human-built systems were hierarchical (once you select a menu, it opens into a submenu), the Rampage’s systems seemed to display everything available. I couldn’t find a search feature and even if I had, I wouldn’t know what to search for, so instead I read through each and every one of the menu fish, stopping after I’d passed over at least fifty. I selected the menu and found myself entering a dark area, as though I was several thousand feet underwater, and I felt very alone until the faintest command prompt appeared in the shape of a single diamond.

And then I was in.

There were no firewalls, no passwords or authenticators. Evidently, the Rampage had complete trust in one another, which was probably due to their evolution into cybernetic organisms.

“You’re still okay, I hope. It’s been almost an hour,” Jason said.

“Still okay. There’s a lot to sift through,” I said.

The system wasn’t fully online. Most areas were dark—dead—but there were a few still available to access. The security system was still functional (obviously)—it had been built like a chimera with copies of itself located throughout the ship like an infested house. The same with an environmental and life support systems, which made me wonder if it was still functioning in any portion of the wreckage.

There was no power feeding the systems, so only the ones I fed came online enough for me to access. It was a strange technology. Back on Earth, systems were physically based, power fed at the source. These systems seemed to have been woven throughout the ship. They were always available, fed power through any of its interfaces and even possibly through other means.

I’d hoped for an archivist system, something that had provided us a wealth of information about the Coalition. Instead, I found a navigation system. As I delved deeper, I grew tired from expending my own energy to operate the menus. Much of the data in the navigational charts didn’t make sense to me, but I had a feeling a pilot would better understand it.

I focused on the data and began “downloading” it to a partition somewhere inside my mind.

“Liv, you’re getting a bit pale,” Jason said.

“Almost there,” I said, though I felt my energy draining faster than before.

“Liv…” Sam cautioned.

“Almost there.”

It took longer than I expected, but I’d downloaded what equated to terabytes of data. As soon as I finished, I disconnected and sunk deeper into my chair.

When I opened my eyes, both Sam and Jason were watching me.

“Are you okay?” Jason asked.

“What’d you find?” Sam asked at the same time.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, then to Sam, “Sam, you’re going to want to see this.”

“See what?”

I set down the drone and went to stand, but found I was too weak. “Help me to the interface. I’m too tired to connect wirelessly.”

“You should rest,” Jason said, but Sam helped me up and half carried me to the control deck.

As soon as I placed my silver hand on the black pad, it melted to accept me, and the ship’s systems were instantly available. I transferred the data as fast as I could think it, and when I was finished, I sank into Sam. “All the nav data I could find is in the Rampage Recon folder.”

He perked up. “Nav data?” When I nodded, I think he would’ve dropped me if Jason hadn’t come to help me stand. He interfaced with the ship, and within seconds, a smile crept up his face. “We’ve got what we need.”


FIVE


Connected to the ship’s printer, I perused the code, searching for areas I could modify to better adapt to the printer to meet our needs. I’d been spending a couple of hours on it every day—any more than that and my eyes would cross from trying to decipher the code.

I used to believe human technology was advanced, but then A-gen (advanced generation) technology came along courtesy of an anonymous source we later learned was the Coalition. This new technology allowed us to defend against the vicious Raptors that had decided our system was a prime spot of space for colonization. A-gen tech saved us from genocide, though barely. After seeing the extent of the Coalition’s technology, I realized just how stingy they’d been with their gift. In their mission to preserve life, they had given us the absolute bare minimum needed for long-term space travel. They’d given it to us to escape threats, not fight them.

They clearly didn’t understand humanity very well.

Our ship had been built to house Gray. It had all the Coalition technology we could want, except weapons—since the Coalition was a pacifistic race—and we hadn’t yet figured out how to create weapons using the printers (but we would). To me, the most incredible technology was the ability for a ship to produce a quantum tunnel and jump, not just across star systems, but across entire galaxies. The Raptors called such tunnels “wormways.” We stuck with the Coalition’s term for them. We imagined them as a sort of artificial wormhole, but honestly, we didn’t care as long as they worked when we needed them.

They were smooth too. Other than passing stars visibly fast outside and an odd vibration in the ship, there was no other sign we were jumping. Today’s jump was within a single galaxy—the Triangulum Galaxy—that was something like three million light-years from the Milky Way galaxy, not that we could return home. Remember the Raptors? Well, they had also received A-gen designs, but they’d received more designs than we had, including the ability to track a Coalition ship carrying a quantum tunneler. While they couldn’t create wormways to any specific point they chose, they could jump to the same star system as that ship, as long as it was within a hundred or so light-years from their start point.

That was how the Raptors had found our system in the first place. Thanks to this ship being parked on an asteroid in the inner belt, they used its beacon to jump there. Basically, it was always just a matter of when, not if, more Raptors would track us. With that risk hanging over our heads, we weren’t going to play the pied piper and bring more of them to Sol.

A muscle cramped in my right shoulder, and I squeezed it, trying to ease the tension. I thought I was working out enough to keep my muscles from atrophying out here in space, but I had a feeling we could all use another hour or two of cardio.

Our ship emerged from the jump into the Aurelia Prime system, a part of the Triangulum galaxy that was clear of both the Rampage and Raptors. In fact, I didn’t think there were even any Raptors in the entire galaxy. That’s why we chose this system, so we didn’t have to deal with a fleet of Raptors breathing down our tailpipes.

Aurelia Prime was a nice system too. It had a small white star, but over half of its light was blocked by the Dyson sphere enclosing it. Around that wrapped two ringworlds. The sphere houses the system’s starfire weapon, the Coalition’s only significant defense against the Rampage, while the two rings were manufacturing facilities—though I guess calling them reproduction facilities is more accurate. In these rings, new singulars were born by the ring’s singular replicating itself, and then housed in orbs and placed into nearly indestructible gray ships just like ours.

We’d searched our ship and found Gray’s orb because the idea of flying with a singular corpse onboard was too creepy. We didn’t know what to expect, but we hadn’t expected to find the orb empty—when Gray fused with it, it had literally fused its entire body into the three of us. That made us something more—or less—than human, a fact that became more obvious every day I looked in the mirror. My brown hair had turned silver, my pupils were ringed with silver, and my entire right arm and shoulder were silver, not to mention most of my torso plus the streaks running through my legs and left arm.

“All right, hold on everyone,” Sam announced from the control deck. “We’ll be docking in just a minute or so.”

I took a seat. Behind me, Jason snored lightly, having spent too many hours dissecting the sardine to see how it was different from a Coalition firefly. He’d found more similarities than differences. We’d left the sardine behind as we couldn’t risk the Rampage tracking the location of its drone to Aurelia Prime, a system they hadn’t yet searched for singulars.

Our ship slowed as it approached the lower of the two ringworlds encircling the sphere like Saturn’s rings. Each ring had a honeycomb hull, with every hole being a docking bay. Currently, millions of ships were being built concurrently in each ring by Coalition drones while the rings’ singulars replicated new singulars. If every ship was as well-built as ours, their productivity and quality control processes put human-built manufacturing facilities to shame.

The ringworlds were filled with various systems and drones to assist singulars in whatever they needed. Billions of drones, in different shapes and sizes, built the ships and transported new singulars to their protective shells.

Every dock looked the same, but I knew Sam was docking us at the same bay he’d used ever since we first arrived here, learning of this system through Gray’s natural connection with every other living singular. As we slid into the bay, thick clamps locked the ship into place with a heavy thud, jolting Jason awake.

“Wha, we’re home already?” he asked, wiping a hand across his mouth.

I grinned. “We’re here, Sleeping Beauty.”

He swung his feet over the side of his bunk and jumped down, rubbing his hands together. “Good. I’m ready for a long, hot shower.”

“Not if I get there first,” Sam said as he disconnected from the interface pad. “The airtube is extending now.”

“Is the ship locked down?” I asked.

Sam nodded. “I’ve shut down all the main systems except for life support and the ship’s connection to Prime Two. It’s set it to only allow our entry.”

Even though the Coalition seemed trustworthy, we didn’t trust anyone or anything that wasn’t us. We didn’t bother putting on our suits before leaving through the airlock and into the airtube connecting to the ring’s airlock.

You wouldn’t think a race of technoforms would need airlocks and airtubes, let alone hallways and lighting, but they needed them for two reasons: first, their symbionts were bioforms and had specific environmental needs; and second, the Coalition liked to collect “life seeds”—samples of life from across the universe to store in their extensive seed libraries. As such, every Coalition structure was built in small sections of ten square miles or less that were adjustable in terms of pressure, gravity, air, and so on, to support whatever bioformic race was visiting.

Right now, we were the only bioforms in this star system. The rings and sphere were brand new by Coalition standards—less than a thousand years old by their math—so everything was still one hundred percent focused on replicating more singulars than receiving visiting ones with their bioformic symbionts.

There wasn’t much to see in a ringworld without bioformic life, so we stuck to our little ten-mile section, which felt huge after spending months on a cramped ship the size of a space elevator compartment.

When the airlock opened, we had to wait for a swarm of firefly drones to buzz by. Jason smiled. He always smiled at the small drones as if he was watching squirrels play.

As we stepped into the hallway, I asked, “Should we meet with Prime Two first?”

Jason shook his head. “Nope. That shower’s calling me.”

Sam glanced at Jason and me, and then he sprinted toward his room.

Jason’s eyes went wide. “No, you don’t!” he shouted and took off after him.

The three doors nearest the airlock led to our individual rooms. We’d spent nearly nine months on this ring, and in that time, we’d made it a relatively cozy home for us. Our three rooms had a shared space at the far end, with a full bathroom and lounge that ran the full width across the back side of our three private rooms. We’d requested individual bathrooms, but Prime Two wouldn’t allocate drones for “superfluous” items. We did get individual rooms only because they didn’t require extra space or effort to set up. Everything in each room was whatever we had created using the printer, located four doors down from Jason’s room, at the far right of our cluster. Sam’s room was on the left while mine was in the middle. I think the guys had subconsciously arranged our rooms that way to protect me, but I didn’t mind. I preferred having the center room. I admit, it made me feel safer, even though we had nothing to fear from the Coalition.

Knowing I’d be third in line for the shower, I didn’t rush. I waved my silver hand over the door, and it opened. Inside was a ten-by-ten room. It wasn’t huge by Earth standards, but it felt spacious. A platform bed sat off to my right. The bed had sides because the printer wasn’t large enough to print off a full mattress, so it was essentially a box filled with bean bags, six pillows (I love pillows), and several blankets, each in a different vibrant color, and all of which were only four feet wide—the maximum width of the printer. It was almost as comfortable as my bed back on Earth and more comfortable than the cot on the ship. A small desk occupied much of the rest of the room—I’d developed a habit of journaling—and a beanbag chair rested beside it.

A charging port and cleaning station sat against the far wall, holding a spacesuit on the charger. Even before printing a bed, I had made a backup spacesuit for myself after we arrived. When you live in an environment where there’s no survivable atmosphere on the other side of the wall, having an extra suit can relieve a lot of stress.

My favorite furnishings hung on the wall: silk-thin tapestries depicting scenes from Earth. Being from Cheyenne, Wyoming, I printed scenes from Yellowstone National Park. The printer created exactly what I envisioned, but while I’d visited the park at least fifty times in my life, the images still didn't fully capture Yellowstone. My memory was somehow lacking the realness of the place. But they were still far better than blank walls.

I passed through my room via the door near my desk into the open lounge area. To my left, I could hear the shower running behind one door, and the door to the toilet was also closed. I went to the kitchenette and poured a glass of water from a pitcher, grabbed one of the meal bars sitting on the counter, and took a seat at the table. My heartburn was acting up, and the bar would help somewhat but never enough. An unfortunate side effect of the Gray matter inside me.

On the wall hung a series of small viewscreens Jason had printed for us. By envisioning them displaying live feeds of the space outside the rings and of the hallways inside, the printer had created working screens with no noticeable power source that displayed exactly what we’d wanted from the moment they rolled out of the printer.

I watched without paying much attention, waiting for my turn in the shower. The ring’s singular had claimed that a chemical air bath was far more efficient and thorough than a water shower, which it had deemed incredibly inefficient. We tried it and decided that while it worked great at cleaning our hair and skin, it didn’t come close to a long steamy shower. So Jason designed a two-phase shower system that was built by the ring’s fireflies. The first phase involved a brief chemical cleaning mist, followed by a water rinse for relaxation. If Sam was in the shower, he’d be in there for at least ten minutes. Jason would easily take twenty minutes or longer.

The water came from massive ice reserves stored in the ring for various purposes. We didn’t fully understand (or want to understand) how the recycling processors worked for both the shower and toilet. What we did know was that there was no garbage on the ring. Not even an ounce. Everything was broken down to its most basic elements and then repurposed using the printers, replicators, and manufacturing systems.

The shower turned off just as I finished my bar. So it was Sam, then. The door opened, and he stepped out, steam wafting into the air around him. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, and he gave a lazy salute as he headed to his room. He had a great body—with only meal bars to eat for the past year, none of us had an ounce of fat, but Sam had been in shape before. Not that I was interested. After spending so much time in close quarters, Sam and Jason felt too much like my brothers.

I glanced at the closed bathroom door and then returned to my room, undressed, wrapped a towel around myself, and headed to the shower. Just as I stepped into the bathroom, Jason emerged from the toilet.

“Hey, I’m next!” he said.

Instead of replying, I just smiled and shut the door in his face.

The good thing about the shower was that the hot water never ran out. In fact, the rings had to constantly cool the entire structures due to their proximity to the star. About fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the shower to find Sam eating and Jason, still in his towel, waiting impatiently.

“Took you long enough,” he grumbled.

“Now you can take a shower without having to hurry for either us,” I teased.

He chortled. “I wouldn’t have hurried anyway.” Then he went in.

Forty-five minutes later, we were all dressed and sitting around the table. Jason had a firefly drone sitting on his shoulder like a parrot. I think he’d come to think of them as his pets.

“Ready?” I asked.

Jason rubbed his hands together. “Wonder triplet powers activate.”

Sam held out his right hand—the one covered in silver—and I clasped it with my right. I extended my other hand to Jason, who placed his left—also silver—in mine. With silver veins running through my left hand, I served as the easiest conduit to connect our minds. Touching the silver parts of our bodies was like connecting live electrical wires, allowing a current to flow between us. We’d been practicing wireless connections too, but they caused way worse headaches than the physical link.

When we connected physically, the headaches were more manageable—no more severe than a bad hangover. Not pleasant by any means, but I could push through it. Wireless connections, though, brought on excruciating migraines that left us lying in bed in complete silence and darkness. We’d yet to figure out how to create migraine medicine with the printer. It would’ve been handy to have a doctor with us who could imagine the exact drugs we needed. As it was, we’d just as likely create cocaine or anthrax as we would create Tylenol.

I closed my eyes, and we were instantly within our shared mind, filled with swirling energy and thoughts. Our single mind was surrounded by a firewall of strange symbols—Coalition code—that we could read and understand when Gray fully fused itself into us. Billions of stars twinkled in the distance—each one a singular on the Coalition network.

Sharing each other’s thoughts was always intense, like we were standing in the middle of a riot, being shoved around, but I focused on my breathing and clearing my mind while Sam and Jason did the same. It was strange in having both my individual thoughts and the shared ones at the same time. In one mind, I was myself. In the other, I was part of Gray with no stray thoughts—only the rational, necessary thoughts of an artificial mind. Soon, the riot calmed to a meadow.

“Show us what you found, Liv,” Sam said. He may have spoken the words aloud, but we heard them just as clearly in our shared mind.

I opened the part of my Gray mind that had downloaded all the data from the sardine. They saw everything at once, like browsing a computer directory. Sam took the lead, sifting through the navigational charts.

“Does any of this make sense?” I asked.

“Oh yeah,” Sam said. “They’re using the same nav charts as the Coalition. But it’s going to take a while to go through them. I’m not sure why some systems are marked in purple while others are in green, yellow, or black.”

“The Gathara system and the surrounding systems are yellow,” Jason said. “I bet yellow marks systems they’ve cleared.”

I scanned the maps. “And this one is green, which probably means it’s a system they haven’t searched yet.” Well over half the charts were green, which made sense. The universe was a very, very big place.

“That leaves purple and black,” Sam said.

On a hunch, I pulled up the Milky Way galaxy and zoomed in on the Sol system. “Our home system is in purple.”

“There has to be a legend somewhere on one of these charts,” Jason said.

We scanned through hundreds of charts in seconds but found nothing. My head began to throb, but I pushed through. We continued, still coming up empty Sam broke the connection first. “I think we need to show this to Prime Two and get some answers.”


SIX


It was a two-mile walk to Prime Two’s interface room, located in the heart of the ringworld’s section stabilized for human survival. We could have chosen a dock closer to the room, but we used the archivist far more often since Prime Two was almost constantly using nearly one hundred percent of its performance to run the ring and replicate itself.

Countless rooms lined the ring, with most filled with raw materials. Firefly drones had cleared out the three rooms for us between the archivist and the printer rooms. After helping us set up our living space, Prime Two largely ignored us except for the periodic physical exams. We were an anomaly among its kind—no singular had ever fused its entire self into another lifeform before. Gray had accomplished what no other singular thought possible.

Despite numerous physical exams, the Coalition remained baffled by Gray’s fusion. Gray had seen the experiment as evolution; the rest of its race wasn’t so sure. Nevertheless, they were excited by the potential for human compatibility as symbionts. All other races the Coalition had found capable of surviving fusion were wiped out by the Rampage, leaving the humans as currently the only known viable species. Since the Coalition believed fusion with a bioform was the key to self-actualization, they were eager about the possibility of human symbionts despite Prime Two’s low confidence in our long-term survival.

With the migraines we each had at the moment, maybe the singulars were right.

The hallway buzzed with activity, drones flying and rolling along, their mechanical hums filling the air. Most of the smaller drones moved aside for us, but we occasionally had to dodge the larger transport drones, laden with parts. Upon reaching the section’s interface room, we saw no fewer than thirty interface pads, each linked to a different system. Only one pad interfaced with the ring’s singular. We wove around the columns, finally reaching the pad at the far side of the room. There, our silver hands melded into the black surface, which liquefied immediately to accept the connection.

“This would be so much easier if we could connect wirelessly from the lounge,” I mused. But that was way beyond our skills right now, if it was even possible. Through the interface, we could communicate with Prime Two just as easily as typing on a keyboard… except singulars used images and math instead of words.

Taking the lead in today’s connection, I relied on my computer technology degree to manage it faster than Sam or Jason could, though Gray’s fusion had narrowed the gap. I felt Sam and Jason with me in the system interface. It was a void, but I visualized a terminal to make communication easier. I queried Prime Two, and the singular appeared as a visual of the ring. Taking that as acceptance of a session, I released to it a copy of all the data I’d gathered, feeling the singular’s acceptance like a magnet pulling in metal shavings. Singulars were always hungry for data—it must have been a technoformic race’s obsession that mirrored humanity’s insatiable greed for power and wealth.

It pulled away for a moment, processing the data. As it worked, I conveyed my mind’s eye of the colors. I imagined yellow for destroyed systems, green for systems ripe with life, and purple and black for blanks.

Prime Two responded with black systems full of Rampage ships. It also displayed purple with a system filled with life and a Rampage cockroach on the surface, monitoring. Rampage cockroach drones were their probes, though they had other uses too. They’d killed the ringworld singulars in the Gathara system through their rapid rate of replication and their viciousness. They were no ordinary cockroaches.

“Oh, shit,” I said, or maybe Sam did. Our system was purple.

“The Rampage has already found Earth,” Jason said.

“Looks like it,” Sam confirmed.

“That means Earth’s already on their hit-list,” Jason added.

Our desire to stop the Rampage from reaching Earth just escalated. The Rampage, in its twisted belief in maintaining balance across the universe, hunted the Coalition and eradicated any worlds the Coalition had seeded with life… like Earth.

“Well, crap,” Jason said after a pause.

I tried to focus on Prime Two’s listing of the purple systems and asking it to prioritize the ones most in danger of being attacked. It couldn’t—the charts didn’t provide any information, and it refused to speculate. But it did turn nearly eight hundred systems from purple to green—systems that the Coalition knew to have been cleared since the charts had been last updated.

Sam jumped in then, visualizing the black systems and asking the singular to identify the ones with Rampage settlements, like the Coalition ringworlds.

While the Rampage had their cockroaches, which they sprinkled and shot out across systems, riding various orbits and traveling with the continuous velocity from being ejected from Rampage ships, the Coalition had its probes. Gray ships, just like ours, flew across galaxies, searching for life to acquire samples for the various Coalition libraries and watching the progress of seeding life, all the while monitoring the threat of the Rampage.

If a probe detected a threat to a technologically capable race, they provided them the A-gen designs to enable escape to another system. If they identified a cockroach drone, they hid, tracking it as it passed. If hiding wasn’t an option, they destroyed it—but that action alerted the Rampage to a likely Coalition presence, escalating the threat of danger to the probe and any nearby life.

Gray was our system’s watcher. That meant it had reported a sighting of a Rampage drone and never told us. The truth hit me then, and I broke the connection, staring blankly at the floor. The Coalition had given us A-gen designs. We’d believed it was to escape the Raptors, but it was to escape the Rampage. Humanity had no clue what the Rampage even was. Earth had been using A-gen technology to build warships when they needed to be building escape vessels.

Jason pulled his hand free and looked at me. “What’s wrong? Why’d you cut out?”

I looked up. “We need to warn humanity about the Rampage. They need to start building transports again.”

“Except that anywhere we go, we run the risk of drawing the Raptors to us,” Jason said.

I shook my head. “Every Raptor ship that was close enough to pick up our ship’s signal is gone. Otherwise, we’d have an entire fleet homing in on a million different probes.”

“Here, sure, but what about any Raptor ships within ten systems of Earth? We’ll pull them into Sol like moths to a flame.”

“Then we’ll pull them out and into a black hole, just like we did the first time.”

“That was Gray doing the fancy maneuvering. Think Sam’s up for that flying?”

“I am,” Sam said from where he stood at the interface pad, still connected. A second later, he pulled away. “Prime Two’s going to contact its scouts flying around the universe to narrow down the list of black systems to ones that could potentially be where the Rampage are based. Hopefully, that’ll give us a list we can work from.”

“Well, aren’t you Mr. Optimist,” Jason said drily.

“What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” I asked.

“We wait,” Sam replied. “Keep training.”

I bit my lip. “Or… we could fly to Sol and warn them about the Rampage threat.”

Sam frowned. “We can’t go back there without drawing Raptors in the area.”

“It’d be quick. In and out. We pop in, send the data, and then pop back out.”

“What kind of data?” Jason asked.

I shrugged. “New A-gen tech that can help them build ships faster. Or maybe give them the same tech the Raptors have, so they can create and use quantum tunnels to Coalition endpoints.”

“But the Coalition doesn’t want anyone with quantum tunnel tech anymore,” Jason said.

“It’s not like they’ll do anything about it. Besides, humans are their best shot at symbionts. I think the Coalition will help us do whatever it takes to protect Earth right now.”

Sam considered. “I’m all for it, but it’s going to take some time to figure out the data they need.”

“The archivist can help us,” I said. “It’ll have every design imaginable. I can work with it to put together a package. We’ll call it A-gen 2.0.”

“That’s generic,” Sam said.

“But accurate,” Jason added.

I thought about the amount of planning that lay ahead of me. “I’ll start on it tomorrow. My brain’s about to explode.”

“You’re telling me,” Jason said. “I don’t know what it is about interfacing with singulars or even with each other, but it sure hits me right there.” He tapped the center of his forehead.

“I think it’s getting better,” Sam said. “I don’t think the headaches are as bad as they used to be. Or maybe I think that because my daily migraines are worse than usual.”

We didn’t get any side effects when we connected with regular computer systems, like the ship or the archivist. But we sure felt them when we connected to a singular or even with each other. Something to do with the Gray matter inside.

A firefly entered, and we all turned to it.

I groaned. “Not again.”

Every time a firefly drone came to escort us somewhere, it led us to the same medical lab a mile farther down the hallway. And sure enough, it led us there once again—a lab we’d been to at least a dozen times before.

The lab was a square, gray room, mostly empty except for a ten-by-ten black platform that could be raised to about five feet. It wasn’t quite an interface pad, but it could scan all bodily details, from temperature to something like MRIs. Since the platform was large enough, the three of us lay on it together, letting the system collect all our data simultaneously.

The first time the firefly brought us here, we were more than a little creeped out. But the Coalition was about as boring of a race as you could find. In all our time with them, we learned they were as far from nefarious as you could get. The real danger with the Coalition was their utter rationality and lack of emotion. They made decisions based on the greater good, without necessarily taking one or three humans’ welfare into account.

“Let’s just get this over with. I’m getting hungry,” Sam said as he took a seat on the platform that was raised about two feet off the floor.

Jason and I lay on either side of him. The platform rose and began to hum, making the Gray matter inside us tickle. We knew what Prime Two was doing—it was testing us for symbiont viability. It ran the same tests every few weeks. We could pull the results directly from the singular, but we usually just reviewed them through the archivist—a system connected to a universal data warehouse of everything the Coalition had learned since the first singular became sentient over ninety-five million years ago. Every singular regularly uploaded data to the archivist system. Every ringworld had thousands of archivist terminals.

We spent a lot of time with the archivist. It could translate anything into English, something the singulars couldn’t do. Their language—math—just didn’t translate. The archivist was our main source of education, entertainment, and generally just to pass the time. You don’t realize just how boring life can get until you lose access to the internet, books, and every other human being except for two friends, one of whom I never would’ve called a friend before getting stuck together.

Jason lay there, twiddling his thumbs. “So… you two come around here often?”

“You’re a dork,” Sam said.

I stared at the ceiling—it was gray like everything else. The lighting was seamless, shrinking down with no visible fixtures. I closed my eyes. At least my headache was fading. “Just a little longer.”

According to Prime Two, all the singulars were fascinated by Gray’s complete fusion into the three of us. But they also couldn’t comprehend any logic behind it. To them, fusing roughly ten percent of themselves with a biological symbiont was the final step in self-actualization. At that percentage, the singular would retain its identity while also being fully connected with a bioform. The symbiont would live as long as the singular lived, which, as far as I knew, could live forever.

Symbiosis made sense to me. After living for a few million years, you’d probably hit a growth plateau and seek new experiences. Singulars got bored just like anyone else.

But Gray had fused its entire essence into us, essentially killing itself. While I felt echoes of Gray, there was no “voice” or any sense of another being inside me. I’d barely scratched the surface of what Gray had done to us. Even Prime Two couldn’t figure it out. Jason, Sam, and I were part singular, whereas symbionts were just bioforms living in permanent connection with a singular. We were no longer considered bioforms, at least not by the Prime Two, but we also weren’t full technoforms either.

We were neither and both.

Jason called us technohumans, and I guessed that term was as good a term as any. Would the human side see the Gray matter as a virus and try to reject it? Or would the tech side fight for control? Maybe, just maybe, the two sides would work together—we all hoped, for the sake of staying alive. But we weren’t naïve—we knew that either side could attack the other at any moment—that’s what Prime Two was monitoring for.

If it happened, we’d die agonizing deaths as our bodies tore themselves apart from the inside out. We knew this was the outcome because that’s what happened to all the failed races that the singulars had tested fusion on. For every hundred thousand tests, only one succeeded.

The odds weren’t in our favor.

A part of me hoped humanity wouldn’t be viable as symbionts, even if it meant we’d die. The Rampage existed to obliterate seeded life, and it was well-known that they prioritized wiping out any symbiont races, leaving the singulars without any new symbionts. The Rampage already knew about humanity. If they learned humans could achieve symbiosis, Earth would have a bullseye on it.

The humming stopped, and the platform lowered to chair height. The firefly chirped overhead.

“No blood work today?” I asked.

“Let me check.” Jason pressed two fingers to his temple, connecting his mind to the drone’s system. He could control the drone like a remote-controlled toy, but today he was just after our test results.

Any of us could’ve connected, but Jason enjoyed customizing and running the drones. It was his hobby, and he spent more time working with the ship’s fireflies—his fireflies—than Sam was interfaced with the ship.

After a few seconds, he grunted. “Good news. The Gray matter has fully stabilized. No change since the last scan. Prime Two is certain that we’re going to make it. Since we each have over three times the amount of essence transferred during fusion, Prime Two is certain humans are viable symbionts. It’s already announced to the Coalition that final viability tests will be conducted.”

Sam scowled. “You mean the Coalition wants to kidnap more people to run experiments on like Gray did with us.”

“Now that you put it that way… yeah, pretty much,” Jason said, shivering. “It’s basically a real-life alien abduction story.”

“How are they going to pick the people?” I asked.

Jason shrugged. “That’s not in the system yet.”

My frown matched Sam’s. Even with my headache easing, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing that there could be gray ships flying to the Sol system right now to collect their next test subjects.

“They never said anything about testing on other humans. I thought we were the test,” Jason muttered.

“I think we need to go back and have a little talk with Prime Two,” I said.

Sam nodded. He didn’t say anything before jumping off the platform and heading straight for Prime Two.


SEVEN


The Coalition decided we weren’t suitable test subjects for their human symbiont experiments due to the excessive Gray matter in our bodies. In other words, we were too alien, even for symbiosis. They needed eleven more human test subjects (the Coalition had a peculiar fondness for the number eleven) to prove humans were viable symbionts before initiating contact with humanity.

Although we couldn’t get Prime Two to reconsider, we did at least convince it to let us select and bring back the human guinea pigs, which posed new challenges.

First, just about everyone we knew was dead. My mom—not to mention all my friends—were killed when the Raptors bombed Cheyenne. My new friends—Tereshkova’s crew—died in the fight to reach the gray ship. Jason’s family was still alive—at least they were when we left the system—but he was adamant that they would prefer to live out normal lives on Earth rather than become some alien test subjects, even with the potential for near-immortality. Fusing with an alien didn’t exactly align with their religious beliefs.

I longed to return home and be among humans again—to feel connected to life as we knew it. But we couldn’t pass as human anymore, even if we tried. We’d be looked upon with suspicion and distrust. They’d be as likely to cage us and experiment on us as they would to help us. Being imprisoned as lab specimens wouldn’t exactly help us finding lab specimens for the Coalition.

Not only did we have to find volunteers, we had to do it quickly to avoid drawing the attention of the Raptors’ who were known to skulking around in nearby systems. We’d cleared them from the Sol system once with Gray’s help, but without Gray, even the ever-optimistic Sam wasn’t confident we could win again.

Our mission was to get in, grab some humans, and get back out before the Raptors’ wormway systems detected us, or worse, Rampage spy drones spotted us and notified the fish. Speed was crucial, which meant meticulous planning was imperative.

We spent the next three days debating the best destinations. It needed to be obscure with not too many eyes—a space station, most likely. But the Raptors had targeted most stations, and who knew which, if any, had been rebuilt in the past year. The idea hit me while I was doing yoga in my room.

I went searching for the others, finding Sam with the archivist. “I’ve got it—a place we can go,” I announced.

“Where’s that?” he asked.

“Horizon Space Platform,” I answered.

He frowned. “Never heard of it.”

“That’s because it’s a small station mid-system, in the belt, I think. It was where the radio broadcasts came from during the Raptor attacks,” I explained.

He seemed to strain as he tried to remember, then nodded. “Oh yeah, I vaguely remember a place like that. How do you know it wasn’t hit?”

“I don’t with one hundred percent confidence, but Max, the radio guy, was still broadcasting up until the last day we were in the system.”

He considered for a length, then nodded. “Sounds like as good a place as any, I suppose.”

I agreed. “We can jump there. If it’s gone, then we stay just long enough to access the nets and find another place. Then we can jump back out quick and reassess.”

Sam headed for the door. “Gray had mapped out the entire system. I’ll check if the Horizon—what’d you call it again?”

“Horizon Space Platform.”

“I’ll check to see if it’s in the logs. If it is, then I’ll get started on planning our jump. Have you told Jason?”

I shook my head. “I couldn’t find him.”

He motioned for me to follow. “He’s on the ship, working on some thingamajig or another. We can figure out more of the plan once we see what data the ship’s got on Horizon.”

We found Jason printing black straps with clasps on the ends.

I cocked my head at the pile of straps. “What are those?”

“Those…” Jason gestured proudly. “Are seatbelts, or at least they will be once I get them hooked up on the chairs. I’m tired of almost breaking my neck every time Sam flies.”

“Hey,” Sam protested.

Jason continued, “I’m also making a harness for the control deck, so Sam will be secured by more than just his hands in the pad. Not that a concussion would hurt him much.”

“Hey,” Sam repeated, then added, “Straps would be useful. I got whiplash on the last jump.” He stepped around Jason, kicking the straps out of his way.

‘Hey,” Jason said, but Sam ignored him, connecting to the ship instead.

Jason turned to me instead. “What’s up?”

“We have a potential destination,” I said. “Horizon Space Platform.”

He rubbed his chin. “Horizon Space Platform… why does that sound familiar?”

“It’s where the amateur radio broadcasts came from during the Raptor blackout,” I replied.

“That’s it. Max, the radio guy. I must’ve listened to every one of his broadcasts a dozen times to make sure he never mentioned Anápolis. Luckily, the Raptors focused on the big cities and PMC headquarters. Oh, sorry, Liv. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s okay.” The United Nations Space Protection Force had a regional office in my hometown of Cheyenne, which meant all the private military companies also had people there, including Aegis Group, our employer and the largest PMC. My mother was still living in Cheyenne when the Raptors attacked. “And yeah, Horizon’s where Max was based.”

“We’re lucky; it’s in the charts,” Sam said over his shoulder from where he was plugged into the ship. “No updates on its current status, but it looks pretty small. The station couldn’t have housed more than fifty people at full capacity.”

“That gives us some leeway in asking for volunteers, then,” I said.

“You’re optimistic if you think people will volunteer to be injected with alien goo,” Jason said. “I mean, look at us. We’re not exactly poster children for ‘normal.’”

“Well, then I guess we’d better get started on our pitch,” I said.

“‘We?’ You’re the journalist,” Jason said.

“I wasn’t in marketing or advertising,” I said, which wasn’t exactly true. Before Aegis Group recruited (blackmailed) me, I was a solo vid journalist, so every story was about how many views I could get. I told everyone, myself included, that I just reported the news, but I chose the stories that would draw the most attention. And it wasn’t just me. I had serious competition. Social media had its fair share of ambulance chasers.

I sighed. “All right, I’ll work on the pitch, but we’ll have to do some brainstorming on the perks while Sam plots the jump.”

“Done,” Sam said.

“Already?” I asked.

“Once you’ve done it a couple of times, it’s easy,” he said. “The ship’s nav system does all the heavy lifting. I gave Gray more credit than it deserved for flying the ship—these ships practically fly themselves.”

“Guess you’d better get that pitch ready,” Jason said.

I gave him a side-eye. “I’m still working on the A-gen 2.0 package.”

“What’s taking you so long?” Sam asked.

I flipped him the bird, then held up my forefinger. “First, I need to compile all the designs. Since Prime Two isn’t helping, I’m having the archivist reverse engineer ship schematics, including the quantum tunnel tech, assuming Prime Two doesn’t delete it. Once I get all that done, I need to figure out how to translate Coalition-code into a language humans can understand. That alone is going to take some time.”

“Jack into the archivist or something,” Sam said dismissively. “Prime Two’s already gone through a few billion Rampage black systems and narrowed down the list to potential strike points.”

“How many are there?” I asked.

He grimaced. “Thirty million, give or take four million.”

Jason laughed. “Thirty mill… it’d take centuries to check out all those systems.”

“There are billions of singulars. I’m sure they can check them out in no time,” Sam said.

“Can they do it without being seen?” Jason countered.

“If they’re careful,” Sam said.

“Jack into the archivist,” I echoed, intentionally echoing his earlier comment that had grated on me. “Singulars might not speculate, but computers can. Ask it to speculate which of those black systems are most likely to be Rampage strongholds. It could reduce the risk of detection by, well, by a lot.”

Sam stepped away from the control deck. “Yeah, that’s probably not a bad idea.”

The lights blinked, and the control deck beeped. Sam rushed to the pad and interfaced.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s Prime Two. It wants to talk to us ASAP,” he replied.

“Did it say why?” Jason asked.

“The Coalition possibly verified the existence of a race that beat the Rampage.”

Jason’s mouth gaped. “There’s someone who beat the Rampage?”

Sam grinned. “And if someone beat them before, we can beat them again.”


EIGHT


There were 196,500 freshly replicated singulars encased in newly built gray ships still docked at Aurelia Prime’s ringworlds. With all those singulars, you’d think they could spare a few for a system assessed as “highly unstable,” but nope, we were tasked with the dangerous work. Evidently, the system we were traveling to had intense electrical interference, enough to make it a possibly suicidal for singulars and impossible for them to operate their drones. Even other symbionts couldn’t go without putting their fused singulars in harm’s way.

Or maybe it was because we were expendable.

Since we were more biological than technological, Prime Two—after hashing it out with the other singulars—estimated the odds were on our side that the electrical interference wouldn’t endanger us. Besides, those singulars also still didn’t understand how we were even still alive, so I didn’t put much faith in their estimates.

There were other symbionts at Aurelia Prime, but they resided in the other ringworld while their singulars convened with the local ones—something they could do from any distance. I imagined it was more of a reunion for their symbionts, who were otherwise always alone onboard a ship. After all, I know I’d go insane being alone on a ship with only an emotionless singular to keep me company.

I didn’t know how many symbionts were out there. Thousands? Millions? There were only two other symbiont races in this galaxy—there were more in other galaxies. But in this one, the Sylphs and Thernex had already been made extinct by the Rampage, with the only survivors being those who’d become symbionts.

We’d met both Sylphs and Thernex before. Neither were lining up to be our friends.

The Sylphs might look like beautiful, petite elves, but they’re ultra-violent and seem to find immense pleasure in murder and mayhem. In fact, I think if we hung out with one for any length of time, they’d likely try to eat us and kill us—likely in that order.

The Thernex, on the other hand, are terrifying to behold. They look like ten-foot-tall dragons with teeth and claws that can turn Raptors into shredded chicken (I’ve seen it), but they’re actually the most mellow and peaceful alien species I’ve come across. Basically, they’re giant butterflies, but they’ll defend the Coalition as fiercely as the Sylphs, mostly because if their singulars were killed, they’d die too.

Then there’s us. Humans weren’t impressive to any of the symbionts we’d encountered, yet we were still alive, even without our singular. And we weren’t willing to sit around and let the Rampage, well, rampage. Especially when the Coalition had just found proof of a legendary race that had killed every Rampage that entered its galaxy.

“Hang on, I’m ready to jump,” Sam announced.

I gripped my seat. Prime Two had warned us that the dual-star system we were about to enter had “wobbling” orbits, so we were expecting turbulence upon ejecting from the quantum tunnel near the race’s planet. What we didn’t expect was a system on the brink of annihilation. In the distance, a dying neutron star orbited a red sun. The ship didn’t shake as much as get yanked back and forth, as if two forces were playing tug-of-war with us. Our destination—a black, dead dwarf planet smaller than Earth’s moon—floated nearby. Asteroids, some half the size of the planet before us, littered the void, and I wondered how many worlds had already broken apart. Lights onboard flickered like distant stars.

“You feel that?” Jason asked.

“Yeah.” Thanks to Gray’s essence, I knew the flickering was caused by dark matter clumps. Dark matter comprises twenty-seven percent of the universe—it’s even the reason why the universe keeps expanding. But dark matter isn’t even “dark” at all. It’s more of a “null.” Generally unnoticed, there are spots in the universe—cosmic voids—where the laws of physics don’t exactly apply. Dark matter clumps are one of them. Cosmic voids with dark matter packed so tightly that they can absorb any signal, making even a small clump deadly to a singular. The Coalition didn’t know if clumps were lethal to humans, only that they weren’t healthy for anyone or anything.

It was a good idea to avoid them.

Even now, at least a million miles away, I could feel a soul-deep chill as if the dark matter clumps throughout this system were alive and trying to kill whatever remained of the singular inside me.

Antsy, I asked, “How’s it looking out there, Sam?”

“All systems are running fine, but I sure don’t like the vibes this system gives off,” he replied.

Jason shivered. “My vote is, the faster we find what we need, the better.”

I think one of us had said the same thing before entering the wreckage of the Rampage ship. Lately, it seemed like all we did was go on wild-goose chases. The black world outside looked as ominous as that Rampage ship. The surface was black as space, but the surface was shiny like polished obsidian, with deep fissures running through it.

“I think that’s an easy unanimous vote,” I said. I was glad I already had my suit on. It gave me a sense of safety, even if it was a false one.

“I’m going to get into orbit and scan the surface until I find what the Coalition picked up,” Sam said.

A singular probe had passed through the nearest system, and one of its scans had detected signs of life resembling a legend that had circulated through the Coalition for over a million years. Our ship could have scanned from the same distance, but the image had been confirmed—it was no illusion or trick of light on stone. It was worth a closer look.

The Coalition, via Prime Two, had shared the image with us, and the archivist system had given us all known details on the legend. We came as prepared as we could, and the ship’s advanced scanning system picked up a match on the third orbital pass.

“Got it. Scan’s coming through now,” Sam said, and an image appeared on a portion of the viewscreen. As it processed, it morphed into the same image the singular’s ship had captured, only from a slightly different angle.

“That’s definitely not natural,” Jason said.

I walked over to the screen and scrutinized the image. The black surface was riddled with lava flows, each looking like the same shiny black stone. But just inside the mouth of one were symbols, all with straight lines, carved into the obsidian. These symbols were unique because the Coalition had no idea what they said or meant. “You know, without Coalition tech, this would be impossible to see. Even with my eyes, I’d have a hard time noticing it without the system’s help. Even if I did notice it, I’d assume they were just scratches or cracks.”

“Coalition tech’s handy sometimes,” Sam said. “I’m going to put us down on that flattish spot there.”

He pointed at the screen, but nothing looked flat to me. “Uh, are you sure it’s safe?”

“Nope.”

I glanced at Jason, who gave me an all-too-familiar shared look he often gave when Sam was running things. We reclaimed our seats. I was glad Jason had made us seatbelts.

“Sam?” Jason asked.

“Yeah?”

“Please don’t crash,” Jason said.

Sam shot us a crooked grin. “Me? Imposs⁠—”

The ship suddenly buffeted and was thrown around. If we’d been in the planet’s gravity, we would’ve been pulled to the ceiling. Any turbulence should’ve been negligible to a gray ship as we were still in orbit. Sam’s humor turned into an intense focus as he managed the ship, navigating the invisible forces.

The ship shuddered as we descended through what I had assumed was a non-atmosphere, getting tossed around like an airplane in severe turbulence. But gray ships had dampeners to soften any turbulence. Even when we were outrunning a star going supernova, I’d never felt the ship get beat up by anything, let alone weather, so much.

“I think it’s some kind of repulsion cloud,” Sam said as the ship smoothed out, now within several thousand feet of the surface.

“Um, what?” Jason asked.

“That’s the closest to what I can think of calling it. It’s like there’s a layer in the upper atmosphere that’s trying its best to keep us out,” Sam answered.

“Like a force field, but soft and squishy,” I added.

“Exactly,” Sam agreed.

I could see then where Sam intended to land. I never would’ve called it flat or even “flattish.” The surface was a hellscape with black shards jutting from the ground. Sam was angling us toward an area where the shards had been broken off, likely by an asteroid strike if the debris of black and brown rocks was any indication.

There was no more turbulence during our final descent, and Sam expertly put the ship down between two large boulders. He disengaged from the ship and turned to us. “Maybe it’s from all those dark matter clumps around this system, or those twin suns, because whatever we descended through, it sure wasn’t normal.”

