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BESIEGED


be-sieged

(adjective)

Surrounded by hostile forces.


ONE


Convincing your crewmate to get injected with alien nanites isn’t something you do every day.

“Aw, c’mon, Jason, it hurts for only three seconds, tops. Quit whining. Remember, pain is temporary, but pride is forever,” Sam Carter said as Jason fidgeted in front of the gray ship’s 3D printer, a large, four-foot-wide black box that went from floor to ceiling.

Jason Rodriguez glanced at me as if I could give him the courage he needed. “Liv?”

I nodded. “Three seconds, tops.” More like three minutes, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.

“Okay, three seconds I can handle. But how about the never-ending tingles you two always yammer about?” he asked.

I shrugged. “You get used to them.” You don’t. No less than a dozen times a day, I noticed the weird sensation of whatever unnatural thing was now flowing through Sam’s and veins and mine, like tiny worms swimming in my blood. It gave me the heebie-jeebies every time, and just thinking about what’s inside me is enough to make me shiver. At least the stuff hadn’t hurt me or even made me sick, so it couldn’t mean to do harm, right? That’s what I tried to convince myself. In reality, I felt like I was one of those scantily clad girls in those horror movies—the ones who scream all the time right before they die in some horrific way. Only I’m not a screamer, and I keep my clothes on.

“Listen, Jason,” Sam began. “I’m tired of trying to read your mind about what you want printed, and then you’re never happy about what you get. I’m not doing it anymore. C’mon dude, just interface with the ship already.”

Jason scowled and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, well, maybe unlike you, I’m not a big fan of having alien goo inside my brain. I happen to rely on my brain, thank you very much.”

I wasn’t a fan of the goo either, but it was the only way we could interface with the ship. No goo, no interface. “It’s not like the ship’s always connected to us. It’s only when we touch the interface pads.”

He raised a brow. “You sure about that?”

No, I wasn’t, and I was also a lousy liar, so I said instead, “Look at it this way. It’s been over three months since Sam and I interfaced, and nothing bad has happened to either of us. Besides, we’re going to be spending the rest of our lives on this ship, so we might as well make the most of it. Right?”

His eyes flashed from mine to Sam’s. “Fine, whatever, let’s all be screwed together.”

He spun back to the ship’s printer and pressed both palms against the machine’s black touchpad. We all stood around while nothing happened.

He sighed. “Nothing’s happening.”

“You gotta relax, buddy. The first time takes a while,” Sam said.

“You have to let it in,” I added. If there was an easier way to explain it, I would’ve done it. The first time I used the black interface pad, I’d felt a hint of the ship nudging my thoughts, as though the computer was asking to be let in. I’d opened my mind to it as much as I could, and it had taken over from there, injecting a silver goo that served as a conduit for our communications. Would I prefer not to have weird goo swimming around inside me? Heck, yeah. But since we were stuck on this ship with no other options, having it so I could use the ship’s printer and command deck was a much better alternative than sitting on my thumbs and waiting to die.

“I’m trying,” he said.

“Then try harder,” Sam countered.

“Just close your eyes and listen with your mind,” I offered. “Think of it like meditating, except instead of focusing on your breathing, you’re focusing on the ship. You’ll feel it soon enough.”

His shoulders relaxed over the span of several seconds until he eventually cocked his head as the black pad softened to a gel. “Oh, hey, I think it’s working.” His hands sank into the pad as though swallowed by tar. “Here goes nothing.” He frowned. “I don’t think it’s work—yowza! That really hurts!”

“Just give it time,” I said, thinking he might try to pull away, not that the gray ship would let him pull away. Once the connection started, there was no going back. Right now, the ship would’ve shackled Jason’s hands to do its thing. At least that’s what it did to Sam and me when we first connected.

Jason continued to cuss and complain. “You said three seconds!” His voice had gone up an octave.

“Give or take,” Sam replied.

We still had no clue how the ship functioned. Instead of using words, it conveyed everything in images and numbers. It treated our commands more like suggestions, which meant that it was in control no matter how hard we tried to tell it differently.

The ship was designed brilliantly: simple and plain to the point of utilitarian. Its hull was smoothly elliptical and shaped exactly like a classic UFO, which made me wonder if gray ships had visited Earth more than once in humanity’s past. I was the first to “fly” it, though I admit that all I did was think of what I wanted, and it did the rest. I’d accidentally brought us to an inhabited system. Not a good thing when we were playing pied piper to the entire enemy fleet of Raptors coming in hot on our trail. Luckily for the system’s local inhabitants, Sam had taken the controls and managed to jump us to an uninhabited system with a massive black hole that obliterated the Raptor fleet and nearly tore us apart in the process. The ship took over after that and jumped us to a safe system, though it definitely wasn’t uninhabited.