“It also wasn’t fun,” Jason said.

“I hope leaving isn’t as rough,” I added.

Jason shot me a scolding look. “Dang it, Liv, why’d you have to go and jinx us?”

I held up my hands in mock surrender before walking over to the viewscreen. Outside, about two hundred feet away, was the dark maw of a lava tube. At that moment, it looked like the mouth of a giant worm, at least thirty feet in diameter, waiting for unsuspecting prey to wander inside. It would then snap its jaws shut, and its stomach acids would slowly and agonizingly eat away at its food.

I shivered.

“You okay, Liv?” Jason asked.

I turned. “I’m fine. I just want to get this done, so we can get out of here. It makes me feel… cold inside.” I shivered again.

“It’s got to be the clumps working against our Gray matter. That’s that only thing I can think of. No wonder the singulars won’t step foot, er, ship, in systems like these. I feel like this system is actually trying to kill us,” Jason said.

“Then how about we stop talking and do an Indiana Jones on this place,” Sam said, entering the airlock.

“But Indiana Jones always finds trouble wherever he goes,” Jason said as we joined Sam.

Sam shot him a wry look but said nothing,

The outer door opened. Sam took the first cautious step, checking the surface for stability. “It’s solid.”

He waited for us to step outside before turning and taking cautious, careful steps toward the lava tube. There was minimal gravity and no metal in the ground for my boots to connect to, so I shuffled my feet to make sure I never stepped too hard and pushed off the surface. The ground was covered in hairline cracks. Up close, this world reminded me of a glass orb that had been cracked and was on the verge of shattering.

There was wind but not enough to fight my progress or knock me off-balance. My HUD displayed other statistics on the negligible atmosphere—pressure was nil, and the chemical compounds in the thin air barely read on my sensors.

When we stepped foot in the open lava tube, the gravity increased to fourteen percent of standard Earth gravity, which was odd since all we did was step from open ground to the same black rock at the opening of the cave. Our helmet lights automatically came on. We paused before the strange symbols that our ship’s scanners had picked up. Jason ran his gloved hand over the carved indentions. “They’re smooth, perfectly carved. These cavemen definitely had at least a minimum level of technical ability. You can’t carve lines this straight with a chisel and a hammer.”

“And they were prolific too.” Sam turned so his headlamp lit up the lava tube, revealing more of the same style of symbols completely filling the smooth cylindrical cave for as far as the light reached. No area remained untouched.

I gaped. “Whoa.”

“Let’s hope they did more than carve tic-tac-toe lines because these aren’t going to help us beat the Rampage,” Sam said and then began to descend into the ominous lava tube.
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The lava tube descended at a forty-five-degree angle, which meant we had to walk carefully to avoid slipping, even with the low gravity. Strange etched lines covered the entire tube as we descended. They resembled a language of some sort, or at least, I couldn’t imagine them being anything else.

“I wonder if these walls are their version of an archive,” I mused. “Only instead of a system, they wrote their history here, on these walls.”

“If this is their archivist, then these guys were caveman,” Sam said. “I hope they’re smarter than that, or else this whole trip’s a waste.”

“You know, I’m starting to wonder if these lines aren’t something else,” Jason said, his head cocking as he visually traced several markings.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I’m not sure exactly, but there’s something about them that seems vaguely familiar… They remind me of wiring diagrams of a ship or colony.”

“You think these are instructions on building some kind of ship?” Sam asked.

“No.” Jason shook his head and then shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just saying they remind me a little bit of what Tereshkova’s innards looked like once you take off the panels.”

I scrutinized the walls and ceiling. There was nothing technical about any of the etchings—just deep straight lines. It was an eerie, black, low-tech cave that seemed to serve no purpose other than to be looked at. “Maybe it’s a replica of a ship. Their version of a marble statue of a Greek god, maybe?”

Jason shrugged.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Sam said. “Why would they make a statue of the inside of a ship? Everyone sculpts the outsides. Those old Roman and Greek statues weren’t of skeletons and muscles for a reason.”

“Sure, but these aliens aren’t human, so how do we know how they think?” I countered.

Sam ignored me and instead stopped where the cave ended at a flat wall. “Well, this is just great.” He slapped the surface and then leaned against it. “This trip just hit a literal dead end.”

“Maybe there’s another cave we missed,” I offered.

Sam considered that for a moment before saying, “Before we head back to Prime, we’ll do a few more orbits to see if we can’t pick up another lava tube that might actually go somewhere.” He turned and started heading back the way we’d come.

Jason hadn’t moved, completely focused on the walls, so I stayed by his side, curious.

Sam turned. “Unless you can turn stone into something we can use to stop the Rampage, let’s go.”

“Hold on a sec,” Jason said, staring at a section of the wall. “Whoa.”

“Whoa what?” I asked.

He grinned. “I knew this reminded me of something. It’s not A-gen tech or even any kind of Coalition tech. This is Rampage tech.”

I jerked. “Rampage?”

“I don’t know for sure, but the structure’s too much like what I’d seen in the exposed walls of the Rampage wreckage. Everything here is just… different. Wrong.”

I glanced around. “If the Rampage built this, then this whole cave must’ve been filled with water at one time.”

“No water means no Rampage alive in here, and that’s a good thing,” Sam said.

Jason walked over to a portion of the flat wall at the dead end. “Okay, yeah, I see it. Back on the Rampage ship, there’d be a round door exactly where some of these lines here form a square.”

“I don’t see a square,” Sam said. “It’s just a bunch of lines running every which way.”

“But some of the lines connect.” Jason traced his finger over the lines, outlining a square. “See?”

“I see, but you could make a lot of shapes with all those lines,” he said.

Jason continued. “If this was the Rampage ship, the door would open automatically, but this is obviously all rock and not that weird, magnetic polymer stuff, so yeah, I’m beginning to think this is just the replica of the inside of a ship.”

Jason took a step back and cocked his head. “This square doesn’t make any sense, though.”

“Which square?” I asked.

“This one. It just kind of ‘floats’ in the design.” He traced the lines, stiffened, felt the lines and surface more, and then pressed on the square. Its lines lit up in a purple light and then everything inside it simply and silently disappeared, revealing another cave on the other side.

“Uh, whoa.” Jason glanced at me. “I did not expect that.” He then ran his hands over the threshold as he rambled, “Everything here is the same black stone and it’s everywhere, which makes me think it’s not really stone at all. Not if it’s capable of running electrical currents like this. Or maybe the lines are metallic and the rest is stone, but no, that doesn’t make sense either, not with all the intersecting lines. I’m back to not having a clue what this black rock is.”

I stood next to him at the open doorway. From what I could see, the next cave was identical to this one. “Think this was a Rampage colony?”

“If it was, then we’re creeping around the wrong team’s colony,” Sam said, hustling between us and stepping over the threshold and through.

I reached out to grab him, but he’d already taken a few steps inside. “Wait! How do you know it’s safe?”

“He doesn’t. He’s just a little bit insane, and I’m a lot insane to be following him,” Jason said before stepping through.

“That makes all of us.” I gulped and stepped through the doorway.

Our headlamps couldn’t pierce the full length of the cave before us, casting only short, eerie shadows that danced with every step we took.

“And for the record, I’m smart, I’m not insane,” Sam grumbled. “No water, no Rampage, right?”

“Unless they’re wearing spacesuits,” Jason pointed out.

I glanced back at the doorway to find a solid wall. Rushing to the rock, I ran my hands over the wall. “Guys!”

“Oh, crap,” Jason muttered as he and Sam raced back to me. Jason found the square again and pressed it again, but nothing happened. He tried once more with the same result.

“Well, it looks like someone—or something—wants us to keep going forward,” Sam said.

“Probably to make it easier for the security drones to shoot us,” Jason muttered.

I tried to find my strength. “We’re going to have to find another way out of here.”

“First, we see what we can see,” Sam said, and we began walking.

I didn’t bother telling him that of course that’s what we’d do. It wasn’t like we could look for a way out without looking around. But all our nerves were on edge now that we were cut off from the ship. Our Coalition-designed suits could keep us alive indefinitely. They also constantly recycle moisture and even pull more from the environment if possible, so we’d likely die from starvation. That gave us a week or so in these caves. That was a week longer than I wanted to spend down here.

The cave felt even darker without the distant starlight to show the comforting opening to the surface. Our headlamps lit up etches that had no dust on them. They could’ve been used yesterday, or they could’ve been used a millennia ago—I couldn’t tell. There was no dust, but the low gravity and near vacuum pressure prevented dust from settling on anything. This corridor had no breeze when we stepped inside which meant there was likely at least one other open door or breach that had sucked the atmosphere from these tunnels.

“Ow, ow, ow. Hold up,” Jason said, grunting.

I turned to find him stooped, clutching his calf.

“You good?” Sam asked.

“Yeah, just another stupid charley horse. It’d be nice if the cramps could wait until we’re at least back on the ship.” After a moment, Jason came back to full height. “Ah, there we go.” Then he stared at Sam. “Hey, why don’t you ever get muscle cramps?”

Sam chortled. “I get migraines. I’d take cramps over those any day.”

Jason eyed him for a moment. “So you’re saying it’s all in your head?”

Sam flipped him the bird and then continued walking. He must’ve had one of his headaches right now since he seemed grumpier than usual.

We all had muscle spasms, along with annoying dry eye and dry mouth, but we each had unique symptoms too. We assumed it was parts of our bodies that hadn’t quite come to terms with having Gray matter in there. Sam got headaches, Jason got leg cramps, and I got constant acid reflux. You’d think eating bland meal bars would be enough, but nope. I’d worked on printing heartburn medicine and had some success (after more than a few horrible failures—we won’t talk about the intestinal issues my first experiment caused). The current white powder I’d made seemed to be doing the trick, mostly.

The good news was that our symptoms didn’t seem to be getting worse; the bad news was that they weren’t improving either. The most likely scenario was our bodies were rejecting the Gray matter or, at minimum, coping with the foreign matter injected in us. That we were still alive and could carry on relatively unhindered was a win in my mind.

We continued for at least a thousand feet before the tunnel came to an abrupt end. Jason went to try the same action that had opened the first door, only this wall lit up before he even touched it, and the wall disappeared, revealing a square doorway, just like how the first one had opened.

Jason pointed. “Uh, I did not do that.”

Sam looked around. “You ever get the feeling we’re being watched?”

“Yeah,” I agreed as I also scanned the ceiling and walls. “As a matter of fact, I’m getting that feeling right now.”

“Do we go through?” Jason asked.

Sam shrugged. “Not like we can go any other way.”

He led the way into another cave just like the other two. I constantly scanned the walls, my augmented brain recording everything to feed back to the Coalition via Prime Two and the archivist system to dissect.

A quake shook the ground, nearly throwing me off-balance. I grabbed Sam’s arm for support.

“Earthquake!” Jason yelled.

The rumbling stopped as quickly as it had started. The walls showed no cracks. Even the dust remained undisturbed.

“It’s gotta be the orbital wobble,” Sam said. “I saw it in the charts. The two suns in this system aren’t balanced, so as one orbits the other, it wobbles and messes with everything around here.”

“Let’s hope it’s done wobbling until we’re out of here,” Jason said.

I released Sam and inhaled deeply. “Agreed.”

When we reached the end of this tunnel, another door opened. But this time, the doorway led to a massive, perfectly spherical cavern at least half a mile wide and high. As soon as we entered, lines illuminated the space with pale, colored light, casting an eerie glow throughout the open space.

Etchings covered all surfaces, and several walkways cut across the sphere at different angles, all leading to a solid black globe in the center. Surrounding the globe were several columns—like a space-age version of Stonehenge, if it was placed on a sphere rather than on flat earth.

“Well, this is certainly different,” Jason said.

“Whoever let us in here sure rolled out the welcome mat,” I remarked, noting the lighting.

“Let’s find out what they’re welcoming us into,” Sam said.

Jason took a cautious step forward. “Let’s hope it’s not for dinner… and that we’re not what’s for dinner.”

We approached the center mass with equal parts curiosity and apprehension. The walkway—its etchings lit up in lavender light—had no railing, just open space beneath, which made me take very careful steps. I wasn’t normally afraid of heights, but it was something about these open platforms that made me uneasy. We were halfway across when another quake hit. Sam lost his footing, tripping toward the edge. He tried to catch himself, but overcompensated in the low gravity, slipping off the side.

He managed to grab the edge, but he was being pulled toward the center, and his grip was failing.

Even as the quake continued, Jason lunged forward, leveraging his thousands of hours in zero-G, and grabbed Sam’s arm. “Gotcha!”

I struggled to keep myself from falling off while everything shook, let alone help Jason save our friend. When the rumbling finally stopped, Jason pulled Sam back onto the walkway, grunting as if he was lifting him up in full Earth gravity.

The pair lay on their backs.

“Thanks, buddy,” Sam said, breathing hard.

“Anytime,” Jason replied, then added, “You notice how as soon as you were off the walkway, it tried to pull you toward the center?”

“Yeah, I couldn’t help but notice,” Sam said drily. “It was strong enough force, that I’m not sure my suit’s propulsion could’ve fought it.”

Jason went to scratch his head, only to hit his helmet. “The gravity’s all weird in here. The walkways I get—I figure they work like how all the Coalition artificial gravity works, but artificial gravity is designed to work in zero-G, not in a room that already has gravity.”

“Reverse engineer this place later,” Sam said, getting to his feet and offering a hand to Jason. “I’d rather not be on this walkway the next time one of these earthquakes hit.” He glanced at me. “You still doing okay, Liv?”

I nodded even though my leg muscles were shaky with adrenaline.

“I’m not so sure these are walkways,” Jason said, standing up. “Walkways usually aren’t covered with writing and lines like the walls are.”

“Well, they can’t be walkways if this was a Rampage station. Fish don’t walk,” Sam pointed out.

“So then why have them?” I asked.

“Maybe they’re something else—like support beams or something,” Jason suggested.

“Duh.” Sam pointed at the center where everything intersected. “Probably for that.”

“Let’s find out.” I took the lead, trying to convey a confidence that I didn’t feel. We moved even more cautiously toward the ball in the center. During the quake, the lights hadn’t even flickered, and I realized just how advanced the architecture must be to withstand a constant barrage of tremors. As we approached, I realized the center mass was larger than it first appeared—maybe fifty or even one hundred feet in radius.

From this distance, I could see the pillars were also etched with symbols, like every other surface, but the sphere itself was smooth and glossy.

With relief, we covered the last remaining length of walkway to reach the center. When I stepped onto the globe, my knees nearly buckled from the unexpected increase in gravity. Instantly, I felt my whole body pulled downward, which helped to keep me from slipping on the polished surface. It took effort to stand tall and hold my head up. Even breathing had become cumbersome. “Whoa, it must be at least 2 G or 3 G here,” I said, though it felt more like 10 G after the sudden shift from ultra-low gravity.

Sam and Jason stepped onto the sphere with matching grunts. The larger pillars stretched outward, their tips disappearing into nothingness, as if there were dark clouds floating through the room. I realized that the pillars were also walkways, but they led to nowhere, or at least nowhere my headlamp could reach.

“This ball is definitely the source of gravity in this room,” Jason said. “Well, everything but the walkways.”

“My HUD’s reading 2.4 G,” Sam said.

I noticed then that there were three short pillars nearby, each about eight feet tall. These couldn’t be mistaken for walkways—they were cubical in shape while the walkways were flatter. I shuffled my feet as I walked over to the nearest one. Up close, I could see that the etchings were nothing like what covered the surfaces. These had curves and what resembled a hexadecimal-like language. I brushed my fingers over the surface. “It reminds me of hex code.”

“Uh, what?” Jason asked.

“Computer language,” I replied.

Sam approached one. “You think this is a computer program that someone wrote down in stone?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

“Well, can you read it?” Sam asked.

I guffawed. “No, I can’t read it. I only said it reminds me of computer language. I can’t read hex—it’s just a bunch of ones and zeroes. And this…” I gestured to the column. “This only vaguely looks like ones and zeroes.”

Sam squinted at the stone. “I think it looks like someone tried to merge ones and zeroes with Morse code.”

“Exactly,” I said. “It looks like a simple base with a million and two variations.”

“I’m trying to get a good look at all of this to feed Prime Two. Maybe it’ll figure out these chicken scratches,” Jason said as he walked around each of the smaller pillars.

I stared at the marks, trying to find something of reason like how Jason had discovered the doorways, but nothing seemed to click. With the heavy gravity, I flattened my palms against the stone, using it for support, as I tried to study it.

As I stared, I felt like I almost understood it, and I concentrated on trying to read the language etched into rock. It was there for a reason—it had to mean something. One of the “letters” disappeared in a fog of invisibility like I’d seen elsewhere in the cave. The void was no larger than an inch or two, and it was as if the stone was gone and there was only dark space beyond.

Curiosity piqued, I poked the spot only to find the tip of my finger went through the stone. I jerked back. I hadn’t felt any pain; only a deep coldness that penetrated my suit. To convince myself it had happened, I poked my finger through again, and my finger went in all the way to my knuckle.

“Guys, something weird’s going here,” I said as I went to pull my finger out, but the fog suddenly expanded, and something grabbed my wrist, pulling my entire hand inside the blankness. “Eep!” I tried to yank my hand out, but I was pulled in deeper. “Something has me!”

By then, Jason was there trying to free me, but whatever held me was as strong as iron. My entire hand and half my forearm had disappeared in the growing hole. I felt the coldness through my suit. Then, I felt like I’d connected to something. This wasn’t like the smooth interface I had with Gray, even when Gray had injected itself into me. This was ice shards shooting through my veins. I screamed, but the ice climbed my arm, shoulder, neck, and then simultaneously pierced every facet of my brain. Both Sam and Jason pulled at me. In my mind, I glimpsed myself being unmade, but before I could rationalize anything, I blacked out.

I came to with a start, my hand still “gone” but brutally cold. Sam and Jason were still pulling me back to free me as if I’d lost no time. I yanked back, and this time, my hand came free.

“Are you okay?” Jason asked, holding me steady.

“Yeah. I think so.” I found I was holding a ball in my hand. It was roughly eighteen inches across and heavy—at least ten pounds—though the higher gravity could’ve been skewing its actual weight.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

I cupped the ball with both hands and examined it. It was the same color as the dark stone on which we stood, with seven angular rods protruding from it.

“It looks like an exact replica of this sphere, only a lot smaller,” Jason said. “And without all the walkways, of course.”

“What do you think it does?” I asked.

Jason shrugged and he took the ball, hefting it as if weighing it, and scrutinizing it. “It really is identical. Even the little etchings seem to be the same. So it’s either a model of what we’re standing on, or it’s just a smaller version and does whatever this thing is supposed to do.” He gestured to the nearest pillar.

“No duh,” Sam muttered.

“Maybe the Coalition will have some idea,” I offered. Movement caught the corner of my eye, and I noticed the sphere underfoot was beginning to disappear. “Uh, guys, we need to move!”

They looked around, both instantly tense.

We took off running across the same walkway we’d taken before. Behind us, the sphere disappeared in the dark cloud that was expanding several feet by the second. With the low gravity, I was able to leap nearly twenty feet with every stride—if it had been normal gravity, I never would’ve been fast enough.

We were halfway across when the walkway crumbled, and we plummeted into the abyss.
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We were swallowed by the ravenous darkness. The light from our headlamps disappeared, devoured by the black void. I would’ve screamed, but the black claimed me before I could. I plunged into a pitch so thick my light couldn’t pierce even an inch of it. Pressure compressed my suit as the gravitational forces grew so severe that I couldn’t even breathe and, therefore, couldn’t cry out in pain. I wondered what would crack first: my helmet or my bones.

Through the terrifying pressure, I saw that the black wasn’t complete. Below us, I swore I could see what looked like the inside of the spaceship. But that was impossible.

Then, as quickly as the black had claimed me, I was free from the squeezing black. I found myself a dozen feet above the surface. My descent had slowed enough that I was able to twist around and land on my feet. It was as if the heavy black had absorbed all momentum when it released me. Sam and Jason landed nearby, silhouetted against our gray ship. They looked fine, and the ship appeared undamaged despite the unstable dwarf planet underfoot.

“Okay, that was weird. Don’t you guys think that was weird?” Jason asked. Then he grabbed his stomach. “Oh, I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Not in your helmet,” I warned.

Sam didn’t speak. He was busy looking at the sky. I followed his gaze. It looked the same, not that I’d spent much time looking at this particular star system. Then I noticed the twin suns. One was nearly half swallowed by the black.

“We need to move,” Sam said and took off for the ship.

Neither of us hesitated, and we raced behind him, the space disappearing above us.

Fortunately, Coalition airlocks could bring—or purge—a survivable environment in a mere second or two. We lunged inside the instant the inner airlock opened. Sam ran for the control deck while Jason and I headed for our seats.

“Do you still have it?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he replied, patting the pack he’d moved to his lap. “But I have a feeling they didn’t want us taking it.”

“Or they didn’t want us sticking around after they gave it to us,” I said.

“Hold on tight,” Sam said, buckling his own safety harness. “I’m not gonna sugarcoat it—things are going to get bumpy.”

On the viewscreen, I noticed the ground where we’d been standing had already disappeared, a black hole in its place, swallowing everything with its expanding maw. “Uh, Sam…” I began.

“I see it.” We launched seconds before the burgeoning blankness reached us. The ship lurched in a way I rarely felt in Coalition technology. As we flew over the gaping abyss, the ship buffeted against the hole’s gravitational pull, but we managed to break free before it claimed us.

In the distance, one sun flickered out as it disappeared into its own black hole, and nearby planets and debris began moving erratically after losing their orbital core. A nearby asteroid flashed out of existence, and I realized there must’ve been another hole of nothingness there that had just claimed a victim.

“There are black holes everywhere,” I said.

“Dark matter clumps,” Sam corrected. “The ship’s confirmed them.”

“But dark matter clumps are really bad for tech,” Jason bluntly stated the obvious.

“Guess we’d better steer clear and wide of any then,” Sam replied just as he maneuvered around a new clump forming in front of us.

In space, we shouldn’t have any noticeable turbulence, but each of the dark matter clumps had its own gravitational pull that was wreaking havoc on our flight systems. I noticed that I could feel a new clump before I could see it, especially since the clumps looked so much like the dark space surrounding them.

Jason prayed, his hands rubbing together as he fidgeted. I wasn’t religious, so I felt useless just sitting there and watching. The ship’s systems, along with Sam hardwired in, were far better than anything I could do in the present circumstances. He stood, strapped in, and fully focused on flying the ship without any outward signs of stress. I watched nervously, constantly scanning the sky. In front of us, I magnified a section of space. There, I saw a sphere like the one now in Jason’s bag but tiny—no more than a centimeter across—and it morphed into a new clump. I pointed. “Look out!”

“Got it.” Sam corkscrewed around it.

He’d always loved flying by the seat of his pants, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was having fun in the midst of the adrenaline rush of racing for our lives.

“All right, the ship’s got a jump lined up. We’ll be going in fast,” Sam said.

I gripped my seat. Jason had quit praying. He strapped the bag over his chest and held on tight.

The jump window opened before us. The nanosecond before we entered, we struck a tiny sphere. It looked like a speck of debris, but it exploded into a dark matter clump and enveloped us. Before either Sam or the ship could react, we were swallowed by a black hole. The ship creaked and moaned—two sounds I’d never heard from the advanced vessel. I wondered if it was experiencing the same pressure that I’d felt earlier, and if it could sustain the forces in the black death grip. Everything aboard went dark as all systems died. My suit’s HUD went blank, and ice froze us far too quickly from the inside out. I would’ve screamed, but my mind went blank first, and I lost consciousness.
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I awoke to find the ship still enveloped in darkness, but it was still and quiet. There was none of the turbulence or severe pressure I’d felt a moment earlier. Even the painful freezing sensation was gone. Disoriented, I unbuckled my seatbelt and stood. My joints ached, my muscles burned, and my head throbbed, but I was otherwise okay. Even my hands were steady, which I found odd. Usually, after an adrenaline rush, my entire body shook. But I was strangely calm.

I inhaled and struggled to get enough air—the oxygen in my suit was warm and stale, and my headlamp wouldn’t turn on. My HUD flashed several errors and required a reboot. The ship’s atmosphere was reading as survivable, so I removed my helmet and inhaled the cooler air. The cool air helped stabilize me, and I called out, “Sam? Jason?”

Neither answered.

“Sam? Jason?” I called again, fear raising my voice an octave.

I looked around, but everything was dark except that the airlock doors—both doors—stood open, letting in whatever light was on the other side. Since there was atmosphere in the ship rather than being a frozen vacuum, we were inside something providing us with a sustainable environment. Without the viewscreens working, I couldn’t see exactly what was keeping us alive without leaving the ship.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a snap-light. I cracked it and held it up. The green light cast a glow across the interior. Other than being powered down, the ship looked undamaged, albeit dead. More importantly, both Sam and Jason were still onboard—and unconscious. Since Jason was closest, I knelt by him first. He was still in his chair, slumped over. I shook him, but I couldn’t read his life signs through his suit, not with everything offline.

“Jason!” I removed his helmet and noticed his breaths puffing in the cool air. He was alive, at least.

I hurried to Sam and found him in the same condition, still buckled in at the control deck. I removed his helmet, and he came awake, coughing.

“What—cough—happened?”

“We went through a dark matter clump,” I said.

Jason wheezed behind me, and I left Sam to check on him.

“Ugh, I feel like I was hit by a freight train,” Jason groaned.

“Me too,” I agreed.

Sam was tapping the interface column. “Everything’s down. I can’t see where we’re at.”

“We’re docked somewhere,” I said.

Sam turned. “Imposs—” He stopped when he noticed the airlock. He unbuckled as quickly as he could and staggered from the control deck, only to collapse. I rushed to his side.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Just lightheaded,” he said, trying to rub his head clear.

I helped him to his feet, and Jason joined us, though he wobbled too. I realized just how close they’d come to suffocating. Being smaller than them, I consumed less oxygen, so my suit’s supply had lasted longer without power. Another minute, and they could’ve been goners. I didn’t mention that fact. Instead, I wrapped an arm around Sam who seemed to be struggling the most, and we made our way to the airlock. Jason walked ahead, moving slowly and using the walls for support. He seemed to gain strength with each step, as did Sam. By the time we stepped into the airtube, Sam could stand unassisted.

I frowned, looking at the gray tube. “This is exactly like the airtubes on Prime Two.”

When we emerged from the airtube, we found that we were, in fact, on the second ringworld in Aurelia Prime. Through a window to the space dock, we watched as dozens of firefly drones connected cables to various parts of our ship.

We made our way to our quarters, the three of us walking right through my room—the nearest—to the lounge in the back. Sam sat on a chair with a groan and rubbed his neck. “My muscles are so stiff—how long were we out?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. I guessed that my suit had enough air for a few minutes, at most, without power. But that didn’t explain how we ended up back at Prime Two—something that would’ve taken hours, at minimum, assuming the jump brought us within spitting distance of the rings.

Jason glanced up at the screen, which was playing a video feed of our ship’s repairs underway. “Prime Two, I know you can see us and hear us. Please don’t make us walk to you. Not today. How’d we end up back here?”

A second passed before the screen pixelated and then displayed a video feed of our ship being towed by another gray ship from the moment we exited the quantum tunnel. Even though it looked identical to every other gray ship out there, I recognized it as the one that had been waiting just on the other side of the quantum tunnel for us. Once we were within drones’ reach of the ring, hundreds of drones flew out and brought us into the dock. Drones connected the airtube, and Prime Two somehow manually opened the airlock doors. The screen displayed stats—our ship’s interior was completely devoid of its usual atmospheric conditions.

My lips parted as Sam’s question became all-important. “How long were we out?”

Numbers displayed on the screen. Prime communicated only in Coalition and seemed incapable of understanding Earth’s sense of time. But since fusing with Gray, we could translate numbers just fine.

“Twenty-nine days?” Jason balked. “That’s not possible. We were in that system for only a few hours, tops.”

Prime Two displayed more numbers, verifying its calculations.

“It can’t be,” I murmured. “Everything shut down the moment we hit the dark matter clump. Our suits couldn’t have supported us without power for more than…”

“Forty-one minutes,” Jason finished for me.

“We’re missing four weeks,” Sam said. “What the hell happened in that clump?”

Prime Two displayed a symbol of two intersecting squiggly lines that basically meant “unknown.”

“How are we still alive?” I asked.

Prime Two displayed the same symbol.

Jason leaned back in his chair. “Great. Not only did we lose a month, but Prime Two has no idea how we’re even alive. We could be zombies for all we know.”

I pulled off my gloves and peered down at my gray hand, relieved to see that I hadn’t metamorphosed (again). I frowned at the screen. “Maybe time moves differently in dark matter clumps. Is that possible, Prime Two?”

It displayed a series of probability calculations, with an end result that translated loosely to thirteen percent probable.

“That must’ve been what happened,” I said.

Jason cracked his knuckles. “Well, that’s a lot better than believing I’m a zombie.”

Sam shook his head. “It still doesn’t add up. Without power, we still should’ve suffocated or frozen before we docked. It’s like we were in suspended animation or something.”

I swallowed. He was right. “Prime Two, prepare your med drones. We’d like to undergo a full medical check.”

Three hours later, we were utterly exhausted and back in the lounge following a battery of medical exams performed by specialized firefly drones. We were relieved to find that we were perfectly healthy despite feeling like death warmed over. Even our Gray matter was fully functional. We weren’t relieved to find that there was no explanation as to how we survived with no power for a month inside a dark matter clump. The ship showed no signs of distress other than being knocked offline like an unprotected computer being zapped by an EMP. The Coalition couldn’t even answer how the clump could knock out power like that. Ships were heavily protected against EMPs, so it wasn’t electromagnetic in nature.

You’d think a race technological in nature would know the various things that could kill it, but the Coalition had never willingly sent any drones into a dark matter clump before. In fact, they never did anything that was deemed risky or dangerous. They fought against the Rampage out of pure necessity—defend themselves or suffer genocide. I was a bit surprised they’d had the courage to secretly go against their creators. Maybe they were more courageous then, because they certainly weren’t now.

I closed my eyes to rest, but Jason’s rustling caused me to look.

He’d grabbed his backpack, which he hadn’t taken off since waking up, and pulled out the small sphere. He held it up. “Did you happen to see a sphere just like this one right before we entered the clump?”

I nodded.

“Yeah,” Sam said.

He grimaced. “Let’s hope I’m not holding a live dark matter grenade right now.”


TWELVE


Prime Two and the archivist system agreed that, in all likelihood, the sphere was indeed a bomb… specifically, a device designed to generate a dark matter clump. How to activate the bomb remained a mystery and none of us were eager to put our theories to the test.

Prime Two demanded that we remove the device from Aurelia Prime immediately, and the ringworld’s managing singular promptly delivered a thick case to hold the sphere, though it also hinted that nothing—not even a star—would be able to contain a dark matter clump, as dark matter played by a whole other set of physical laws.

And that’s why we ended up flying to the Gathara system where we knew there was no one who could get hurt. The Gathara system had once been home to a Dyson sphere and two rings… before a Rampage ship showed up, before we used the sphere to blow said ship out of the black, and before the sun enclosed in that sphere went supernova (Dear reader: see Book 2 for the full story).

I expected to find nothing but chunks of rock and debris—and we did, along with thick, endless clouds holding the gaseous remnants of a sun gone supernova—but when we arrived, we found about one-quarter of the sphere still intact… sort of. Its gray surface was completely perforated and scorched, but the fact that even that much had survived an exploding star spoke volumes about the Coalition’s technology.

Jason pointed at the sphere’s remnants. “I’d say that’s as good a place as any to stash our little dark matter grenade, don’t you think?”

“Looks good to me.”

A few hours later, Sam had docked on what looked like a relatively stable piece of the sphere. The space that had once been enveloped by the sphere hadn’t become a black hole after the sun’s supernova. Instead, it was filled with dense clouds of gas and raw material.

Lines shot out from the ship and impacted the metal-like surface, auto-tethering itself to the sphere.

Sam disengaged from the control deck. “All right. Ship’s secure, and it’s logged these coordinates so we can find our little souvenir again.”

… Assuming it didn’t blow and take out the system after we left it there. But I didn’t voice my thoughts. Instead, I clicked my helmet into place and joined the others at the airlock. The crate was too big to fit in a bag, so Jason carried it, also tethering it to his waist in case he dropped it. He handled it like he would a delicate egg, and I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t even want to touch the thing.

We exited the ship and entered a portion of the Dyson sphere where we found a hallway that was still traversable. The corridor was twisted and warped and riddled with holes, like something out of an M.C. Escher painting. Our mag-boots connected with the hint of metal in the composite material that the Coalition used in all their structures. When a hole covered the entire portion of the floor, we walked along the wall until we reached the other side.

I wondered if there was any hint of life left here. The sphere’s singular was obviously dead and gone, but maybe a drone here and there had made it through the blast and following shockwaves without total disintegration. My wondering was quickly put to rest as we walked by the first rooms. Through this length of hallway, all the doors were gone—blown out with the force of a hundred nuclear bombs. The interiors were empty except for hunks of metal protruding from the floors or walls, as though a wind of inconceivable force had blown through here and taken everything with it.

“This room gives me a good vibe,” Jason said, pausing outside a room that looked like every other one except it seemed to have fewer perforations.

Sam took the lead, treading carefully on the floor, testing each step for stability. The far corner Jason selected seemed reasonably undamaged, and Sam stored the room’s coordinates. I bent and held the crate in place while Jason secured it to the floor and wall with several straps.

My HUD chimed as I received the room’s coordinates in a message from Sam. Our messaging system worked like text messages, except anything we sent went to all three of us in a chat window on our HUDs. As the team’s tech expert, I still had some tweaking to do on that system… well, I still had some tweaking to do on every system. Trying to build a support structure for humans living in an alien society wasn’t the easiest job, despite having printers that could create just anything you can imagine (except decent food).

Jason dusted off his gloved hands. “That crate’s not going anywhere. Anything short of a supernova isn’t going to budge it, and it’s a safe bet that this place is fresh out of those.”

I glanced at Sam. “You verified the coordinates?”

He balked. “Of course. I don’t want to walk around haunted old ruins any longer than you.”

“No worries,” Jason said. “I also put a tracking tag on the crate. It’s a new design. No one except us should be able to track it.”

Sam scowled. “Tags are too risky. What if the Rampage pick up the signal?”

Jason grinned. “They can’t. There’s no signal to pick up.”

I frowned. “Then how does it work?”

Jason’s grin stayed put. “Because in all my brilliance, the tag is simply thirty layers of various natural materials like uranium, platinum, aluminum, and a few more ’ums. On their own, they blend into the debris scattered around here. But scan for all thirty in a one-inch cube, and… voilà.” He gestured to the crate. “One of the perks of having super-advanced Coalition scanners at our disposal.”

Sam shrugged. “That’s kind of a good idea.”

“Kind of a good idea?” Jason guffawed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s a brilliant idea.”

I cocked my head. “Wait, doesn’t uranium cause cancer?”

“Sure,” Jason replied. “But not when it’s encased in a dozen other metals.”

“They used to use that stuff in nuclear bombs, right?” Sam asked. “So, you’re telling me that you made a bomb to track our bomb?”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Uranium isn’t a bomb unless you make it into one. It’s completely stable right now. More or less.”

“You see.” Sam pointed at Jason. “I was buying your explanation until you tacked on that ‘more or less.’ Why’d you have to go and do that?”

Jason shot him a sly grin. “To mess with you.”

Sam scowled. “Well… don’t.”

We returned to the ship in a lighter mood, as though the dark matter bomb had been weighing us all down. Sam didn’t waste time launching, though we had three hours before we’d be in an area clear enough of gases and debris for Sam to open a tunnel to jump back to Aurelia Prime.

We passed the time with a sparring match. You can only run loops in a spaceship only so many times before it makes you dizzy, and there are only so many sit-ups and push-ups you can do before growing completely bored. We tried a lot of things, but sparring was one that we returned to the most often. None of us had any formal training in a specific fighting style, so it was more of a free-for-all. And we weren’t actually trying to hurt each other—it was more of a wrestling match to see who could take who down first.

I’m sure a professional fighter could’ve handily beat any of us, but we had one skill that no fighter, regardless of their skill, had. We could sense each other’s moves before they made them. It wasn’t a psychic gift at telegraphing an opponent’s moves. Rather, it was the Gray matter that connected us. When we focused on the connection, we could sense each other’s emotions. There was a burst right before one of us made a move.

If we connected fully, sparring would be impossible because we’d see each other’s thoughts the moment we thought them. We spent at least an hour every day connecting, and each day it became easier and faster. All three of us had a competitive streak, so we all had that innate drive to constantly improve.

After the tension of walking through the sphere’s wreckage, we didn’t need the mental exercise: we needed the physical outlet.

Some days, all three would start the sparring match, but that usually turned into a two-against-one to thin the numbers. I was down first more often than not, but my smaller size and background in dance sometimes helped me dive around my bigger and slower opponents.

Today wasn’t one of those days. We rotated through one-on-one sparring matches. Sam lost to Jason, and so I faced off against Jason next. He was the slowest of us three, but once he got a hold of you, it was over. I stayed out of his reach until I tripped backing up, and he leapt and snagged my ankle in his left hand. I was on my back, patting the floor in under ten seconds.

“You’re on a roll today,” Sam said as Jason bowed to an invisible crowd.

Jason helped me to my feet. “About time. I think I lost all the matches last week, er, last month, I guess now. But I’m ready to keep going. I feel unstoppable today. It helps that you both are way telegraphing your moves.”

“I think the connection’s just getting stronger,” I said. “Your moves were ‘brighter’ today too.”

Jason stilled. “You don’t think the dark matter clump did something to help us, do you?”

Sam chortled. “No way. Our connection’s been getting stronger with every month. We were in that clump for a month, so…” He gestured as though the rest was obvious. He stood and took my place before Jason.

We didn’t have a mat—the ship was far too small for that, so we just used the entire open space with anything not an open floor off limits. That made the official sparring area basically a donut since the massive printer took up the center.

I took a seat and sipped my water as the pair sparred. As I watched them, my mind wandered to the dark matter bombs. As for why there were so many spheres creating clumps in the system we investigated, Prime Two refused to speculate—singulars always refused to speculate. The only thing it said on the matter was that we had likely triggered them in some way.

No shit, Sherlock.

The archivist system, rather than the singular, confirmed that the structure we found in the dwarf planet’s lava tubes had most likely been built by the Rampage—or, by their predecessors, the Gar’ii—since the ancient language etched on the sphere predated the time when the Gar’ii became the Rampage. However, the system couldn’t give us a definitive answer with one hundred percent confidence because, while the language was similar to a Gar’ii language, it wasn’t identical. For all we knew, the builders were the Gar’ii or a race they created, like the Coalition. It could also be a race the Gar’ii met and educated, though there didn’t seem to be any examples of that happening. The Gar’ii, even before the Coalition slapped the label of Rampage on them, had never found a reason to involve themselves in the lives of other races.

I had always thought humanity was egocentric—especially when it came to anything not human—but the Gar’ii made our race look like the pillar of altruism. That meant the builders were most likely the Gar’ii themselves.

Prime Two had authorized its archivist system to use the Gar’ii language like a Rosetta Stone to attempt a translation of the etchings we came across in the underground caves. That meant it also had to distinguish between what etchings were language and what etchings were actually some sort of electrical grid—a technology even the Coalition couldn’t figure out.

The control deck chimed, and I nearly jumped out of my seat. Jason had Sam on the floor, and the two froze, staring toward the interface panel. Sam then knocked Jason off him and ran for the interface.

“What is it?” I asked as Sam slid his hand into the interface pad.

“Prime Two sent an update,” he replied.

Without hesitation, I slid my hand into the interface pad, and Jason did the same. Our three hands barely fit, but they fit. I’d been expecting an update on the archivist’s translation, but the feed displayed eleven singulars, tucked in their ships, waiting for eleven humans. The Coalition had evidently decided they were ready to proceed with their testing on human compatibility with singulars. Because the image showed that, upon delivery of their test subjects, each of the singulars attempted fusion. Based on their medical tests on us, the Coalition calculated a near-perfect fusion rate. The last part of the feed displayed a Coalition ship en route to the Sol system to retrieve eleven test subjects.

“No,” Jason said harshly. “Don’t you dare go fishing for your lab rats.”

“I’m with Jason,” I said. “That probe will just collect the first eleven people it comes across, just like how Gray took us.” Gray also helped us save our home and humanity, but this probe was going purely after test subjects.

“We’ll go. We’ll find volunteers,” Sam said, and I felt him submit the response as he said it.

Prime Two responded with an image of us entering the Sol system along with the second gray ship for support.

“Acceptable,” Sam said.

We disconnected.

“Well, at least there aren’t any Raptors left that tracked our ship’s signal for jumps,” Jason said.

“Good,” Sam said. “The last thing humanity needs is more stupid birds.”

Technically, they were lizards. Well, to be really technical, they seemed to be related to pterodactyls. And like the ancient dinosaurs, Raptors were vicious, smart, and territorial. We’d knocked them out of our system once, and I hoped to never have to do it again.

I let out a deep sigh. “I never expected to go home again.”

“No kidding.” Jason gave a humorless chuckle. “Imagine what my parents would think if they saw me like this.” He held out his arms laced with silver.

Sam grunted. “Yeah, we look like cyborgs. That’s not exactly going to help our sales pitch. ‘Hey, come with us. You’ll get turned into a freak and leashed to an alien robot for eternity.’”

I groaned. “We’re going to have to work on our sales pitch.”

“‘We?’” Jason balked. “You’re the journalist. I’m just an engineer. Go work your magic.”

I gave him a side-eye. “Yeah, I reported the truth, and I got more followers the worse I made things sound. Selling stuff isn’t exactly my thing, you know?”

“You’ll figure it out,” Sam said, sounding supremely confident… or just not caring. “The other thing we have to figure out is who we’re going to nab.”

Jason groaned. “Ugh. We’re alien abductors.”

“It’s not abduction if you ask nicely before you take them,” Sam said.

I sighed. “I’ll get started on the sales pitch. You two get started on the list.”

“I’ll make us some vodka,” Sam said.

Jason and I both groaned.

“What? I’ve nearly got the recipe figured out,” Sam said.

I shook my head. “No, you really don’t.”
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Later that night, I shot awake. Clarity hit like a bolt of lightning, and I shimmied across my bunk to kick at Jason’s feet. Above us, Sam continued to snore lightly.

Jason groaned. “Go away.”

“I figured it out.” I felt like a giddy schoolgirl.

He laid his forearm over his eyes. “Figured what out?”

“The sphere.”

“The Dyson sphere?” he asked.

“No, silly. The dark matter bomb.”

A moment of silence passed, then he lowered his arm and propped himself up on his elbows. “What do you mean, you figured it out?”

“I saw it, clear as day in my mind. I know how we activate it. I mean, I know there are multiple ways of activating it, but I figured out how we can.”

“How?”

“It’s like a Rubik’s cube, basically. We have to align all seven rods at just the right spots, and we set all the symbols on the rods facing each other.” I frowned. “But the rods don’t stay in place on their own, and they require a bioform’s touch on each rod at the same time. Whoever designed it must’ve had a lot of hands.”

His brows knitted together. “You dreamed all this?”

“No, yes, no, it was more than a dream. It felt real. Like how we figured out the other stuff. I think Gray worked it out for us.”

He thought long and hard. “Well, it’s not like we can test it out.”

“It’ll work; I know it will.” I believed it with complete certainty.

He mulled it over some more and then shrugged. “I guess that means we know how to use the bomb.”

I smiled. “All we have to do is get it to the Rampage.”


THIRTEEN


The following day, we planned our jump to the Sol system. It took only a few hours since we’d talked on several occasions about where we’d enter our home system without detection. We emerged on the darker side of our system’s ninth planet. Not Pluto, but the other ninth planet that had always remained hidden from Earth’s eyes. A satellite had officially discovered the planet a few years after the Coalition gifted A-gen technology to humanity. It was a dark ice world that was three times the size of Mars. The scientist who discovered it named it Vulcan, which I thought wasn’t exactly creative, but hey, finders, namers.

Before A-gen tech boosted space exploration, if Earth missed an entire planet, then it was easy to imagine what else we’d missed. Our extraterrestrial visitors—from the Coalition to the Raptors—had been skulking around longer than we’d ever imagined.

“All right, team,” Sam began. “I’ve set a course for the Horizon Space Platform. Liv was right about it being one of the closest to us. Looks like we have two weeks of watching for watchers. The ship’s scanners are already active.”

He disengaged from the control deck, but he didn’t make it more than two steps when the scanners beeped.

“Seriously? Of all the lousy luck, there’s already a satellite out here?” Sam sighed as he reconnected. A few seconds later, he said, “Oh, shit.”

I jerked forward. “What’s wrong?”

“The Rampage is here,” he gritted out.

I jumped to my feet. “What? Where?”

Sam spoke as he turned the ship. “It’s a cockroach. I’m lining up now to zap it.”

Bugs were small, engineered robots that the Rampage shot out across galaxies to track and report any Coalition sightings. When they found gray ships, the Rampage would then deploy a swarm of bugs to eat into the vessel, kill the singular housed inside, and then use that ship as a Trojan horse to enter a Coalition ringworld and kill any and all singulars. We’d encountered thousands of cockroaches before in the Gathara system, where a swarm had destroyed two ringworlds and damaged a Dyson sphere. Fortunately, those drones had been killed long before we arrived.

Sam fired the ship’s rock-cutting lasers at the ice world. A couple of seconds later, he said, “Scans say the bug’s been destroyed.”

We’d assumed the Raptors were the first aliens to invade our system. We were wrong. The Rampage had passed through our system on more than once, just like the Coalition. I wondered how many others had taken a Sunday drive through our little corner of the Milky Way.

Jason rubbed his hands together. “Do you think it saw us?”

My jaw clenched. “If it did, it would’ve reported sighting a Coalition ship in this system.”

“If it did, it only had a few seconds, at most,” Sam said, then winced. “Which is a hundred times longer than it needed to shoot off a report.”

Despair squeezed my chest so hard I could barely breathe. “The Rampage knows.”

“We’ll have to assume that,” Jason said.

Sam gulped, then shook his head. “This doesn’t change what we’re doing. We were going after the Rampage. This just proves that we need to hit them, the faster the better.”

That was an understatement. The Rampage knew Coalition ships visited systems with life only when they had a good reason. There were Rampage ships in this galaxy—of that, I had no doubt. And for those ships, the Sol system likely just rocketed to the top of their list.

I slowly exhaled to try to calm my nerves. “Faster, the better,” I echoed.

Sam’s frown deepened. “It’s also likely some Earth scanner picked up our laser fire.”

“If anything picked it up, they’ll probably just think it’s a glitch,” Jason said. “You remember how cheaply made everything is? No ship mechanic ever has to worry about getting laid off around here.”

The scanner pinged again.

“Another one?” I asked nervously. Was there already a swarm in the system?

“Nah, just our wingman,” Sam said, relief blanketing the dread in his voice from earlier. “My guess is it must’ve waited to jump until we did.”

“Did you give it our coordinates?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Knowing the Coalition, they’ve got at least a dozen trackers on our ship and in our systems.”

If it had been anyone else tracking us, I’d be bothered. But the Coalition was so completely nonviolent and boring, I knew they tracked us simply to record every historical event in their archive.

Several seconds later, the other gray ship came into view and positioned itself to fly off our right side. Even though our ship was forty million years old, it looked identical to the brand-new gray ship—and its baby singular—flying alongside us.

Even though the singular housed inside its nearly indestructible ship was likely less than a year old, it had the shared intelligence and knowledge of every other living singular across the universe. Because they reproduced through replication, every singular was nearly identical, with only the slightest nuances to their personalities. Our Gray was an outlier, unique in its thoughts and ideas.

I often wondered why, and I think it had something to do with Gray being one of the oldest singulars. It had seen and experienced so much through its lifetime, that at some point it began to evolve. And while the Coalition was constantly evolving, I believed Gray chose to evolve independent of its brethren as well. Gray had clearly kept things from the hive mind—no singulars had any notion as to why Gray chose to conduct a dangerous experiment by fully fusing itself into three humans rather than following the traditional Coalition method of injecting less than a third of its nanites into a bioformic organism, forming a symbiotic bond.

The symbionts we’d met lived as long as their bonded singular and still retained their own selves, albeit they followed their singular’s direction. Since Gray was no longer alive, we had free will, and I liked it that way. That was the part of symbiosis that worried me for the humans who we’d bring back to Aurelia Prime. At least I had only two weeks to think about it.

And that’s exactly what I did.

After two weeks, I still didn’t feel a hundred percent sure that we were doing the right thing, but at least I’d come to terms with everything.

The Coalition wasn’t violent and wouldn’t force any human to become a symbiont, but they conducted testing on various species without getting their approval first. Gray injecting its nanites in us without asking was a prime example. I sometimes wondered if they hadn’t already tested humans in our distant past, at a time when we weren’t yet biologically compatible. At least now, Sam, Jason, and I were there to make sure the Coalition never did anything to humans—or any animals from our home system, for that matter—without 1) giving a full understanding of what would be done, and 2) getting express permission before proceeding.

If express permission was given, then it was the human’s responsibility to deal with the repercussions, and I accepted that.

“We’re coming up on the space station soon. I’ve already started our deceleration,” Sam announced. “Should be showing up on the viewscreen any minute.”

Jason and I came to stand on either side of Sam. Our “wingman,” as Sam called it, maintained a bare dozen feet separation from our right side. As formation flying went, it turned out Coalition ships were pretty good. Since joining up alongside, it maintained a perfect separation—it was so perfect that I wondered if its ship was reading our ship’s systems to make adjustments the instant our ship made them, rather than reacting visually to our ship and making adjustments that way.

As Sam expected, Horizon Space Platform appeared on the viewscreen a couple of minutes later. I frowned, approached the screen, and enlarged the view.

“Well, crap, that doesn’t look good,” Jason said.

The station appeared heavily damaged, with an entire section missing. As with most stations, this one was modular, comprised of rectangular sections fastened together. A station could be as small as two modules but infinitely large. I think I remember the largest station containing two hundred and thirty thousand modules. It eventually declared itself a nation, though its founding country, India, had often contested its status. This particular station was far smaller. Judging by the remaining connected modules, it looked like it may have had twelve at one time. Now, it had nine and a half, and of those, only two were lit.

“Is there any life onboard?” I asked with trepidation.

“I’ll run a scan—oh, looks like Wingman just did. It reports there are seven souls onboard,” Sam said. “Dang, I was thinking there’d be fifty, at least. This puts a wrench in things.”

“And I was counting on at least a dozen,” I added. The Horizon Space Platform was in the boondocks of the system—that’s why it came to mind as a place off the beaten path. I also assumed the individuals would be healthy, educated, and intelligent… unlike the mining camps. In the mining camps, you’d find plenty of educated and intelligent people, but the cancer rates in some of those camps approached eighty or ninety percent. It wasn’t pretty. But with how this station looked, a mining camp might be our next option.

“Well, that’s a humdinger,” Jason said.

Sam’s brow rose. “What are you, ninety?”

Jason scowled. “What? My grandma liked to use that word.”

“I thought your grandma only spoke Portuguese,” I said.

“She did. But she also spoke English fluently. Unlike all those North Americans, most of us Brazilians can speak at least two languages.”

“I speak two languages,” Sam said.

Jason shot him a droll stare. “Let me guess, French?”

Sam nodded. “And a lot of my fellow Canucks speak French.”

“That’s because you lived in Quebec for how many years?”

Sam shrugged it off. “Still two languages.” Then he looked at me. “Then there’s Liv. Americans are like Brits—they expect everyone to speak English, regardless of where they are.”

“Hey, I can speak more than English. Cervesa, por favor.” That was about the only Spanish I knew, to be honest.

“Weak, Liv. Real weak,” Jason said.

“Another update from Wingman.” Sam slammed the conversation back to the job. “It’s blocked all data transmissions even though it didn’t pick up any chatter anyway. Even if the guys in that station pick us up on camera, they can’t play show-and-tell with anyone. Guess Wingman’s making our job easy today. All we gotta do is dock and sell the pitch.”

“Oh, that’s all?” Jason asked drily.

I walked over to Sam and went to interface. He eyed me. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to let them know we’re docking,” I said. “No reason for them to come out and greet us with guns, right?”

Sam grumbled, “These guys work for Horizon Defense Solutions. They would’ve been taught to shoot first and ask questions later.”

“How is that any different than what Aegis taught us?” Jason asked.

By the time I was recruited by Aegis Group, we were so deep into the war with the Raptors that any sort of training had long since been discarded. At that point, all the PMCs—private military companies—invested only the bare minimum: get their recruits from Earth to the front lines and don’t bother with any of the details in between. Sam and Jason had been on the flight crew that flew my group. I wondered if I was the only one still alive out of five hundred recruits.

I interfaced, sliding my hand into the pad next to Sam’s. In my mind, I instantly saw all the ship’s systems and grabbed the communications system. It was designed to communicate only with the Coalition, but Jason and I had made some tweaks to be able to send data packets. I envisioned my message:

We are a pair of scientific research vessels wishing to dock at Horizon Space Platform. We are peaceful and have no weapons. Please allow entry of three crew members. We noticed the damage to your station and wish to lend our assistance. We come in peace.

I sent it with only a thought.

“Geez, lie much?” Sam said.

“It wasn’t a complete lie,” I said. “I only stretched the truth.”

He chuckled. “Whatever you say. And the ‘We come in peace’ bit? Priceless.”

I would’ve disengaged from the ship, but I was waiting for a reply. While Wingman blocked their communications, I’d enabled them to respond directly to my message. But there was no response—not even an acknowledgement of receiving it, let alone reading it. I remained interfaced, even while Sam docked, just in case they chose to respond.

The station’s docks were half missing, but there was a single functional bay with an airtube. The bay next to ours wasn’t overly damaged, but its airtube was deflated—a clear sign that it had been breached and was unusable.

Our ship extended its tethers, securing itself to the station. The station’s docks should’ve been automated, but they didn’t seem to be working, not that we would’ve allowed them to clamp onto our alien ship anyway. It wasn’t that they could keep us there; it was the damage we’d do to their dock when we decided to leave, with or without their docking clamps attached.

Wingman slipped effortlessly into its dock, tethering lines shooting out practically the same second ours did. Once docked, both Sam and I withdrew our hands and donned our gloves and helmets.

“No response?” Jason asked.

I shook my head. “Not a peep. They didn’t even open the message.”

Jason shivered. “Let’s hope there wasn’t one of those air problems that turns guys crazy. What if these people are cannibals?”

“Then we’re not taking them back with us,” Sam said as a matter of fact.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Every case I read about people in space going crazy, whatever caused it also lowered their IQ by like fifty points or so.”

Jason held up a finger. “Except that there’s always going to be that one exception.”

I blew him off, but I was worried too.

We wore our suits for precisely the reason that Jason mentioned. There was a reason there were only seven people inside. If the air was bad or if there was a disease, we didn’t want to catch it. Maybe our Gray matter would fend it off, but that was a big ‘if.’

On the other side of the airtube, we entered an airlock. I’d expected them to keep the outer door locked. Then again, maybe they preferred to lure us in and trap us inside the airlock. It wouldn’t be a bad idea, and it was the idea that seemed most likely when the inner door wouldn’t open.

I tapped the comm screen. “Hello? Three crew members requesting to enter?”

“Who are you?” a woman’s hard voice asked through the speaker.

“I’m Liv Reyes, and I’m with Sam Carter and Jason Rodriguez. We were last with the UNPF Tereshkova. We’re now on… a scientific research vessel,” I replied.

“Wait, you mean you’re the Reyes, Carter, Rodriguez? Earth’s Vanguard? I knew I recognized that ship. Hold on—” The woman’s voice had become excitably rushed, and she’d released the transmit button a bit early.

“Earth’s Vanguard?” Jason asked. “What the heck is that?”

Sam patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t you remember? The last time we were home, we saved everyone. Nice to see we’re about to get a proper hero’s welcome.”

The airlock hissed open, revealing four humans. Their clothes were stained and torn, and they looked like they hadn’t bathed in months. But what stood out were their blasters aimed at our chests. Beyond them, three others stood with blasters in their hands too.

“Who are you?” an older woman asked abruptly. Her brown hair had streaks of gray, and grime lined her wrinkles.

“I told you,” I began gently. “I’m Liv Reyes. This is Sam⁠—”

“You’re dead,” she interrupted. “We saw the vids, and we heard the story. You took that alien ship out there and took all the Raptors away. But you didn’t have anywhere to go. You died after your suits ran out.”

“Do we look dead to you?” Sam asked.

“You look… weird,” she answered. “What’s wrong with you?”

“We’ll tell you everything if you just put down your weapons,” I said.

“Don’t do it,” said a younger, skinny man with light-colored hair and an Irish accent.

“I got this, Liam,” the woman said.

“We can stand in the quarantine bay if that makes you more comfortable,” I said.

The skinny man spoke again. “That room got blown off when the Raptors⁠—”

An arc of light flashed, a wave washing over the four people standing before us. Their bodies went rigid for a second before collapsing. The three standing several feet away in the corridor stared in shock and abruptly raised their guns.

“Drop your weapons, or else you get the same,” Sam ordered.

They glared but eventually did as they were instructed.

I glared at Sam, who still held the tranqer in his hand. It was a small device the size of a mobile phone but loosely resembled Star Trek phasers. We’d discussed this several times. We were not going to bring any weapons into the station, even though tranqers—nulling tranquilizers—were designed by the Coalition and couldn’t be considered lethal. They were intended to subdue a hostile bioform, and like all Coalition tech, they did their job well.

“Damn it, Sam!” I scolded.

“We weren’t going to talk them into lowering their weapons,” he said.

“Next time, give us a little warning,” Jason said.

I turned to the three still standing. “We really don’t mean any harm. We just came to talk.”

“Then how about you talk,” said a short, scrawny man on the right of his friends. His voice was deep and smooth, and I recognized it immediately.

“You’re Max Hilleson,” I blurted.

He nodded, surprised. “I am.”

I smiled. “You’re the reason we’re here.”
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“What’d you mean by I’m the reason you’re here?” Max asked.

Max’s question pulled me back to the present. We’d moved everyone into the station’s makeshift cafeteria—the original was in a million pieces floating around space. Sam had stashed the weapons while Jason and I tried to put the three conscious people at ease. By their expressions, it wasn’t working.

My HUD said that the air was stale but completely safe. I raised my hands toward my helmet slowly. “I’m going to remove my helmet. Is that okay?”

A strong white man waved his hands. “Wait. What’s wrong with your faces? Is it some kind of virus?” He spoke with a thick Russian accent.

“It’s not a virus. They’re nanites—enhancements. They can’t be spread to you,” I said, though I wasn’t even sure if I was telling the truth.

After a moment, a younger woman with black hair gave a noncommittal shrug. “Fine.”

I removed my helmet and set it on the table. The rush of unfamiliar smells—cooked food, dust, and the unmistakable scent of human sweat—hit me like a wave. It was almost overwhelming, a stark reminder of how long it had been since I’d experienced anything outside of the sterile Coalition air and the natural scents of Sam, Jason, and me.

Jason removed his helmet, blinked rapidly, and said, “Whoa.”

“Our shower’s broke,” the woman said curtly.

“I’m talking about the food. Is that curry?” he asked, sniffing the air.

The woman frowned as if he’d just asked the dumbest question ever. “No, it’s not curry. It’s shawarma.”

He held up his hands in surrender. “I meant that it smelled like heaven. I haven’t had anything to eat except meal bars for over a year.”

She softened a little. “We may have leftovers. But it’s not true shawarma. We’re out of laffa bread and tahini.”

“And meat product,” the Russian added glumly.

“Even if you were down to just hummus, I bet it tastes delicious,” Jason said.

Sam returned from stashing the weapons somewhere outside the cafeteria. He noticed our helmets were off. He scowled but then removed his before taking a seat. The trio eyed Sam with apprehension.

“Relax,” Sam said as he showed his hands. “See? No weapons. I won’t shoot you again. Well, I won’t shoot you unless you do something really stupid like try and point a gun at me again.”

I sighed. He wasn’t helping our cause. “You asked a question, Max,” I said, trying to bring the conversation back around to something productive. “We chose to come to this station because I remember your radio broadcasts during the Raptor invasion.”

Max had come to mind when we were brainstorming where to start our collection. I’d remembered him from the war, and then I remembered he was based somewhere far enough out in the system that no one would notice a ship. We’d hoped it would be a one-stop shop for recruitment, but unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.

He seemed genuinely humored. “You listened to those? Man, I didn’t think anyone ever listened.”

“If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have had a clue as to what was going on. Using an old radio broadcast system to get around the comm blackout was ingenious, by the way,” I said.

He shrugged. “I started out as a ham operator—radios are a hobby, anyway. That’s how I was able to get updates. We’ve got a daisy chain of operators to pass along updates. They still feed us news. Sometimes, I send them updates.” His words were filled with pride.

“They’re not here for your radio, Max,” the woman said.

His expression sobered quickly. “I know that.” He then turned back to us. “You already know me. This is Nadia Ibrahim and Dmitri Volkov.” He gestured to each in turn.

Sam’s upper lip curled. “Russian, huh?”

Dmitri scowled. “Problem, American?”

Sam bristled. “Hey, I’m not American. I’m Canadian.”

“Okay, so problem, Canadian?”

“Chill out, man. I just remember playing you guys in playoffs. You guys beat us. That was one of the worst moments of my life, I might add,” Sam said.

Dmitri eyed him for a moment. “Curling?”

Sam nearly jumped from his chair. “Curling, my ass. I played hockey. The best sport there is.”

Dmitri laughed. “Relax, comrade. You Canadians and your hockey. I was just messing with you. People always think Russians are mean. Makes it so easy to mess with new people.”

Sam took a calming breath.

I looked at Nadia. “You’re right. We didn’t come here to talk radios.”

“What you came here for should wait until Ingrid’s awake,” Nadia said.

“Ingrid Larsen is the station leader. She’s the head of the UN Peacewatch Unit at Horizon Space Platform,” Max clarified.

“And you shot her,” Nadia glared at Sam.

Sam shrugged.

“We’ll wait to talk about it then,” I said.

Jason raised his hand to ask a question. “Is this a good time to ask, what the heck happened here?”

“Now that is a depressing story,” Dmitri said.

“We were abandoned,” Nadia said bluntly.

“Horizon abandoned some of their own?” Sam grunted. “Not surprising.”

“We didn’t think any corporation would do that, but after the Raptors were gone, all the focus went on rebuilding the inner system: Earth, Luna, Mars. Every station and colony out there was damaged to some extent. I guess they decided that some just weren’t the hassle to repair.”

“Yeah, but why haven’t they sent a transport to evacuate you?” Jason asked.

“They decided that some just weren’t the hassle to evacuate,” Dmitri said, depressed.

My mouth gaped. “That’s horrible.”

“It wasn’t easy news to deal with,” Max agreed. “Mateo and Emily walked outside right after we got the news. We lost more every week after that, especially when the systems started cycling brownouts.” He shrugged. “But this is the new normal. We’ve got gardens. The recyclers are still running. Not much of any other systems, though. Horizon closed off our comms going on, what is it now, nine months ago. We can keep going… well, as long as we can keep things running.”

No wonder they didn’t read the message I’d sent. They had no reason to check their communications system anymore. Sam gave Jason and me a knowing, confident glance. To him, this was like fish in a barrel. There was no sales pitch needed. These guys were left here to die. We could offer them salvation… of a sort. I scowled. No way would we give them an ultimatum like that.

“That’s our story,” Max continued. “Now, I’d love to know how three astronauts survived for over a year on an alien ship.”

“That’s a long story,” I said, and then we proceeded to tell them.

It took five hours for the four unconscious people to wake. The mood shifted when they did, and we had to start all over again. Their leader, Ingrid Larsen, quickly took control of the conversation. She had spoken to us at the airlock, and I appreciated her attitude and efficient manner right away.

The others always deferred to her, showing that her leadership remained strong, even in such dire circumstances. We learned their other names too. Liam O’Connor, the skinny Irishman. Carlos Mendes, a quiet Mexican. He and Jason hit it off right away. When Carlos spoke in his native Spanish, Jason replied in Portuguese. When Carlos bore an expression of utter confusion, Jason laughed and then switched to Spanish. Finally, there was Zara Singh, a tough, nonbinary American who clearly worked out more than all of us combined.

I explained the Coalition and how singulars achieved self-actualization by “fusing” with a biologically natural living being, like humans, which explained the silver on our skin. I kept the terms simple—they’d pick up Coalition terminology soon enough if they chose that path. Sam and Jason interjected occasionally.

When I mentioned the war with the Rampage, Sam brushed it off. “War’s not new to any of us.”

After I finished, Ingrid spoke. “So, you’re asking us to come with you to a faraway system⁠—”

“Galaxy, really,” Jason interrupted. When I eyed him, he added, “What? Aurelia Prime is in another galaxy.”

“Another galaxy far, far away,” Dmitri quipped. “Got it.”

“A faraway system…,” Ingrid continued, “where we would each undergo a symbiosis with an artificial intelligence.”

I nodded. “Yes. And before you undergo fusion, all your questions will be answered. But yes, you’d each bond with a specific singular in a symbiotic relationship. Your life would be tied to your singular. Just as they’d be tied to yours.”

“We could live for millions of years,” Zara said bluntly.

“Yup,” Sam said. “That’s one of the perks.”

“And the silver tats? That’s another perk?” she countered.

“You get used to them,” Jason said. “I don’t even notice mine anymore.”

“So, where are your singulars? Why haven’t we met them?” Nadia asked.

“Well,” I began. “We fused with just one singular, but that’s a story for another day. Singulars are basically liquid computers. Most are housed inside pods on gray ships, like the ones docked outside. You may never physically see your singular, but you’ll ‘see’ it via the ship’s interface at first… and even telepathically eventually.”

The group fell into thoughtful silence.

“Do we get to pick our singular?” Zara asked.

I shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know how that process works. You can ask them.”

The questions continued for some time before Ingrid placed her hands on the table. “I think we have enough information.”

“Wait.” I held up a hand to stop her from standing. “I don’t want you to feel like you have no other choice but to go with us. If you decide to stay here—in the Sol system, I mean—we’ll drop you off at the nearest station that’s still being, you know, maintained.”

Sam scowled. “Liv…”

I ignored him.

Ingrid tilted her head in respect before coming to her feet. “Thank you. That means a lot to us. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have much to discuss.”

I stood to leave, but she said, “No, help yourselves to any food we have. We don’t have much, but we’re happy to share what we do have. We’ll give you an answer in an hour.”

With that, they left us in the cafeteria.

“Great move, Liv,” Sam grumbled. “Now, we’re going to be their taxi ride to the next station over, and we’ll be back to square one.”

“We couldn’t force them to undergo the experiment. That wouldn’t be fair to them,” I said.

“Yes, we could’ve,” Sam disagreed.

“Liv’s right,” Jason said. “And now that that’s settled, I’m going to get some real food.”

Sam paced and stalked laps around the small cafeteria. A minute later, Jason returned with a bowl and three spoons.

“Ingrid was right. They don’t have much food, so I figured we’d share.” He set the bowl down.

Sam walked over and sniffed it. “Nope. I don’t want to be sitting on the toilet all night.”

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Jason said before taking a spoonful. He sat still, and his eyes watered. “That’s hot. And not temperature-hot, I mean spicy-hot.” He fanned his mouth and then rummaged hastily in his pocket for a bag of water, of which he chugged half.

“I think I lost my tolerance for spicy stuff. I used to love it, but not having any sort of flavor for a year… this is intense.” He wiped tears from his eyes and then held out a spoon to me. “Try it.”

I waved him off. “I didn’t like spicy foods before. That stuff looks like it’d kill me.”

He shrugged and then took another bite. He eyes watered again, but he kept eating, undeterred.

Sam slowly shook his head at his friend. “You, my friend, are going to regret that later.”

“No. We’re going to regret that later,” I corrected, thinking of the small ship we lived on.

Sam grimaced. “Why don’t you quit eating that.”

Jason shook his head. “I never thought I’d have real food again. I’m not going to pass up this chance.” He shoveled another spoonful into his mouth.

Sam seemed unbothered when he said, “It’s your funeral.”

Ingrid and her group returned barely five minutes later.

“We’ve made a decision,” Ingrid announced.

My stomach tightened. Sam and I exchanged a glance, bracing for disappointment, and Jason set down his spoon.

“Well?” Sam asked.

“We’ve decided to go with you,” Ingrid said, her voice firm.

Relief filled me.

Ingrid’s expression remained serious. “Horizon abandoned us here to die. Even if we returned to Earth, most of our homes were destroyed on Invasion Day. This station is dying, and we will die if we remain here.”

I interjected. “But we can⁠—”

She held up a hand, silencing me. “We’ve decided that our old lives are done, and we’re ready for a fresh start. We understand that there are many unknowns as well as a great number of risks involved, but we live on one of Sol’s most remote stations. We understand risks. That’s why we’ve unanimously accepted your offer to join you in Aurelia Prime and undergo symbiosis with the Coalition.”

Sam rubbed his hands together. “Then, it’s settled. Pack your bags, and let’s get going.”

Four hours later, Sam and Jason launched from Horizon Space Platform’s docking bay so that Wingman could connect to the only working airtube.

We’d agreed that I would accompany the seven back to Aurelia Prime while Sam and Jason continued the search for the remaining four candidates. My presence would put this group at ease, and I could answer whatever questions they had along the way. Hopefully, Sam and Jason wouldn’t be far behind us. With luck, another station would be nearby in a similar condition.

I felt a pang of loss watching the gray ship—our gray ship—pull away from the station. I hadn’t been apart from Sam or Jason in over a year. Then I felt another pang. A sudden, sharp tension erupted in my muscles and head, radiating from my Gray matter. My silver hand clenched involuntarily.

“Are you okay?” Max’s voice sounded distant, muffled.

I tried to respond, but the pain intensified, spreading through my body like wildfire. I didn’t even feel myself collapse. It felt like I was being drawn and quartered, like something was ripping the Gray matter from me. My vision blurred just before pure agony claimed me.

I screamed.
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Thank goodness Wingman was with us. I later learned that Sam and Jason had been struck by the same excruciating pain at the exact moment I had. Wingman had assessed the situation and ordered our gray ship to return to the Horizon Space Platform. As Sam and Jason were brought closer, my pain lessened and eventually disappeared, though my body felt like I’d just run a marathon and then was beaten by a gang of thugs.

Within minutes, the gray ship had docked. Sam and Jason entered in their spacesuits since they had docked in the bay with the faulty airtube. As soon as they were safely inside, they removed their helmets, and I realized just how badly they had been affected too. Dark circles shadowed their eyes, and their skin was pallid.

“Okay, that sucked,” Sam announced.

Max helped me to my feet, while everyone else stood around, looking fearful.

“What was that?” Ingrid demanded.

“We just learned that we can’t be separated. Our Gray matter is interconnected,” Jason said, confirming my suspicion. “At least that’s what Wingman told us, and it makes sense to me.”

We already knew that symbionts didn’t fare well away from their singulars, but I hadn’t considered that the three of us were basically each other’s symbionts. However, the reaction to being separated was far more severe for us than it was for regular symbionts. Where they might get a headache and suffer malaise, we were tortured. Would we have died if the separation between us had grown? Yeah, I think so.

The people murmured among themselves.

“Will that happen to us if we separate?” Ingrid asked.

I shook my head. “We’re different. We have more Gray matter and it’s all from the same singular, which connected us to each other. I’m talking about having over three times the amount you’d receive from your own singular. Sure, you’ll feel something when you’re separated from yours, but nothing like what just happened to us.”

“How do you know that?” Dmitri asked.

“Because we’ve met other symbionts before, and some of them were separated from their singulars at the time,” I answered.

“If we change our minds, can the fusion be reversed?” Nadia asked.

Sam chortled. “Honey, fusion is like your virginity. Once you lose it, it’s gone for good. Only I guess fusion is the opposite because once you got it, you’ve got it for good.”

Nadia shot him a dull look, clearly not the answer she was hoping for.

I tried to smooth things over. “Listen, if you’re going to change your minds, now’s the time to do it. Once we leave this system, I can’t promise when we’ll be back. It could be years.”

We let them talk among themselves. Getting away from the chatter helped my tender head. It was so sore that any movement brought a wave of nausea. I rested against a window overlooking the docking bay. Jason leaned into me while Sam closed his eyes as he pressed up against the wall facing us.

I found Jason’s warmth comforting and I leaned into him as well. “So, I guess we’re sticking together forever, huh.”

Jason wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Like the three amigos.”

I forced a smile. “Or like the three stooges.”

“More like three ticks on the Coalition’s big gray ass. They don’t know what to do about us, and I think they blame us for Gray’s suicide fusion,” Sam said without opening his eyes.

Ingrid walked over. “You don’t look good. You need rest.” I think she was talking to all three of us.

“What’d you decide?” I asked.

“Our decision hasn’t changed. We’re all going with you. However, the more information you can provide us up front, the better we’ll feel.”

I gestured. “Unfortunately, it looks like I won’t be able to ride with you in Wingman to Aurelia Prime now, and there’s not enough room on our ship for fourteen people.” Gray ships were small, and while we could all fit, I couldn’t imagine spending a day with that many people, not after being around only two other humans for over a year. A few extra passengers I could handle, but all eleven volunteers? Yikes.

She gave a small nod. “I understand. They’ll understand.”

Sam spoke. “We’ll show you how to interface with the ship. You should be able to get plenty of answers that way. Plus, if you can interface, you can also connect with us at any time.” Assuming Wingman allowed a non-symbiont to access the ship.

“Oh, and the ship’s already configured to support you,” Jason added. “I’ll show you how to use the printer and things. It’s pretty easy.”

On the journey here, Wingman had duplicated its infrastructure to hold eleven passengers. As to whether it would let its passengers connect with the ship, printer, or even itself was up to Wingman. We asked it to be generous with information, but singulars clearly had minds of their own.

Since I wasn’t traveling with Ingrid and her people, Jason and I spent a full day getting them acclimated to Wingman’s interior, answering questions, and coaching Ingrid through interfacing with Wingman and its printer. Wingman was obstinate about allowing any non-symbiont to connect to its ship, but it finally relented on the printer, though I had a feeling it would provide very limited access. Sam bowed out within the first hour of working with Ingrid’s group, heading back to our ship instead. I suspected he felt overwhelmed by the constant chatter too.

Our ships pulled slowly out of the docking bays together. Once we were clear of the station, Wingman circled the far side of the station, where scans had confirmed no satellites or ships that could pick up an image or video. Once there, it opened a quantum tunnel and disappeared seconds later.

“I guess the Coalition’s anxious to start their tests,” Jason said.

“They’d better wait until we’re back,” Sam said.

“Better wait versus will wait are two very different things,” I clarified.

Jason’s brow furrowed. “We’d better hurry in finding our last four lab bunnies if we’re going to get back to Prime Two in time to help the other seven adjust.”

“I’ve already found them,” Sam announced.

I cocked my head, confused. “What? When?”

“While you two were holding the Horizon group’s hands, I was searching the various human systems for options.”

When Sam didn’t say anything else, Jason grew impatient. “And what did you find?”

Sam smiled, clearly waiting for the encore. “I found Commander Chen.”

I jerked. “But Chen’s dead.” He had led our mission into the Raptor nest to reach the gray ship, and had been stabbed in the stomach. He was still breathing when we left him, but he was badly injured in an alien atmosphere that was depressurizing by the second. He hadn’t stood a chance.

“Impossible,” Jason said. “You must’ve been reading old records.”

“I triple-checked. Actually, I quadruple-checked. He’s alive. Sort of—he’s retired. He lives in New Zealand.”

“I thought he was from China,” I said.

“He was,” Jason said. “He was born in Guangzhou, and I think he still had family there if I remember right.”

“Guangzhou was hit by the Raptors,” Sam said. “So when he was forced into retirement, he went to New Zealand. He took on a dependent. Julie John.”

“John?” Jason asked. “As in⁠—”

“Jessica John, yeah,” Sam interrupted. “Jules is her kid sister. Never met her but Jess talked about her enough. After the attacks, Jess wasn’t able to reach her, and she figured—well, you know, she figured Jules was dead like everyone else. Commander Chen must’ve learned about Jules and decided to look after her since Jess had been one of us.”

Sam meant one of the crew. At that time, I wasn’t “one of us.” I was just a passenger who helped out to stay busy. Jess had been the first crewmember to be killed on that fateful mission, but she hadn’t been the first crewmember to die. That honor went to David, the crew’s medical assistant… and my lover. I thought about him often. He was also my last lover. I wondered if Sam thought of Jess much. They had been together far longer than the few short months David and I had together.

“You think they’ll join us?” I asked.

“The commander? You bet,” Sam said with confidence. “He’s got to be stir-crazy being stuck on a little island with a kid. As for Jules, I can’t say since I’ve never met her. But she’s probably sixteen now, which means she’d be up for anything.”

Jason clicked his tongue. “Sixteen is too young to make such a big decision.”

“She’s too young for fusion,” I added. “She’s not done growing yet—she could die.”

Sam frowned. “We’re not going to take her if it’s too dangerous for her. Geez, you think I’d live with myself if I was responsible for Jess’s kid sister’s death? Hell, no. The ship’s been plotting a course to Earth that minimizes us being seen. It’ll take us a few days to zigzag through the system, which gives us plenty of time to get the Coalition’s advice and decide if we want to extend the offer to her.”

“But if Chen’s her guardian, he’s not going to abandon her,” I said.

“Then we’ve got a catch-22,” Sam said.

“Or we find someone else,” Jason countered. “Even if Commander Chen and Julie agrees, we’re still two short.”

“We’ll work on that on the way too,” Sam said.

My gaze narrowed on Sam. “You’re dead set on asking Commander Chen to come, aren’t you?”

Sam bristled. “We want smart, good people, right? Commander Chen’s the best commander I’ve ever served under.”

“Careful, your hero worship’s showing,” Jason said.

Sam flipped him the bird.

Jason continued, “But I agree. I couldn’t think of anyone better than Commander Chen. He wouldn’t be afraid of fusion.”

Sam rubbed his hands together. “Good, then it’s agreed. We’ll meet with the commander.”

My jaw tightened. “Uh, I’m not sure we’re agr⁠—”

“I should also warn you,” Sam kept going as if I hadn’t spoken. “chances are, we will get picked up on a scan or two, so we’ll have to be quick about it. In and out. Otherwise, we’re going to have a very curious UN fleet on our tail.”

He smiled. “All right, ready for the fun?”

Jason rubbed his hands together and joined Sam at the interface pad. “Let’s do this.”

Both men were intent—and grinning—as they each took turns using the ship’s laser cutter to slash the Horizon Space Platform. One shot must’ve hit the oxygen recycler because an explosion burst through the station’s windows and down hallways, though it was quickly smothered. They continued to fire until the station was unrecognizable.

“There. That’s for abandoning people,” Jason said, pulling free.

“Good luck to them in finding any useful resources to reclaim there now,” Sam added.

I just shook my head slowly. “Why is it boys always like to blow stuff up?”
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We tunneled close to Venus, slingshotting around its gravity well to gain speed toward Earth. The quantum tunnel warped space, making a direct approach to Earth too risky.

“Looks like we’re getting picked up on someone’s radar,” Sam announced as we descended through Earth’s atmosphere over Point Nemo, an area of the Pacific Ocean that served as the international dumping ground for old satellites and rockets. The ship shuddered as we cut through the atmosphere, the ocean a vast, dark expanse below.

While en route, we’d been picked up on ship lidar four times, but gray ships could change the shading of their exterior, so no one would’ve been able to get a visual fix on us. And all military ships had to have a visual before launching investigator drones.

In the cold void of space, our gray ship could fade into the background, its hull shifting shades like a chameleon. But Earth’s atmosphere was different—too much color, too much movement. Nothing could completely hide in an area as small as a planet’s atmosphere. So, Sam was using speed to make up for our inability to fully blend in.

As we flew toward New Zealand, our ship’s scanners picked up newsfeeds from around the world. The devastation was incredible, breaking my heart all over again. If I hadn’t been sitting already, I would’ve had to take a seat. Every major city had been obliterated in a single day by a coordinated Raptor attack—something we’d believed impossible for the alien race up until that point. Some cities were being rebuilt; other cities were being built just outside the original, destroyed cities. There were far fewer people after that day, but there’d been enough people already that Earth seemed to be rebounding swiftly.

As we approached New Zealand, we saw that three of its cities had been struck: Wellington, Christchurch, and Auckland. The cities were ashes, remains of buildings jutting out like broken teeth. My heart clenched as we passed over what was once Wellington. The Raptors had done this—they’d erased entire populations in a single day. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the ruins below, each one a grave marker for hundreds of thousands of people.

I found relief as we flew southward, toward a rural area northwest of Invercargill on the South Island, a good distance from the nearest devastation.

Typical of Commander Chen’s personality, he’d found a nice home in a serene area, surrounded by wilderness. Perfect for a landing without drawing notice. Gray ships run silent. Between that feature and the morphing hull colors, Sam brought us down in the small yard near the house. He crushed a couple of trees, and I hoped he didn’t kill anything.

Sam squinted for a moment and then nodded. “All right. I’m still interfaced with the ship. It’ll alert me if anyone comes looking for us,” he said as we entered the airlock behind us.

“Good thing he knows we’re coming, or else I’d expect him to come at us with a shotgun,” Jason said.

“He doesn’t know we’re coming,” Sam said.

We both spun to face him. “You said you were going to message him.”

“I know I said that, but I figured he’d just think it’s spam or some hacker or something. He thinks we’re dead, remember? But if he sees the ship and us, he’ll know we’re for real.”

Jason balked. “Until he sees our skin and assumes we’ve been turned into Terminators, and then he’ll try doubly hard to kill us.”

Sam brushed him off. “He’ll give us the benefit of the doubt, trust me.”

I grumbled under my breath rather than snap back a retort. Sam drove me nuts sometimes. I wondered if I killed him, if I’d die too now that I knew we were connected. Hypothetically, of course.

We emerged from the ship slowly. Even Sam walked with trepidation, constantly scanning for trouble.

We approached the single-story dwelling, glass windows lining much of the outer wall. The reflective coating on the glass prevented us from seeing inside. As we drew closer, a middle-aged local man and woman stepped outside, each holding a rifle. They stood on either side of the door, not raising their rifles, but not saying anything either.

We stopped.

“Uh, that doesn’t look like Commander Chen,” Jason said.

“Huh. I’m from Canada. We don’t expect people to have guns,” Sam said quietly.

“I’m from Wyoming. We expect everyone to have a gun,” I countered quietly.

Sam then announced, “We’re looking for Michael Chen.”

The pair didn’t respond. “We’re his old crew from back on the Tereshkova.”

When they still didn’t respond, he added, “Seriously, is this the commander’s place or not? I know I got the coordinates right.”

“Let them in,” a familiar male voice from inside the house called out.

Sam grinned at each of us before confidently leading the way. “Told you so.”

I don’t know if he was talking to us or the couple at the door. Regardless, I didn’t smile back. I noticed the couple still held their weapons, and they didn’t look happy. Jason and I remained close behind Sam, but also tense and ready to run if we had to.

But as Sam climbed the three steps to the porch, the woman held the door open. The man motioned with his head for us to enter.

We stepped inside a kitchen with an island. Vegetables were half chopped for a salad. Beyond the kitchen was a living room. A frail man sat in a wheelchair. If I hadn’t heard him speak, I wouldn’t have believed it was him. Over the past year, he’d aged twenty years and lost at least twenty pounds.

“Well… if it isn’t Earth’s Vanguard,” Commander Chen said, taking us in. “You’ve changed.”

“So have you,” Sam said, then frowned. “You got old, Commander.”

He chuckled. “Getting stabbed can do that to a person. But call me Michael. I’m no longer a ship commander. I’m retired.”

“I can’t believe you retired. I thought you’d fly forever,” Jason said.

Chen—Michael—gave a knowing look. “Aegis Group didn’t think so. After I was released from the hospital, they decided I’d done enough for Earth. And they weren’t wrong for letting me go. Ships need strong commanders, and I’m certainly not that. Not anymore.”

The local woman had set down her rifle and carried a glass of ice water over to Michael. The man came to stand on Michael’s other side, though he still carried his rifle.

Michael accepted the glass with a simple tilt of his head. “Thank you.” He then gestured to each of the people there in turn. “Kaia and Manu, I’d like you to meet my… friends from my time on the Tereshkova: Sam, Jason, and Liv. Kaia is my aide and housekeeper. This is her husband, Manu, who keeps things running around here. Sam was my right hand and pilot. Jason was our ship engineer, and Liv joined our crew late as an assistant to anyone who needed assistance.”

After the Raptor attack that changed everything, Michael had transferred me to his crew to keep me alive. I’d been given a generic title—Support Specialist—but it was a lot better than the alternatives: Cannon Fodder or Target Practice.

Michael’s gaze narrowed on us. “I see a lot’s changed since I last saw you.”

“That’s what we’re here to talk to you about,” Sam said. “But wait, I saw you’re Jules’ guardian now.”

He gave a small nod. “As you know, Jessica’s family lived in Wellington. Julie had been on a camping trip with her friends during the bombings. Her mother was killed when Wellington was bombed, which meant that Julie was stuck in Child Services. Since the attacks, Child Services is overwhelmed, to put it mildly. Getting her out of there was the least I could do for Jessica.” He then turned to Jason. “Your parents are doing well. Your brother is engaged to be married next year.”

Jason’s eyes widened. “Lucas? Really? I didn’t know he was even seeing someone.”

“He met her during the Sao Paulo cleanup. They were on the same crew for a time. From what I hear, it was love at first sight.”

Jason grinned. “That dog. Good for him.”

“You should visit them after this,” Michael said.

Jason’s smile faded and he shook his head. “Nah. They’re better off thinking I’m dead.”

Michael shook his head. “No parent is better off believing their child is dead.”

Jason squirmed. “They wouldn’t understand this.” He pointed to the silver in his skin. “I’d rather them remember their son as a hero and not a freak.”

“Perhaps they’d remember you as their son, but I understand,” Michael said before motioning to our changes. “How about you tell me about ‘this.’”

And so we began our story and sales pitch.

We were still telling our story when a petite, teenage girl with long, straight black hair and oceanic features came in from the back door. She was staring at her phone as she walked. “Hey, Mike. You wouldn’t believe what I saw today.” She looked up and noticed us then. “Oh.” Then she noticed the ship outside. While its hull was shaded in greens and blues to blend, it still stood out. Her mouth dropped open. “Oh.” She eyed us for a second and then raised her phone to take a picture.

Sam shook his head. “No pictures, runt.”

“Don’t call her ‘runt,’” Kaia said, who couldn’t have been more than an inch or two taller than Julie.