The huge Dyson sphere surrounding the star gave that away.

We’d been flying directly toward it ever since, despite our attempts to change course. The sphere seemed to be comprised of the same gray composite metal as the ship we flew in, which gave us the feeling that it was coming home.

Nothing ominous about that.

We’ve been flying toward that sphere for three months. It seemed a little odd for a ship that can create a quantum tunnel—a wormhole, basically, or what Raptors called wormways—and jump across entire star systems. My guess was the technology enabled interstellar jumps but not intrastellar jumps. Too short of a distance for bending space. But that’s just a guess—I’m a journalist, not an astrophysicist, which means that I have the curiosity but not the brains or education to figure out how quantum tunnels worked.

The Dyson sphere now dominated the viewscreen, a colossal gray orb surrounded by two artificial, rotating gray rings. The rings intersected each other, reminding me of those oversimplified drawings of nuclear fission. Starlight peeked through slits and gaps in the sphere, revealing the star inside to be both redder and smaller than Earth’s sun. With how little light escaped the sphere, any life on nearby planets had likely frozen to extinction eons ago.

“Okay, it’s not hurting anymore,” Jason said. “It finally quit stabbing me. Three seconds, my ass. Stupid, sadistic ship.” He shivered. “Boy, that feels weird with how that goo climbs up into your brain. Kind of cold and thick like there’s a jellyfish swimming around inside me.” With the ship finished, Jason could now pull his hands free from the black gel that had gripped him, and the pad solidified into a black rubberized surface again. He stared at his palms, then held them up for us to see. “The ship’s freaking inside me.”

On each of his palms was a perfect circle of silver dots. Sam and I had the same dots on our palms, and whatever the gray ship had injected into us, it was there to stay. The dots hadn’t dissolved or changed in three months since first interfacing with the ship. The dots weren’t hard like the silver metal they resembled—in fact, they felt no different than normal skin. It would be one thing to have a simple implant on our palms to enable an interface, but there was more to it than that, because whenever we physically connected with the gray ship, our pupils filled with silver too. So whatever the ship injected us with, it was in our heads and probably everywhere else inside our bodies.

Sam scowled. “C’mon, Jason. You make it sound like you’re screwing the ship.”

“More like the other way around. I’m the one who just got screwed,” Jason countered.

“If that’s how you want to think about it, that’s your prerogative, but I need to point out that you pulled out too soon. You gotta at least test the interface to make sure it works,” Sam said.

“Oh, yeah.” Jason rubbed his hands together in anticipation before placing them back on the printer’s touchpad. “All right, moment of truth. Let’s see if this crap really works.” After a moment, the black softened again and his hands slid into the goo. Sam and I both watched as silver filled Jason’s eyes.

The ship had two interface points: at the ship’s command deck for interfacing with the ship’s central intelligence and at the printer to produce whatever we needed for our basic needs. There might be another interface somewhere on the ship we couldn’t access, since the crew habitat we were restricted to consumed less than a third of the ship’s overall height.

The ship was a round, gray room about a shuttle’s length in diameter with the printer in the center. The walls were bare, deep shelves with the lower parts of the walls being storage containers. It reminded me of a research lab with a bunch of collection containers. When we’d first boarded the ship, it had no seats, beds, sink, or even a toilet. What the ship didn’t magically build for us, we used the printer for.

The printer covered all our basic necessities. It could make meal bars and water. But it couldn’t create everything we imagined, and we imagined a lot. Like, it couldn’t print a pizza and refused to print weapons, but at least it could print food and blankets. There was a learning curve to working with the ship’s components. The first blanket I printed was barely big enough to cover a Barbie doll. I quickly learned to think very precisely.

Despite asking for different food options—and we asked for a lot of different foods—the printer automatically popped out the same dull-flavored three meal bars five times a day, with Sam and Jason getting larger bars, and me getting a slightly smaller one. We never ordered the bars; the ship having already decided what we needed to survive. And since we’d survived on those bars for over three months, they must’ve provided everything our bodies needed—even magically eliminating the need to brush our teeth—just not the flavors and variety of textures we craved. I’d kill both my crewmates for a beer and a cheeseburger right now.

Jason’s eyes returned to normal, and he was released from the interface. He stepped back as the printer whirred to life. We didn’t understand how the printer worked, only that it was faster than any 3D printer back on Earth and could print anything from food to metals—without us ever adding material. The black machine rumbled smoothly before ejecting a single item into the output crate. Grinning, Jason held up a small metal coil with a black handle.