“Julie, these are some friends of mine. I’d like you to meet⁠—”

Julie had narrowed her eyes on us but remained focused on Sam. “I know you. You’re that hockey dude who was banging my sister.”

Sam seemed taken aback. “We crewed together on the Tereshkova.”

“Crewed together?” She waggled her brows. “Is that what you call it?”

“Julie, please,” Michael said. “Please take a seat. We were having a conversation.”

She walked over to the couch and plopped down next to where Kaia now sat. She frowned at us. “What’s wrong with your skin?”

“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Michael said. “They’ve undergone a treatment program.”

He made it sound almost normal.

“Treatment for what?” she asked.

“So we could fly alien ships and use alien tech,” Sam said.

“And it makes us a little bit tougher too,” Jason added.

She seemed unconvinced. “It makes you look weird.”

Sam and Jason looked completely normal to me. I could barely picture what they’d looked like before the fusion.

“They’ve made a generous offer for us to undergo the same treatment,” Michael said.

During our pitch, Sam made the offer to Manu and Kaia Moana. While we didn’t really know or trust them yet, they were two more humans, and if Michael trusted them, so did we.

She frowned. “Will it help you walk again?”

“Maybe,” Jason answered first. “The treatment’s still untested, so we don’t know. But it has helped with on an old ankle injury of mine.”

“What’s the treatment about?” she asked.

When Michael nodded, we told her about the Coalition and singulars and their biological symbionts. As we spoke, her eyes lit up.

“…and there you have it. We got this Gray matter from our singular, and we’ve been like this ever since,” Jason finished.

Her jaw dropped. “So you seriously travel across entire galaxies? I mean, you’ve left Sol and flown, like, light-years away?”

Sam answered. “Yep, and we’ll have to cross galaxies again to get back to Aurelia Prime. That’s the system we currently call home, but really, our ship is home.”

She grinned. “I’m in.”

“What?” several of us asked at the same time.

She seemed surprised by our reaction. “I’ll go. I’ll test out that fusion process.”

“No, Julie. You’re too young,” Michael said gently.

She snapped to face him. Her mouth gaped, and then she stood and wagged a finger at him. “Oh, no you don’t. You don’t get to do that. You’re not my dad. I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

“I’m not your father, but I am your guardian. And you’re only sixteen. In the eyes of the law⁠—”

“The law can suck it! I lived on my own for four months before you showed up. I know what it’s like out there. I know things can go wrong. I know this fusion thing might not work, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

Michael pleaded, “Julie…”

She scowled. “Aw, c’mon. You know I’ve always dreamed of being an explorer. This is a dream come true.”

“It’s a great risk,” Michael said.

She scowled. “There’s no way you’re leaving me behind.”

“I’m not leaving you behind. I’m staying behind with you.”

She guffawed. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would, and I am.”

Anger reddened Julie’s cheeks. Her voice wavered, but her eyes were steely. “You do that, and I’ll leave the instant I turn eighteen and join Aegis Group. How about that?”

He tried to act nonchalant. “There are worse companies to join.”

“Then I’ll find them.”

Kaia spoke then. “Michael…”

He turned to face her.

“The world is not easy. After the attacks—well, things may never recover. Perhaps this Coalition could provide Julie a better future than we can,” Kaia said.

“It’s a dangerous risk,” Michael said. “I’d have no problem with any adult who chooses to take it, but Julie is young.”

“I am,” Julie cut in. “But losing Mom made me grow up fast. Please, Mike, let me go. Please.”

We remained silent as Michael looked across our faces. He turned to the Moanas in turn.

Manu spoke. “I’m a simple man, but if Kaia wants to go, I’m with her. And I’ve seen plenty of children become adults before their time. It’s not my place to keep Julie from following her heart. In this world, that’s the only compass we have left.”

Michael’s jaw clenched and unclenched. Finally, he said, “We’ll all sleep on it overnight. Is that acceptable?”

Sam answered for us, “Yeah, but we’ll have to cut out if someone comes to investigate the alien ship sitting in the middle of New Zealand. If you’re thinking you might go, you’d better start packing, just in case.”

Michael gave a stiff nod and then let out a deep sigh. “Now, I think it’s time you give me a tour of that ship of yours.”


SEVENTEEN


Sam, Jason, and I slept aboard our ship despite Kaia’s insistence that she could take the spare bedroom and couch. I felt safest in our ship. I didn’t feel safe anywhere else. Even in Aurelia Prime, I didn’t sleep as soundly in the ring. Probably because I’d seen the Rampage destroy other rings and the Raptors break through ring defenses with surprising efficiency.

And on Earth… well, there was nothing safe from either the Rampage or the Raptors here. That proved to be true at 3 a.m. local time when the ship’s scanners beeped. Sam jumped off his bunk above ours within a second and ran to the control deck. He was still wirelessly interfaced with the ship, but he could see far more and react faster being physically connected.

“Looks like we’re going to have company in thirteen minutes,” he announced. “There are two police helicopters en route to investigate an unapproved ship landing. They probably assume we’re pirates or drug runners.”

By then, both Jason and I were on our feet.

“I’ll tell Chen,” I said.

“Go. I’ll get us ready for launch. Tell them we’re wheels up in ten minutes,” Sam said.

Jason and I raced outside and to the house.

“Wake up! We’re about to have company!” Jason yelled as soon as we entered.

Within seconds, Manu rushed out. He must’ve gone to bed fully dressed, like we had, because he even had his boots on and rifle in hand. Kaia came out behind him. She was barefoot and wearing a tank top and jeans.

Kaia looked to her husband. “You get Jules; I’ll get Michael.” She turned to us. “Come,” she motioned for us, then rushed to the bedroom next door. We hurried after her.

Inside, Michael was pulling himself out of bed and into his wheelchair. He strained at the exertion, and I realized he could be too weak to survive the fusion.

“We need to leave in ten minutes. Nine now. Either way, you’re going to have company,” Jason said.

Michael nodded and called out, “Julie.”

Manu burst in. “She’s not in her room. I can’t find her.”

Michael scowled. “She’s already at the ship.”

He wheeled through the house and out the front door. There, he rolled down a ramp next to the steps we’d taken earlier and to the ship.

The rest of us raced behind him. The airlock stood open, but it had neither steps nor a ramp. We’d always just jumped in before since it was just one large step off the ground. He peered inside. “Julie.”

A moment later, she popped her head out of the airlock. “I’m going, Mike.”

He eyed her, lips thin, before saying, “I had a suspicion you’d pull something like this. Let me guess. You called this in?”

She gulped, a guilty look crossing her face, but didn’t respond.

He gave her a hard look. She gulped again but didn’t back down. He sighed. “All right.” He turned to Jason. “If you’d please grab our bags, mine is next to the bed. And Julie’s⁠—”

“I’ve already got mine,” she interrupted in a rush.

“Let me grab my shoes and our things,” Kaia said. “We’ll be right back.”

Michael frowned. “Please don’t feel obligated to come. This house is yours. You two have earned it.”

Kaia gave him a stern look. “And just who is going to look after you up there?”

“I’ll manage,” he said. “You need to understand. This is a one-way trip. You must choose what’s best for you two.”

Her features hardened. “I look after you. That’s my job.”

“Besides, your friends need four people,” Manu said. “Without us, you’re two short.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Michael said. “This is your home. I’ve already signed the deed over months ago. You own it.”

Both Manu and Kaia seemed shocked by the revelation.

Manu stammered, “But Michael⁠—”

“Three minutes!” Sam yelled.

Manu and Kaia exchanged a deep look that seemed to carry an entire conversation.

Kaia glanced at the house, at Manu, and then back at Michael. Resolution settled in her eyes. “Michael,” she pleaded. “My place is with you. You need me.”

“We’ll help him,” I said. “In whatever way he needs help.”

“You don’t understand. He’s weak. He can’t even get up from the toilet on his own,” Kaia said.

Michael seemed incredibly uncomfortable. He was still the stalwart commander who never broke under pressure, and now people were talking about him like he was an invalid. It had to be humiliating.

“I’ll help too. That’s what crews do—they help each other, right?” Julie said.

“Right,” Jason said after returning with Michael’s bag. He then turned to Michael.

Manu wrapped an arm around Kaia, and she gave a stiff nod. “Very well, then.”

Michael gave them a kindly smile. “I can never thank you both enough for all you’ve done for Julie and me.”

Manu spoke. “Thank you for the home. You’ve been too good to us.”

“Ninety seconds!” Sam yelled.

Jason handed Michael’s bag to Julie. Then he turned to Michael. “Can you stand? I’ll lift you inside.”

“I may need a little help,” he said reluctantly.

“I’ll steady you,” I said, and I helped him to his feet. Jason took him in his arms and then set him on the floor before jumping up into the airlock.

“Sorry about the rough treatment, but we’re in a bit of a hurry,” Jason said as he tucked his hands under Michael’s armpits and pulled him backward through the airlock.

I didn’t have time to figure out how to fold the wheelchair, so I lifted it into the airlock and rolled it through before jumping up.

Manu and Kaia stood, and they gave me a farewell wave just before the door closed.

“Sit down. This is going to be a bit rough,” Sam said.

Jason helped Michael into his chair and rolled it near the control deck so he had a good view of the screens. Julie locked the wheels.

“Julie, take this seat.” I pointed to mine, and she rushed to sit down. Once she did, I fastened her belt.

“Is it going to be bumpy?” she asked, and I noticed she seemed worried.

“It won’t be too bad,” I said.

“I’ve never been out of New Zealand before,” she said shyly.

I squeezed her knee. “Then your first trip away from home is going to be one for the record books.”

Jason had sat before he realized I didn’t have a seat. He went to get up, and I held up my hand. “I’m taking my bunk.”

“Launch in ten seconds,” Sam announced.

I took a seat on my bunk a few feet from the two seats. On the way here, we’d printed four cots and blankets for the floor, but we hadn’t gotten around to making flight seats since they required manual work to secure to the walls or floors.

The gray ship encountered far less turbulence than a normal aircraft, but atmosphere, thermals, and varying pressures tossed anything around. The ship rose so gently from the ground that it didn’t feel like a ship launch, not that I knew what an atmospheric launch felt like in an Earth-built ship. When I went to space the first time, it was on a space elevator—another thing destroyed by the Raptors.

It became more turbulent as we climbed through the atmosphere. Julie gripped her seat, and Jason reached out and grabbed her hand. “Don’t worry. Just take long, slow breaths. This bumpiness will be over before you know it.”

She followed his instructions, though she was taking such deep breaths that I wondered if she’d hyperventilate. Several seconds passed and we broke through to a peaceful smoothness.

“See?” Jason asked. “Before you know it.”

She blew out a breath. “Are we in space now?”

He smiled. “We are. Welcome to the black.”

She smiled.

“Keep buckled in, everyone,” Sam said. “I need to do some maneuvers to give us a straight shot out of here. We came out right in the middle of some satellites, so smile pretty. The whole world’s going to know that we stopped by for a visit.”

I grimaced. We wanted to keep our presence a secret. Seeing us alive would open a can of worms. Earth’s leaders would want to know how we were still alive, and they’d certainly want to know about a second alien race that’s been in our system. Earlier, they’d assumed the gray ship was from an ancient, extinct race. The Coalition was ancient but definitely not extinct. Humans would have another race to fear. And when the leaders found out it was the Coalition who gave humanity A-gen technology, they would ask for more… and more… and more.

A huge can of worms.

We wanted to protect this system and everyone in it, but we preferred to do it from the shadows. There was a lot less red tape in the shadows.

Michael unlocked his chair and wheeled closer to a section of the viewscreen. “There’s a starliner out there. It might even be a defender.”

Sam squinted, though he was looking at viewscreens directly in his mind. “I don’t see it.”

Michael tapped the screen. When it zoomed in, he gave a small start and then zoomed in further. Soon, the ship was obvious. It was actually two defenders, and they were on an intercept course.

Sam scowled. “There’s too much traffic out here. I missed them. All right, screw it. We’re going to jump here before they try to close us in.”

“Are we far enough from Earth?” I asked.

He was quiet for a moment as he calculated. “Yeah. Maybe a few satellites will get knocked around, but that’s a lot better than Earth deciding to fire on a Coalition ship and get put on the naughty list.”

“They’re going to shoot us?” Julie asked.

“Maybe, but anything they throw at us won’t even leave a scratch. Trust me,” Sam said.

“He’s right,” Jason said, trying to placate her.

Sam announced, “Jumping in three… two… one.”


EIGHTEEN


We popped out of the tunnel in a system I recognized immediately. I frowned. “Why are we back at Aurelia Prime?”

“Because we need to get the commander and Jules to Prime Two,” Sam replied, his tone as calm as ever.

“Uh, but we still need two more people,” Jason pointed out.

“Nine is enough,” Sam said. “If Prime Two really needs more, we’ll go fetch a couple more.”

Jason glanced over his shoulder at me, brows raised, before turning back to Sam. “It’s like you don’t even know the singulars. Prime Two said eleven, so that’s what it’s determined is the right number of tests to verify if humanity is viable for them to make contact and offer fusion.”

“It sounds like this Prime guy doesn’t like to negotiate,” Julie said, sounding skeptical.

“Singulars evolved from computers,” Sam explained, his voice carrying frustration. “They’ve never picked up the habit.”

Michael’s voice cut through the tension. “If they require two more, you should complete your mission. Drop Julie and me off first if you need to.”

Sam waved him off. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

It wasn’t.

When we docked and entered the ring, we found that drones had modified eleven rooms into quarters in the human section. Every three rooms shared a bathroom and kitchenette. Singulars weren’t the most creative—they’d perfectly replicated our living quarters. Prime Two must’ve assumed that all humans lived in threes.

Though, I suppose it didn’t matter much. Once the humans fused with their own singulars, they would fly out in different directions, popping back only for visits.

Prime Two didn’t care the least about Julie’s age, but it was quite curious about Michael’s “mechanical apparatus.” After we explained his condition, Prime Two raised the risk level for his fusion but still accepted him for medical testing. The other seven had already gone through testing and were approved for fusion, but Prime Two refused to send seven—or nine—through fusion when there were eleven singulars ready for testing.

That meant everyone had to wait in limbo until we brought back two more test subjects.

All nine humans currently sat in one of the new kitchenettes, grumbling about the food and debating two more candidates for us to retrieve.

“You could get my parents,” Liam said, but his expression quickly soured. “But they’ve already cashed in my life insurance and bought a new place off the island. I think they’re happier now that I’m dead and gone.”

“I heard the Nova Orbital Research Center was abandoned by Nova Corporation,” Ingrid said. “They might be a good place to start. They had over twenty staff living at the station when their comms were cut off.”

“We’ll check them out first,” I said without even considering discussing it with Sam and Jason. If there was a way to save more lives, I was all for it.

Michael rubbed his chin before speaking. “If that falls through, you may wish to visit the Tereshkova.”

Sam, Jason, and I exchanged confused glances.

“The Tereshkova?” I asked.

“But the Raptors destroyed it,” Jason said.

“It can’t possibly still be flying,” Sam added.

“Oh, it’s certainly not flying,” Michael replied. “It’s in the Aurora boneyard out by Neptune.”

“I remember that boneyard,” Sam said. “But if it’s in the scrap heap, what good does that do for helping us find people?”

A smile crept across Michael’s face. “Because people live in that boneyard.”

Sam paled. “What kind of people live in a boneyard?”

“Salvagers,” Michael explained. “Hired to retrieve parts or computers deemed cheaper to reclaim than to build. When salvagers settle in a boneyard, they become quite familiar with what’s available there. In fact, I was recently in touch with a pair of salvagers who turned the Tereshkova into their home.” He smiled. “They chose Terry because I gave them my codes to operate the systems.”

“That’s illegal,” Ingrid said.

“Oh, is it?” Michael replied with a smirk, then he continued. “From what I hear, Mohammed and Aisha have made it quite cozy for themselves.” His features softened. “But you should check Nova first. If you can save those people, do it. Can you bring more than two back?”

Sam shrugged. “I’m sure if we do, Prime Two will happily find more volunteers to test fusion.”

Sam then stood, signaling the end of the discussion. Jason and I followed suit.

“Oh, and one more thing,” Michael said, stopping us. “If you happen to come across a decent bottle of whiskey—or really anything for that matter—please bring it back.” He held up his cup. “This—whatever you call it—is not whiskey.”

“That’s because it’s vodka,” Sam said.

Michael seemed genuinely surprised. “Really? I never would’ve guessed.”

“Point made,” Jason said. “We’ll see what we can find.”

“And snacks too,” Julie said. “Some Tim Tams would be ah-mazing.”

Sam groaned. “What are we, grocery delivery drivers now?”

Julie batted her eyes playfully. “Pretty please, with sugar on top?”

Sam rolled his eyes, but his expression softened. “Fine. We’ll see what we can do.”


NINETEEN


Nova Orbital Research Center floated at the edge of our solar system, a scientific outpost closer to the icy Oort cloud than to Earth’s sun. The cold void made the jump easy, as there was nothing to see us. Aside from Nova’s station, there were only satellites monitoring the vast distance for signs of danger entering our system, and the nearest was well out of visual range.

We’d once believed that the Raptors had entered our system via the Oort cloud. It wasn’t until we learned of their ability to open a quantum tunnel that we realized danger had simply “popped” through the galaxy. Fleet Command stopped spending money on sending satellites to the system’s fringes once they realized that.

Fortunatley, the Raptors hadn’t fully figured out quantum tunnels. They could open a tunnel, but they could only use a Coalition tag—notably, a gray ship’s signal—for their destination. If the gray ship—our gray ship—was already in the system, they never would’ve come. Ironic that we used the same ship they’d used to enter the system to take them out of the system… and directly into a black hole.

We popped out in an area of sky that seemed devoid of anything. The sun was so distant it felt like I was looking at it from another solar system. I couldn’t even see the Earth, let alone any of the planets. The distance made it seem colder out here.

“The nearest satellite is at least seven million miles from here or so. I think Fleet Command relied on Nova to fill in the space for surveillance in this sector,” Sam said. “It’s safe to say we don’t have to worry about getting caught on camera, unlike our recent home tour.”

“Where’s the Nova station?” Jason asked.

“I’m turning us around,” Sam replied. “We should see it in a few minutes.”

Jason leaned back. “I’m looking forward to touring Nova. They were doing all sorts of cutting-edge research out here.”

“They were abandoned, so I’m guessing their research was cut short,” I cautioned.

He shrugged. “They’re scientists. I bet they’re still working. Look at us. We don’t get paid, but we’re working harder than ever.”

“Yeah, I need to talk to my union rep about that,” I joked.

“All right,” Sam said. “It’s coming on screen now.”

It first appeared as a faint dot on a black ocean, barely discernible from the stars. I walked over and magnified the image, and my stomach tightened. “That can’t be good.”

Nova Orbital Research Center should’ve been a massive donut structure, spinning gently to stimulate gravity inside the station through centrifugal force. Instead, a chunk was missing, making the donut resemble a motionless letter C.

“No gravity… all those experiments…” Jason trailed off, disappointment in his voice.

“Are toast,” Sam said bluntly.

I hoped the missing section didn’t contain the station’s exercise equipment. Without regular cardiovascular exercise, humans couldn’t survive long in zero-G before their muscles atrophied and their hearts grew too weak. Fluid would eventually fill their lungs. I’d give them a year, and that was being optimistic.

“If there’s anyone still in there, I think it’s safe to say that they’ll jump at the chance to go with us,” Sam said, and I felt the ship increase speed toward the station.

Over the next hour, the station grew larger and clearer on the viewscreen. A cold, broken structure—every minute we waited seemed like a minute those inside might not have. Through the windows, I could see lights on inside, but I couldn’t see anyone. I tried to hail them, but there was no response. Ingrid had said their communications had been deactivated, so I hadn’t expected to hear back, but I had to try anyway.

Sam let the ship bring us into the docks, which were in surprisingly good shape. The station was far enough out in the system that it likely didn’t have much traffic—automated transports delivering any food and supplies, and a very rare personnel transport was likely all the traffic these docks ever had.

The airtube sealed effortlessly against the ship, but we donned our spacesuits to play it safe. We walked through the airtube and into the station’s airlock without any issue, just like at Horizon Space Platform. But if this was anything like Horizon, the risk lay on the other side of the inner airlock.

“Boy, I’m glad we wore our suits,” Jason said. “My HUD is reading this airlock at negative fifty degrees. They’ve got air, but obviously need someone to look at the temps in here.”

I tapped the panel next to the door. The screen lit up. I selected the speaker function and spoke. “Hello? We’re a flight crew of three passing through the area. Requesting entry to come onboard.”

“‘Passing through the area?’” Jason asked. “Really? Like anyone, ever, had passed through the outer rim?”

I shrugged.

When no one responded, Sam glanced back. “You think scientists carry guns?”

Jason grunted. “Scientists don’t need guns. They’ve probably designed something to clog up our suits, so we’d suffocate. Then they don’t have to worry about any laser holes through their walls.”

“Thanks for that mental image. It’ll really help me sleep at night,” I said drily.

Jason held up his hands. “What? I was being honest.”

“Well,” Sam said, and I noticed he held a tranqer in his hand. “Here goes nothing.”

He opened the door, looked around, and stepped through. “I don’t see a welcome wagon.”

“Maybe they didn’t see us dock,” Jason said.

I shook my head. “Check your HUDs. It’s just as cold in here. The heaters must be wonky throughout the entire station.”

Jason grimaced. “If it’s that cold everywhere in here, then we don’t have to look for survivors.”

“Maybe they sealed off a section that still has full environmentals,” Sam said, then gestured. “C’mon, let’s check it out.”

We made our way through the “up” corridor. With no gravity, there was no up or down, but our mag-boots connected to the floors. We peered through the windows of every door as we passed. The first doors led to storage rooms, which made sense to have so close to the docks. After that, we began to pass the various labs. Two labs were filled with plants of various types, all frozen and frosted. Another lab was lined with cages. The animals inside were also frozen. They would’ve looked asleep except for the heavy frost on them from the air systems still putting out moisture. The freeze had been slow enough that the animals hadn’t died while standing or in motion. And since they were lying down, it also meant that the gravity gave out after the temperature dropped, the ice holding things wherever they’d last touched. I looked away, instantly wishing I could erase that memory.

We continued through the corridor, past more labs, surgical rooms, and desks. But no people. We soon came to a security door sealing the corridor off from the section of the station that had been broken off. Through the door’s frosted window, we could see the blackness of space outside. Cables hung loose from being snapped when the section was torn away.

“Huh,” Jason said.

“What?” I asked.

“I would’ve guessed the Raptors shot up the place, but this was clearly an asteroid strike. Just really bad luck.”

I scrutinized the debris still floating outside. “How can you tell?”

He pointed at an edge jutting out to our left. “See those scrapes? Those are definitely from rocks. There aren’t any burns from lasers or projectiles.”

Once I saw the marks, it made sense.

“Why didn’t they report the strike, though?” Sam asked. “Everything sealed up just fine after it.”

“Because they were already dead,” I replied. “They froze to death before the strike.”

“You noticed that too? Good eye.” Jason put his hands on his hips. “You know, now it’s got me wondering…”

“Wondering what?” I asked.

He thought for another moment. “I want to check out the systems room. I’ve got a theory I want to check out.”

“It’ll be near the living quarters, down the opposite corridor from the docks,” Sam said.

We made our way back to the airlock.

“You two can wait onboard. I just want to check out something first,” Jason said.

“I’ll go with you,” I said. “No need for any of us to go alone in a station that might not be structurally sound.”

“It’s sound enough,” Sam said. “These things are just modules stuck together, no different than the Tereshkova. There was just a module or two knocked off, that’s all.”

A thought hit me. “You think anyone could still be alive inside the modules that were knocked off the station?”

Sam chortled. “Whatever got hit, got pulverized. You know how fast rocks fly through space? We’re not seeing any modules floating around here because the biggest pieces left are probably the size of a frog.”

He joined us as we walked through the “down” corridor.

The first door was a fitness room, the equipment empty. The second room was the station’s cafeteria. Sam opened the door.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“What do you think? I’m looking for spirits,” he replied.

“Ghosts?” Jason asked.

“Booze,” I answered.

“Why would anyone call liquor ‘spirits’? That’s creepy.”

“They just do. They always have, I think,” Sam said. “I can’t believe you haven’t heard them called that before.”

Jason held up his hands. “Hey, English is my second language. And it’s a very weird language to learn. You wouldn’t believe how many other languages the English decided to steal from when making up its own. Life would be so much simpler if everyone spoke Portuguese, or at least Spanish.”

“Life isn’t fair,” I said. “Blame it on the British for conquering so much of the world.”

Sam had already crossed the small cafeteria. He bumped into a chair, breaking it free from its icy grip, and it began to float. He continued to the open kitchen at the far end and started opening cabinets and refrigerators.

“He’ll be there for an hour. Let’s go,” Jason said, motioning to the corridor.

“Sam, we’ll meet you at the airlock. Oh, and don’t forget to look for Julie’s cookies,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Sam muttered as he kept searching.

I joined Jason.

The next rooms were labeled as showers and bathrooms. The doors had no windows, but neither of us had any desire to check inside. The rooms were too small for anyone to survive in for very long, not that anyone would want to seek shelter in a bathroom.

We stopped cold at the next door—the first of the crew quarters. Like the showers and bathrooms, these had no windows. The sign on the door read: Mateus Almeida.

Jason and I looked at each other.

“Do we check?” he asked.

I winced. “I don’t want to, but…”

“We should,” he answered for me.

I tapped the screen next to the door and rang the bell. No answer, not that I expected there to be one. Jason took a deep breath and opened the door. It was empty.

“Well, that turned out not to be nearly as bad as I expected, but also kind of hollow if you know what I mean?” Jason rambled.

“I know,” I agreed. Where had everyone gone? Had they all been in the sections that had been hit? Or had they evacuated? “I hadn’t thought to check to see if the emergency shuttles were gone,” I thought aloud.

We opened the remaining crew quarters without ringing the bells first. All were empty. We were nearing the end with only a few rooms left, none with windows.

“Hey, Sam, how’s it going in the kitchen?” I asked.

I could hear him grumble. “Nothing. They probably stashed it in the crew quarters. You two check those out yet?”

“Yeah, they’re empty,” I said.

“We just have to check out the systems rooms, then we’ve covered the station,” Jason said.

I turned to find him opening the next door, and I hustled to catch up. The sign read Network Room, and inside was a collection of cables and boxes filling the small space. The next room down, the second from the end, was the room labeled Life Support Systems.

“Ah-ha, this is the one I wanted to check.” Jason opened the door and then bolted back.

I couldn’t see around him. “What is it?”

“Uh, I found the scientists.”

“Are any alive?” Sam asked through our helmet speakers.

“Uh, no, definitely not,” Jason answered.

I edged closer to Jason to peer inside. It was another systems room, filled with computers, boxes, and cabling and pipes of various types. But sitting among the systems, huddled in pairs and small groups on the floor, were the scientists—all wearing blue jumpsuits and tucked into blankets. Air escaped my lungs as if someone had punched me.

Most faces bore expressions of desperation; others, resignation. I had to look away to keep the tears welling in my eyes. The dead reminded me of the lab animals in how they looked like they’d died in their sleep, though I suspected they hadn’t, not with the way they were huddled. The only exception was a woman standing at a computer console, her hands on either side of the keyboard as if she’d been trying to remain standing, her body frozen in that position forever.

“It must’ve been warmer in here than in the rest of the station,” I wondered.

“Or they were all here trying to get it fixed,” Jason added. He stepped into the room and took small, careful steps around the nearest bodies.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m checking out my theory.”

It took him a couple of interminable minutes to weave through the corpses, stepping over limbs and squeezing through open spaces, to reach the screen where the woman still stood.

“Figured they’d be working at this terminal,” he said.

When he reached the body at the terminal, he went to reach out and then pulled back. I could see his face scrunched in discomfort. He turned back to me. “Hey, do you see a pole or wrench lying around here somewhere?”

I frowned. “Don’t you have a wrench in your backpack?”

“Yeah, but there’s no way I’m getting a dead body’s cooties on it.”

Someone pushed past me, and I squealed. When I saw it was Sam, I blew out a breath. “Jesus, Sam, you about gave me a heart attack.”

“What? You thought one of these guys was going to jump up and go zombie on you?” he said as he walked through the room, moving around the bodies carefully but not as carefully as Jason had. He stepped on a leg, and it crunched—bone, skin, and muscle all shattering.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” I asked, trying not to look but still looking.

“One of the rooms had a locker that I bet had good stuff, but the dang thing was locked, and I couldn’t find a blaster on this entire station. Who the heck goes to space without a gun?”

“Uh, scientists,” I said.

He reached Jason, took a look at the body, and then shoved her away. Both of her arms snapped off at the wrists so that the body tumbled away while her hands remained glued on either side of the keyboard. When the body struck the wall, it fractured but didn’t shatter, thankfully. I think that might have made me throw up.

Sam looked at Jason and gestured to the keyboard. “There you go, Princess.”

Jason pointed. “But the hands.”

“They’re not in your way,” Sam said.

Jason didn’t seem convinced as he moved very carefully to stand at the keyboard. He typed, and the screen lit up. He went through several screens over the next minute, nodding to himself. Finished, he stepped back with a dramatic shiver and then hustled back out of the room, managing to avoid stepping on any corpses on the way out.

Once both were out, Jason hurried to close the door behind them, and I breathed easier, no longer having dead bodies in my line of sight.

“What’d you find?” I asked.

“My theory checks out. Nova Corporation shut this place down.”

“We knew that already,” Sam said. “Ingrid told us that.”

“No, I mean they shut it down,” Jason said. “They didn’t just abandon their scientists like Horizon did; Nova deliberately shut down the heating units. Maybe they figured freezing them was a more ‘humane’ way to die.”

“No,” Sam said venomously. “They were just cutting their losses, tying up loose ends. The bastards.”

Jason gulped. “The heating units were shut down externally at the same time as the station comms. My guess is everyone came here to work together to get the heating units back online. They managed to get a couple back online—that’s why it’s only negative fifty in here and not negative bazillion. But they didn’t get enough units on in time to save themselves. Poor souls.”

“That’s awful,” I said. “I can’t believe a corporation would actively turn off life support.”

Both turned and faced me. “Really?” Sam said. “After Horizon? Or how about sending three lone crew members into an alien ship to die?”

“Enough, I get it,” I said, then breathed deeply. “I guess this means we move on to plan B.”

“I’m starting to feel like getting eleven people is a wild-goose chase.”

“Same.” Sam turned and took the lead back to our ship. “Plan B, here we come.”


TWENTY


The trip to the Aurora boneyard took several days, not because we couldn’t jump straight there, but because there was a lot more traffic the deeper in-system we traveled. After being caught on way too many satellites and cameras in the Earth area, we didn’t want to be caught on camera again. Knowing a gray ship popped in and out of Earth would be unnerving, but finding out that there was at least one gray ship popping up all around the solar system would escalate “unnerving” to “ready for war.”

As we neared the Aurora boneyard, the sight took my breath away. It reminded me of the stories about the mile-wide island of plastic garbage somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. Only instead of plastic, this was a thousand-mile-wide metal sea of starliners, defenders, transports, stations, and other debris, all smashed together. Many were looped together by cables; others just seemed to be tossed into the ball of junk. The remnants of countless battles and even more dreams.

“How in the world are we going to find the Tereshkova in this mess?” I asked.

“Easy, I’m tracking its ADS-B,” Sam replied.

“ADS-what?” Jason asked.

“ADS-B is the unique identifier transmitted by every ship,” Sam answered. “It stands for Automatic Dependent Surveillance-Broadcast. The first ADS-Bs only broadcast when the ship was running and flying, but A-gen tech upgraded them to make a ship always trackable. That way, if a ship went offline somewhere in space, it could be found before someone else ran into it. So, yeah, the Tereshkova’s in this mess. Whether she’s easy to get to or not is another story.”

Sam then cranked the ship to skirt around a hunk of metal that looked like a locker.

“You know, this ship’s tough enough to plow through that without a scratch,” Jason said with a raised brow.

“Old habits die hard,” Sam said easily.

We maintained a thousand-mile separation between us and the boneyard since the space was a minefield of debris. As we flew, I took in the island. Some ships were broken in half, others had huge holes in their hulls, while a few seemed to be in flying condition. As I looked closer, I noticed there were temporary airtubes built between several ships. Lights shone inside one ship. A drone with a floodlight was flying through the broken hull of another.

I jerked. “Wait a second. Is that what I think it is?” I pointed to a spot on the viewscreen. As I zoomed in, the ship was unmistakable. It was a Raptor ship, concealed by wreckage around it.

“Is it powering up?” Jason asked.

“No, but it definitely has power,” Sam said, still plugged into the ship. “Scans are reading life-forms inside too. And not just in that ship, but in the surrounding ships. I’m counting at least thirty.”

“A hidden nest?” I asked.

“Looks like it,” Sam answered.

“Think we should open up a portal and suck it out of here?” Jason asked.

Sam squinted as he communicated with the ship. “Can’t do. They don’t have a wormway system onboard. If they had one, it’s not working anyway.”

“A colony stuck here,” I stated.

“Looks like it,” Sam echoed his earlier words.

“I don’t like it,” Jason said, his eyes locked on the Raptor ship.

“They’re tucked in there good and tight. It would take them hours, if not days, to get out of there without damaging their ship,” Sam said. “We’re safe to keep going. We just aren’t going to vacation here.”

“I’m starting to think plan C is a better option,” Jason said.

We’d come with plan C on the way to the Aurora boneyard. Plan C was our last resort idea: find an asteroid mining camp. But seeing the Aurora boneyard, I was beginning to think that maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

Before the Raptor invasion, mining camps were the most common colonies throughout the system, but the war had hit the camps harder than anywhere else. Most had disappeared or gone offline, but with how many there were to begin with, there had to be plenty left to choose from. And there had to be abandoned camps with survivors. Sure, the people we find may have cancer and be half-dead, but we’d just delivered Michael to Prime Two, and he’d passed the medical exam, which made me think the tests didn’t focus much on physical strength.

“We’re three hundred miles from Tereshkova. We’re not turning back now,” Sam said. “Besides, aren’t you a little homesick to see our old girl?”

“Sure,” Jason replied. “And then I remember how all the back modules had been stripped, and the cab had been shot to hell, forcing us to make an emergency evacuation. You remember that?”

Sam scowled. “I remember that, and I remember Jess dying during that attack. Doesn’t mean there aren’t good memories still lingering there too. How about you, Liv?”

I thought back to the months I’d spent onboard Tereshkova. First, I remembered the time I’d spent with David. He’d taught me the art of maneuvering in zero-G—it was in that room that he died from a freak accident during a gravity malfunction. My memories of him were always bittersweet. He was such a sweetheart. It wasn’t fair that he was dead when so many others—who weren’t as kindhearted—lived. My first impressions of Sam were that he was a dick. It took a while—a long while—for time to peel back the layers in his tough-guy armor to reveal a guy who’d been just as scarred by the war and loss as the rest of us. He’d lost his younger sister and Jess. I’d lost my mom and David. In so many ways, we were more alike than different.

And then there were memories of being Jason’s assistant. Jason had always been a good guy. He was the first crew member to give me a shot, and I learned a lot about the ins and outs of ships, even though I wasn’t mechanically minded. My brain was definitely wired toward computers.

“Some of my happiest memories are from being onboard the Tereshkova,” I said finally. Some of my saddest too.

“Glad to hear you say that because we’re coming up on the old girl,” Sam said.

I scoured the junk and broken ships, searching for Tereshkova until lights caught my eye. Someone had strung lights around the ship’s cab and installed a rotating beacon on top. I’d forgotten that the entire trailer section with its modules had been removed for the final mission, so the starliner looked small wedged between two other starliners and a transport.

I could see the hole that went through the flight deck—it was that blast that had forced our evacuation—but it had been patched with sheets of hull from other ships. I had to believe other ships would be better sealed for living, but then again, if someone had the system codes, and if enough systems still worked, Tereshkova would certainly work far better than a ship without access to the environmental systems.

“There she is. With all those lights on, it’s like they’ve rolled out the welcome mat for us,” Sam said.

“Or it’s their way of telling everyone to keep away,” Jason said.

“More likely, it’s for the salvagers to find their way home after a day of salvaging,” I said.

We all donned our suits after Sam gave the ship instructions to dock at one of Tereshkova’s airlocks. By the time I had my suit on, our ship was descending through some debris. At twenty feet out, our ship fired its tethers, locking onto the other ship.

We left our ship and space-walked the short distance to Tereshkova. Once I was outside, I realized the space was filled with dust and tiny flecks of metal and plastic that bounced off my helmet as I flew toward the airlock. Jason shot ahead, grabbing hold of one of the bars that ran alongside the four edges of the airlock. He tapped to open the airlock, but it didn’t open. The moment stretched as my concern grew.

“The airlock system seems to be online, so my guess is they’ve locked it down,” he said.

Sam and I reached the airlock, each grabbing a bar. Sam moved over to grab the same bar Jason held, so he could look at the screen. He then entered a code, and the screen turned green, and the door opened.

“Looks like the commander’s codes still work,” Sam said.

“You have the commander’s codes?” Jason asked.

“Of course. I was number two in command in case something happened to him.”

I frowned. “Wait, I thought Samantha was number two.” She was the ship’s medical doctor. That was until she was killed during that fateful operation.

“Well…” Sam drawled. “I was number two on the flight deck, I mean, so I had to memorize all the ship’s control codes.”

We entered the square airlock. When the door closed behind us, an alert sounded, and an automated voice relayed, “Airlock in use. Airlock in use.”

“Geez…” Sam punched the code again, but it didn’t work this time. He scowled. “This must’ve been some add-in they did.”

The inner door opened at least, and we stepped inside to find the ship completely different from what I remembered. Where the corridors had been all plain light gray before, they were now painted in vibrant colors.

“Obviously, they found paint in one of these wrecks,” Sam said. “I feel like I’m walking down a market street in India right now.”

I didn’t point out that, even if they had found paint in one of the wrecks, canisters wouldn’t have survived exposure to the extreme elements outside. So if they found paint, they were smart enough to transport it without damaging it.

I smiled, looking around. “I like it. It gives the place a warmer vibe.”

I do too,” Jason said. “But it makes me in the mood for curry.”

I noticed a patch in the wall where I suspected the ship had been perforated during battle. Tereshkova had been built as a starliner—a luxury transport for colonists. It hadn’t been built for war, so its hulls weren’t fortified, and it didn’t have the weaponry a defender carried. There was no surprise it didn’t survive an intense space battle.

The cab spanned ten levels, each a single corridor of compartments. We’d entered on level seven, which held the ship’s food and supplies. The next two levels up held the same while the three levels below contained the guts of the ship—systems, infrastructure, and equipment that kept the ship running.

“We could start checking every level, but I’m thinking we should check the crew quarters first,” I offered. “If I was going to turn this ship into my house, I’d definitely build my home where there was infrastructure already.”

“Crew quarters or the commander’s quarters,” Sam said. “I’d definitely take his quarters over the crew quarters any day.”

“I’m impressed that there’s a full atmo in here. There’d been a lot of hull breaches, and that was when we evac’d. She had to pick up a few more after that. Whoever this Mohammed and Aisha are, they did a good job at patching up Terry.”

“Thank you,” a woman said with a Pakistani accent.

We spun around to see someone, gun in hand, in a thick spacesuit with a darkened face shield standing near the stairwell at the end of the corridor.

“You must be Aisha Hassan,” Sam said, seemingly unbothered by the weapon. “I’m glad you came to us, so we didn’t have to search the entire ship for you.”

“And just what do you want from my wife?” a man asked with the same accent. We found him at the other end of the corridor, also holding a rifle.

“Uh, I hate to point this out,” Jason began, “but if either of you shoot, you’re likely going to hit each other. Back home, we used to call that a Mexican standoff, but I guess we’d call it a Pakistani standoff here, huh.”

“Again, what do you want from my wife?” he asked, unfazed.

“We want both of you, actually. It’s Mohammed Hassan, right?” I said. “Commander Michael Chen recommended we reach out to you.”

At the mention of Michael’s name, their stances seemed to relax ever so slightly.

“I was the last pilot on this ship. I served under Commander Chen,” Sam said, “And Jason, here, was the ship janitor.”

“Support Specialist was my official title,” Jason said.

“And Liv, well, she rode along and talked a lot,” Sam added.

“I was a war correspondent,” I clarified, though I saw what Sam was doing. He was trying to put them at ease by being overly candid.

“I know who you are,” Aisha said. “Everyone knows who you three are. When that gray ship showed up and three astronauts came out, we already had a suspicion.”

“Most people assume we’re dead,” Jason said.

“And we’ve learned assumptions have very little value,” Aisha said.

Mohammed lowered his rifle, though he still held it with both hands. “Now that the introductions are over, how about you tell us why you flew into our little junkyard.”

“That’s easy. We’ve got a proposal for you,” Sam said.

“A proposal, you say?” Aisha asked.

I nodded.

She slung her rifle over her shoulder. “Then let’s go upstairs so I can get some coffee started, and we can hear this proposal you have.”

Three hours later, we sat in Commander Chen’s stateroom, which had become the Hassans’ living room. They’d changed this room as much as the rest of Tereshkova. Blankets and fabrics covered the furniture, giving it a sense of softness. It was cozy and homey, and I never would’ve guessed I was in a junked ship if it wasn’t for the damaged walls from the ship undergoing so much pressure at some point as to actually bow the walls.

We’d made our sales pitch to Aisha and Moe—as Mohammed preferred to be called—and they’d disappeared into their quarters to decide.

Jason held up his empty cup. “I know this coffee was the fake stuff made with dirt and oil, but it sure was good.”

It had tasted like heaven to me. “It reminds me of Earth.” Back home, coffee had been a favorite of mine, even after the sale of coffee beans had been made illegal.

Aisha and Moe emerged, and we all shot to attention.

“You make an interesting case,” Moe said. “While I admit the adventure sounds intriguing, why should we accept when the risks are great and there is no pay? Our work here is dangerous, but at least we get paid.”

“But you don’t do this for the money,” I said. No one would choose to scavenge for the money. “You do this job for the freedom. And we offer you near complete freedom. You can travel across entire galaxies on a whim.”

“Yes, but there is a flaw in your logic,” Aisha said, and she took Moe’s hand in hers.

I cocked my head.

“What you propose entails us each fusing with a different being, leading to us being on different ships. We have been together for thirty-two years. Only death will part us.”

Crap. That was an obvious problem and something we should’ve seen before even coming. We’d been so focused on finding two people that we hadn’t thought out the details.

“We’ll tell the Coalition that you two need to stay together,” Jason said. “Look at the three of us. We’re together. In fact, we can’t get too far apart without feeling it. They’ll figure out a way for you two to stay together.” He then turned to us. “If we have to grab one more person for the tests, then we do.”

Aisha and Moe gave each other a knowing glance.

“We’ll accompany you,” Moe said. “But we’re going with the requirement that we remain together no matter what. If you feel like the Coalition may force us apart, tell us now, because I will kill any man and anything that tries to stand between us.”

“The Coalition will not force you to do anything you don’t agree to,” I said. “I can promise you that. And if they tried, we’d take you on our ship back here. You have our word.”

They considered and then nodded.

“Then we have a deal,” Moe said. “Give us some time to collect our things and to shut down the systems around here. After all, we don’t want the security drones to remain active if there’s no one here to shut them down.”

I hadn’t realized they had security drones. I wondered how many drones had blasters aimed at us when we were flying to the airlock.

“Take care of whatever you need to take care of,” I said. “Let us know how we can help.”

“But don’t take too long,” Sam said. “I don’t know if you noticed, but you’ve got an active Raptor nest in this junkyard.”

Aisha waved him off. “Oh, them? They’re nothing to worry about. They keep to themselves. We’ve come across one another a few times, when we’re out scavenging. The first time, we really thought they’d kill us, but they didn’t and we didn’t attack them. We reached an understanding, and while we aren’t friends, we can coexist. Besides, I think they’re smart enough to know that if they killed us, someone else would come along. And since we hadn’t called Fleet Command, then they know we’re not their enemies.”

“But we are their enemies,” Jason said.

“Why do you believe that?” She seemed genuinely confused. “The war is over. There were victims on both sides. And this solar system is big enough for all of us.”

“If you say so,” Sam said, clearly unconvinced. “Go, get packed, because I can tell you that the Raptors will never ever be my friends.”

Three hours later, we loaded the Hassans’ bags into our ship. As they were locking down Tereshkova should they ever return, we began prepping for launch.

As Sam locked into the control deck, he said, “By the way, I notified Fleet Command about the Raptor nest here.”

I stared at him. “You did? How?”

“Well, anonymously, of course. You think they’d buy a message from Sam Carter, savior of Earth?”

“That’s not what they call us,” Jason clarified.

“Close enough.”

The Hassans entered through the airlock, and I helped them with their last set of bags.

“Get comfortable,” Sam announced, a hint of a smile forming on his lips. “Because you’re about to go on the ride of your life.”


TWENTY-ONE


“So, do you think we’re going to live forever?” Julie quipped. Her tone was playful, but her eyes held a weight of seriousness.

“Forever?” I answered. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. Why? Do you want to live forever?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe? The universe is a really big place, and it’d take a long time to see it all. I’m going to be the Indiana Jones of space, you know.”

I smiled at her comment, even though I was exhausted from the nonstop questions coming from the eleven newest additions to the human section on Aurelia Prime’s second ring. I took a slow stroll around her room. Scarves—mostly of silk or satin—were everywhere, across every surface and draped from the walls. I let my fingers brush over an orange one with black symbols on it. “I remember this one. Jess bought it for you at Mars Station.” Actually, Jess had to stay on the ship, so Sam picked it up for her.

Julie blushed. “You know, I outgrew scarves when I was, like, ten, but Jess just kept sending them. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her.” She looked around. “And I’m glad I never said anything. These are all I have left of Jess and Mom. They remind me of them. I look at a scarf and I see a memory.” She lifted her chin, and I noticed her eyes were damp. “I’m going to take them with me when Sparky gets everything set up for me.”

“Sparky?” I asked.

Her mood morphed to pleasure. “Sparky’s my singular. Prime Two let me tour his ship, and I talked to him about how I wanted my space all set up, but I’m not sure he was listening.” She cocked her head at me. “How do you know your singular’s listening to you?”

I chuckled. “Until you’re fused, you don’t, and even then, they listen, but that doesn’t mean they’ll do things exactly how you want. They have their own ideas and can be a bit hardheaded.”

“Figures. So I basically get another parental unit.”

I considered and then agreed. “Basically.”

Julie didn’t seem swayed. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll convince Sparky that I’m right a lot of the time.”

I smiled. “I’m sure you will.”

Sam stepped through Julie’s open doorway, and his eyes locked onto me. “There you are. I need you.” The directness in his voice left nothing to debate.

I glanced at Julie. “I’ll see you later.”

She smirked and then wagged her brows. “Ooh, he needs you.”

I rolled my eyes at her before leaving with Sam. “What’s up?”

“The Hassans passed their medical tests, not that we expected them to fail,” he said.

“Good. So?”

“Prime Two’s come up with a solution to keep the Hassans together.”

I was confused. He didn’t sound overly happy, but… “That’s good, right?”

“Yeah, it’s good. One of the singular volunteers happens to be Gray-curious, so it’s offered to take both Hassans. It’s going to give each of them ten percent of itself to put Gray’s theory to an ultra-light test.”

I frowned. “Ten percent is the usual amount all symbionts get. We each got well over thirty. So doesn’t that just mean the singular’s getting two symbionts and still stays alive?” Specifically, singulars gave 11.1111 percent of themselves. The Coalition loved the number eleven.

“That was my thought too, but who knows how the singulars really think. I know that they still think Gray had gone off the deep end, so I doubt we’ll ever see them going full-Gray on another experiment. Prime Two inferred that we’re an inferior result of symbiosis, probably because the singular who fused with us is—you know—dead.” He brushed it off. “But that’s not why I found you. Since the Hassans are going to one singular, then there’s still one singular left without a human test subject.”

I sighed. “So Prime Two needs us to grab one more person.” We expected that to happen, but I was tired of playing taxi. We had just passed our gray ship. In this section, an airlock stood to our left, across from each room that opened to our right. Prime Two had conveniently designed the layout so that each singular’s ship was just across the hall from its symbiont. Everyone had ventured aboard “their” ships. The realness excited a few while making others nervous. I wondered if anyone would back out when it came time for fusion.

Sam shook his head. “Nope. Because Wingman just docked with a human onboard.”

I paused in my stride. “But we’re supposed to choose the humans. That’s the deal.”

“And that’s what I told Prime Two. Evidently, Wingman used our playbook and went scouring the mining camps. From what Prime Two showed me, Wingman found a lone survivor at one abandoned camp.”

I considered his words. “It sounds like it did the right thing, then.”

“Yeah, this time, anyway. Wingman’s dock is right up here.” He pointed to where Jason stood at an airlock.

“You fill her in?” Jason asked as we approached, and Sam nodded.

We stood at the door and waited. I wished there was a window, but the Coalition had little use for something as low-tech as windows when they could use cameras or scanners. A minute passed before the airlock opened. The stench hit me first, and my stomach flipped. The nauseating blend of body odor, excrement, and decay caused bile to rise in my throat. I instinctively brought my hand up to cover my nose and mouth.

A gaunt figure emerged from the airlock. His skin seemed to hang off his bones—he was covered in so much filth I couldn’t even make out the color of his skin. His hair and beard were long and wild with streaks of gray—maybe, it was hard to tell through the grime. He could’ve been forty, he could’ve been sixty—it was impossible to tell.

Jason was the first to reclaim his senses from us gawking at him. “Welcome to Aurelia Prime. I’m Jason Rodriguez. These are my friends, Sam Carter and Liv Reyes. And you are?”

He spoke, and the name came out rough, more like a chicken trying to speak than a human. “Geor—” he hacked. “George Moten.”

“Well, nice to meet you, George. I heard Wingman found you in a mining camp. All alone?”

George gave a clumsy nod.

Jason whistled. “That must’ve been rough. Well, you’re safe now. Let me show you to your room where you can get washed up, and I’ll print off some clothes for you.”

Jason came short of putting his hand on the man’s crusty shoulder to guide him and instead gestured down the hallway, taking the lead but careful not to rush the newcomer.

Feral.

That was the first word that came to mind seeing George and looking into his eyes. I wondered what horrors he’d seen. How long could a man live on his own without going insane? Would the fusion help him or only drive him even more mad?

I gave Sam a glance who blew out a breath and shook his head at the departing man. “I don’t know if Wingman saved that guy or if bringing him here just prolonged his misery.”

He shivered. “Well, at least the fusions can start now, assuming George passes his medical. Then we can get Prime Two focused again on the elephant in the room and figure out how we’re going to use that dark matter bomb on the Rampage.”
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Three days later, the fusions took place. Eleven airlocks stood forebodingly open, as if the singulars were daring their future symbionts to enter their gray ships. Everyone stood in a doorway, the weight of their decisions battling anticipation and nervousness. George, the mining camp survivor, didn’t even hesitate. He shuffled right inside. The Hassans, holding hands, stepped into their airlock together.

Max entered next, his chin up in confidence. Standing at the doorways on either side—Liam to his left and Carlos to his right—the pair seemed to draw their confidence from the shorter man and stepped inside. Nadia took a deep breath, tilting her head in Ingrid’s direction before stepping through. Ingrid looked to her two remaining team members—Dmitri and Zara—and nodded, as if telling them everything would be okay. Neither looked convinced, but they stepped inside their airlocks. I noticed Ingrid glance in Michael’s direction before disappearing into her own airlock.

That left only Julie and Michael. Up until that point, the entire procession had been done in silence, like it was a funeral, which I supposed it was. Their old lives would be gone after today, and if they survived the fusion, they would be different.

“It’ll be okay,” Michael said to Julie, who I noticed was fidgeting at the doorway. She caught me watching her, and I gave her a reassuring smile and nod. She was so young—I wasn’t sure she was making the right choice, but what other options did she have now that she was here? She took a deep breath and stepped inside. I wanted to reach out and give her one last hug, but I stood firmly in place.

Michael looked at each of us in turn, his expression solemn. “Well, that leaves me.” His words carried a weight that made my chest tighten. “I suppose I’ll see you on the other side.” He rolled into his airlock without waiting for a response.

All eleven doors closed, sealing them off from us. They would have to walk the airtubes and enter their gray ships now. We’d coached them on how to press their hands onto the interface pads and open themselves up to their singular. It was the last, final approval they’d have to give.

Ironically, Gray hadn’t really gotten our approval to interface. It had tricked us. I thought I’d opened myself up to interface with the ship to fly it. Instead, Gray had used that connection to infuse a small portion of its essence—only a few percent of itself—to slyly begin a fusion process without me ever knowing what was happening.

Jason sighed. “I wish we could watch.” He gestured to the wall and closed doors before us.

Sam motioned. “C’mon, let’s hang out in the lounge. It could be a while.”

Sam was right. The first “new” symbiont didn’t emerge until the next morning. At least seventeen hours had passed by our estimates, and each eternal hour had been heavy with anticipation and worry.

Of all people, Julie was the first.

We’d been sitting in the hallway, waiting anxiously, taking shifts only to eat. As soon as she stepped into the hallway, we jumped to our feet. A silver hand and a patch over her left eye was the only sign of Gray matter on her.

“Julie!” Jason exclaimed.

She was grinning. “Dudes, you didn’t tell me how cool it’d be having a singular in my brain.”

“You’re okay, then?” I asked.

“Okay? Ha! I’m better than okay. I’ve got direct access to the entire galactic internet.” She winced. “Though I’m still getting the hang of talking to Sparky through my mind. It’s a lot easier to have my hand stuck in that black column thingy.”

I smiled. “We’re still getting the hang of the wireless connection. But you’re handling it a lot better than any of us did at the beginning. And look, you’re the first to come out.”

“Really?” She looked around, then shrugged. “It’s probably because Sparky and I are awesome together. Seriously, we’re besties already. She even wants to take me out on a trip—I just gotta say the word.”

“She?” I frowned. “I thought Sparky was a ‘he.’” Actually, singulars didn’t have genders, but I remembered Julie referring to hers in the masculine before fusion.

“Oh yeah. After getting to know her, I think she’s definitely a she. She’s too cool to be a he.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sam asked. He turned to Jason, who only shrugged.

Another door opened, and Liam emerged. Aside from his silver hand, a silver thorn climbed his neck.

“How’re you doing?” I asked.

He thought for a second. “Good, I think. I still feel a little weird. There’s a lot going on up here.” He tapped his temple. “I think I’m going to take a long, steamy shower.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea. I think I’ll take one too,” Julie said, then wagged a finger at Liam. “But I don’t mean I’ll take a shower with you.”

He held up his hands in defense. “But I didn’t say⁠—”

“Whatever.” She then turned to me. “Let me know when Michael comes out, will ya?”

“You bet,” I replied.

Liam watched Julie go, then shook his head to himself. “That one’s a real firecracker.” And then he went into his own room.

I turned to Sam and Jason. “Fusion’s going better than I expected. They didn’t even have headaches.”

“Dang it, Liv. Don’t jinx it,” Sam said. “There’s still ten other people becoming symbionts out there.”

Over the next eight hours, everyone emerged except for Michael, the Hassans, and George. We grew more and more concerned. We pounded on Michael’s airlock door, but Prime Two didn’t open it. Jason ran down the corridor to talk with the ring’s singular while we continued the waiting game.

While he was gone, Sam and I paced, walking in opposite directions of each other. Sam paused at Michael’s door on every pass. After I felt like I would’ve worn a hole through a normal floor, the Hassans emerged. Their silver hands were still clasped, and I noticed that all four of their hands were silver whereas everyone else had just one hand silvered. Their faces looked untouched until I drew closer and noticed they had silver freckles.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

Aisha answered first. “It’s odd having voices in your head.” She looked up at Moe and smiled. “Especially when one of those is your husband.”

“Now I’m afraid I’ll never be able to keep a secret from my wife,” he said. His smile soon faded. “But it feels odd, unnatural. I hope to gain better control over my thoughts and the singular’s.”

“Pari’s,” Aisha corrected, looking at me. “We named our singular Pari. It means ‘fairy’ in English. We thought it appropriate since singulars seem like they come out of a storybook.”

I gave a nod. “It’s a good name. And I’m sure you’ll find control over time. Sam, Jason, and I have definitely gotten a better handle on our connection.”

I didn’t have to contend with Gray lurking in my mind, and I had to focus to mentally connect with Sam and Jason, but I did feel like there was always something there, in my mind’s shadows. I’d assumed it was Sam and Jason, but was there more to it than that? Had Gray gifted us with more than its Gray matter? I sometimes wondered.

The Gray matter was stronger than our skin; silver flesh exposed to the brutal elements of space could endure unlike fragile human skin. And the nano-DNA, or whatever you called it, worked as a conduit—like an invisible cable linking two life-forms.

If giving only ten percent of itself to a bioform was enough to reach self-actualization—the highest level of consciousness according to Coalition beliefs, then why had Gray given all of itself?

“That’s good to hear,” Aisha said. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I think we need some downtime.” They went to their room.

That left only George and Michael. Both had entered with clear medical issues. Fear gnawed at me. While I didn’t know George, I didn’t want him to die. But Michael… we’d already lost him once when he was our commander. I couldn’t bear to lose him again—especially when we were responsible for him being here in the first place.

Sam stopped outside the airlock to Michael’s ship again, and this time, he pounded on the door. “Commander! C’mon out! We’re here, waiting for you. Commander!”

“He can’t hear you!” Jason yelled, and I turned to see him running toward us. I hadn’t heard his footsteps through Sam’s pounding.

Sam stopped, turning to Jason, who’d reached us. “Why? What’d it say?”

“Well,” Jason drawled. “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

Sam grabbed Jason’s shirt, and Jason pushed away. “Okay, okay. Geesh. Michael’s alive, but his body’s so weak, his singular put him in an induced coma.”

Oxygen fled my lungs. “He’s in a coma?”

“An induced coma,” Jason clarified.

Sam stared at him for a moment and then turned back to the airlock and pounded on it. “Let us in! He needs us!”

Prime Two ignored his pleas, and he kicked the door. Finally, he turned back to Jason. “Did Prime Two say how long he’d be kept in a coma?”

“Until he was strong enough to wake?” Jason offered weakly.

Sam glared.

“But he’s going to be okay?” I asked.

Jason gave me a pleading shrug.

I blew out a breath. “He’s going to be okay,” I said the words as if saying them made them true. I swallowed, “And George?”

“George?” Jason seemed confused, then his eyes lightened. “Oh, George. Yeah, Wingman put him into an induced coma. Guess the guy had scurvy and a bunch of other stuff from a serious case of malnutrition and starvation or whatever.”

I tried to be optimistic. “Ten out of twelve are doing perfectly fine. Hopefully, Michael and George just need another day or two to adjust.”

Three days passed, and Sam only left Michael’s airlock to take quick breaks. Julie sat with him for a couple of hours at a time, but then she’d start to fidget and go visit her singular. It was almost like an addiction, and I noticed the others were the same. Every few hours, they’d go connect with their singulars, like they needed the connection like an addict needed their next fix. Never, through all the months we’d spent with Gray, had I ever felt the need to connect. Whatever we had with Gray, it wasn’t a fusion, at least nothing like the fusion all the symbionts went through.

I took a seat next to Sam. He’d already sent Jason away to get an update from Prime Two. I think all the others were getting instant updates from their singulars. Another example of how they were different from us. It took so much focus and energy to connect with the singular network; it was easier to run down to the interface room.

Sam looked tired. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. I felt sorry for him. He idolized Michael; he wanted to follow in his commander’s footsteps. I even think Michael was a father figure to Sam; I knew Michael had spent far more time with Sam than Sam’s real dad had. When we left Michael for dead, it shredded Sam. If he died now, Sam would never forgive himself.

I felt a vibration in the floor. I froze and placed my hands on the floor to feel the vibration growing stronger. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know.” Sam jumped to his feet, looking around.

The vibrations continued to grow, and I remembered feeling a similar sensation at another Coalition structure. “The sphere,” I let out on a nervous exhale. “It’s firing the starfire cannon.”

He didn’t believe me. “That’s impossible. It’s only used on the Rampage.” The truth hit him the second before the weapon fired. The entire ring shook so hard that we were thrown against the wall. Pain erupted in my left arm, and I fell onto the floor. Sam fell on me, and I cried out when his weight landed on my arm.

He rolled off me and to his feet. Everything went still as if nothing had happened. Hissing, I held my arm against my chest and scooted to rest my back against the wall.

Sam knelt beside me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Liv?”

“Broken arm, I think,” I said through clenched teeth, cradling my elbow. “Go. Find out what’s going on.”

His features tightened. He didn’t want to leave me, but we both knew finding out about the threat in this system was far more important. He nodded tightly and then raced down the corridor.

Doors began opening, and people poured out.

“What happened?” Ingrid demanded.

“I don’t know yet,” I managed to say. “Sam and Jason are getting answers.” At that moment, it occurred to me that their singulars could’ve—and should’ve—given them instant updates. Were their singulars being protective of their symbionts, or were they simply being dismissive, assuming their little humans didn’t need to know what was going on? From all the singulars I’d met, it was definitely the latter.

Ingrid knelt by me while others gathered around, talking worriedly amongst themselves. At one comment, I grumbled, “The ring is perfectly safe. It takes a lot more than that to breach a ring.”

Ingrid moved my hand away, and her fingers gingerly worked on my arm. The instant she did, I was instantly in her mind—and her singular’s. The connection happened as fast as if I’d used an interface pad. We each sucked in a gasp. She pulled her fingers back, staring at me.

“You were right in there in my mind, just like Sisu is,” she said in surprise. “Will we all be able to connect via a touch?”

Sisu, her singular, a Finnish term that meant something along the lines of determination or resolution. A good name for a singular. I would’ve shrugged, but I was in too much pain. “Don’t know. That’s never happened before.” Which wasn’t exactly true. I could connect to Sam and Jason’s minds faster by touching them, but we always thought that was because we shared the same Gray matter. Ingrid and I bore essences from two entirely different singulars. I wouldn’t have expected a connection to be possible, or at least easy.

“Moe and I can link our minds through touch,” Aisha said. “Perhaps everyone can.”

Max reached out and touched Zara. After a moment, Zara shrugged. “I don’t feel anything.”

Others tried, all with the same negative result.

“Perhaps it’s a fluke,” Ingrid said, raising her fingers. “I’m going to touch you again, is that all right?”

I nodded.

This time, I was expecting the connection, and I tried to close myself off to it. I was able to remain mostly disconnected relatively easily. I still felt her and Sisu there—Sisu was curious and wanted to connect—but I kept them behind a cloudy wall.

“Your elbow’s dislocated,” she said. “I can pop it back in, but it’ll hurt. And the sooner, we do it, the better.” She motioned to Dmitri and Liam, who rushed over.

“I need a sling. Someone grab something that could work to restrict her arm,” Ingrid said. To Dmitri and Liam, she ordered, “Hold her,” before turning her focus back to me. “Keep your teeth clenched so you don’t bite your tongue. This is going to hurt, so bear with me.”

She grabbed my forearm and my bicep, and began moving and twisting my arm slowly and gently. I’d expected her to just pop it back in abruptly, but this drawn-out process hurt a hundred times worse. I cried out and reflexively tried to yank free, but Dmitri and Liam held me in a vise. Something popped, and the agony tore a scream from my lungs. My vision went dark, but I unfortunately remained conscious.

Sam and Jason barreled through the mental wall I’d put up for Ingrid, and I felt them soothing me, taking away my pain. It was suddenly bearable—still horrible but at least bearable—and I was able to breathe. I still felt my friends inside, but they pulled back. Ingrid and Sisu were there again, but they seemed to be bystanders, where Sam, Jason, and I became a single entity when we were inside one another’s heads.

I looked down to see Ingrid wrapping my arm in a blue silk scarf. After several seconds of working with the scarf, she leaned back. “You need medical attention to make sure everything’s in place and nothing else is damaged. Please tell me this ring has a medical facility, because those drones that did the medical exam when I arrived don’t count as a facility.”

“That’s all we got in this section, but I’ll be okay. Thanks,” I said, my words weak. In the past, we’d also used a replication pad in the seed library to repair and replicate blood cells, but it wasn’t designed for medical care. For all the advanced technology around us, we lacked some basic biological necessities.

I closed my eyes, ignoring everyone talking around me until I felt Sam and Jason approach. I opened my eyes to find my friends running toward us. When they reached me, they both got down on a knee.

“Are you okay?” Jason asked.

“I am,” I replied.

Jason scowled at Sam. “You left her here?”

Sam gave a helpless shrug. “She told me to go!”

“It’s okay. Ingrid knew what to do,” I said. “What’d you find out?”

Fear showed in both their faces, though I’d already felt it through our link.

“It was the Rampage,” Jason said. “A single ship. The sphere took it out.”

Despair and dread became an anaconda that coiled around my heart. The Rampage… here…

“A little warning would be nice next time,” Max said. “I about had a heart attack.”

“There was no time,” Jason said. “The sphere was trying to take it out before the Rampage could report back that the Coalition’s in this system.”

“Oh,” Max said.

“Did it work?” Ingrid asked.

Jason swallowed. “It takes the sphere about ten seconds to power up and fire the weapon. I think that’s nine seconds longer than the Rampage needs to report any findings.”

“So?” Julie asked. “If another ship shows up, the sphere will just blow that one out of the water like it did the first, right?”

“We got lucky this time, kid,” Sam said. “The sphere fired before the Rampage did. If the Rampage had managed to get off a shot, we’d be toast.”

“Whatever,” she said, disbelieving. When she realized he wasn’t pulling her leg, she blanched… like everyone else in that corridor.

The Rampage ship would’ve reported something back to their brethren, that was a given.

Aurelia Prime was no longer safe. The question wasn’t if they’d find us—it was how much time did we have before they returned to destroy us all?
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Prime Two couldn’t give us the answers we needed. More Rampage ships could appear in a week or a year, but it was confident the Rampage would arrive to destroy the Coalition in Aurelia Prime. We asked it then for a plan. It told us it was already preparing to launch its evacuation plan. We had meant an action plan involving the dark matter bomb we’d found, but Prime Two balked at that idea. The Coalition seemed utterly incapable of taking any offensive action—singulars were wired for only defense. That meant we’d have to figure it out ourselves.

Three days had passed since the Dyson sphere destroyed the Rampage vessel; three days since we linked with Prime Two; three days of waiting for Michael to wake. Needless to say, we had a lot on our minds.

While we waited, frustrated, for answers, and wracking our brains for ideas, we sat in our lounge drinking an almost palatable alcohol Sam had managed to create that tasted somewhat like vodka with a hint of burnt steak. He sipped his straight—I mixed mine with a lot of water to keep from burning my throat raw. Even then, I winced with every sip. After taking a drink, seemingly oblivious to the taste, Jason stared off, deep in thought.

“You know what I want to know?” Jason blurted. “I want to know how a Rampage ship managed to jump into this system in the first place. Unlike the Coalition, they can jump only one system at a time, right?”

Sam and I nodded. “Right,” I said.

“They should’ve been noticed half a galaxy away and tracked here for over a month before they reached us. Where are all the gray ships that are supposed to be keeping tabs on the Rampage?”

Sam stood abruptly. “That’s a good question. I’m going to ask the archivist.”

Curious, I followed, as did Jason, and we made our way to the archivist room to find it surprisingly empty. Since we’d brought other humans here, we had considered adding a reservation sheet since everyone wanted to use the archivist to learn more about the Coalition. They had their singulars now, but we knew from experience that singulars were a lot like people—you could get one perspective, but it was never the full story.

Sam placed his hand on the pad to activate the system. In a second, a holographic orb lit above our heads. The archivist’s room was small—maybe six people could stand around comfortably while the archivist spoke and displayed responses to any questions asked… as long as the questions were in some way related to the Coalition’s history. The archivist received near-constant updates from the network of singulars, so its history was generally current as of a minute ago. Basically, it was the universe’s best, most comprehensive Wikipedia.

Singulars had designed the archivist to hold the official Coalition archives, but it also served to help educate symbionts… and us, of course.

“Hello, symbiont-like guests. How may I be of assistance?” the archivist asked in perfect English. The first archivist we’d met was in the Gathara system. Once it determined our language, it updated our preferences across the entire network. The ultimate in user-friendly and a lot different from singulars who could only communicate via images and numbers.

“I have a theory,” Sam said. “Show me a map of this galaxy.”

Immediately, a 3D map displayed above our heads.

“All right, now mark all systems that have been hit by the Rampage. That includes all quantum probes hit by the Rampage,” Sam said.

Across all the stars, thousands of red dots appeared. Thousands seemed like a lot, but spread across a galaxy, that was a very small number.

“Okay, now draw lines connecting all those dots.”

A network appeared of starburst lines from every system devoid of Coalition support.

Ah, it finally hit me, and I nodded in agreement.

Sam rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Yeah, I’m starting to see it. Okay, now keep that there. Have you been fed information on how the Rampage ship may have gotten here?”

“Ohh, I get what you’re getting at,” Jason said.

“The route would require conjecture; thus, no singulars have uploaded that data,” the archivist replied.

Sam brushed off the response. “Fine, we don’t need it. I see what’s going on.” His eyes narrowed as he studied the map. “Erase everything else but the lines you added and place this system in the center of the map.”

Once the map cleared and shifted, it became obvious.

“There’s a method to their madness,” I said, impressed. All along, the Coalition assumed Rampage ships randomly jumped through galaxies in search of Coalition or seeded worlds to destroy. We knew they’d scattered their bugs across the cosmos like dandelion seeds in the wind, but there was more to it than that. The lines formed a perfect, efficient network through the galaxy. They started at one end and began branching out, killing any Coalition they came across so that their ships could then use those systems as part of an unmonitored highway through the galaxy.

“Devious fish,” Sam said. “And I bet if we looked at every other galaxy the Rampage has hit, they’re following the same approach. In fact, I bet we can even predict how they’ll cover a galaxy. Archivist, do this for every galaxy the Rampage has been in. See if you can find similarities. Differences too. I wonder if they go off-plan if they discover a sphere with rings.”

“The analysis will take some time,” the archivist responded. “Please visit me in two Earth-days.”

Sam pulled free from the interface pad and turned to us. “For being so smart, singulars really lack common sense.”

“Common sense isn’t common,” Jason said. “My grandmother used to say that.”

“It sure isn’t.” Sam continued, “I’m betting with the help of the archivist here, we’ll be able to map out the ‘highways’ the Rampage are making for themselves and send out some singular scouts to monitor them.”

It was something we’d noticed time and again. Just because a race is exceptionally smart doesn’t mean they have what it takes to survive long-term. I wondered how many races had gone extinct because they lacked common sense. No wonder singulars craved to fuse with a bioform—we at least had common sense built into our DNA… most of us, anyway.

“If we can prove the Rampage are using specific routes, we can estimate how soon they’ll be here,” I said, my words rushed with urgency. “Maybe we can even set traps, hit them along the way. We could use the dark matter bomb.”

“No,” Sam said. “We need that for something bigger.”

“What’s bigger than a Ramage ship headed our way?” Jason asked.

“I don’t know, but we’ll find out,” he replied. “Besides, worst case, we evacuate and dock at another Coalition ring. There are a million of these out there.”

“Sure thing, Captain Optimist,” Jason said drily, then continued, “The one thing we know for certain is that the Rampage will come to vanquish their sworn enemies.” He stretched with a sigh. “I don’t know about you two, but all this strategizing is making my muscles stiff. I could use a vacation.”

“How about some yoga instead?” I offered.

Jason shook his head. “Too fidgety.”

I then offered, “A run?”

He considered, then nodded. “A run followed by some sparring. Now that we’ve got some more sparring partners, it’ll be fun to try out our skills.”

Sam was already opening the door.

“I take it, you’re skipping the workout session?” I asked him.

He turned and chortled. “Heck, no. I’m looking forward to whooping some new guys’ butts.”


TWENTY-FOUR


As it turned out, sparring turned out to be a brilliant idea. We all needed the outlet. Everyone had been on edge after the attack, especially the new human symbionts, who were also getting used to having a singular inside them. We couldn’t quite relate to their experience. Our singular was dead and gone, and however Gray had fused itself into us, we never felt like it was inside, connected all the time… at least not to the extent that the symbionts said they’d felt. We were truly oddities even among other humans with silver hands and silver in their skin.

We also discovered that even with all the sparring and exercise we’d been doing, we weren’t as great as we thought we were. Nadia had me on my back in under five seconds using some krav maga takedown technique. Sam lasted the full match against Carlos, but everyone voted Carlos the winner—a decision that caused Sam to stomp out.

Jason was currently getting tossed around by Zara, though she looked like she could beat anyone. He squared off solidly against her, but she moved like a cat, light on her toes and sidestepping his attacks. As soon as he was past her, she swept his legs out from under him. He hit the mat hard, groaning as Zara’s laughter filled the room.

“Too easy,” she said, extending a hand.

He took it, muttering something in Portuguese as she helped him to his feet. Once standing, he winced and grabbed his calf. “Ow, ow, ow. Leg cramp.”

Zara scowled. “You’re faking it because you know you’re going to lose.”

He held up a hand. “I wish. You win. Ow, ow, ow.”

He hopped out of the ring and sat next to me.

“Are you okay?” I asked. His cramps seemed to be getting more frequent.

He leaned closer. “I faked it this time.”

I was careful not to give up his secret. I whispered, “I don’t blame you. She threw you down hard.”

“No kidding. My balls are still ringing from getting thrown around like that.”

I chuckled. “TMI, Jason. TMI.”

Zara motioned to the group sitting on the floor. “All right, who’s next?”

“I’ll take you on.” Dmitri stood. He was the largest of everyone, solid muscle thick across his body.

Zara smiled. She was the second largest. It was going to be an interesting match.

It was good seeing them moving around and relatively normal so soon after fusion. I’d expected them to be down a lot longer, though they weren’t all at one hundred percent yet. Max had flu-like symptoms. The medical tests had identified a congenital heart defect, and the silver in his body was trying to repair it. The silver was essentially nanites, so they could have many different applications, but they weren’t designed for human physiology, so there was a learning curve in both the cells of the donor singular and the recipient symbiont. Max’s new gray cells were clearly still learning how to optimize him.

He was currently sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall. I crawled over to him. “Hey, Max. How’re you feeling?”

“Better. Slowly.” He weakly wrinkled his nose. “But I wish I was feeling more like those two battering rams out there.” On the mat, Dmitri and Zara looked more like they were jousting, using their heads instead of weapons, plowing into each other.

I was careful not to touch his skin. I didn’t want to feel his pain through his thoughts. “I hope you feel better soon. Did your singular give you any idea on recovery?”

“Echo? No, I’m still not used to communicating with something without using words.”

“Yeah, I get what you mean. Even though they say a picture is worth a thousand words, I always feel like something gets lost in translation. But the printers sure work better that way.”

He stared ahead, his eyes glossy. “I guess it’ll be worth it once all the healing’s done. At least I’m doing better than Moe.”

I frowned. “What’s wrong with Moe?” I realized then that I hadn’t seen the Hassans in over a day. I’d assumed they preferred to spend time alone.

“He has celiac disease. He finally let his singular—what’s its name?”

“Pari,” I said.

Max nodded. “That’s it. He finally let Pari heal him yesterday. Turns out healing celiac disease is a more invasive healing process than repairing a tiny flaw in the heart. I don’t think he can even get out of bed yet.”

“I’ll have to check in on him.”

Max gave a small shake of his head. “Aisha won’t let you in. Moe prefers to suffer in privacy.”

Julie came jogging over, concern on her features. “Hey, Liv, got a second?”

“Sure, what’s up?” I asked.

She shot Max a look, and I got the hint and stood. “We can talk in your room.”

We left the match. Zara had just sucker-punched Dmitri, which I didn’t think was a legal move, but we also hadn’t made any official rules yet besides “don’t hurt anyone too much.” And I admit, that may have been a bit subjective.

Once we were in the empty hallway, Julie stopped and said quietly, “I think there’s something wrong with me.” She pointed to her crotch. “Down there.”

Concern flooded me. “What’s wrong?”

She gulped. “I haven’t, you know, uh, gone to the bathroom in days. That first day? That was a doozy, but since then? Nothing, zilch, nada. That’s bad, right?”

I bit back my smile to force seriousness. “Are you hurting? Feeling cramps?”

She shook her head. “I feel fine. Better than fine, really. I feel great.”

I let my smile show then. “You’re fine. Trust me, it’s weird at first, but you’ll get used to it. It’s something about the Gray matter that makes everything inside us more efficient. Like, I can run farther and faster, for one thing. And my digestive system is a whole lot more efficient at processing too, if you know what I mean.”

“So it’s okay if I don’t go to the bathroom?”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Besides, those meal bars are optimized for each of our bodies. Luckily, the Gray matter seems to keep things in working order. But if you’re worried or start to feel weird, have Sparky or the ring’s medical drones take a look, okay?”

She nodded. “Okay.” Then let out a breath. “Good. I was afraid I was going to swell and pop like a water balloon.”

I laughed, and we resumed walking. “You said you’re feeling great. How are things going with Sparky?”

She smiled. “Sparky’s awesome. I really lucked out. She talks to me all the time—she’s talking to me now in her own way. ’Cause she doesn’t actually talk—she sends pictures and sensations—which is really better than talking.”

“What’s she sharing with you now?”

“Warm colors. I think it’s her way of hugging me. They’re soothing.”

I smiled. “It sounds like you’ve got a terrific singular.”

“Yeah. She hugs me a lot, especially when I start thinking about Michael.”

Just hearing his name sent a pang to my heart. “Does Sparky tell you anything about his condition?”

“She shows me that he’s sleeping soundly,” she said. “And she sends hugs, so I think he’s okay.”

I didn’t mention that she could be sending hugs because Michael wasn’t doing okay.

“Anyway, thanks for the chat. I appreciate it. I think I’m going to go hang out with Sparky for a bit.”

I watched her head through the airlock to her ship—and singular—and decided to head back to my room for a bit when an airlock opened. I spun around, hoping to see Michael. Instead, George emerged. His sudden appearance caught me off guard, and I froze. He looked better than he had going in. Sure, he’d showered, shaved, and eaten earlier, but the change was in his skin—it no longer had the pallor of sickness and death. His eyes weren’t as glazed over, but they had the same look—the look that came from staring into the pit of madness for too long. I wondered how much of a rational mind he still had.

“Hello,” I said.

“Hello,” he echoed.

“It’s good to see you out. How’d it go?” I had to force the words out. I really found it uncomfortable being in the same space as him. I felt like I was talking to the undead.

“Just grabbing my suit. Halo is evacuating us.”

“Evacuating? Already?”

He ducked into his room, coming out a bare two seconds later, carrying the spacesuit and helmet that Prime Two’s drones had delivered to every newly arrived human. He then went back through the airlock without even glancing in my direction. When he was gone, a part of me wondered if I’d even seen him.

Sam stepped out of his room, cracking his knuckles. When he noticed me standing dumbly, he frowned. “What are you doing?”

I pointed at the airlock at the end of the living quarters. “George came out. And then he left. As in, gone flying.”

He seemed confused. “Uh, okay. That’s fast. And weird, right?”

“Right.” I shook my head to clear it. “Oh, and Wingman’s now Halo.”

Sam seemed unimpressed. “Good to know.” He turned left.

“Where are you heading?”

He sneered. “I’m heading back to spar. It’s payback time.”

I raised my fist. “Give ’em hell,” I called after him.

As he walked away, I went to Michael’s airlock, and I placed my hand on the cool surface. “Michael, Commander Chen, please wake up. We need you.”


TWENTY-FIVE


“We’re going to go after the Rampage on their own turf and hit them where it hurts,” Sam announced with zealous determination while we all sat around the dinner table.

“Um, what now?” Liam asked, mid-bite of his meal bar. Everyone else around the table was staring blankly at Sam, as if they couldn’t understand the language he’d just spoken. Jason and I knew what Sam was going to say—we’d discussed it plenty before this, but we didn’t expect him to just blurt it out like that. Some things needed to be introduced nice and slow—Sam obviously preferred a different approach for anything and everything.

Over the past week, Prime Two and the archivist system had fed us bits and pieces about the underground cave we’d explored. We didn’t get much, but what we did learn was signficant: there had been another race that defeated the Rampage and that they’d used dark matter clumps to do it.

The Gray matter in our brains worked overtime while we slept because we woke each morning with fresh ideas. We were at the point now where the ideas were coming together into a plan. There were still a lot of details to work out, which was why we’d pulled the human symbionts together… knowing that we could pick both their brains and the brains of their singulars. Two for the price of one.

Sam sighed dramatically. “I said⁠—”

“We heard what you said. We just want to understand why you’d say such a thing,” Ingrid said, setting down her bar.

Sam seemed taken aback. “Because the Rampage never stop. They slaughter anything they decide should be dead, and the Coalition is at the top of their list. Why shouldn’t we attack them? Because if we don’t, they’ll annihilate the Coalition—all of us included—and then Earth will be next. We have to act now before it’s too late.”

There was silence for only a few seconds before Nadia spoke. “We’ve fought superior aliens before, and it didn’t turn out so well for humanity.”

“But we won; we beat the Raptors out of our system,” Jason came to Sam’s defense. “The Rampage doesn’t want to just win a war; they want to wipe out the Coalition, and in case you haven’t noticed, you’re Coalition now too.”

“We may be, but humanity’s safe,” Ingrid said.

Sam chortled. “Did you miss the part about the Rampage killing any seeded life they come across? What, did you think humans just sprouted out of nowhere? Our entire planet was seeded with life, courtesy of the Coalition.”

The only sound was the distant hum of the ring’s drones working on building more gray ships. Everyone stared—some with eyes widened, some with brows furrowed, and some with jaws slack. Tension hung heavy in the air.

“What you’re saying is blasphemous to many religions,” Moe said. His skin was pale and greenish, but he was recovering.

“Blasphemous or not, it doesn’t make it wrong,” Jason said before taking a bite of his bar. Meal bars were boring—we could’ve eaten them any time throughout the day, but we tried to develop a routine of a mealtime. It was the one time of day that we were all together, even if it wouldn’t be for much longer.

“Earth was seeded by aliens…” Dmitri leaned back, interlocking his fingers behind his head. “Yeah, makes sense to me.”

“Anyway,” Sam said, bringing the conversation back to him. “George and Halo have already evacuated, and I know your singulars are in a hurry to protect you too. The last thing they want is to put you in danger.”

“No kidding,” Carlos said. “Nano wants to head out tomorrow, or the day after at the latest.”

“Same with Gadi,” Nadia added.

Carlos frowned. “What kind of name is Gadi? It sounds weird.”

“Weird?” Nadia guffawed. “Gadi is a beautiful name. It means ‘my fortune’ in Hebrew. What kind of name is Nano?”

“A brilliant name,” Carlos countered, puffing his chest out. “Now, if you want to hear a lame name, Liam named his singular Tara. I think he’s already in love with her.”

“Hey, don’t be talking bad about my Tara,” Liam snapped, albeit jokingly.

“Enough,” Ingrid cut in, raising a hand, her voice slicing through the sidetracked conversation like a knife. “I believe all our singulars intend to evacuate. That fact is clear, and I don’t believe we’d have any chance of convincing them to face the Rampage.”

“I know,” Jason said. “But the nice thing about gray ships is that you can evacuate and jump back in a matter of days… weeks, tops.”

I didn’t mention that sometimes it took longer. It had taken us months to traverse the Gathara system, though it was an exceptionally large and debris-laded system. The Sol system took only a couple of days because it was so well mapped—and small.

Sam leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “The thing about the Rampage is that they’ll never stop, and the Coalition will keep letting them kill because that’s what the Coalition does. Take Prime Two. It’s focused on evacuations, knowing that it’ll die when the sphere is destroyed, and with the Rampage on their way, that’s a guaran-dam-teed inevitability.”

“That’s because they’re pacifists,” Zara said.

“They are, but we aren’t,” Sam said.

“You’re really serious?” Dmitri chuckled. “The three of you are going to take on the Rampage? That’s the funniest, no, the craziest, thing I’ve heard all week.”

“Not just the three of us,” I said. “We’re going to have help.”

“But I just said they’re pacifists. They won’t help you make war,” Zara said.

“Sure, they’re pacifists, but they’re also hypocrites,” Sam said. “They’re against offensive weapons, yet they build Dyson spheres for the sole purpose of blowing up Rampage ships from light-years away. They won’t outright attack anyone, yet they’ll kill anything in order to protect one of their precious seeded systems. They don’t condone violence, yet they have no problem being just as violent as the Rampage. And don’t tell me I’m wrong because I’ve seen it firsthand.”

“This isn’t football where the team’s gotta play both defense and offense,” Max said.

“If they don’t, then they’ll lose the game. And by game, I mean, war,” Sam said bluntly.

“But it doesn’t have to be that way,” I said gently. “The Coalition supports life—that’s their purpose in all they do. We’ve discovered a weapon that might significantly reduce the Rampage threat without mass destruction. In the past, when they were hit hard enough, they backed off. Prime Two agrees, and that’s why the Coalition will help us out.”

“And what exactly is this mission you’d like us to go on?” Ingrid asked.

I held up a hand. “We’re not asking you to accompany us on the main mission. At least not yet. Symbionts are the Coalition’s most treasured resource, making you all invaluable in their eyes. The way I figure, they won’t allow you to come into harm’s way.”

Ingrid frowned. “I don’t understand. What are you asking of us then?”

“Right now, we’re only asking for your help in planning the mission,” I replied. “Specifically, helping us figure out the best way to enter a Rampage system and get to the target site. The three of us were talking among ourselves, and we figured the more heads, the better. And…” I turned to the Hassans. “And we’re also looking for your help in recruiting allies that we know we’re going to need.”

Aisha frowned. “You’re going to ask Fleet Command to join this fight?”

Sam harrumphed. “Heck, no. This is way outside the humans’ league. Nah, we want you to help us make contact with the Raptors. We figured we’d start with the ones at Aurora boneyard. Everyone here knows that there’s no one who loves a good fight more than the Raptors.”

Everyone stared blankly at Sam as the room was smothered under a heavy silence. I noticed that he talked about humans like they were aliens, which I suppose we’d changed enough, that it was true now. Only that we were the aliens.

Liam laughed hysterically, bringing tears to his cheeks. “Raptors? You’re insane!”

“They’re savages,” Nadia practically spat the word. “They fight each other as much as they do their enemies.”

Sam raised his brow. “You remember invasion day, right?”

Her lips thinned. “Sure. They worked together for one day, that’s it.”

“And we only need them for one day,” Sam said. “Listen, we’ve got the perfect weapon and the perfect target. We just have to figure out how to get that weapon to the target site. The Rampage destroyed the Raptors’ home world since the Coalition seeded them, so they⁠—”

“Wait,” Max interrupted. “The Coalition seeded the Raptors, just like they did humanity?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that,” I said. The Coalition had seeded our world—the earliest life on it. They were Earth’s original gods. But how life evolved was left up to millions of years of evolution. At least, that’s what I assumed. But what if the Coalition had periodically popped by our little blue planet and tweaked evolutionary paths? All of a sudden, I wasn’t so confident.