“What in the world is that?” I asked.

He gestured at the newly printed item. “This, my dear Liv, is a heating coil—or at least I hope it’s a heating coil. Aren’t you tired of not having any hot water?”

“How’s it work?” Sam asked.

“Simple. You just stick it in the sink or a cup, and it’ll heat the water. The metal reacts with water by vibrating. The more vibrating, the hotter the water. At least that’s what I envisioned. I saw a type of A-gen metal do that back on Earth, so I figured Gray would understand what I wanted.”

I balked. “We’ve gone three months without hot water, and you could’ve asked the ship to make this at any time?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t know how to explain it so that you’d understand.”

“You could’ve just interfaced with the ship when we did,” Sam said.

“I wanted to make sure you weren’t going to turn into zombies.”

“We’d probably turn into cybernetic organisms rather than zombies based on what it injected us with. You know, like Terminators,” I said.

Jason considered, then nodded. “You’re probably right. And a Terminator’s a lot scarier than a zombie.” He stood straighter and then said with his best Arnold Schwarzenegger impression, “I’ll be back.”

He walked over to the sink on the far wall and filled the basin with water. I hustled over to watch him slip the metal end of the coil into the water (there’s not a lot of entertainment options available on a tiny ship). Sam joined us.

The sink provided unlimited water, but it didn’t taste the greatest. It had an almost carbonated, sparkling consistency. The coil made no sound but was clearly vibrating, sending ripples out across the water’s surface.

“How do you know it’s working?” Sam asked.

“Dip your finger in and find out,” Jason said.

Sam almost did, then stopped himself. “I’m not putting my finger in there. What if that metal thing electrocutes me?”

“That’s a definite possibility,” Jason said.

After several more seconds, Jason lifted the coil from the water and dipped his finger in the water. He shot us a wide grin. “It’s warm!”

We dipped our own fingers, and I found the water to be very warm, almost hot.

I slid my entire hand in to luxuriate in the sensation.

“Now that we have a way to make hot water, how about you look into building a shower for us, space janitor. I’m tired of taking cold birdy baths,” Sam said.

Jason shrugged. “I’d say we sleep on it. Maybe Gray will get the idea and magically build us a shower tonight. That seems to be its M.O.” He glanced upward. “How about it, Gray? Build us a shower with nice, warm water?”

When we’d first come on board, the ship interior was devoid of anything save for the 3D printer and the standing command deck platform. Within the first minutes, we had a survivable atmosphere, temperature, and gravity, enough so that we no longer needed our spacesuits. We hadn’t expected to live that long. Our mission had been to fly the mysterious ship and pull the Raptor fleet out of our solar system via a quantum tunnel. Mission accomplished, we could never return home, since the ship we were flying in served as a beacon for Raptors to jump to. If we returned to Sol, the Raptors could follow us there, and they’d already killed billions. We weren’t going to be responsible for humanity’s extinction, especially since we’d already nearly lost our lives saving it once already.

And so we were orphans… orphans on board a really cool alien ship.

Where the Raptors seemed to exist for the thrill of murdering and pillaging—basically, space Vikings—none of us had a clue about who built the gray ship. I’d interfaced with the gray ship several times to ask about its history, and it revealed nothing. Evidently, not just humans have a penchant for secrets.

“By the way, why do you call it ‘Gray?’” Sam asked.

“You two call it ‘the ship,’ but I think the ship is just the singular’s body, like our bodies are to us, where Gray is its mind, soul, whatever,” Jason answered.

“You can’t separate us from our bodies,” I said.

“I know, but we call each other by name. We don’t call each other ‘the body.’”

“You’re splitting hairs, Jason,” I said.

“No, I’m being as accurate as possible.”

I shrugged. “Okay, I’ll call the ship Gray from here on out. Sam will too, right, Sam?”

“Sure, whatever.”

“Thanks. I think Gray appreciates it.” Jason crossed his arms over his chest, satisfied.

And so the ship became the fourth crew member, which made sense. It did as much—more really—than the rest of us. After Sam sent the Raptor fleet into a black hole, we had nothing left to do except fall asleep and wait to die from dehydration. But lo and behold, we awoke the next morning to discover Gray had built both a toilet and a sink for us. It was like Christmas times a thousand. With a sink, we were going to survive. With a toilet, we were going to survive without dysentery or living in raw sewage.

On the second morning, we awoke to find bunk beds built into a wall that had been open shelving before. That, too, was like Christmas morning, as the floors were terribly hard. On the third morning, we found a recycling/garbage bin which came in handy since there was a big learning curve in thinking what we wanted and the printer creating it.