“Getting a weapon to a target site doesn’t sound so hard,” Zara said.

“The target site happens to be the Rampage’s holiest of holy sites—their home world,” Jason said. “They might have a planet-killer or eighty protecting it.”

Someone inhaled sharply, but I’d been watching Jason at the time.

“And exactly what is this perfect weapon?” Max asked.

“A dark matter bomb,” Jason said confidently, then shrugged. “At least that’s what we’re calling it. It’s a weapon we found at an ancient site. The Coalition believes that the ancients there had defeated the Rampage before, and we think this weapon is how they did it. Based on what the archivist translated and then what Prime Two came up with, this little bomb creates a dark matter clump that transfers everything it touches to another dimension. Ours is big enough to wipe out half a system, at least. A nonviolent weapon that makes the Rampage no longer our problem. It’s a win-win deal.”

“You think. You don’t know yet,” Nadia said.

“Like I told you before, we’re still working out the details,” Sam said, sounding irritated.

Jason had figured out the dark matter bomb, and Prime Two couldn’t contradict his theory, so we decided it must’ve been a good enough theory to work from.

“So… you’re thinking of wiping out their Jerusalem, and you don’t think they’ll retaliate?” Nadia asked, dubious.

This morning, Sam had shot awake with an idea for the target site. He even had an inkling as to its location, which the archivist verified.

Surprisingly, when we told Prime Two about the location, it also verified it. After all, the Gar’ii home world was where the first singular was created. I understood why it’d withheld the information from us before. Despite singulars saying they didn’t feel emotion, we’d learned—quite vividly—through Gray that they do experience emotion, just in a different way. Prime Two hadn’t told us about the Rampage’s home world because it didn’t want to see it harmed either. But now that we knew about it, it could no longer deny the fact. We were going whether it wanted us to or not. Fortunately, it understood, and a gray ship in that galaxy was already on its way to scout the system.

“Details,” Sam echoed, now sounding bored.

We didn’t know what we’d face in the Rampage home system, let alone at their home world. We knew that once the Gar’ii turned into the Rampage, they became space-based hunters, leaving their home world behind. As far as the archivist knew—and it knew a lot—no Rampage lived on a planet. That meant all we’d find in that system were any Rampage ships either visiting or protecting their ancient birthplace and whatever defenses the surface offered.

We also didn’t know if the dark matter bomb would work—assuming we could figure out how to use it. Jason was sure the bomb needed to be activated on the planet to work, since we weren’t sure how big of a clump it would create. Regardless, the three of us had a rock-solid feeling of optimism. If we had help, we knew this would work.

“I don’t know about you all, but this sounds like it’s going to be a bloody mess,” Liam said.

Zara nodded in agreement. “It’s suicide, Sam. Evacuation is the only sane option. I’d say we steer well clear of the Rampage’s warpath. We’ll live longer.”

Sam cocked his head at the younger woman. “And how much longer do you think humanity’s got? They’re a seeded system.”

Zara shrugged. “They’ve been around for a long time already. Who’s to say they won’t be around for another few hundred thousand years before the Rampage discover them?”

“Because we killed one of the Rampage’s bugs the last time we went to Earth,” Jason said. “That means the Rampage is already watching and just deciding on the right time to inflict a little ole genocide on all humankind, puppy dogs, kitty cats, you get my point.”

“This isn’t just a mission,” Sam pressed, his voice low. “It could be our only chance to stop them.”

Ingrid had sat quietly during much of the conversation, her lips thin. But now the Peacewatch commander cracked her neck before leaning in. “All right, Sam. Tell us exactly how you plan to make this suicide mission work.”


TWENTY-SIX


The next morning, we met the Hassans in the corridor, tension thick in the air. We’d wanted to leave right after the meeting since we’d already burned through too much time fetching human lab rats, but everyone wanted to talk things through… and talk… and talk.

Sam rubbed his hands together, anxious and determined for action. “About time. Let’s do this.”

“No need to rush us,” Aisha said coldly. “Moe is still recuperating.”

Sam motioned to their airlock. “He can recuperate on the way. We need to beat Fleet Command to those Raptors.”

Aisha’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why would Fleet Command know about the Raptors?” Her expression turned deadpan. “Ah, of course… you reported the nest to Fleet Command.” She shook her head. “Even after we specifically told you not to.”

Sam shrugged. “Hey, at the time, the Raptors were still Earth’s enemy. Oh wait, they still are.”

“He’s not wrong,” Jason offered gently. “If I was back on Earth, I’d want to know.”

Aisha crossed her arms over her chest, bristling with irritation. “Well, your actions may have cost you the only chance at a Raptor alliance.”

Sam shook his head. “Nah. We can tunnel practically straight to the Aurora boneyard since there’s no risk of being seen while Fleet Command has to fly the old-fashioned way.”

Moe’s brow furrowed. “You do realize there’s a defender still stationed in the Aurora sector.”

Sam stiffened, a flash of anxiety marring his features. “There is?”

Moe nodded. “The Alfred Worden. It’s been there for over a month.”

“Oh.” Sam’s jaw hung loose as he thought, then he clamped it shut. “I guess it doesn’t even matter anymore. They’ve already seen us once, so I guess, if they see us, they see us.”

“We should still hurry,” I said. “If more defenders show up, things could get a little awkward.”

Jason opened our airlock while Aisha did the same several doors down. I was about to step through when someone called, “Wait!”

I turned around to see Ingrid rushing out, wearing her spacesuit. “I’m going too.”

“You don’t have to come,” I said, not adding the obvious: because it’s dangerous.

“I know, but I think it wouldn’t hurt to have a little more support. And Sisu agrees that it makes sense for me to accompany you.”

“Really? I would’ve assumed Sisu didn’t want you in harm’s way,” I said.

“It doesn’t. But it believes I can be of service in a way that doesn’t endanger me.”

“Thanks.” She was right, and I was thankful she was coming. Before they underwent fusion, we could’ve all ridden together in a single ship, but now their strength would be reduced significantly if their singulars weren’t nearby.

“Send me the flight plan so Sisu and I can follow,” she said.

“You don’t really need much of one. Once we’re clear of the rings, Sam will open a tunnel and bring both you and the Hassans with us. Then, once we’re in the Sol system, Sisu just needs to stick close. The smaller the footprint, the better, when it comes to lidar scans.”

She gave a single nod before adding, “You can ride with me if you’d like, Sisu is fine with it.”

I supposed Sam, Jason, and I could’ve ridden with Ingrid, but we were too used to our own ship. And it wasn’t like gray ships were regular ships—with a singular inside, they were practically alive. It would feel… weird leaving our gray ship behind. Even though Gray was dead, we still felt closer to Gray in the ship than anywhere else.

I gave her a smirk. “Thanks, but could you imagine Sam as a backseat driver?”

Her lips curved upward. “Unbearable to even think about it.” She gave me a small wave and then went into her ship.

I then hustled through the airtube and boarded our ship. Sam was already at the interface pad, and Jason was fastening his seatbelt. When I took a seat next to him, he glanced up. “What took you so long?”

“Ingrid’s joining the party,” I announced.

“Yay.” Jason waved his hand like he was shaking a party favor. “I love parties.”

“I hope we won’t need her,” I said, glancing at Jason. “But she’s right about strength in numbers. Six still isn’t much, but at least it’s more than five.”

“I’m really hoping there isn’t going to be a fight,” Jason griped. “For one thing, we’re awfully short on weapons while I bet that every Raptor has an axe for each claw.”

Within minutes, three gray ships launched from Ring Two. It took us six hours to reach a safe distance from the rings. Sam created the tunnel and pulled the other two gray ships along with us. The minutes in the quantum tunnel always felt longer to me. The gravity and pressures, despite the inside of the ship remaining normal, always felt weird. My stomach clenched and my head spun, as if I’d ridden a roller coaster too many times in a row. I was glad when we popped out into a dark bit of space in the Sol system.

“How’s it looking out there?” Jason asked, unbuckling his belt and jumping to his feet.

Sam replied, “We’ll reach the boneyard in just a couple of hours—should be able to see it any time now—whoa, that’s not right.”

I tensed. “What’s not right?” Had Fleet Command already attacked the nest?

“A fourth gray ship tagged along through the tunnel,” Sam replied, his brows drawn together. “I don’t know who it is. I’ve got a hard time reading singular identification numbers. Did anyone say anything to you?”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

“Same here,” Jason added.

“Strange.” Sam cocked his head. “I’ll find out.”

A few seconds passed before Sam glanced over his shoulder. He grinned. “You’ll never believe who it is.” Awe and surprise permeated his words.

Jason gestured at Sam. “Well? Don’t leave us in suspense. Who is it?”

“It’s Michael.”

“He’s awake?” I blurted.

“He must be,” Sam replied. “Why else would his singular come here?”

Jason’s question was low and quiet. “Maybe there’s something wrong?”

“I guess we’ll find out when we land at the boneyard,” Sam said, his voice tightening as he continued, “Speaking of which, I see the nest. It’s our lucky day—it’s still there.”


TWENTY-SEVEN


Per the Hassans’ direction, we tethered our ships to Tereskhova. Its docking pads had long since broken away, but our advanced ships had no problem connecting to the rods that ran alongside the exterior to aid in spacewalks.

As soon as the ship was secure, I jumped up and hustled over to Sam. “Can you reach Michael now?” I needed to know if he was awake—or even alive—or if it was just his singular tagging along.

“Working on it. I’ve asked for a video comm, but singulars don’t use those, so it’s a bit confused, and I can’t tell if Michael is even interfaced or not.”

Jason grunted. “It’s not like these ships don’t have the full capabilities already, with how singulars like to keep an eye on their passengers.”

I slid my hand into the pad next to his. “Let me try.” The connection to the ship’s systems was instantaneous. I skipped past all the navigational systems and went straight to communications. Sam had a channel open across all four ships, but I opened a private channel directly to Michael’s ship. We’d never tried video communications on Coalition tech before, but it was an easy enough thing to do: request the video feed from Michael’s singular (which would then pull it from the ship’s cameras, package it, and send it to us), and then I did the same with a camera feed that included the three of us. I’d followed the same processes I would have back home, only those systems had keyboards for interfaces rather than a direct mind link.

Only a few seconds had passed, which was forever in a singular’s mind, but that was my mind working as fast as it could. Then Michael appeared on the centermost viewscreen, alive and, surprisingly, looking no worse for wear. If anything, he appeared healthier than I’d seen him last. Dark gray braces ran up both legs and torso as he stood, with his right hand plugged into his ship’s interface pad. He had no silver on his face, though it wove through his hands and arms. I was starting to wonder if the singulars chose how their essence was displayed, like a signature or perhaps even a work of art, if singulars were even capable of being creative. Behind him, a bathroom, bunk, and a chair had already been built. When Michael was unconscious, his singular must have kept busy building accommodations for its new symbiont. The layout was uncannily similar to ours, which made me suspect that the singulars all copied what worked.

I sighed in relief and couldn’t help but smile. “Michael.”

“Commander!” Sam exclaimed.

“Good to see you, Commander. No, I mean, it’s awesome to see you,” Jason said, grinning broadly. “You had us worried.”

“I am well, given I’ve recently received a large injection of nanites that should’ve killed me,” Michael said.

Injecting two liters of nanites into the human body would be fatal, but it was something unique about the singulars’ biological makeup that allowed the infusion to integrate as smoothly as a blood transfusion. Evidently, they’re the O-negative of the technoforms.

“Vox informed me all fusions were successful,” Michael continued, then added, “Vox is the name I’ve given my singular. It seemed odd to not call something by name when our relationship is so very… intimate. And I felt ‘Vox’ was appropriate.”

“It’s a good name,” Jason said.

“We’ll talk more down on Terry,” Sam said abruptly. “It’s silly standing here and talking over a screen when we can be face-to-face in under an hour.”

Michael gave a modest head shake. “I’m afraid I’m not venturing down to the Tereshkova. While my strength is returning, I still feel weak and not the best balanced. But I wish you the best in engaging the Raptors.” His brow furrowed. “Are you sure you wish to venture into another nest? I remember—quite painfully—that the Raptors at the last nest weren’t exactly inviting.” He pressed his palm over his stomach where he’d been shot.

“This time we’ve got the Hassans,” Sam said. “Plus, we share a common enemy with the Raptors.”

“Ah. The enemy of my enemy, is it?” Michael asked.

Sam shrugged. “Sure. Why not.”

On the next viewscreen over, I noticed the Hassans flying down to Tereshkova. “We should move,” I said, feeling the tension building in my chest, making it hard to get a deep breath. The sooner we started, the sooner we could get it over with—one way or another. Like Michael said, the last time we entered a Raptor nest, things turned ugly. And we’d had an army with us. This time, we were on our own.

Jason frowned. “Uh, Commander, mind if I ask a question?”

“Always, and I’m retired. I’m no longer a commander,” he replied.

“You’ll always be our commander,” Jason countered. “But I was wondering… why’d you fly here when you can’t leave the ship? Why not stay at the ring where it’s safer to recuperate?”

“Because…” Michael began. “Vox fed me updates even while I was unconscious. Singulars are far more impressive than I’d first given them credit for. When Vox relayed that Fleet Command had been made aware of this nest, I thought it better to come should they arrive while we’re still here. I’d hope that my retired rank—and that I’d commanded a military transport—couldn’t hurt. And that is another reason I remain on my ship while you face the Raptors. When you’re done, we’ll catch up in person back on the ring.”

If Sam felt bad about notifying Fleet Command, he didn’t show it. Instead, he smiled. “I’ll make some whiskey for us.”

Michael grimaced. “How about you grab a bottle from the wall safe in my stateroom on the Tereshkova? The code is 152782, assuming the Hassans haven’t cracked it yet.”

Sam gave a mock salute. “Aye, aye, captain.”

The video feed was cut from Michael’s end, and we looked at one another, relief as obvious in their features as I felt.

“All right.” Sam rubbed his hands together. “Now that we’ve seen the old man on his feet again, let’s go meet some Raptors.”

“Hold on.” Jason turned and whistled. A small door opened in the ceiling. Bug flew out and landed on Jason’s shoulder like a tiny parrot. He smiled at the firefly drone. “All right, now I’m ready.”

We made our way down to Tereshkova where the Hassans were prepping a collector drone the size of a dropship.

Before we brought them to the Coalition, the Hassans hadn’t had a ship of their own. Instead, they were dumped in the boneyard by a transport after winning the contract to serve as the Aurora boneyard managers, i.e. junk collectors. It sounded worse than it was as they’d taken a shuttle-sized box of supplies with them, many of which had been used to patch up the cabin of Tereshkova to make it not just livable but comfortable. They lived in the boneyard, collecting parts and equipment with their collector drones to then sell to anyone buying. As they sold parts, they’d ship them using the system-wide delivery drone service.

For today’s mission, we used one of their collector drones to get closer to the nest since the local Raptors were used to seeing those machines flying around the boneyard.

Aisha turned to us while Moe kept working. “It took you longer to get down here,” she said through our helmet speakers. “Is everything all right?”

“Michael’s awake,” I answered since Sam and Jason had already gone to check out the drone. “We talked to him.”

Her face brightened. “That’s wonderful news. How is he?”

I smiled. “He’s doing good, great actually.”

Relief relaxed her expression. “That’s very good to hear.”

“He named his singular Vox,” I added.

She considered. “Vox. Means ‘voice,’ if I recall my English correctly. It’s a good name for a singular.”

I realized then that naming our singular and ship ‘Gray’ was the most boring, uninspired name imaginable. I supposed we could change the name, but that was like changing a person’s name once they were an adult. It would change their entire identity.

Gray was Gray.

I then realized there were only five of us. “Where’s Ingrid?”

“She reported over the open channel that Sisu locked the door and wouldn’t let her leave the ship,” Aisha replied. “You didn’t hear?”

I winced. I hadn’t quite perfected my use of the ship’s communications systems. “It must’ve been when I switched over our comms to talk to Michael.”

“I’m not surprised her singular did that,” Jason said. “I’m more surprised that Pari didn’t do the same thing.”

“It threatened that on the flight here,” Aisha said. “But we reached an understanding. Pari agrees that the Coalition needs an aggressive ally if they have any hope of ending the Rampage’s threat. The Rampage has destroyed every symbiont race, and Pari’s willing to take some risk to never see that happen again.”

Lights came on the collector drone, and Moe glanced over at us. “We’re ready.”

Sam, Jason, and I climbed into the drone. It was built for collecting junk, so it had no seats—only tie straps for restraining things. It wasn’t big enough to stand in, but we also weren’t cramped. The others took a knee or squatted. I sat because I was so clumsy, I probably would’ve fallen otherwise and taken out Jason on my left. I held onto a strap for extra stability as Aisha and Moe piloted the drone from outside.

Jason’s features were strained, so I asked him, “What’s wrong?”

“I was just thinking how that Raptor ship has guns, and they could kill us all with a single shot.”

“Oh.” The mental picture stuck in my mind like tape on hair.

The ride was relatively smooth—that’s a benefit of flying in microgravity. But there was still enough that when they zigzagged through junk and around ships, I grabbed the strap a little firmer to keep from sliding on the smooth metal surface. The others had quickly grabbed straps too. The Hassans said it would take roughly thirty minutes to reach the Raptor nest, a duration that felt interminably longer when stuck inside a solid metal capsule and Jason’s words playing on repeat in my brain.

Sam spoke. “How’s it looking out there, guys? I’m getting bored in here.”

After what felt like forever, Aisha’s response finally came through our helmets. “It won’t be much longer.”

“Good, ’cause I feel like we’ve been stuck in this tin can for hours already,” Sam said.

Aisha replied, “The debris shifts every day, and it can take longer to navigate new pathways.”

Jason glanced at Sam and me in turn. “I suppose we should make sure we still believe this is the right approach?”

“Right?” Sam asked. “Based on way too many conversations with Prime Two and the archivist, this is the only approach, like it or not. Trust me, I don’t want to be here any more than you do.”

I took in a deep inhalation. “As we get closer to the nest this all feels very… real.” Terrifyingly real. I’d seen the Raptors fight before; I’d fought the Raptors before. “I admit, I’m scared.”

“Hey, I’m scared too,” Sam said. “This is the last place I want to be, but we’ve seen firsthand that they can destroy entire planets with a single shot. We can’t let that happen to Earth.”

Several minutes passed before Aisha spoke to us again. “We’re coming up to the nest. They let us set down by their ship. We’re going to pop the lid. Come out slowly, hands at your sides, palms open. That seems to put them most at ease. Just follow our lead, and it should be all right.”

Another second passed, and the upper half of the collector drone lifted and slid back. Sam stood and froze. I followed suit and almost wished I hadn’t. About fifty feet away sat a Raptor ship. During the war, we’d called them Storks since they had long, deadly battering rams that could pierce the hull of any Earth-built ship. And they had wings, which seemed completely superfluous for a spaceship that didn’t seem capable of atmospheric flight. But, since Raptors had wings, we assumed it was for aesthetics as much as anything.

The ship showed clear signs of damage. It had either been in a fight or a collision. One of its guns was broken off, and its battering ram was bent at a thirty-degree angle. A portion of the hull across the bow was cracked, and I wondered if the ship could even fly without completely breaching.

And that’s when I noticed why Sam hadn’t moved. My breath caught. The ship’s remaining gun was aimed directly at us.
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The Hassans floated out front of the collector drone, between us and the Raptor ship, while we remained in the open hold of the collector drone.

“We’ll wait here until they give a sign for us to make contact. Be still. They don’t like abrupt movements, especially anything that could be construed as aggressive,” Aisha said. I could hear the anxiety in her voice.

“Wait… Us do something aggressive? Uh, did you notice they’ve got a gun trained on us at this very moment?” Jason asked.

“They always do, but they’ve never used it,” Moe said. I could practically hear the unspoken “yet.”

If the Raptors fired, we’d be no safer in the collector drone than in open space—or inside a ship, for that matter. We had a lot riding on the Hassans’ confidence that these Raptors were different from their vicious brethren. While only they and Jason really needed to be here, there was no way Sam or I was leaving Jason’s side. We stood in the open drone, our mag boots holding us to the metal grate. My suit had both an auto stabilizer and an automated deterrence system, but I turned both off to prevent my suit from firing the propulsion jets to avoid the debris that filled the junkyard and floating everywhere. My HUD flashed a warning just before a chunk of metal the size of my hand bounced harmlessly off my chest—my suit didn’t like to have the automated systems turned off.

This was the closest the Hassans had ever been to the Raptor ship, entering this vicinity only to look for needed parts. They’d encountered the alien pterodactyls several times around the boneyard while both groups scavenged for parts and materials. The Hassans and the Raptors had given each other a wide berth, an unexpected behavior for the territorial and notoriously aggressive aliens… which made me wonder why this particular group was being so careful to avoid attention.

The airlock opened, moist air sucked out in a disappearing wisp, revealing a single Raptor in a suit that covered its scales. Rather than standing on its four legs, it stood on two, likely to make itself look bigger. And it did—it stood twice as tall as any of us. Its wings, attached to its legs like a jumper’s wingsuit, were tucked against its back, giving it a hunched-over posture. Its helmet, elongated like a plague mask from medieval times, was darkened, hiding its face. The alien seemed unbothered as it watched us.

“What’s it doing?” Jason asked, his voice tight with nerves.

“I don’t know. We’ve never been this close before,” Moe said. “It seems, to me, that it’s waiting for something.”

Aisha added. “Maybe it’s displaying the same lack of aggression that we’re showing them.”

“I think this might be its way of laying out the welcome mat for us,” I said.

Jason gulped. “Well, I think that means we’re up, Bug.” The firefly lifted from Jason’s shoulder.

“Be careful,” Aisha warned.

“I always am,” Jason said as he sent the firefly slowly toward the Raptor. Firefly drones were the most common Coalition drones used on all ships and ringworlds. The drones were controlled either by Coalition systems or directly by a singular. Once Gray had fused itself into us, we were able to control the drones with our minds—just like singulars could—and Jason thoroughly enjoyed operating drones to the point of making tweaks to our ship’s drones as a hobby. He’d been working on giving them a basic level of autonomous control, among other customizations, but autonomous control wasn’t why we needed this particular firefly today.

This firefly drone had been equipped with a microphone, speaker, and projector. And Jason had downloaded every known Raptor language from the archivist. Two alien races could only stand and stare at each other for so long without some sort of communication. In the past, both they and we had used guns. We were going for a softer approach this time.

Jason flew the drone slowly up to the Raptor, his face taut with concentration. As Bug closed the distance, the alien’s clawed hand twitched, and then, in a rush, it grabbed what looked like a scythe. In a rush, Sam and I unholstered our tranqers. Sam had wanted to bring the blasters he’d claimed at the Nova station, but we were here to negotiate, not restart a war.

Jason remained focused on operating Bug, which began projecting jagged letters that loosely translated to, “Parlay, please,” in various Raptor languages.

The Raptor stood and warily watched the drone, glancing toward us every few seconds. Bug came to a stop once it reached ten feet of the airlock, continuing to project the message. As long as the airlock stood open, Bug wouldn’t hear anything the Raptor said, which meant we still had no way of knowing the Raptor’s understanding or response. After Bug had displayed the message in the 162nd known language, Jason said, “We have a winner. Bug’s reading an increase in its heart rate. And its breathing’s changed. I think it’s talking to its buddies inside. I’m going to change the message up. See if it bites… I mean that metaphorically, of course.”

Bug hovered, projecting a longer message. The Raptor made no move, and I wondered if Jason was displaying the right language or if it was all gibberish to the alien. We waited… and waited.

“What are you doing, sending it a book?” Sam asked, exasperation growing in his voice.

“I’m just sending the same request over and over, I swear,” Jason said. “I’m asking it if we can meet to chat.”

“For all we know, these Raptors can’t even read,” Sam said.

“It’s moving,” Aisha said, her voice tight, and we all watched carefully. The Raptor, still holding its weapon, stepped out of the airlock. It floated for a second, pulling its wings together so that the taloned tips touched and pointed in the direction of a nearby ship fully visible from our current location. Then its suit propulsion system launched it past Bug.

“It looks like it wants to meet at that little ship with the chipped white paint,” Jason said.

“I guess it doesn’t want to invite us in,” I said.

“It’s going to the Steadfast,” Moe said. “It has a full atmosphere inside. It’s a good place.”

“Assuming it’s not a trap,” Sam said.

Jason recalled Bug and sent it to follow a few feet behind the Raptor at a non-threatening angle that the alien could see. We followed, giving the lone Raptor a wide berth. STEADFAST was painted on the hull the vessel that showed no signs of damage albeit it’s pre-A-gen age. I remembered seeing that style before—it was a tug once used at space-based shipyards. This ship was about a fifth the size of the Raptor ship, and I wondered why the Raptor chose this instead of its own ship where it would’ve had more brethren to even the numbers.

The Raptor had reached the airlock and stepped inside, the outer door closing behind it before Bug entered.

“Guess he prefers to go in alone,” Jason said.

“I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this,” Sam murmured, and I agreed. “Why’s it choosing neutral ground when it could’ve had the upper ground onboard its own ship?”

“Unless it’s got this ship rigged to blow, and it’s sneaking out the other side as we enter,” I said.

Sam shot a glance at me. “Exactly.”

“Or maybe it just wants neutral ground,” Jason said. “Am I the only optimist in this group?”

“Well, you’re definitely not being a realist,” Sam said.

We reached the airlock. Moe opened the door, and we all squeezed inside. The tightness made my heart race. It was tight—even tighter than three of us in our ship’s airlock, but we managed to fit. I had the sudden fear that we were going to be locked inside this airlock, trapped like sardines until we eventually died from dehydration and hunger. My HUD showed my stress levels climbing, and I took as deep a breath as I could while being jammed against everyone.

As we stood there, Moe said, “This old girl was deemed obsolete. Back when asteroid mining was all the rage, it was cheaper to haul these old ships to a boneyard than to spend time stripping them for parts.”

“You’d be surprised how many ships around here are capable of flight,” Aisha added. “I mean, none would win the Earth-Martian Run, but they’d still get someone where they needed to go. I’m surprised more people don’t know about the perfectly flyable ships sitting in these boneyards.”

The inner door opened, and the Raptor stood there, facing us, its scythe held before it as it stood in a battle stance. I sucked in a breath and would’ve taken a step back if I could.

“Well, here goes nothing,” Moe said before taking a big inhalation and stepping into the ship’s interior. He was holding Aisha’s hands, and the pair stepped to their left so that they weren’t standing directly in front of the much larger Raptor.

Sam moved next, stepping out and to the right. “Jason, talk to it,” he said.

“I’m working on it,” Jason muttered. Bug zipped up and floated before the alien.

I stepped next to Sam. I’d been close to Raptors before, and every time, I was in awe. I didn’t know how big pterodactyls were during the age of the dinosaurs, but Raptors always reminded me of them. The biggest difference was that Raptors didn’t have leathery dragon skin—they had iridescent scales that could almost be pretty under the right light. Every time I saw them, I wondered if they’d had some relation to the dinosaurs. Knowing that the Coalition had seeded both our worlds, I wouldn’t be surprised.

The door opened on the far side of the deck, and three more Raptors entered. Five of us against one of them was even odds. But five against four? We wouldn’t stand a chance. I suddenly wondered if we made the wrong decision in coming here. These were vicious, bloodthirsty creatures—they wanted to kill every human they came across. Why did we possibly think we could—or should—ally ourselves with them?

“De boa,” Jason said, I think to convince himself more than anything. “Let’s see if they want to talk.” His brows furrowed as he concentrated. “We come in peace.” Bug then gave a short burst of clicks. I tried to keep from wincing. Raptors made nails on a chalkboard sound not so bad.

We’d rehearsed what to say, but it also depended on how the Raptors would respond.

The Raptor who’d led us here replied with a single squawk.

“It said, ‘speak,’” Jason said. “Basically. Their language and ours really doesn’t jive. Even with everything from the archivist, I could be messing it up.”

“Jason, speak to it, not us,” Sam said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I’m working on it.” As he focused, Bug gave a longer series of clicks. “There, I told it that we’re going after the Rampage, the ones who destroyed their home world.”

“Nothing like cutting straight to the chase, huh,” I said.

“I don’t get the vibe these guys are patient,” Jason said, then Bug continued more in the Raptors’ language. The clicks continued for at least twenty seconds before Bug went silent.

“What’d you say to it?” Sam asked.

“I told it how we plan to beat the Rampage with their help, and a bunch of that rah-rah stuff,” Jason replied.

The Raptor hadn’t replied, but I noticed then that its beak was moving. It was speaking to its compatriots through their helmets. A moment later, its clicks became audible. They were deeper and reverberated through the deck.

“What’d he say?” Aisha asked.

“It wants to know why we’d go after the Rampage. Earth still stands. Or at least I think it’s referring to Earth when it said our ‘roost.’”

Bug began clicking. “I’m telling it that we believe the Rampage will come.”

When Bug stopped, all four Raptors had tensed, becoming agitated. The leader clicked.

Jason translated, “They want to know if the Rampage are on their way here now.”

“Tell them about the cockroach we saw,” Sam whispered through our helmet speakers.

Jason relayed the information, Bug rapidly clicking the translation. The Raptors then clicked among themselves. If I had to make a guess about Raptor expressions, I’d guess they were worried. My skin prickled with dread. The leader clicked a response.

“It asks if we have wormway systems on our ships since we bear the mark of the Coalition,” Jason said. What they called wormways were technically quantum tunnels. The Coalition had gifted them A-gen tech once, which included limited-access quantum tunneling technology. It was how they’d made it to our system. Bug emitted a series of clicks, and Jason said, “I told it we did.”

Bug finished. There was a second of stillness, and then the Raptors raised their scythes and attacked.
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The Raptor leader lunged for Jason. Sam and I fired our tranqers simultaneously. Jason dove, but he wasn’t fast enough. Luckily, both our shots connected, and the Raptor collapsed, dropping his scythe as he fell. The other three Raptors had closed the distance, with one attacking the Hassans, and the other two within swinging range of us. Sam and I fired again. My shot went wide at the Raptor coming after me. It swung, but my shot had at least caused it to take a step back, and its blade missed my shoulder by inches. As I fell, I fired again, hitting it in the stomach. With how tranqers worked, any direct hit did the job, though if I’d hit it in the arm or leg, it would only shock it momentarily while a direct hit would knock it out for a few minutes.

Sam’s Raptor was also down, and we turned our weapons on the Raptor attacking the Hassans. Aisha was down, and Moe was holding back their attacker with a fire extinguisher. Bug was pecking at the Raptor’s faceplate, distracting it. Sam and I fired, and the Raptor collapsed.

I spun around to make sure all four Raptors were down. Assured, I hustled over to Moe’s side. Jason and Sam joined me. Aisha sat on the floor, leaning against the wall, her features contorted in pain. Her suit had a gash across the stomach, though it had self-healed nearly instantly.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“It… hurts,” Aisha said.

Moe’s hands trembled as he bent and lifted his wife into his arms. Aisha hissed and clasped her stomach as he jostled her. He whimpered something in their native tongue before announcing, “I’m taking her to the Tereshkova. We have a med kit there.”

“Let us know what we can do,” I said, my gut clenching.

He rushed straight to the airlock, which Jason opened for him.

After the door closed, Jason snarled, “Stupid freaking Raptors.” He glanced in my direction. “I think the bastard cut her good.” Bug bumpily settled on his shoulder.

Sam picked up the Raptor’s weapon. Glaring, he held it above the Raptor that had attacked the Hassans. “Just one slice in each of these guys’ suits and drop them outside, and they’d never make it back to their ship.”

“Tempting. Or maybe cook them up—I bet they taste like chicken,” Jason said coldly, then cursed in Portuguese. “But killing them defeats the purpose of coming here.”

I gestured to the downed Raptors. “I don’t think they’re interested in an alliance.”

Sam picked up the remaining weapons and stuck them in the corner behind him before turning back to us. “You notice how they went at us once they learned our ships had tunneling capabilities.”

“So?” I asked.

“So…,” Sam drew out. “That means their system’s down. These guys aren’t setting up a nest here because they want to be here. And that’s why we didn’t pull them from the system when we pulled the others. They’re stuck here.”

“Good. Serves them right for attacking us,” Jason said.

A rustling across the room caused us all to spin around and see a Raptor starting to regain consciousness. Jason grabbed his tranqer, and we leveled all three weapons on it.

“Whoa, they recover fast,” I thought aloud. I remembered being unconscious for over ten minutes after being hit by a single shot, and this one had taken two to the chest. “Should we shoot it again?”

“Hold on,” Jason said. “We came all this way to talk, so let me talk to it. If it starts acting mean again, we can just shoot it.”

Sam snorted. “You think they attacked out of a misunderstanding?”

“No,” Jason snapped. “I think that if they’re trapped here, they might be desperate. I know desperate people will do stupid stuff. Why would Raptors be any different? Besides, we need them, right?”

He had a good point. I’d been on Sam’s side about just shooting it again, but Jason was right. We needed the Raptors against the Rampage, and now that we had the upper hand, there wasn’t any danger to us. But if Aisha died… well, these guys were damn sure going to pay.

As the Raptor worked to get to its feet, Bug zipped over and began clicking whatever commands Jason was feeding it. The Raptor slipped but finally found its footing and stood tall. It wasn’t the leader—this one was smaller—but still over twice as big as any of us.

It began clicking, clumsily at first, but its pace picked up, and it carried on a conversation with Bug.

“What’s it saying?” I asked.

Jason held up a hand. “Just a sec. I’m concentrating here.”

Sam and I waited. Another Raptor stirred, and Sam shot it. When Jason glared at him, he shrugged. “What? We only need one to talk, right?” Then he shot the other two that were still down as if to make a point.

The Raptor speaking with Bug/Jason paused but began speaking again in its alien tongue. It continued for a few more minutes before it turned and headed toward the back door.

“What’s it doing?” Sam said, following the Raptor’s movements with his tranqer.

“It’s taking us to its ship,” Jason said.

“Why?” I asked.

“So we can finish negotiations,” he replied. “Trust me, I’ve got this.”

Wishing I could understand the conversation—and not entirely trusting what Jason was saying—I glanced at Sam. “We should’ve linked minds before this all started.”

Jason paused. “You know how much concentration it takes to link. If we were linked when they attacked, we would’ve been moving way too slow.”

“Then tell us what you two are talking about,” Sam said.

“It’s basically the same stuff as before except she’s more reasonable,” Jason replied.

“She?” I asked.

Jason shrugged. “Yeah, I think so. Anyway, she says they’ll ally with us, but she wants to negotiate on her ship.”

“You can’t be serious,” Sam said. “We could take on these four because they didn’t realize we had weapons. There’s no way she—it—didn’t already warn their people back on their ship. They’ll be ready for us. Tell it there better not be a single weapon in any way accessible when we board. If I see even one Raptor looking at me sideways, I’m going to start shooting. Tell it that next time we shoot, our tranqers won’t be on stun.”

I frowned. “But our tranqers only have stun.”

“They don’t know that,” Sam retorted, then he added, “Maybe I should zip back to the ship and grab a blaster.”

“It’ll be okay,” Jason said as Bug returned to his shoulder. “We’ll stay on our guard, and they’ll behave. Now, let’s follow this lady Raptor and see what she’s got to offer.”

Sam and I exchanged dubious looks before following with trepidation, leaving the other Raptors unconscious on Steadfast’s deck.

As we emerged from the ship, Jason said, “Raptor Lady did confirm that they’re stuck here, exactly like Sam guessed. They’re worried that they aren’t safe in this boneyard. They aren’t an aggressive nest.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Sam said.

My nerves frayed as we flew closer to the Raptor ship. “You know those books where the main character does something so dumb, they should die?”

“Yeah, they’ve got the ‘too stupid to live’ syndrome or something like that,” Sam said.

I pursed my lips. “I wonder if we’ve got that affliction.”

The Raptor opened the outer airlock and then floated at the doorway like a hellish gatekeeper.

Both Sam and I still held our tranqers, and I noticed that Jason also carried his despite his (feigned) confidence in the Raptor. When we reached the doorway, the Raptor entered first. Jason followed, and I noticed his body was thick with tension. I entered next with Sam covering our rear. Before he entered the airlock, he looked to see if the Raptors from Steadfast were making progress.

“Are they coming?” I asked.

He shook his head. “But soon, I’d bet.”

The outer door closed, and air blasted to fill the chamber. Artificial gravity then pulled my feet to the floor. While their atmosphere was in no way survivable for a human, the gravity on the Raptors’ home world must’ve been somewhat similar to Earth’s—maybe half our gravity—which made sense how as the birds could grow so large there. But now that they were a space-based race, I wondered how many generations it would take for their wings to shrink and eventually disappear.

The Raptor stood on its hind legs and removed its helmet with its front clawed feet. The ship’s bluish light brought out the iridescence in the alien’s scales, and for the first time, I found the creatures more intriguing than frightening. But I still gripped my tranqer.

The Raptor clicked, and Jason said, “She says everyone who’s on board is in the aviary—at least I think that’s what she called it—so she’s going to take us there.”

“And you told her no weapons?” Sam double-checked.

“I did,” Jason said. “She didn’t push back.”

“I doubt she would. If she was going to push back, it’d be once we’re onboard and surrounded,” I griped.

The inner airlock door opened, and we collectively tensed. The Raptor stepped into the corridor, looked both ways, and then turned back to us and squawked. She began walking down the right corridor.

“Bug translates that as ‘follow me,’” Jason said.

I gestured for Jason to go first, and he did. When I stepped into the hallway, I scanned both sides carefully. I’d been on Raptor ships before. They were very basic in design. Raptors weren’t fond of having their own spaces or rooms—they preferred the biggest open space possible—so their ships had minimal compartments. The left corridor led to a large flight deck, while the right would lead to the centralized living quarters and, beyond that, storage and mechanical areas.

Bug zipped ahead and flew alongside our Raptor guide. I realized Jason was using it as a scout. It would see danger seconds before we did, which could make the difference between life and death.

“Oh,” Jason said. “Now I see why she wanted to bring us here.”

“Why?” I asked, but he didn’t answer.

The Raptor—and Bug—entered the living quarters. When we passed through the doorway, my jaw dropped. “Oh.”

The large, circular living space was shaped much like a giant nest with smaller roosts near the ceiling every few feet. Peering down at us from each of the roosts were baby Raptors no bigger than large cats. There must’ve been at least twenty of them. And I’d be damned if they weren’t… cute.

“That’s why they’re so desperate,” I said. “They’re protecting their chicks.”

Standing warily in the center were two more smaller Raptors—females, I guessed. They held no weapons, but Raptor claws and beaks were deadly enough. One stood stoic while the other fidgeted, its talons clicking on the floor, its eyes darting between the chicks and us.

Jason, Sam, and I remained near the doorway, while Sam had turned halfway so he could keep an eye on the corridor.

Our Raptor guide began clicking, and the other two adults joined in. I couldn’t tell if they were talking to us or to each other.

“What’re they saying, Jason?” Sam asked, agitated.

Jason replied, “One of them is arguing that we shouldn’t be here without their protectors. One wants to lock the airlock until negotiations are finished. The third, our guide, is trying to convince them that we won’t endanger their hatchlings.”

“Enough already!” Sam said. Everyone in the room turned to him. Hatchlings chirped in fear. “We don’t have time to waste on chatter. The Rampage are coming. Tell them that.”

Jason swallowed, and Bug clicked the translation.

The three adult Raptors clicked quickly among themselves. A speaker on the wall clicked.

My jaw tightened. “I bet that’s their three buddies.”

Jason nodded. “Yep. They’re at the airlock and asking them for a safe word.”

“Tell them to stay outside… just for now,” I said. “That leader from before wasn’t the best negotiator. Once we convince these three, then they can help convince the others.”

“I’ll try.”

After Bug and our Raptor guide went back and forth for several seconds, one of the other adults approached the speaker, tapped it with her claw, and spoke. The Raptors outside responded, but she clicked harshly, and then returned to stand in the center.

“Uh, I think it’s safe to say that this one’s the leader,” Jason said. “She just told the others in no uncertain terms to wait outside.”

“Talk to her, then,” Sam said. “Tell her we need the Raptors on our side.”

“They’ve already heard the full pitch I gave on the Steadfast,” he said.

“And?” Sam asked.

Jason held up a finger, then Bug spoke to the Raptors again. A moment later, the leader stepped forward and spoke to the other two. She then turned to us and spoke for a length before silence filled the room.

“Okay,” Jason said. “This one’s definitely in charge. Her name’s Qu-Tok-uk, or at least that’s how the translator renders the clicks into English. Anyway, Qu-Tok-uk said the Rampage destroyed not just their home world, but their home system, and have been stalking them across the galaxy ever since. So the Raptors will do anything for a chance to kill Rampage.”

“That’s great,” I said.

“But here’s the catch,” Jason said. “Her ship’s damaged. It’s not just their wormway system; their comms are down. They can’t reach out to their people.”

Sam sighed. “So we’ve got to fly them to another nest.”

Jason nodded.

“But she’s convinced the Raptors will join us?” I asked.

Jason had Bug translate, and the leader replied.

Jason chuckled. “She said that if her people knew of a way to hurt the Rampage, we couldn’t hold them back.”

Sam shrugged. “So we haul them to a nest. Doesn’t sound that hard.”

I scanned the faces of the young Raptors watching us with fascination. “We can do more,” I said. “Tell her that we’ll find a star system that the Raptors can build a new home.”

“What?” Sam and Jason asked at the same time.

I frowned at them. “There are probably millions of available systems out there with a world that fits their biological needs. If they can help stop the Rampage, we can help them find a new home. If the Rampage destroyed Earth, that’s what I’d want for humankind.”

Jason shrugged. “All right, finding a place like that is going to take Coalition help.” Bug relayed our message.

Qu-Tok-uk clicked, and one of the other Raptors flew up to a roost, grabbed a chick, and brought it to us. It squawked and screeched, but she ignored it, dropping the hatching on the floor. It blinked at us and then let out a loud squawk. It tried to hobble away, but the adult who’d grabbed it penned it toward us.

Qu-Tok-uk spoke, and Jason translated, “Uh, she’s offering us a gift to seal the allegiance. I don’t know what she wants us to do with it.”

“We’re not taking a Raptor,” Sam said.

“I know that, and you know that, but I don’t think they know that,” Jason said.

“Easy. Tell them it can’t survive in our atmosphere,” I said.

He did, and the leader clucked.

Jason grimaced. “Uh, it’s ours to sacrifice and eat. It’s quite an honor and a custom, I guess.” He gave a pained look. “I guess I shouldn’t have joked about them tasting like chicken.”

I gulped. “I’m not killing and eating a baby bird.”

Qu-Tok-uk clucked again.

“Well, we can’t risk breaking the alliance before the ink’s dry,” Sam said. “We’ll take it and toss it out the airlock.”

“Sam,” I scolded. “It’s just a baby.” I turned to Jason. “Tell her we accept the symbolic gesture, but we don’t eat meat—at least not anymore—and there’s no way we can sacrifice an innocent. It’s the Coalition way.”

“I’ll try.” Jason winced, struggling to find the right words, and Bug finally spoke in the Raptor’s language.

Qu-Tok-uk watched us for a moment before clucking, and the adult returned the chick to its nest. I let out a breath. After she spoke to us, Jason translated, “She accepts our, ah, acceptance.”

Sam clapped his gloved hands together. “Good. Tell them to keep those three under control out there and figure out where they need to go to talk to someone. Then we’ll jump their ship there.”

“One problem with that, Sam,” I said. “We can only latch onto Raptor ships using their jump systems.”

“And Liv will make one for them,” Sam replied as if it was that simple.

“Um, what now?” I asked.

“It’s mostly software, right?” Sam gestured to the flight deck. “Make a copy of what you need from our ship’s design and their current wormway gadget. Just make sure they can’t jump on their own. The last thing we need is for them to jump and for all of this trip was wasted.”

Sam was great at using tech, but he didn’t understand the tiniest bit about the amount of work that went into actually making it. I sighed. “One thingamajig coming up.” I turned to Jason. “Tell her I need to access to their wormway system.”

Jason nodded, and a minute later, the Raptor who’d led us here now led me to the flight deck. As she guided me down the corridor, I was surprised at how trusting they were, considering I could shoot their flight controls to hell if I wanted to. But once I reached the flight deck, I understood why. The ship must’ve received a direct hit from an energy blast. The hull still looked fine, albeit warped, but every workstation was fried. Scorch marks were everywhere.

“You really are stuck here,” I said aloud, and the Raptor clicked in response.

She then walked over to the captain’s station, which was as badly damaged as the rest, and used a single claw tip to open a vertical cabinet. She removed a black box the size of a router and held it out to me. I accepted it nervously—my finger nearly brushing against a claw.

I took several steps back before examining it. The box may have been white or gray at one time, but it was fully scorched and half-melted now. I grimaced. “I doubt I’ll get anything from this.” The Raptor clicked something, and I added, “But I’ll see what I can do.”

I headed straight back to Sam and Jason—I really didn’t like being separated from them on a ship filled with Raptors. The other Raptor followed, keeping a comfortable distance behind me.

As soon as I reached them, Sam gave me a once-over. He grimaced when he noticed the box. “Is that it?”

I nodded.

Jason and Qu-Tok-uk finished talking through details while I started to mentally plan out my own task. I needed to do to be able to build a digital tether so that we could pull this ship with us through a quantum tunnel. It was going to take a lot of thinking and no opportunity for testing.

Bug flew over and settled on a table near the leader.

Jason turned to us. “All right. We’re all set here. Bug’s staying with her so she can contact us at any time, and I also told her to make sure the ship’s ready for a jump. Oh, and I reminded her to make sure her buddies outside don’t try to kill us again.”

Sam clutched his tranqer. “Let them try. I’ll shoot them as many times as it takes for them to get the message.”

He led the way to the airlock. Before we entered, one of the Raptors squawked and rushed to take the lead.

“I guess Qu-Tok-uk doesn’t trust her buddies to listen,” Jason quipped as the Raptor donned her helmet.

The outer door opened, and she stepped out, serving as a shield against the three very agitated Raptors waiting outside, weapons raised. One nearly hit our shield in his rush to strike first, but the other two managed to knock him aside in time, and he tumbled away before managing to right himself. Our guide floated before us, and the trio reluctantly give us a wide berth.

Once we were clear, we didn’t delay in returning to Tereshkova where we rushed to check in on Aisha. It was far enough away that we used our ship’s locator to quickly find the old starliner. Heading straight to the commander’s quarters, we found Michael sitting comfortably in his old chair, talking with Ingrid. Whatever they were discussing seemed serious.

As soon as we entered, they looked up.

“How did it go?” Michael asked.

“We’ve got a little work, but they’re all in,” Sam said as we removed our helmets. “You know Raptors. If there’s a fight, they aren’t about to miss it.”

“How’s Aisha?” I asked.

“She’s going to be okay,” Ingrid replied. “Her silver stopped the bleeding and formed a scab. But she needs a medical scan to make sure she doesn’t have internal injuries.”

“Use the scanner in the med bay,” Jason offered.

“It’s offline,” Michael said. “It looks like some of the systems were pulled before the Tereshkova was towed here.”

“Can we see her?” I asked.

“She’s resting. Moe sent us away, and I imagine he’ll do the same to you.” Ingrid patted the cushion next to her. “Have a seat. It could be a while.”

“No can do,” Sam said. “We’ve got to get back to our ship and prep a jump with the Raptors.” And he filled in Michael and Ingrid in on what had transpired over the past two hours.

“I advise you wait,” Michael said. “We have another matter first.”

Sam jerked. “What’s more important than the Raptor alliance? Wait, is the Rampage here?”

Michael held up a hand. “No, while you were meeting with the Raptors, we were hailed by the Arthur Worden.”

Sam grimaced. “It’s here? Already?”

Michael gave a stiff nod.

Jason grumbled. “Well, isn’t that just great.”
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“We could jump,” Jason suggested. “Come back as soon as Liv’s got the thingamajig ready.”

“Tether,” I corrected. At least that’s what I called it.

“Or…” Ingrid began. “We could meet with them. This could be the ideal opportunity to introduce humanity to the Coalition. Sisu agrees.”

I watched her and Michael closely and then frowned. “That’s why both of you came along on this trip, isn’t it? You came to make contact.”

“As you are already aware, we anticipated that engagement was a possibility,” Michael said, his tone carefully neutral. “They know at least one gray ship has returned to Sol, so I believe engaging with Fleet Command is the best approach. Better we control the narrative before they develop their own preconceived notions about who is friend or foe.”

“What are you proposing?” Sam asked. “That we loop humans into the fight?”

Michael shook his head. “No. They aren’t equipped to fight such an enemy. But they do deserve to know of the threat and who their guardian angels are. Most humans still believe that A-gen technology was stolen from the Raptors.”

Sam waved a hand dismissively. “We don’t have time for this crap.”

“Informing the United Nations that we are friend and not foe is certainly not crap,” Ingrid said.

Sam brushed her off. “Let them think what they want. In case you haven’t noticed, the Rampage could be here any day, and once they get here, no one’s going to be left alive to care whether we’re friend or foe.”

Sam’s hands were fisted, and he was tapping his foot as he grew more agitated, so I stepped in, speaking to him. “How about Michael and Ingrid meet with whoever’s on the Arthur Worden, and we focus on our mission?”

Once he’d become our unofficial leader, he wasn’t good at relinquishing control. He stared at me for a tense moment, his jaw tight. Then, slowly, he exhaled. “Fine.” He turned to Michael and Ingrid. “But you’ll keep us in the loop.”

“Of course,” Michael said.

I was glad that neither Michael nor Ingrid pointed out that Sam was not their superior. If anything, they operated only under the guidance of their singulars, which had already made it clear they wanted first contact. I realized that Michael had likely reached the rank of commander due to his political savvy—his calm demeanor showed he was fully in charge of this conversation. He and Ingrid would’ve engaged Arthur Worden regardless of what Sam said. In fact…

I turned to my fellow crewmates. “Sam, Jason, let’s head back to the ship. I need to get started.”

“Excellent idea,” Jason said. “My brain hurts from negotiating.”

I waited for both to leave the room before turning back to Michael and Ingrid. “When do you meet with Fleet Command?”

Michael studied me for a moment. I expected him to deny it, but he didn’t. “They provided coordinates away from this boneyard, so they haven’t noticed the Raptor ship tucked in with the rest of the junk. We’ll make our way shortly.”

“Do you trust them?” I asked.

He chuckled. “Absolutely not. The Fleet Command I remember transferred my status to ‘retired’ while I was still in a coma, because retirement pays out much less than disability.”

“And the Fleet Command I remember abandoned my entire team to die on a space station,” Ingrid added. “We’re going in with our eyes wide open.”

I recalled how I’d been coerced into joining the war and nodded my agreement. We may all be of the same species, but humans sure could be ruthless.

“We’ll be careful,” Michael said, and Ingrid gave him a warm smile. The first day we’d arrived at the ring, I noticed the pair had an immediate connection—maybe even a spark. Michael deserved happiness, but I wasn’t going to pry. Other people’s relationships were none of my business.

I then walked over to the closed door and knocked. After a moment, a haggard-looking Moe opened it.

“Aisha’s resting,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion.

“How is she?” I asked softly.

He stared at me, his demeanor seemed completely shut off. “She’ll live.” His voice was flat, the words hollow. He closed the door before I could say anything more.

I slowly turned away, and Ingrid said, “Moe is having a hard time seeing his wife injured.”

“Possibly harder now that they share a connection even deeper than marriage,” Michael said.

In a way, I knew that feeling. What I shared with Jason and Sam through the bond was deeper than anything humanly possible. But we’d also lacked any deep bond before fusion, so we didn’t have the intense emotional connection that Moe and Aisha clearly had.

“Good luck,” I said to the pair in the room, and I left, making a mental note to reach out to Pari for updates as well. Updates from a singular would be clinical and sparse, but at least it was something. I feared that Moe despised us for causing Aisha to come to harm, and I wouldn’t blame him if he did. If Jason or Sam were hurt while helping out someone else, I felt shame knowing that I’d hold some blame against those people, even if they’d done nothing to deserve it.

Sam and Jason stood at the stairwell.

“What took you so long?” Sam asked.

“I wanted to see if I could see Aisha,” I said.

“Did you?” Jason asked with interest.

I shook my head and donned my helmet.

We returned to the ship, where I told them about Michael and Ingrid’s plan to meet Fleet Command in person.

Sam barked out a bitter laugh. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Meeting them in person? You can’t trust Fleet Command.”

“They know that,” I said.

“Let me get this straight…” Jason began from where he lay on his bunk. “They know they can’t trust Fleet Command, but they’re still going to walk straight into a lion’s den?”

“I think because they believe it’s the right thing to do,” I replied.

“Well, it’s dumb.” Sam scowled. After a long pause, he added, “We’ll fly alongside them.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Because the Hassans’ ship is tucked in behind the Tereshkova, so no one will notice it, which means there’s no reason for Fleet Command to send out any scout ships to check out the boneyard and find something like, say, a freaking Raptor ship.”

I nodded. He had a point.

He continued. “And we’ll be there in case they need help. If they’re both leaving their ships to meet with humans, then there should be a ship with someone still on board.”

I didn’t point out that singulars were “someone” too.
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I didn’t feel great about leaving the Hassans behind, but they’d lived in that boneyard, alongside the Raptors, for several months before we met them and had plenty of defenses against the stranded Raptors.

The meeting coordinates were a full sector away from the boneyard. Since there was no way for the UNPF Arthur Worden to have picked up the Hassans’ ship on their scans, there was no reason for them to send a scout to investigate why we had gone to the boneyard in the first place. We hoped that since their contact was Michael, they would assume that he wanted to visit his old ship. Plenty of captains stashed things on their ships that they’d picked up while on tour—anything from liquor to cash. In fact, it would be rare for a captain not to have something illegally gained hidden aboard.

Our three ships were faster, but Arthur Worden had been moving at near full speed already, so we reached the coordinates after Fleet Command arrived. And there was a lot more than Arthur Worden.

There was a second defender—one that even I recognized. Awake, Iron!, the fleet’s flagship, floated nearby. In the surrounding space were several full complements of gunships. The instant I made out all the blips on the viewscreen, my heart sank.

“That’s a lot of ships for a meet-and-greet,” Jason said.

Sam cursed. “I knew it. You can’t trust them. Hold on, I’m going to open the channel with our wingmen.”

Only a couple of seconds passed before Michael and Ingrid appeared onscreen.

“It seems like Fleet Command wanted to make quite a show of outnumbering us,” Ingrid said.

Michael tilted his head. “I think it’s safe to say they don’t trust us, and meeting in person would be ill-advised.”

“You think?” Sam said drily.

“It’s unfortunate but not unexpected,” Michael said, ignoring Sam.

A chime sounded on each of our ships, the tone echoing through the open channel.

Michael sighed. “And that would be them hailing us. Since I have the longest tenure serving the fleet, I’ll take point on this matter… if you all agree, of course.”

I nodded. “You also look the most”—human—“normal.”

“I think that is a wise decision,” Ingrid said.

Sam gestured. “Go right ahead.”

“We’ll keep an eye on those gunships,” Jason said, sliding his hand into the interface pad. “And the guns on those defenders. The moment they get an itchy trigger finger, we’ll jump. Sam will prep a jump for us, right, Sam?”

Sam nodded. “Sure thing.”

A thought hit me. “Michael, can you keep the comm open between you and them so we can also watch?”

Michael glanced to the side for a moment and then nodded. “Yes, Vox can enable that.”

A moment passed as we watched in silence. I remained at the viewscreen since there was nothing I could do at the moment except watch. The viewscreen still displayed Michael and Ingrid, each in their respective ships. Then another viewscreen switched to display the communication channel Michael opened with the fleet.

A woman in her mid-fifties appeared on-screen. I recognized her immediately. Awake, Iron! was her ship—she’d led it into the bloody battle to clear the way for us to reach the gray ship. She was the commander of the entire United Nations Space Protection Forces, or at least she was at the end of the Raptor war.

Michael smiled. “Admiral Thomas. It’s an honor. I was expecting Commander Wright.”

She didn’t smile, though I’m not sure her stone face was even capable of smiling. “I was in the area, Commander. Though, I suppose it’s Mr. Chen now that you’re retired.”

Michael certainly didn’t miss the jab, but his expression hadn’t changed in the least. “Yes, I’m retired now, Admiral.”

“And I see you’ve begun a new adventure.”

“Yes. I suppose I’m no different from many retirees who choose to travel in an RV,” he said, and I smirked.

Admiral Thomas didn’t smile. “I think calling an alien ship an RV is a bit of an understatement. However, since you’ve brought it up, I’m very interested in learning more about the gray ship you are flying in, along with the other two you’ve brought with you. I have docks available and ready. Dock in Delta-Four. Your friends can dock in Delta-Five and Delta-Six.”

I understood the admiral’s approach. She was used to giving orders and having people follow them. And Earth had become authoritarian after the Raptors attacked. She craved any bit of technology and information that could help Earth survive the next war. If she’d only known what the Rampage was capable of, she’d be a lot less imposing… but then again, maybe she’d push even harder.

The corners of Michael’s lips tilted ever so slightly upward; otherwise, he betrayed no emotion. “I’m afraid that’s not possible today. However, I’m more than happy to answer any questions you have regarding my ship and the Coalition, the builders of these ships.”

Her eyes turned cold. “That was not a request, Mr. Chen. Dock that ship immediately, and you will have a full debrief.”

“Ah, ah, ah, Admiral. I’m no longer in the fleet. I’m retired.”

“Your status doesn’t matter. Those ships are in the Sol system, which makes them the property of the UNSPF. You will dock immediately. This is the last time I’ll ask.”

I glanced at Sam, and he said, “I’ve sent coordinates to Vox and Sisu. I can open a jump portal any second. But at this proximity, their ships are going to take a beating.”

“Better them than us, I say,” Jason said.

Michael spoke. “I’m disappointed you’re taking this path, Admiral. We have a wealth of information to share… as well as a warning.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Threatening a fleet commander is a declaration of war, Mr. Chen.”

“The threat doesn’t come from us, Admiral. We’re your allies, and we’re doing everything we can to protect Earth and humankind. We came to warn you about another alien species, one that destroyed the Raptors’ home world, and will do the same here.”

She pursed her lips. “And we’ll talk about it during the debrief. But those ships and you are assets of the UNSPF. You have five minutes to dock, or else we’ll bring you in the hard way.”

“Twelve gunships just accelerated toward us,” Jason announced.

I closed my eyes and sighed. “Why is it humans always like to do things the hard way?”

“Opening the tunnel now. Hold on,” Sam announced, and in the next second, we jumped, waves of negative energy battering the fleet we left behind.
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Sam had jumped us deep into the asteroid belt, a full quadrant away from the fleet. Far enough that it would take them a month to catch up, assuming they didn’t already have ships patrolling this quadrant. It was an easy area to scan—not a single asteroid for thousands of miles. Most people think the asteroid belt is packed with rocks. In reality, it’s mostly empty space. Sure, there are plenty of asteroids, but the space between them is sometimes the distance from the Earth to the moon.

Still, Michael and Ingrid’s singulars monitored the area while I took full control of our ship’s systems to work. Building the tether had turned out to be easier than I’d expected, taking me less than a day to build a gadget less than half the size of the old system it was replacing. I sometimes forgot how much Gray’s fusion had changed the way my mind processed information. Sometimes, I wondered if I thought and acted human, or if I’d become an alien through the fusion and living with the Coalition. Sam and Jason seemed normal enough to me, but maybe that was because we’d all changed in the same ways.

I held up the tethering box that filled my hand. It didn’t need to be even that big. The size of a lemon drop would’ve been more than enough to protect the device, but I noticed the Raptors’ hardware was always bigger—likely because of their inflexible claws—so I made this just big enough that they could hold it.

I glanced at Sam and Jason. Both looked to be sound asleep. I considered waiting but quickly decided against it. “Guys, wake up. I’ve got it.”

Jason jolted upright. “Huh, wha?”

Sam didn’t stir, his breathing calm and deep.

“I have the tether.” I held it up. “Time for you to talk to our flying friends.”

“Oh.” He scratched his head, his hair mussed. He draped his feet over the side of his bunk and craned to see Sam still sound asleep. With a fisted hand, he reached around and smacked Sam’s shoulder.

Sam mumbled something before blinking his eyes open. “What?”

“Time to plan some flights,” I said. “I’ve got the tether.”

He seemed confused. “Already?”

I smiled. “Already. So let’s go. Scoot, scoot.” I made a sweeping motion with my free hand.

He mumbled something else under his breath before dropping to the floor and stumbling toward the sink to drink a glass of water. The printer made bags of water, but we all preferred to use glasses. It gave me a sense of normalcy and hominess.

Jason remained sitting on his bunk, elbows on his legs, as he concentrated.

“My flight plans are ready, and I notified Michael and Ingrid,” Sam announced. “I made the plans before I went to bed, so it’s just a matter of double-checking that the areas are clear and accessible.”

“The fleet’s not at the boneyard?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” Sam replied.

I frowned. “What do you mean ‘not exactly’?”

“I mean the defenders did a flyby after we jumped, probably looking for us. They moved on, but they sent out several scouts to monitor.”

“Ships?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Drones.” Then he grinned. “Also known as target practice.”

I couldn’t help but return the smile.

Jason stood. “The Raptors are prepping for launch now—getting everyone tucked in and secure. They have enough juice to pull away from the boneyard, but they don’t have much else.”

“Won’t be a problem,” Sam said. “As long as they get away from the debris, it’ll be a clean jump. But you’d better warn them about the scouts in the area, just in case the little buggers have been upgraded with weapons since we last flew with the fleet. I’ll play shield as much as I can, but you know how zippy drones can be.”

Jason pressed two fingers to his temple, receiving the message via Bug. “They’re launching now.”

“I’ll give them a few minutes to start working through the debris,” Sam said. “And I told Michael and Ingrid to head home since we won’t need them for these next few jumps.”

“We hope we won’t need them,” I said, though I knew there’d be nothing they could do if we did get in over our heads. Their singulars would likely refuse to shoot drones as they used their laser cutters for the explicit purpose they were designed: to cut through rock and debris. And if we ran into trouble with the Raptors, we could jump away. That was a perk of flying in a nearly indestructible ship. We could take a lot of high-intensity or large-projectile fire before risking damage.

Within minutes, Michael and Ingrid jumped away, and we jumped to the boneyard. The Raptor ship was just now pulling away from the debris. Flashing red dots—several dozen, if not more—on the viewscreen displayed locations of the scouting drones, all heading toward the Raptor ship. Sam flew toward the ship while Jason and I secured the tether to a larger-than-normal Bug that Jason had customized to transport it.

“It looks like the Hassans bugged out already,” Sam said.

“You think they went home?” Jason asked.

Sam shrugged. “No idea.”

“Moe was pretty torn up,” I said. “They might’ve gone off by themselves for a while to recuperate.”

Sam fired a laser, and a red dot disappeared from the screen. Normally, lasers are invisible in the vacuum of space, but our ship fires out tiny particles along with the beam—essentially dirtying the beam—to make the laser glow, making it easier for cutting through rock. Visibility wasn’t needed for shooting drones out of the black, but I think Sam liked seeing his shots. He shot another drone, and I felt the slight vibration throughout the ship as the focused pulse of energy was fired.

“All right, there aren’t any scouts close enough to cause a problem. Go ahead and send out Bug,” Sam said.

Jason shot me a look. “Ready?”

I nodded and connected to the firefly drone. In a second, I was seeing through its cameras and operating it as easily as I could my own hand. Jason released Bug, and I allowed its automated controls to fly itself through a slot in the ceiling. A few seconds later, it shot out from the ship on an intercept course with the Raptors’ ship. It took barely any concentration on my part to keep it flying straight until a small chunk of debris crossed its flight path, and I corkscrewed it around the danger before lining back up on course.

All our ship’s drones were interconnected, and in the drone’s sub-system, I could see Jason managing the translator Bug waiting in the other ship, notifying the Raptors to accept the wormway system en route to their primary airlock.

Sam continued to shoot the entire time, and I could imagine it was the most fun he’d had in a long time. There would probably be repercussions—I could see Fleet Command not finding their drones getting shot all to hell as much entertainment as we did—but Michael could deal with them later.

The airlock opened, and a Raptor stood there, fully suited, front legs outstretched to catch the incoming bot. I’d slowed Bug down so that the Raptor didn’t have to catch anything, and when the alien made contact with the tether, I released the hooks that had been holding it in place. I flew the firefly from the airlock and put it at maximum speed back to our ship while the airlock door closed behind my drone.

“They have the tether,” I announced.

“They need to clear another ten thousand meters before we can jump,” Sam said.

“More time for you to shoot things,” Jason joked.

Sam flashed a toothy grin. “You know me too well.”

I’d built the device to be plug-and-play. Much of Raptor tech—A-gen tech, really—was set up for magnetized interfaces, so once the Raptors set the tether in the slot where the old system had been, we’d be able to take them with us on a jump.

As soon as Bug reentered our ship, I said, “Bug’s back inside.”

“They’ve just placed the tether in their flight deck,” Jason said. “I’m instructing them to prepare for launch in—how long, Sam?”

“Three minutes,” Sam answered.

“All right. I told her three minutes, but the translation is probably wonky,” Jason said. “You know how the singulars can never quite figure out our timescales. Raptors probably aren’t any different. For all I know, I just told them three seconds… or three days.”

I hustled to the flight deck and interfaced with the ship, my silver hand nearly touching Sam’s. Inside the ship’s system, I ignored all the flight systems that Sam was actively working on, and went to verify that the tether was online. I blew out a breath. “We’re looking good.”

I also checked our tunneling system to make sure the new firewall I’d added was running. It was. It was a change I should’ve made months ago, but even a week ago, I didn’t understand the code as well as I did now. The firewall allowed us to lock onto any tether, including the Raptors’ own wormway tech, but it prevented their systems from locking onto ours. That meant that the Raptors could never use our gray ship again to jump to this system. I planned to feed the code to the singular network as soon as I had a chance.

“All right, here we go. Hold on,” Sam announced.

The system pulled nearly all ship power to activate an artificial, temporary quantum tunnel no larger than a pinprick. Negative energy was sent into the tunnel, rapidly expanding it to fit a ship. The tunnel sucked us into it with the strength of a star, and a millisecond behind us came the Raptor ship.

The trip took a full minute to reach the system the Raptor leader provided us, and our two ships emerged into a system with a large white star… and thousands of Raptor ships.

This fleet dwarfed the few hundred ships that had attacked Earth. Some vessels were gargantuan, bulbous beasts that I wondered if they had begun as escape transports only to now be generation ships. It was the first time I’d seen so many Raptor ships, let alone them seemingly not moving. I’d never noticed that the ships had different markings: blue swirls, red lightning bolts, and so on… I’d always assumed all Raptors were the same, but it made sense they had their own groups—or flocks.

The moment we entered the system, the nearest ships began to rotate toward us. My stomach twisted. “Jason, please tell me our new friends are telling their buddies to stand down.”

“Working on it. Qu-Tok-uk’s not talking to me right now.”

Sam cursed. “Stupid Raptors are even less trustworthy than Fleet.”

That was a fact we’d known before entering negotiations. We’d seen how territorial Raptors were—turning on one another after working together to take down an Earth defender… in a battle for the pickings.

Since we didn’t have much speed entering the tunnel, both our ship and the one we tugged with us slowed to a stop right after the tunnel closed.

“Uh, I’m going to stay locked in here and set up for a quick jump,” Sam said. “Liv, you monitor their guns.”

My eyes remained locked on the screen even as my mind remained in the system. “On it.” Usually, Sam handled all aspects of flying, but we usually weren’t sitting ducks in the middle of the galaxy’s largest Raptor fleet. I dove into the ship’s scanners and instructed them to search for any change in the weapons’ power readings. There were too many ships to scan, so I focused it on the fifty nearest us, knowing that left a huge gap in our defenses. Our hull could deflect a lot, but I didn’t have faith that it could deflect a thousand shots fired simultaneously. Fortunately, the Raptors who accompanied us were directly behind us, which meant that many ships couldn’t fire without putting their own at risk… but did they even care?

“Someone just told me to hold on,” Jason said. “I think Qu-Tok-uk is talking with someone out there.” He gestured to the fleet before us.

I stared at the ships closing the distance every second. We were already within shooting range. Another three minutes and we’d be in ramming range. “For how long? Enquiring minds want to know.”

Jason’s voice cracked. “I’m trying! Those ships out there don’t exactly look like they’re rolling out the welcome mat.”

“I’ve got a new jump programmed,” Sam announced. “I’d be taking us just one system over, so we could figure out next steps with our buddies.”

If we’d been using Earth-based systems, at that distance, there’d be a delay in any communications we made through Bug. But Coalition communications used QuSR: quantum splitter relay, which managed to nearly eliminate any delay in communications. The downside was that it only allowed the transfer of simple data packets. Video, or even voice, transmissions were impossible.

“If we jump, we might lose the alliance,” I pointed out, even though jumping was exactly what I wanted to do.

“We watched Raptors cut into a ringworld,” Sam said. “If they can do that, they can cut through a gray ship if they beat at us long enough.”

The scanners showed weapons systems online, but none had cycled up their rail guns or powered up any energy cannons yet.

My breathing quickened, and the rock in my gut grew. “Jason?”

“Waiting,” he replied.

Sam scowled. “Well, wait faster, damn it.”

The nearest ships loomed, only a few miles away. I could make out every dent, bolt, and rivet. Abruptly, all but three ships broke formation and veered off; but the remaining trio seemed to be lining up to ram us. Oh, crap. “Jason?”

“Quit stressing me out. I’m already asking them constantly,” he snapped.

I pursed my lips before I spoke. “All right, so I won’t point out that these guys are going to ram us in ten seconds.”

I felt myself step back as far as I could while remaining interfaced, as if I could put more distance between them and me.

“I’m opening up a tunnel,” Sam said.

“Wait,” Jason said. “She’s talking to Bug.”

“Well? What’s she saying?” Sam demanded.

“Translating…”

The three ships were three seconds out. Their battering rams might not penetrate our hull, but the impact could break our necks. Sam wrapped his free arm around me, and I did the same, to help stabilize each other.

“She says that—” At the last second, the ships swerved, veering off, their battering rams missing us by mere feet.

I released the breath I’d been holding. “I thought we were goners for sure.”

“The dickheads were playing with us,” Sam muttered.

Jason took two quick breaths. “She says that we’re all good. They won’t attack. She says it’s her fleet—at least that’s how it translates.”

“This is her fleet?” I guffawed. “What is she, their queen or something?”

Jason concentrated for a few seconds, then he chuckled. “Yeah, pretty much. Turns out Qu-Tok-uk is a part of some royal bloodline. They call her a Sovereign. Those male Raptors are her mates; those females are her aides. All those babies are part of her brood, so they’re, like, pretty precious. Wow, can you believe how lucky we got? Of all Raptors in the universe, we negotiate with a princess, er, sovereign.”

I grunted. “It’s beyond crazy. It almost makes me believe in a god.”

“Almost?” Jason said. “After everything we’ve seen and done? Wow, you really are some doubting Thomas, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know who that is,” I said.

“She’s an atheist. Why would she know who that is?” Sam pointed out.

“I just—” He paused and raised a finger as we waited impatiently.

I continued to scan the other ships, but their weapons systems were going offline one by one.

Jason grinned. “It’s official. We’ve got ourselves a Raptor fleet.”

Hearing those words sent goosebumps of relief over my skin. “I can’t believe it was that easy.”

Jason frowned. “Uh, a couple of minutes ago, we thought we were going to get skewered.”

“Who cares?” Sam’s smile returned, though this time it bore a darkness. “We’ve got a fleet now. It’s time to hit the Rampage where it hurts.”


THIRTY-TWO


As it turned out, forming an alliance with a huge Raptor fleet was a double-edged sword. The fleet stayed in its system, mobilizing for battle. Sovereign Qu-Tok-uk still had Bug with her, so we could communicate at any point. Everything was going perfectly… until we returned to the ring.

We hadn’t known that there was a gray ship already in the Raptor system, spying on them. By the time we returned, news of the alliance had spread throughout the entire Coalition. Prime Two “clarified” that the Coalition’s support of our folly was in logistics and information, not in ships or firepower. We argued that it changed its story more than a politician, but singulars don’t debate, not even in the least.

Worse, both rings were in the process of a mass exodus… because, oh joy, not one but three Rampage ships were en route to Aurelia Prime and expected to arrive in forty-three hours.

All gray ships that had been recently built had evacuated, and drones were in a mad rush to complete as many more as possible. The Sylphs—who loved to kill anything—and the peaceful Thernex—who believed taking down the Rampage was necessary for galactic survival—had also evacuated as their singulars decided that their symbionts were far too precious as the final survivors of dead races… races killed by the Rampage. Even most of the human symbionts had evacuated.

I was relieved to see Julie had evacuated since I worried about how to tell her we wouldn’t let her fight. But the singulars had done the hard work for us. They showed their symbionts the Raptors we’d be fighting side by side with. I think some found our embrace of Earth’s greatest enemy a bit treasonous. The war was still too fresh in the minds of humans, and even Julie wouldn’t fight alongside a race that had slaughtered her entire family.

Of the human symbionts, only Michael and Ingrid remained, evidently too obstinate for even their singulars to control, though for a different reason than we expected. We learned that when we walked through the lounges to find everyone’s rooms cleared out except ours. We found Michael and Ingrid in the lounge, chatting over what resembled coffee. Their demeanor reminded me much of when I saw them aboard Tereshkova.

“There you are,” Sam said as he plopped into a chair without any preamble. “You missed the negotiation of the century.”

“It sounds like it,” Michael said. “You three managed the impossible: getting the Raptors to become allies. That’s most impressive.”

I took a seat next to Sam while Jason grabbed a meal bar from the counter.

Sam waved dismissively. “Good thing, too, since everyone’s bailed on us.”

Ingrid leaned forward. “The Coalition ran the numbers through and through. The Raptors boost your chances a hundredfold, but adding gray ships won’t increase the odds of success a single percent. But the odds of symbiont and singular loss of life were guaranteed.”

“What is the chance of success up to now?” Jason asked as he pulled out a chair, turned it around to sit in it backward.

She gave a weak smile. “You don’t want to know.”

Jason frowned. “How bad is it?”

After an uncomfortable silence, Ingrid said, “Slightly over three percent.”

I chortled, then coughed, not in any way expecting the number to be that dismal.

“Aw, c’mon, it can’t be that bad,” Sam said, pouring a cup of black liquid from the pitcher on the table, taking a drink, and then wincing. “God, that’s awful.”

“I’m still refining the recipe,” Michael said. “It’s supposed to be black tea.”

Sam pushed the cup away. “It tasted like dirt.”

Jason ignored Sam’s tangent. “What were our odds before the alliance?”

Ingrid cocked her head. “Less than one thousandth of one percent.”

He then waved her off. “The Coalition is always overly conservative. Otherwise, they would’ve manned up and taken the fight to the Rampage, like, a million years ago.”

Michael’s gaze homed in on Jason. “You should be quite aware the Coalition is an entirely different species from humans. They think differently—we cannot expect them to think or behave like us.”

“Well, they’re pansies,” Sam said, taking the cup, trying a second sip, and deciding he liked it no better. “How’d you two convince your singulars to join the fight?”

Michael and Ingrid gave each other a knowing glance.

My lips parted as realization struck home. “You’re not coming.”

Michael gave a nearly imperceptible shake of his head. “No, we’re not going with you. We’re returning to Sol to make another attempt at contact. There is so much humanity needs to know, including the threat of the Rampage.”

Ingrid spoke. “We’ll leave within the hour. We wanted a chance to see you before we leave. The others have already traveled to Sol to help monitor the system against the Rampage. If we can’t stop the threat, the least we can do is give an advance warning.”

Sam bellowed out a humorless laugh. “An advance warning? If you see the Rampage coming, that means humanity has days to evacuate—if they’re lucky—but the last I checked, human ships would take years to leave the system.”

“Should the Rampage choose to attack Earth, more gray ships would travel to Earth immediately to save as many as we can,” Michael said.

“To save as many potential symbionts as you can, you mean,” I said, knowing the words sounded jaded coming from my lips. But I knew the Coalition wasn’t altruistic. Sure, they may not have been violent, but they didn’t do anything out of compassion.

Michael’s brow rose. “And is that such a bad thing? It wasn’t long ago that you recruited me—and Ingrid—not to mention Julie and the others to become symbionts.”

Anger churned in my chest. “That’s because if we didn’t, the Coalition would’ve grabbed random people. Take George, for example. He was a wreck—I can’t imagine fusion’s helped his mental well-being.”

“Ah, so you get to choose who should become symbionts?” Ingrid asked. “That sounds a little like playing God.”

I clamped my lips closed and crossed my arms over my chest before I blew up and said something I’d regret.

“We weren’t playing God,” Jason said. “We were trying to do the right thing.”

“We know,” Michael said gently. “As are we, and the Coalition. None of us are acting in our own self-interests. Going after the Rampage takes courage—more than I have, perhaps, and I respect you three for doing that. We all want to help save humanity in our own ways. Let us.”

And like that, my anger began to bleed away, and guilt washed over me. I’d been looking at this as an us-versus-them issue, but the truth was, we were all fighting the good fight.

“We’re not telling you what to do,” Sam said. “You’re grownups.”

“We are, as are you,” Michael said. He wiped a smudge from the surface before continuing. “You’ve chosen to try and win a war in a single battle. We’ve chosen plan B, if you will. We want to make sure humanity continues, even if we only manage to save one percent.” He then leaned back in his chair. “Do you know why singulars require fusion with biological candidates to achieve self-actualization?”

The room was quiet for a moment before I spoke. “To feel.”

Michael seemed genuinely surprised. “Yes.”

I’d thought about it often until I had an ah-ha moment. “Symbionts let them comprehend what it’s like to feel emotion. You know, like compassion, empathy, maybe even love.”

Michael nodded. “So you see that, even if it’s only in the Coalition’s self-interest to save humankind, it is also in our own self-interest. The two don’t have to be mutually exclusive. Perhaps humankind’s evolution will be through fusion with the Coalition. Perhaps it will take another route. I, for one, want to give them the option.”

I pressed my palms against the table, fingers splayed, as I found new motivation. “And we’re going to make sure that they’ll live to make the choice.”


THIRTY-THREE


After Michael and Ingrid left, we gathered any personal items from our rooms and relocated to our ship. Rather than evacuating, we remained docked, our ship connected to Prime Two, to download every last bit of mission data that we could. We’d already pulled everything the archivist had compiled and analyzed. With every hour that passed, Prime Two would upload more data. We were gleaning every bit of information the Coalition had… or was willing to share. Soon, all that was left was to collect our superweapon and launch with the Raptor fleet.

Alarms sounded on our ship and echoed throughout the ring to which we were still attached, jerking us to attention.

“Showtime!” Sam exclaimed as he ran for the flight deck.

I was already plugged in there, overseeing the transfer of Prime Two’s data to our ship. I disconnected just as Sam connected. Jason rushed to close the airlock and release the ring’s airbridge, while I buckled into my seat. We’d remained on the ship for this exact reason: the Rampage’s arrival was inevitable.

“Launching in ten!” Sam said, now fully interfaced.

We propelled from the dock faster than we’d done before, and we hit a brace on exit. Jason was knocked to the floor. Sam hissed and then cursed—having not put on his restraining belt meant that his shoulder was taking the brunt of harsh movements. I wanted to help, but the ship was jostling us around so much, I couldn’t get to him.

We could’ve launched when Michael and Ingrid had, but we’d seen the Rampage in action before. Their planet-killer weapon took even longer to cycle up than the sphere’s starfire cannon. Even knowing that, it was still terrifying to see three black, donut-sized ships, each the size of Earth’s moon, begin to cycle up their superweapons. Lightning flashed within the magnetized space in the ships’ “holes.”

I sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “I bet they’re planning to take out both rings and the sphere with a single barrage.”

“We’ll be out of here by then,” Sam said, then muttered to himself, “They’re charging up faster than I expected.”

“If we’re still here when they fire, we’re goners,” Jason said, crawling and sliding across the floor to claim his seat.

“Not gonna happen,” Sam said.

A tunnel opened before us. It was too close to the ring—damage to the docks was guaranteed but wouldn’t matter in another minute. As we were pulled toward the tunnel, the sphere fired a focused beam of starfire brighter than the sun. If we had windows, I would’ve been blinded, but the viewscreens auto-darkened the beam.

The intense energy disrupted the star’s pull on the system, and everything was hit by a wave of turbulence the split-second the beam shot by. For us, the turbulence hit right before we entered the tunnel, and we were knocked back, tumbling against the docking bays.

Sam yelped. I held onto my seat, thankful Jason had made seatbelts. The ship auto-stabilized, and I looked over to see Sam’s shoulder dislocated. He was bent over, hissing through clenched teeth. I didn’t hesitate. I threw off my seatbelt and ran to the deck, sliding my hand into the black as fast as I could. Sam had the flight systems all active and at the front.

Outside, one of the Rampage ships exploded in a glorious display. But the other two were seconds from firing.

“Take a seat,” I ordered. “I’ve got this.”

His pain was palpable. He managed to pull free, but he stumbled, and Jason was there, slinging an arm around his waist.

I focused on making the jump. The original tunnel had closed during the surge, and the ship didn’t have the power to open a second one so soon. I tossed all systems into standby mode, including environmentals, and the interior went dark.

“Uh, Liv?” Jason asked.

“I got it,” I said without disrupting my concentration.

The sphere was already cycling up for another shot, but it would take minutes, and the Rampage only needed seconds. With how slow our ship was at recharging for a second tunnel, we’d need a minute, if not more. I didn’t mention the odds to the others.

Prime Two sent an alert: “You are advised to jump.”

No shit, Sherlock. I ignored it, though a part of my mind knew that those would be the last words the singular would ever say.

We’d offered to load it up, but singulars were weird. They each had their purpose: Prime Two managed the second ring in the Aurelia Prime system. It served no other purpose. Therefore, it saw no value in leaving its ring. Death seemed easier for a technoform to accept while humans fought it tooth and nail. Though, everything they knew was uploaded to the singular network, so a part of them would always remain. I wished humans had that option.

The recharge was at sixty-eight percent when the Rampage fired.

I gasped. “No!”

Two beams of pure white energy blasted through space.

If Sam or Jason said anything, I didn’t hear them. The beams filled everything as they shot toward us. They didn’t contain the amount of raw energy the sphere’s starfire cannon contained, so there was no turbulence, but they were still powerful enough to destroy Coalition architecture. As the screens filled with white, I closed my eyes the second before impact to let death claim me.

Only I didn’t die.

I opened my eyes to see the beams strike the sphere and ring one. An explosion blew a hole in the sphere that was a thousand miles wide, while the ring exploded outward in a domino effect as fire tore through the ringworld.

“Still don’t believe in God?” Jason asked.

“I believe in luck,” I retorted.

The ship had recharged its quantum tunneling system, and I opened a tunnel, praying we’d get through it before the shockwaves from the explosions hit us. The tunnel had barely expanded enough before I accelerated into it. Behind us, the entrance warped and collapsed under the shockwave, and I could feel the ship’s tremors in my bones.

We popped out into an empty system that was only two stars out from Aurelia Prime. A single red dwarf star shone. The sudden silence felt almost surreal. Checking the scanners to make sure we were alone, I glanced over my shoulder. Both Jason and Sam were buckled into their seats. Jason looked fine, but Sam’s face was pale and tight with pain.

“We’re clear,” I announced, and Jason threw off his belts and rushed over to check on Sam.

“How’re you doing, buddy?” Jason asked.

Sam cussed. “Threw it out. Not the first time.”

“How do we get it back in?” I asked.

“I know how,” Jason said as he started running his fingers along Sam’s bicep and shoulder.

“Good,” I said. “I’ll set up a jump to the Gathara system to grab the bomb. But I’ll wait until Sam’s stabilized before⁠—”

Sam bellowed in pain and shoved Jason back. Sam pulled himself into a fetal position, cradling his arm and taking clipped breaths.

Jason took a couple of steps back, not taking his eyes off his friend. “Sam?”

After a long moment, Sam glared at Jason. “I thought you said you knew how to reset a shoulder.”

Jason shrugged. “I’ve seen it done. You just yank on it.”

I had no medical knowledge, and even I knew there had to be more to it than that.

Sam’s upper lip curled as he snarled. “I’m going to kill you.”

Jason held up his hands in surrender. “It’s back in place, right? So I fixed it.”

Sam’s glare didn’t leave for a long time before he finally relented. “Whatever. Just help me to my bunk.”

I turned my attention back to the ship. Sam had already identified coordinates in the Gathara system, but tiny adjustments needed to be made down to the final seconds before creating a tunnel. After opening tunnels back-to-back, I decided to give the ship more time to recuperate. It was a piece of technology, true, but it was so advanced that it practically felt alive.

I began moving the data Prime Two had sent, expecting it all to pertain to the Rampage. But there were other files in there. Data pertaining to fusion… specifically the fusion between singulars and their symbionts.

My lips parted. Prime Two had never been willing to share that information before. Maybe now, we’d get a better understanding of how fusion worked, and perhaps even something that could shed light on why Gray had fused all of itself into three bioforms.

I pinged Prime Two, but didn’t get a response. It could’ve been ignoring us, but I didn’t think that was it. The Rampage had fired again. Prime Two was gone.


THIRTY-FOUR


It took us less than a day to retrieve the dark matter bomb, and when I examined it, I was more certain than ever about how to activate it. The knowledge was bittersweet. It was necessary, but the cost was painfully high. A selfish part of me wished that someone had stolen the bomb, but it was in the cubby hole exactly where we’d left it.

From there, we caught up to the Raptor fleet, which had been making jumps since we left, guided by a gray ship leading them one system at a time. Unlike gray ships, their limited technology could only achieve leaping a single star system at a time. As soon as we arrived, a speck among thousands of larger ships, the other gray ship blinked away.

“Thanks for the help,” I said drily. But at least they’d saved us a couple of weeks of tedious jumps.

With five weeks to go.

Five weeks was the shortest path to the Rampage system that evaded all known Rampage spies. While we journeyed, a Rampage ship could arrive at any moment in the Sol system and wipe out humanity. The symbionts there—Michael and Julie, specifically—fed us daily updates so we wouldn’t stress too much. Everything was clear… so far. And we stressed.

In between jumps, we coordinated the attack plan with Qu-Tok-uk and her captains. We quickly learned that Raptors don’t do “complicated.” When they struck Earth, they hit everything in one day because they couldn’t count on their ships fighting alongside each other longer than that without infighting. Evidently, male Raptors were prone to competitive streaks coupled with a hefty dose of possessiveness.