The ship built all these things so quietly that none of us awoke. Or the more likely explanation was that Gray pumped a sedative through the air or put it in our meal bars, so we were unconscious while it worked, and that idea kept me awake on more than one occasion. We had no clocks—our armlets quit working once we were on board—so we had no way to tell day from night, let alone what day it was. The ship’s lighting brightened and dimmed to some circadian clock that felt like an Earth day to us, but for all we knew, what felt like a good night’s rest was a week of sedation.

Why Gray reconfigured its interior only while we slept, instead of when we were awake, gave me the feeling that if I watched how the ship worked, I might get a little (okay, a lot) freaked out. Since the gray ship seemed to constantly adapt to having us on board, it was safe to assume that it didn’t want us to die. As to why, though, none of us could figure it out, and we talked about it a lot, especially since there wasn’t much we could do about being passengers without access to anything but two interface pads and a small, open living space.

Maybe Gray kept us alive as a way of thanking us for flying it after the millennia it had sat on one of Jupiter’s moons. But I’m not so sure it needed our help to fly. It seemed to be doing just fine on its own.

Or maybe it wasn’t keeping us alive out of graciousness. I glanced at the Dyson sphere. Maybe it had entirely different plans for its three guinea pigs trapped on board. I had a sinking feeling that whatever its plans, they didn’t bode well for us.

Three humans brought to a star system that might not even be in the Milky Way Galaxy? Jason had it right.

We were screwed.


TWO


I woke up the next morning thoroughly disappointed: no new shower.

It was maddening that Gray only seemed to help with what it deemed we needed for survival. Evidently, a shower was a luxury it didn’t find important. It was hard enough to keep our spirits up while confined to a space not much bigger than a living room and with fewer amenities than a prison cell. On most days, it even felt like the ship was our jailer since it arbitrarily decided what we could and couldn’t have and where we could and couldn’t go.

The three of us brainstormed, and Jason came up with a simple camping shower design. It wasn’t perfect, but it was miles better than nothing. It consisted of a large bag with an on-off spray handle that could be filled with water from the sink. The shower itself would be a modular plastic-like enclosure that would collect the gray water that could then be dumped down the sink since we had no idea on how to tap into the plumbing on the alien ship.

I had to give Jason credit—he was the best ship engineer I’d ever worked with. He was also the only ship engineer I’d ever worked with, but I still liked to think he’s better than most.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Sam stepping down from the platform we called the command deck. It was the only workstation where we could communicate with Gray. The command deck was simply a three-foot-wide circular portion of floor that sat an inch higher than the surrounding area. At the front edge of the platform rose a column roughly a foot wide and four feet up from the floor. Both the floor and the top of the column were the same flat-black material. The command deck was directly opposite the airlock, and a viewscreen filled the ten-foot section of the deck, so we called it the front of the ship even though the ship was perfectly round.

Sam had been there, interfaced, since breakfast. As a pilot, he spent most of his free time connected to Gray, even though the ship never actually let him fly it.

He was frowning, so I asked, “What’s wrong?”

“We covered a lot more distance than we should have by now. I thought we still had a few weeks yet, but we’re coming up on the Dyson sphere today. Makes me wonder if we slept through another one of those long nights,” he said, using air quotes.

I stared at the viewscreen, now filled with the Dyson sphere before us, my heart pounding. The sheer size of it was overwhelming, and the thought of what awaited inside made my skin crawl.

“You think Gray pulled its voodoo and zonked us out again?” Jason asked.

“Maybe, probably,” Sam answered. “And before you ask, yes, I tried to change course again, and no, the ship refused to listen to me again.”

“Gray,” Jason said.

Sam’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“The ship’s name is Gray, remember?” Jason said.

Sam rolled his eyes.

The ship certainly had selective hearing, and it wasn’t a democracy. That was the second thing we’d learned about the gray ship. None of us wanted to fly into an ominous Dyson sphere. But the gray ship had a different opinion, and so that’s exactly where we were headed.

The first thing we’d learned about the gray ship was that it was far more intelligent than any A-gen (advanced generation) technology we’d ever encountered. It managed all ship operations without requiring any human interaction, including automatically adapting to provide us fragile humans with the necessary environment to survive aboard a clearly alien ship.