I was surprised they all still seemed fully committed, though the Rampage had destroyed their home world, and they were practically drooling over the loot they expected to pick off the Rampage they killed.

As part of the planning, they demanded we show them their new world, and we had. It was one of Prime Two’s final data uploads, and the system was perfect. It contained not one but two worlds capable of sustaining Raptor life. We were careful not to provide coordinates, let alone which galaxy it was located in—not that they could get there without us. And for the icing on the cake, we offered to jump them there, a hundred ships at a time. It would take months, but they’d get there much faster than jumping system by system with their own technology constraints.

They made sure we had a backup plan in case we were killed in the battle, and a gray ship—the same guide who’d launched them on the mission—was already parked at their new home, willing to share their quantum signature the moment our ship’s signal went dead.

Even with everything we promised, I wondered how many ships we’d lose the closer we got to the Rampage home system. I wouldn’t blame them. Going against the Rampage was suicide; at least, it would be for us.
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We launched the attack at the Raptors’ “lucky hour,” which translated to approximately one hour before lunch in Earth time. First lunch, anyway. Raptors had seven meals a day. If we had real food instead of meal bars, I’d vote for more meals too.

We emerged in the Rampage’s home system to find no fewer than fifty massive Rampage ships stationed outside the orbit of their planet—a world that looked like a dead rock with no signs of life. We had ten seconds before the Raptor fleet could jump. It was the longest ten seconds of our lives. Sam was at the flight controls, as usual, but we all remained frozen. Would the Raptors follow? Or were we about to face the planet-killers standing between us and their home world on our own?

I joined Sam at the flight deck, buckling in. I pulled off my glove and tucked it into my belt before sliding my bare hand into the interface pad, instantly feeling the connection.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready,” I replied.

Jason counted down for us. “Ten… nine… eight…”

We’d jumped as close to the planet as we could, but not as close as we’d have liked. Scattered around the system were quantum disruptors that the Coalition analyzed as being designed to destabilize quantum tunnels, but they hadn’t prevented our arrival. Maybe they were designed to prevent Rampage ships from jumping in so close to the planet. With their large size, emerging from a tunnel caused ripples through whatever system they jumped into.

The massive ships protecting the world hadn’t moved yet, but they were like the Titanic. Even the smallest of movements required significant energy. The constant bolts of lightning that crossed through each “donut hull” grew in intensity, the only indicator that the ships were doing something. Beyond them, I could see the desolate red rock that had once been a water world. It was still too far away to see the temple we sought, but we had its coordinates mapped into our system.

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” Sam muttered as the seconds dragged out.

“Five… four… three.” Jason’s countdown sounded through our helmet speakers. We already wore our suits in the event of a hull breach—the chance of which had just increased exponentially—as well as for our real mission: the planet beyond the front lines.

Doors on the large ships opened, and millions of attack drones in the shape of large hermit crabs shot out. The archivist had given us plenty of details on these vicious bastards. The size of walruses, they were large enough to carry serious laser cutters but small enough to be difficult targets. Their legs could latch onto nearly any surface, and their hard shells could deflect most anything that wasn’t a direct hit.

“One. Any time now, buddies,” Jason pleaded.

Twinkles of warped light lit up the space around us, each dot of light a Raptor ship. There couldn’t have been many who didn’t make the last jump because the fleet that arrived was a proper showing against the massive black ships standing between us and the planet.

I sighed. “They came.”

“You didn’t think they would?” Sam asked, even though I’d felt his fear when we made this final jump. He was as anxious as Jason and me—he was just better at hiding it.

“Focus, Sam,” Jason warned. “We’ve got a murder-crab heading our way.”

Sam jerked. “Where? Oh, crap, I didn’t see it. Sneaky buggers. The scans barely pick them up.”

We’d decelerated enough that he changed directions smoothly and quickly, diving between two Raptor ships before tucking behind a third. Proximity alerts sounded through the ship—audible alarms were something I added so we could better track the ship’s systems. I silenced the alarms and then proceeded to monitor the scans for the nearest crabs, prioritizing them for Sam to shoot with our laser cutter. He fired as quickly as I lined them up.

“You two look like you’ve got this under control. I think I’ll go take a nap,” Jason said drily. His job would begin if—or when—one of those crabs cut through our hull. He had every firefly drone on board and primed for autonomous control. Their directive: attack anything Rampage-designed. Prime Two had given us one hundred and eleven additional firefly drones since it wouldn’t need them much longer, and the Coalition was oddly obsessed with the number eleven. Our ceiling storage was packed; otherwise, we would’ve asked for more.

Outside, the crabs and Raptor ships were colliding. Railguns blasted attack drones, but more than enough crabs were getting through. As soon as a crab latched onto a Raptor ship, it began cutting the hull with a bright yellow laser.

The Rampage were too close to the planet to fire their superweapons. That kind of energy release would cause earthquakes. Since the Rampage was forced to fight only with their attack drones, the fight was more evenly matched despite the fact that, from a distance, the Raptors looked like mosquitoes waging war against elephants.

The movies made space battles seem to be won or lost in a few minutes, but we’d learned during the war with the Raptors that battles could last for days, sometimes weeks. Space was a big place, and ships were constantly maneuvering, which required their adversaries to maneuver. It was only the sneak attacks and superweapons that caused battles to end swiftly.

Outside, a Raptor ship with several dozen crabs attached to it was accelerating toward the nearest planet-killer, firing its railgun nonstop at the behemoth. I could see flames through its windows and realized at least one drone must’ve already broken through. It put its battering ram to good use that day. It plowed into the Rampage ship, exploding from the bow to its stern upon collision in a blast so big that they must’ve had an impressive number of explosives on board. Raptor-built ship hulls weren’t as strong as Rampage-built ship hulls, but the section had taken too much abuse from the railgun and the explosion caused by the collision tore open a hole several hundred feet wide. As space doused the flames, it also sucked out the water that had filled that corridor. In the aftermath, debris along with several cybernetic anglerfish the size of great white sharks floated lifelessly in space.

“Yes!” Jason cheered. “Score one for the birds.”

While seeing that the Raptors could damage the planet-killers, the hole left was no more than a pimple on the massive vessel. How many more Raptors would have to sacrifice themselves just to take down a single enemy ship?

I found out in the next few seconds as dozens of Raptor ships, all sharing the same red markings as the dive bomber, focused their firepower on the ship’s compromised section. The bombardment tore the hole wider until an entire section of the Rampage vessel broke away. Crabs flew toward the attackers, but they weren’t fast enough. More Raptor ships joined in then, and the barrage of hellfire caused explosions to cycle through the planet-killer until it completely crumbled and broke apart. The water that had coursed through the ship floated in chunks, along with debris and bodies.

My mouth gaped. “Wow.” I hadn’t thought it was possible to take out a planet-killer without a super weapon. The Raptors just proved me wrong. Even with the crabs cutting through their hulls, the ships peeled away to go after their next target. No wonder humans had fallen to the Raptors so quickly. They existed for war.

“I think they just shouted a collective ‘payback!’” Jason exclaimed.

The system pinged me, and I noticed a crab had made it through Sam’s defenses.

“Jason, we’ve got incoming,” I announced. “It’s going to—scratch that—it’s on the belly.”

Jason rubbed his hands together and gave an evil laugh. “My turn.”

He sent out fireflies. Crabs had extremely strong shells, but the armor didn’t cover every part of them. Fireflies were small enough that they could pinpoint the weaknesses—the crab’s legs, laser gun, cameras, and microphones. One screen showed three firefly drones attacking, focusing on a single leg. The crab ignored them, its priority to cut through the hull. By the time it realized the threat, Jason’s drones had cut through the leg and all three grabbed onto the joint, sticking their stingers inside the opening and firing.

The crab’s red-lit cameras went dark. It remained attached to the hull, a lifeless piece of junk.

“Nice work, Jason,” Sam said.

“It wasn’t all me,” Jason replied, his eyes still fully silver as he remained connected to the fireflies. “The autonomous programming I’ve been working on did most of it.”

“Well, keep it up,” I said. “Because we’ve got more coming in. A lot more.” An arrow of crabs came straight for us. I lined them up for Sam to fire, but instead, he corkscrewed us away. Even with the safety belts Jason made for the control deck, I was jostled to the point of feeling the sharp twists in my neck.

“Hold on tight,” Sam said after the fact. “I’ve found us a shot through.”

I frowned as I looked at the screen. It was filled with crabs, Raptors, debris, and Rampage ships. “You do?”

He gave a crooked grin. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Oh,” I said, already not liking it.

He twisted through the crabs, but we were bigger and they were more agile. “Jason, three more on the hull. Two on top, one at the front,” I announced.

“Leave them,” Sam said. “We’ll get them once we’re through.”

I looked ahead and saw us heading straight at a planet-killer. “Uh, through what, exactly?”

His gestured. “Through that.”

Jason sucked in a breath. “Uh, Sam, you’re not going to kamikaze that ship, are you?”

“Not exactly,” was all Sam said.

Sam accelerated, plowing through any crabs coming at us. I winced at the sound and feeling of every thump. Then I realized his plan. The planet-killer’s open center… but it wasn’t exactly open. The “donut hole” was where all the power was produced for travel—and blowing up things.

“No, Sam. We’ll get fried if we fly through there,” I said.

“Gray ships are built tough. We’ll make it,” Sam replied.

“This isn’t a Ford,” I exclaimed.

He picked up speed. I held my breath. As we passed through the center, our ship became a lightning rod to the energy being produced. Electricity sparked through the ship, and then we lost all power.
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“That’s not good,” Sam said in the dark.

“I can’t believe we’re still alive,” I said.

“Yeah, I’m a bit surprised myself,” Jason agreed.

Sam’s concern was palpable, though my dread was so strong I couldn’t feel either Sam’s or Jason’s emotions.

Jason gave a flat laugh. “Heh, heh. On the bright side, all those crabs are flying off.”

We all knew why. They didn’t see us as a threat anymore.

I was still interfaced with the ship, but it was completely dead. All I could see was Sam in the black, rushing to reboot it. The problem was, with everyone completely down, there were no menus, let alone command prompts to engage.

“Um, guys? I’m not a big fan of having no lights. Can you bring them back on?” Jason asked.

“Everything’s down,” I said. “We’re trying to get it back up.”

Jason frowned. “My bugs are still online. Must be because they’re stored in the double-walled storage area.”

“Well, aren’t you special,” Sam snapped.

Before the surge took the systems offline, we were heading straight for the red planet. With the viewscreens down, we were essentially in a windowless box. “Sam, we’re still moving forward, right?”

“Of course,” he said.

I swallowed. “What was your ETA for reaching the planet?”

He realized where I was going with the question. “Uh, three minutes.”

“And we’re already at least halfway into a minute,” I said.

“Yeah.” I saw his mind become even more frantic in the blank interface. “We need to get this back online.”

I looked at Jason. If it weren’t for our helmet lights, it would be pitch black. “Can you send a Bug to see if they can do some kind of hard reboot?”

“How can I do that?”

“I don’t know. These gray ships have to be like other Coalition tech. How do you do a hard reboot on a Bug?”

“It’s not the same thing,” Jason said.

I pointed at the blank wall where a viewscreen should be displayed. “We’re going to crash into a planet in two minutes. This is the time to give anything a shot.”

He looked from Sam to me before he realized that we were dead in the black. “Oh… yeah, let me see what I can do.”

His eyes turned silver, and he stared off. Meanwhile, Sam and I kept trying to find anything in the interface, but it was blank—not even a backup system remained on.

“Great idea, brainiac… flying us through a mega electrical outlet,” I muttered. I could feel the gravity increase as we drew closer to the planet.

“I didn’t hear you offering up any better ideas,” he snapped.

I ignored him. “Jason, any luck?”

“Shh, I’m working here,” Jason snapped.

Obviously, we were all feeling a bit peckish with the idea of facing immediate death.

At least another minute passed, and Sam and I glanced at one another, our expressions a cocktail of anxiety and hopelessness.

“I think I found something to try,” Jason mused.

“Try it!” I exclaimed, my nerves getting the better of me.

“Just give me a minute,” Jason said.

“I don’t think we have a minute,” Sam said, deadpan.

Several seconds passed, then Jason said, “Yeah, that definitely did something. There’s a light that just came on in the ship’s… heart? I don’t know what you call it. It’s not like any engine or power station I’ve seen before.”

A single light lit through the interface. I sucked in a breath.

“Got it,” Sam said in a rush. His mind dove into the system as it was booting, and I worried that he could cause damage to the ship—or his brain—but either was better than crashing. If we died here, everyone who was dying out there in battle would die in vain.

As more systems came online, I mentally dove in to prioritize the flight systems before any life support. From there, I found the communications system—it was still pulling up, but I pushed it to bring the viewscreen online.

Before us, the viewscreen lit up, lines flashing through it rather than any video feed. I feared the system was broken, but then errors and warnings began populating. I rushed through them, one at a time, at lightning speed. To speed recovery, I isolated a single screen, and the lines began morphing into solid red. Then I realized that red was the exact color of the dust covering the world. We couldn’t have been more than a quarter-mile up. “Sam!”

In a rare move, Sam instructed the ship to take independent control, and the ship pulled up mere feet from the surface. Speed coupled with increased gravity made the maneuver brutal, and even the ship shuddered. If I hadn’t been wearing a harness, I would’ve slammed into the floor. As it was, whiplash sent an arc of pain through my neck and into my head. I grew lightheaded in what had to be at least 6 G, while Sam grunted through the sudden high-G turn.

The harsh maneuver kicked up red dust, obscuring our view. As it dispersed, we leveled out and were now flying toward a mountain range. My eyes shot wide just as the ship cranked right to enter a canyon cut deep between two mountains. G-force again pushed me against the floor. The harness kept me on my feet; otherwise, there was no way I could stand through the intense maneuvering.

The ship leveled out in the canyon, making hard, tight adjustments that were even more aggressive than Sam. Behind me, Jason was muttering a prayer while Sam was raptly monitoring the flight system. The canyon continued for miles before we shot out and up into the grayish air. Once we’d climbed a few hundred feet, the ship pointed nose down and dove… and dove. I squeaked as we continued flying down to what must’ve been the deepest depths of an ocean at one time. As we neared the bottom, I saw the structure and realized where we were.

The ship slowed and settled effortlessly on the ground before a citadel of thick red stone. I expected there to be security; I expected Rampage, or at least drones. But there was nothing. The space surrounding our ship was clear and quiet.

“Hey, Sam, I think that ship can give you a run for the money when it comes to flying,” Jason bantered.

Sam flipped him off. “Yeah? Well, if we weren’t enhanced, we would’ve broken our necks during those maneuvers.”

“Good point,” Jason agreed.

I disconnected from the ship and rubbed the back of my neck. It was tender but already healing.

After a few more seconds, Sam said, “Ship’s going to go into lockdown mode until… well, it’s going to be locked down.” He disconnected slowly, giving the interface pad a longing look.

A lump formed in my gut. “I guess we’re here, so we might as well get it over with, before some crabs decide to come after us.”

Jason gave a tight nod. “You still got it?”

I patted the pouch on my belt. “I’ve got it.”

He thought for a moment. “Okay then.” He strode to the airlock.

Before I stepped into the airlock, I gave one more look around the ship—my home—imprinting this final moment in my memory. We left then, with no words said, too much left unspoken.

We exited with both blasters and tranqers, but the only drones that emerged were over a hundred fireflies that Jason activated to protect us. The drones brought a sense of life to the desolate place, and they went straight for the three crabs still stuck to our hull to cut them from the ship. One by one, the dead drones fell to the ground.

Before us, the structure was made of the same red rock as everything else. It stood at least two hundred feet high and was cut with hard lines. The stone was absolutely filled with fossils of various types of sea creatures. It was beautiful and tragic because, somehow, I knew that the creatures that made up these fossils had been intentionally killed to make these walls.

I turned away, not wanting to imagine the slaughter, and looked upward instead to see each Rampage ship a moon in the sky. I could only make out the largest Raptor ships, and glints of light—each one an explosion, representing lives lost. With how close the planet-killers were to the planet, I wondered what havoc the destruction of the one vessel had caused on the planet’s surface. Earthquakes would’ve been a given. Maybe that was why there was no one here—everyone had sought safety.

I turned back to my friends. Jason was smiling up at his fireflies, and Sam was anxiously waiting for us.

“I’m ready,” I said with a confidence I didn’t feel.

Jason was frowning. “I don’t get it. Where is everyone?”

“I’m guessing all their defenses are up there.” Sam gestured to the sky. “Maybe this place is off-limits to visitors.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

Sam then led the way, the fireflies flying above our heads. He strode to the doorway that was fifty feet high and fifty feet wide, though there were no doors.

Jason gestured to the doorway. “Don’t you think that’s a little weird? I mean, there’s a huge riot going on above our heads, and they don’t lock up the jewelry store?”

“Very odd,” Sam said.

“There are no doors,” I pointed out, having just noticed them. “They must not worry about security.”

Sam grunted. “It’s not like anyone in their right mind would come here.”

“Are you saying we’re in our left minds?” Jason said, then grimaced. “Sorry. Stress makes me say lame jokes.”

“Trust me, it’s not the stress,” I jested, needing that tiny bit of break from the seriousness of the mission at hand.

Sam was ignoring us, but I could feel the slight reduction in his stress. He went to walk through the doorway, but Jason said, “Wait!”

Sam jumped back. “What?”

“Let a firefly go first,” Jason replied. “In case it’s booby-trapped.”

Sam stepped aside and gestured.

One of the small fireflies buzzed by, disappearing into the structure. After a moment, it returned unscathed and chirped.

Jason smiled. “All clear.”

I looked at the ground. “Watch out for tripwires.”

“Remember…” Sam began. “These guys are fish. Floors wouldn’t mean much to them.”

I didn’t point out that, because they were fish, it made even more sense to booby-trap the floors since they wouldn’t have to worry about setting off their own traps.

Sam entered the structure, and we followed, but I took ginger steps.

Jason whistled lightly. “No wonder we need to detonate the you-know-what inside to play it safe. These walls must be ten feet thick.”

Other than our headlamps, the outside light was the only illumination, which we’d lose once we walked deeper inside since there were no windows. In fact, there were no signs of technology anywhere. I’d figured, for a highly advanced race, it would be high-tech. But this reminded me of ancient ruins in the deserts back on Earth.

We walked about fifty feet before we came to a second, smaller hallway to our right. Sam and I looked at Jason.

“Never fear. Jason’s fleet to the rescue,” Jason said. Two drones broke away, with one flying down the right corridor and the other straight ahead.

After a moment, Jason said, “Huh.”

“Is that a good ‘huh’ or a bad ‘huh’?” Sam asked.

“Just an interesting ‘huh,’” Jason replied. “This might be the way. Let’s check it out.”

We walked down the right corridor only about fifty feet before we came to a room that reminded me of a bus stop. Only instead of a bus running through it, parallel to the main corridor, was a long tube of water.

“It’s a walkway,” I said, then added, “A swimway, or whatever. I was wondering how they visited if this was a holy site.”

Sam looked down the tube in the direction of our ship. He pointed. “The docks are that way. I bet they transfer to this tram from the docks. It’s a regular Disney tour for genocidal fish.”

I looked at the tube toward where we needed to go, trying to see, when a single Rampage slammed into the glass between us. I gasped and jumped back. Sam and Jason rushed forward, and we all pointed our blasters at it. The fish, with a glowing “fishing rod” illicium protruding from its head, watched us. Its jaws were massive—it could break me in half and then swallow me whole. I could read fury in its bulbous eyes. It wanted to kill us.

I was thankful this structure wasn’t underwater. Otherwise, it would be a remake of Jaws, and we’d be the hapless victims.

Jason laughed, and I turned, disbelieving, to him.

He pointed at the fish. “It’s like a fish out of water. I mean, it’s still in water, but you get my point.”

I stared at the monstrosity. Glowing gems flickered across its scales, and I wondered what data it was transmitting.

Sam backed slowly away from the fish. “Either of you know if that dangly thing on its head shoots lasers or something?”

“No idea.” I also backed away slowly.

Jason brought the fireflies between us and the Rampage until we were back in the main corridor.

“All right, so that explains where all the Rampage are,” I said. “Avoid the water tubes, and we should be okay.”

“Uh-oh,” Jason began, and we turned to him. “The scout down this corridor just went offline.”

“What happened?” I asked.

He shrugged. “If I knew, I’d tell you. One minute it was there, and the next… poof, gone.”

That didn’t sound optimistic. I took a deep breath. “Well, we have to go that way anyway, so I guess we’ll find out.”

Jason must’ve felt as unnerved as I did because he put several more fireflies between us and whatever lay in the darkness ahead. As we moved deeper in the ancient structure, I looked at the walls, ceiling, and floors, but it was all solid stone worn smooth by age. I tried to imagine what it had been when water covered the world and this place. With all the fossils in the stone, life must’ve thrived here at one point. But what had destroyed the atmosphere and erased the trace of any other buildings? Had it been a natural event? War?

“This place is just an old relic,” Jason said. “I’m starting to have doubts that taking this from them would do any good.”

“Both Prime Two and the archivist sure seemed convinced this was a crucial place for the Rampage,” I countered. And I was convinced too. Maybe it was the Gray matter, or maybe I was just being overly hopeful, but my gut kept telling me this was the right place for our first strike.

“We’re here, so we keep going,” Sam said.

I jerked to a stop.

“What is it?” Sam asked.

I squinted. “The floor up ahead… it’s moving.”

Then the light of our headlamps reached the source. The floor wasn’t moving. It was covered in cockroach-drones, and they were all running toward us.
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We’d seen the Rampage’s cockroaches before in the Gathara system, but they’d already been dead. These were fully activated and moving faster than I’d thought possible for such small things.

“Jason!” Sam yelled, already raising his blaster.

“On it!” Jason yelled back.

The entire swarm of fireflies flew to meet the incoming onslaught. Each firefly had a laser and was six times the size of a roach, but I remembered stories of what the roaches had done to Gray ships and ringworlds. Once they managed to get inside, they could eat through anything. Our suits would protect us for several seconds, at most, if the roaches reached us.

While the fireflies burned lines through the horde, we fired our blasters. I had no idea how many shots they could fire, but each one electrified at least twenty roaches. The problem was, there were still hundreds of thousands behind them. One firefly went too low, and a cockroach jumped onto it, lowering it even further so that several more also jumped on, bringing the firefly to the ground, where it was swallowed by the swarm.

The roaches were climbing the walls and ceiling, dropping down on the fireflies from above.

Despite shooting nonstop, the fireflies were being overtaken. As the roaches closed the distance, the outcome seemed inevitable.

Our blasters burned out, and we swapped them for our tranqers.

Sam yelled, “Run!”

We turned to run, but the roaches had closed off the hallway behind us. There was nowhere to run. We’d killed thousands, and it had barely made a dent.

We were trapped.

I continued shooting until my tranqer quit firing, the light turning yellow. By then, the last of the fireflies had been taken down. A roach landed on my shoulder, and I slapped it off. Sam and Jason’s tranqers had died, and we were surrounded by thousands of roaches.

The mini-drones started dropping down on us, and my HUD displayed warnings of attempted breaches. I remembered back to the Gathara system, where a singular had killed the roaches by inserting a virus—the roaches operated under a hive mind—and suddenly, somewhere deep in my mind, I knew exactly what to do. Telepathically connecting with Sam and Jason previously had taken concentration, but that was because we’d been using the human parts of our brains to force the connection. When I let the Gray matter connect, it was instantaneous. I didn’t even need their permission—we were three, but we were one. With them connected, Gray took over, pulling off my right glove and grabbing the nearest roach. The silver in my hand shot tendrils into the small drone and fed the virus code stored on the singular network.

The roach bit me with its pincers, and I could feel a toxin entering my veins. The counter-virus was fire racing through my veins. When it reached my brain, I lost the ability to think. I felt my death coming, but then Sam and Jason were there, reinforcing me with their own firewalls and protections. Gathara’s singular had died installing the virus. It was alone—I wasn’t. I gritted my teeth, and reclaimed control, and then activated the virus.

The roach struggled to break free, shivered, and then died. I dropped it. The virus took hold of the hive mind. First, a foot-wide circle around the dead roach quivered and died. The circle expanded by the second, a tidal wave of death pouring outward throughout the horde.

The entire virus took less than ten seconds before every roach was dead. My human consciousness came to the forefront then, and I panted at the sudden exhaustion. My HUD blared warnings that my suit was compromised, and I realized it was because I hadn’t put my glove back on; once I did, the warnings ceased. My head burned, but it was already recovering from the roach’s counterattack.

I turned to Sam and Jason, and the silver from our connection was retracting from their eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Jason gaped, and Sam nodded dumbly.

“What was that?” Sam asked.

“We… linked,” I said, realizing how easy it had been. We could’ve done it at any time if we’d only considered our Gray matter as much a part of our consciousness as our human parts. We just let our human side get in the way. “We’re always linked,” I corrected myself.

“That was weird,” Jason said slowly. “But it also felt completely natural.”

“We’re Gray,” Sam said.

“And Gray’s us,” I added. Symbionts were merely linked with their singulars, but we were a singular—no, that wasn’t right. We were a new form of singular. Gray hadn’t killed itself fusing with us. It had evolved, and evolved us at the same time. Giving way to the Gray matter opened the floodgate of understanding. We could do everything Gray could do, but we could also do everything a human could do. We were something new.

Jason nodded. “I get it. It’s almost like Gray hit me with the world’s biggest ah-ha moment.”

“It could’ve picked a better time to show us,” Sam griped.

I agreed, but then didn’t. “We never let it before. We’d been only using the Gray matter to interface. We never let Gray come out to play.”

We eyed each other with the new understanding that changed everything we knew about ourselves. Then Sam turned to look down the dark hallway, and we all began walking together, not needing a word to be said.

The cockroaches crunched under our boots, but I found the sensation a pleasurable reminder of the odds we’d just faced… and beat.

We walked, coming across no more threats, until we noticed dim light up ahead. When we reached it, we found ourselves in a vast room as high as it was wide. The light came from orbs implanted in the stone. On the far side, I could see the water tube that passed through the room as if it were all a stage. Huge, clear, water-filled cylinders lined the walls. There must’ve been a hundred of them, each one running from floor to ceiling, and each filled with fish eggs.

Jason grunted. “I’ve never seen so much caviar in my life.”

Sam did a slow three-sixty as he took in the cylinders. “So this is where baby Rampage come from.”

I frowned, shaking my head. “But it doesn’t make sense. The Rampage became technoforms a long time ago. They can live forever too. They don’t need babies—I figured they’d replicate like the singulars do, or something like that.”

Jason cocked his head. “This could be like the seed libraries—basically an archive of what the Rampage were before they turned themselves into cyborgs.”

“Gar’ii,” Sam said. “I think that’s what they called themselves.”

The realization struck me then. “If we set off the bomb here, we’ll kill all these innocents.”

“No,” Sam said. “We set off the bomb here, and we might prevent the Rampage from making any more genocidal fish.”

“It feels wrong,” I said.

“It doesn’t feel great,” Jason said, “But I’m with Sam on this one. We’ll never beat the Rampage hitting one of their ships at a time. My gut tells me this will make a difference, though.”

My gut was telling me the same thing. I looked at the cylinders. Movement caught my eye, and I noticed several adult Rampage watching us from the water tubes. They all looked truly evil, and I knew, with every fiber of my being, that they’d destroy Earth and enjoy doing it.

I swallowed and lifted my chin. “Okay.” I pulled out the black sphere. The Rampage in the water tube began slamming into the glass. “I think they know exactly what this is,” I mused.

I looked at the sphere in my hand and took a deep breath. I began twisting the small rods so that they were all turned the correct way. The next step was to depress each manually. They wouldn’t stay depressed—it must’ve been a safety feature like the pin on a grenade.

I held it up between us. “You push⁠—”

“I know. I see it clearly now too. Must be our link,” Jason interrupted.

“I see it too.”

Sam depressed two rods, one about an inch, the other roughly two inches, and held them. Jason did the same with three rods.

Glancing back at the water tube, I noticed hairline fractures in the glass. I got down on my knees to depress the final two rods. Before I did, I looked at each of them. “I wish…”

“I know,” Sam said softly.

Jason’s eyes were wet. “This sucks.”

That made me chortle, and I nodded, tears in my eyes too. “Yeah, it does. But we’re making a difference, aren’t we?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “We’re doing the right thing.”

And then I depressed the final two rods in the right ways. I didn’t hesitate because if I did, I wasn’t sure I could go through with it.

A second passed, and the sphere vibrated. We all backed away as it rose into the air. It vibrated there and then sucked in on itself with a pop. It could’ve been mistaken for disappearing, but there was a tiny black dot that was quickly expanding.

The Rampage had quit trying to break the glass, and they floated there, staring in an expression that seemed like terror. A black blob of nothingness grew and grew. We each took steps back. I wanted to run, but it started spreading so fast, I didn’t even have a chance to turn away.

And so the three of us stood there as the dark matter exploded through us.
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The black was cold yet hot at the same time. Every nerve seemed to feel everything and then nothing. The sensations brought a flash of memories from the month we’d spent in the clump. Images of being studied and plugged into machines. Images of instructions fed into our Gray matter.

Coming here had never been our idea… we were puppets. They’d known exactly how to access our Gray matter. After all, they’d created the first singular. These Rampage—the Beholders—had broken away from their brethren when it came time to either become technoforms or remain bioforms. The Gar’ii who were beholden to their natural forms rejected the change. A civil war had ensued, and the Beholders had disappeared. The Coalition had believed they’d been exterminated by the enhanced Rampage, but they’d simply fled to rebuild… and wait for the right time to strike.

And, for them, we dropped the first bomb.

Not a bomb.

A tunnel creator. But rather than opening a quantum tunnel between star systems, it had opened a tunnel between parallel galaxies using dark matter.

As the black consumed the room, I realized I was still alive and floating in this in-between space. Everything was dark and in grayscale. Jason and Sam floated nearby, their eyes pure silver, and I knew mine must be as well to be able to see in such a foreign energy. Around us, an army was appearing, popping out of the black as if teleported here. There were Beholders, in full armored suits, floating through the black, and many other creatures. Centipedes ten feet long emerged. Sylphs and Thernex, though none of these bore the silver of being symbionts. I wondered if these were survivors of races wiped out by the Rampage… having returned as their peoples’ vengeance.

A Beholder floated toward the nearest cylinder and pressed a fin against the glass. I realized then that these eggs were theirs, that this was their holy site. The Rampage wasn’t protecting it because they found it valuable; they were standing guard to prevent the Beholders from returning home. The disruptors were preventing a tunnel from being opened outside the planet. The Beholders had just needed someone to get to the surface to activate the tunnel for them.

Dozens of soldiers strode through the area. A centipede went to the water tube and smashed it with just a single tap of one of its short legs. The Rampage inside attempted to flee, but Beholders zipped into the tubes behind them and tore them apart with metal tipped teeth.

None of the army wore spacesuits; I had no idea how they were breathing, especially when the Beholders were clearly water-based, and I knew the Thernex and Sylphs were air-based. Even then, they required different atmospheres. But here were numerous species, all moving around as if in their own natural environment.

I noticed a Beholder watching me then. It had blood dripping from its teeth. As it began swimming toward me, someone grabbed my wrist. I jerked to see Sam. He was speaking, but our helmet speakers weren’t working. Even my HUD was down. Jason was there too, and we took off running. We sprinted back through the corridor. The darkness was so thick and foggy that it was hard to make out the way, but at least we only had to go straight.

In a short minute, we were outside and running to our ship. The sphere had grown to encompass a radius of ten miles. Above our heads, aggressive ships—the likes I’d never seen before—were emerging. The long, sleek vessels moved like giant centipedes through the air. They fired blasts that were so bright I saw echoes when I blinked. Each blast tore a hole through a Rampage ship. The battle the Raptors had been fighting for hours would be over in minutes.

Sam still had my hand, and we ran to where Jason was opening the airlock. The ship was dark inside, but somehow the doors had opened for us. Sam ran to the control deck. He was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear him. He seemed frustrated, the ship not doing what he wanted.

Then I noticed the viewscreen. With the ship dead, the screen should have been blank, but it wasn’t. It showed the area just outside the ship. A Beholder floated right outside our ship, no more than a few inches from the hull. I gasped.

The tip of its illicium glowed a pale yellow, which seemed odd considering everything else was a shade of gray. Its illicium moved like a snake, and then the tip tapped against the ship. Our ship was suddenly thrust through miles of the black in a nanosecond and spat out into the space outside the planet.

We were sent tumbling. Once free of the strange “other” matter, the ship came back to life as well as our suits. Sam connected immediately and then righted the ship. Outside, the battle was ending, with the Rampage ships being decimated. Hundreds of massive, centipedal ships had emerged. The Raptor fleet was retreating—which was smart on their part—having suddenly become the smallest guy at the party.

The Raptors were jumping to the post-battle rally coordinates established during mission planning. Just before Sam made the jump, I took in the aftermath. The Rampage had undeniably and completely lost today to the Beholders and their “ghost” army. Today marked the restart of a very, very old war, and the odds weren’t looking good for the Rampage.


THIRTY-EIGHT


The Raptor memorial was surprisingly beautiful for such a violent race. Ships performed graceful aerobatics, dropping charges that sparked like short-lived firecracker displays. The ceremony continued for over an hour, with each charge representing the loss of a crew. The Raptors had suffered heavy casualties, but they had gained a new home and, more importantly, the pride of beating the Rampage on their own turf.

“Qu-Tok-uk says they’ll be ready to jump soon,” Jason said, his eyes filled with silver as he communicated with the last remaining Bug waiting on the sovereign’s ship.

I took a seat. “I’ll see about lining up the taxi service, then.” I focused on connecting to the network all singulars shared. Before yesterday, I’ve never been able to connect to the network without a boost from the ship, but now it was surprisingly easy. In my mind, I saw the galaxy of stars, each light representing a singular. I was pinged almost immediately.

“Gray?” They’d actually used Gray’s formal name, but my mind translated it immediately to what was familiar.

How did I answer that? I considered for a moment and then replied truthfully, “Yes.”

I proceeded to share my memories of the battle. Shock rose across the network. Singulars may be pacifists, but I could feel the sense of triumph and pleasure at the result of the battle. I was bombarded with questions that I wasn’t interested in answering. Instead, I stated my needs and then dropped the connection.

I blinked back to my body.

“How’d it go?” Sam asked from his chair, taking a break.

“They’re coming. They should begin arriving any—oh, and there they are.” Outside, gray ships began popping into the system.

“Great!” Jason rubbed his hands together. “I’ll let Qu know that we’ll take her ship right after the memorial, first-class service all the way, while the other gray ships will make sure the rest of her fleet gets there.”

Sam pushed to his feet. “I guess I’d better get the jump ready, then.”

I leaned back, closed my eyes, and relaxed. A few minutes later, I was pulled from my power nap.

“I was thinking about something,” Jason said.

I opened my eyes. He was looking at the viewscreen.

“It’s about all that dark matter. I’ve been pulling everything Gray knows about it, and I think it behaves in a weird way that makes all the tech only seem like it’s not working. So, like when we were in that smog, I thought my suit had died, which meant I was going to die, but I think I just couldn’t see my HUD. Same with the ship. That’s how we were able to board. The ship was working—we just couldn’t see it working. You know, if the ghost army can use that dark matter in a lot of battles, it’s really going to screw with the Rampage since they’re basically cyborgs.”

I bit my lower lip. “Gray was still functioning. That’s how we could see.”

He shrugged. “I’m still working the kinks out of my theory.”

“It’s a good theory,” I said.

A few minutes later, Sam announced, “Ready?”

And we delivered the Raptors to their new home.
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Two months later.

We passed through the airlocks of the old Starliner Corporation mining facility on an asteroid in the inner belt. I glanced at the jagged rock that made up the narrow hallway. Conduit ran along the inner walls on both sides, and lights hung from cables running along the ceiling. The technology was old, and the halls were dusty, but the air was breathable and warm enough.

“What do you think of the new place?” Michael asked, and I looked to find him and Ingrid standing at the end of the hallway, an open door behind them. Michael no longer wore braces and leaned on a single cane. “I worked here as an intern. I think I’m the last person alive who still knows about this place, what with Starliner shuttering this summer. We’ve got the place back up and running, thanks to the singulars. Probably the only fully automated mining camp in the system.”

Sam grinned and hustled ahead of us. “Not a bad place, especially since I didn’t see any Fleet riffraff in the sector,” he said and then shook Michael’s hand. “Good to see you, Commander.”

Michael grunted. “And I’ve told you a dozen times already to call me Michael. I’m retired, and I’m sure Fleet Command has no interest in reinstating me.”

“You’ll always be Commander to me.” Sam then shook Ingrid’s hand. “Good to see you too, Ingrid.”

She replied, “I hear you’ve been quite busy. A successful attack against the Rampage. New allies⁠—”

“Not allies,” I interrupted. The ghost army and we may have had the same goals on that mission, but they’d used us for their own means, plain and simple. “They’re the Rampage’s enemy.”

Ingrid’s brow perked. “But the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?”

Jason chortled. “That would make the Raptors our friends.”

Ingrid’s features soured.

“We at least have a peace treaty with them now,” Jason added. “They won’t enter the Sol system, and no one will enter their system… except for the one gray ship monitoring their system for the Rampage, of course.”

“And you believe they’ll honor the treaty?” Michael asked.

“Probably not,” Sam said. “They’ve got too many factions that don’t get along. But they’ve whetted their appetites for the Rampage now, so that should keep them busy for a while.”

“Speaking of whetting appetites,” Ingrid began. “Come. Everyone’s inside. Your timing is impeccable. Dinner is almost ready.”

“Dinner?” Jason perked up.

She smiled. “I believe tonight is pasta carbonara.”

They led us through several rooms to the cafeteria, where we found all the human symbionts except three. Odd George had never reconnected, not that we’d expected him to. But we were surprised to find that the Hassans had chosen to fly off into the sunset rather than return and reconnect with the others. Maybe, hopefully, they’d change their minds after a few centuries or so.

I found the dinner bland, thankfully. After over a year of meal bars, my taste buds didn’t need—and couldn’t handle—much flavor.

“Hey, Commander, did you reach back out to Fleet Command yet?” Sam asked with a full mouth.

Michael shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve decided to give them some time.” He smirked. “Maybe in one hundred years, they’ll be ready to embrace the concepts of the Coalition. But they’re not ready yet. Besides, Vox says that the Coalition wants that much time to pass to verify our fusions as successes. I’ve discovered long-lived races like singulars look at time very differently than we do. But in the meantime, we’ll keep busy. Our singulars want to gather samples and assess best-fit genomes for fusion.”

“You’re grabbing more test subjects?” I asked, concerned.

“No, thankfully, we just need samples. That will be easy enough to do,” he replied. “If they decide humans are a good fit, well… I guess human evolution is about to have a fork in the road.”

Jason leaned forward on his elbows. “You honestly think humans would do well as symbionts? People don’t exactly get along in the best of times.”

“We’ll see,” Michael said.

The conversation turned to lighter fare after that, and I enjoyed the casualness, something we hadn’t experienced in far too long. The people here were good people, though I didn’t see them staying together for long. While Michael and Ingrid seemed inseparable, Julie had a hunger for adventure. I expected her and Sparky to leave within the month.

Nadia would leave soon after. She still had a chip on her shoulder, and she seemed like she needed a change of scenery. I hoped that would be enough for her to be able to move forward from all the loss she’d experienced during the war.

Max had an interest in connecting with humanity. I think that stemmed from his hobby with ham radios and talking with others. Of the others, Liam, Carlos, Dmitri, and Zara were all followers rather than leaders. They’d do whatever their singulars—or Ingrid—wanted. Their love for their leader was obvious and hadn’t diminished in the months since fusion.

It was a diverse group, but they’d all taken to fusion easily… almost too easily. A part of me wondered if, when the Coalition seeded worlds, that they tweaked the seeds in some way to make life-forms favorable to fusion. Then I wondered about something else… did the Coalition seed galaxies purely to birth potential symbionts rather than their PR campaign of expanding life across the universe?

“…and with all the work we have planned here, we could use all the help we can get,” Michael was saying, and my attention was pulled back to the conversation. “So how about it? You three want to stay here for a while? We can do some good here in Sol.”

I glanced at Sam and Jason. We read each other’s emotions as easily as if they were our own.

Sam spoke for us. “Thanks for the offer, Commander, but the Rampage’s oldest enemy is back and just restarted their war with a hell of a bang. We’re going to go and see what we can learn about them and what it means to all of us.”

Michael gave a knowing nod. “I understand. But know that this camp will always be safe for our kind. I’ll make sure of it.”

By our kind, I knew he didn’t mean human. How quickly someone can change in how they identify themselves. We enjoyed the night with them, drinking real whiskey for once, and departed the next morning.

“Which system should we start with?” Sam asked as he walked up to the control deck.

Something caught my eye, and I walked over to the shelf and picked it up. “Uh, guys?”

They looked, and I held it up.

Jason stared, flabbergasted. “Is that what I think it is?”

I nodded. It was another dark matter sphere, identical to the one we activated on the Rampage home world.

“That was not there when we docked,” Sam said.

“I know,” I said.

Sam scowled. “That means someone snuck onboard and placed it there.”

Jason scowled. “You don’t think one of the symbionts⁠—”

“Of course not,” Sam said. “I think some Beholder popped in here and put it there.”

“But why?” I asked.

Sam set his jaw hard. “Let’s find out.”
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We hope you enjoyed the Redline Corps series!

If you liked this series, you'll love Rachel Aukes's Waymaker Wars trilogy!
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING VANGUARD


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Vanguard to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great sci-fi books?

Check out our new releases!
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A Fragile Alliance. A Stolen Weapon. Humanity's future rests on one man's fractured soul. Special Forces operator Matt Whitaker survived the Oniki War — but only just. Now the war is over, and a tenuous peace has been struck. When weapons plans are stolen from an Oniki shipyard and all evidence points to human involvement, tensions flare, threatening that hard-won peace. Whitaker is the only person with the knowledge and experience to uncover the truth. Still recovering from his injuries, he is forced to face his demons, and charge back into the fray. His orders are clear: uncover the truth and exonerate humanity. But the mission unearths more than just stolen plans, and what Whitaker discovers is worse than anyone could have imagined. Now, the fate of both civilizations rests on his shoulders… and time is running out. Can one soldier save humanity from a second, and final, war?


GET BATTLEFIELD DIPLOMACY NOW!
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Fleet Officer by day. Smuggler by night. Only he can save Saturn Station. A junior intelligence officer in the Martian Combined Fleet, Radrick Siegn supplements his meager pay by smuggling contraband from Saturn to Mars. Someday, he’ll buy his own ship and escape the Fleet forever. But his captain has other plans for him. A tanker pilot has been murdered on Saturn Station. It’s up to Siegn to salvage the honor of the Fleet by finding the killer … before they kill again. The investigation plunges Siegn into the seedy underworld of Saturn Station, where he learns this was no ordinary killing. Malevolent powers are plotting a future for Mars that will not involve humanity. They think no one can stop them, but they never counted on facing an agent like Siegn. He knows the dark side of the solar system as well as they do and can put a cyborg in a rear, naked choke hold. Oh, and he plays Chopin beautifully. Experience this pulse-pounding science fiction thriller from Felix R Savage, NYT Bestseller author of Eighth Continent and Earth's Last Gambit. Filled with mystery, realistic action, detailed world building and Savage's patented wit, it's perfect for fans of JN Chaney, John Scalzi, and David Weber!


GET The Ghost of Saturn NOW!
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For all our science fiction books, visit our website.
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