While it didn’t require interaction, it did enable a semblance of communication through the silver injection. Since the ship was obviously artificial, I figured the liquid was too—probably something like the A-gen scanner nanites injected by doctors to hunt down the source of an ailment. Only instead of being medical nanites, these were communicator nanites. Once interfaced, Gray could understand our queries and vice versa. Communication with the ship wasn’t done with words, which made sense, since Gray clearly wasn’t Earth-built. Instead, we imagined exactly what we wanted, and the ship would, via images pulled directly from our minds, translate it into its “shipspeak.”

Since Gray could communicate easily with us, it bothered me that it wouldn’t tell us anything about the sphere we were rapidly approaching. I turned with dread to the viewscreen. The sphere looked dark and threatening. Once it filled the screen, distance was tough to gauge, but we already seemed far too close. “Today already?”

He gave a tight nod, looking no more pleased about it than I was.

I couldn’t keep the fear out of my voice. “You don’t think we’re going to crash into the sphere, do you?”

“If we hit anything bigger than us at this speed, we’ll be bugs on a windshield,” Sam said.

“Thanks, Mr. Optimist,” I said dryly.

“But if we crash, it won’t be in the sphere; it’ll be in that outer ring there.” Sam pointed at the ring below center of the windows. It rotated at the speed that reminded me somewhat of Earth’s rotation: it appeared peacefully slow but was actually rotating at over sixty-seven thousand miles per hour.

Sam continued, “But I don’t think the ship—pardon me, Gray—plans to crash us into anything. We’re already decelerating, and it looks like the ship’s lined up on a curved flightpath to dock.”

I squinted at the ring. “There’s a dock on that ring?”

He gestured. “The exterior of both rings looks like it’s all docks. You don’t see them?”

I squinted at the nearest silver ring floating before us. While the sphere seemed more of a smooth gray, the rings were made of a tight honeycomb pattern. “You’re telling me every single one of those slots is a dock?”

“I’m pretty sure, yeah,” Sam answered. “My guess is those rings were ship building docks. It’s just a guess, though. This is all new to me too. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

“If that’s true, there goes my notion that those are ringworlds,” Jason said.

“Those rings could be ringworlds and manufacturing facilities. The two aren’t mutually exclusive,” I pointed out.

Sam added, “The people who built the sphere have to live somewhere, and I know I’d rather live in a ringworld than inside a ball that’s wrapped around a star. From what I could decipher from Gray’s visual chatter in the interface, I’m pretty sure each of these rings can hold a million ships or more at any given time.”

“A million?” Jason whistled. “I sure hope this isn’t the Raptors’ homeworld. Imagine a million Raptor ships.”

I shook my head, unwilling to believe it. “They didn’t build this.” The alien race of pterodactyls built their ships with unnecessary wings and their colonies to resemble nests. Everything about them conveyed their connection with birds and flight, and there was nothing birdlike about these structures.

“But we did find this ship in a Raptor nest,” Jason said.

“Maybe they’re like crows and like to collect shiny things, and this ship is definitely shiny,” I countered. That the Raptors had built a nest around this ship had revealed just how much they treasured it. Our enemy had somehow figured out how to jump to Earth’s solar system by using the gray ship to set their destination. Somehow, they needed the ship as the endpoint for where they wanted to jump.

That was why we’d had to get the gray ship out of Earth’s solar system and pull the Raptors along with us… it was also why we could never return home.

“It’s not the Raptors,” Sam said with finality, and I wondered if he was convinced or trying to convince himself. “Get your suits on. If that ring’s anything like this ship, it didn’t have our atmo.”

We donned our suits in silence, tension hanging heavy in the air. If we crashed, it’d be game over, but until then we’d cling to that quirky human emotion called hope.

I tucked my ID tags into my suit—a yellow dog tag and a black square Press tag. I still wore them out of habit—a reminder of a past life. I found myself rubbing the tags when I needed to ground myself, which had become more and more frequent lately.

Sam, leaving his helmet and gloves off, returned to the command deck and connected with Gray once he was suited up. His irises filled with silver as he interfaced. He spent several hours every day connected, while I connected for only an hour a day to see what I could learn about Gray and its makers, which wasn’t much. I also tried to figure out how to make the ship alter course. Sam had bet me that I couldn’t, which made me hell-bent on proving him wrong. I had a computer degree from Iowa State University, so I’d gone into the interfaces confident, but I’d hadn’t had any more luck than Sam at taking control of the ship… yet.

Sam had learned more about Gray because he spent exponentially more time connected than I did. But he, too, remained just a passenger, and it frustrated him. It bugged all three of us, but I handled it the best since I was used to being a passenger rather than a crew member.

Both Sam and Jason had served on the crew of Tereshkova, the transport I hitched a ride on to the front lines. I’m Liv Reyes, war correspondent in search of a story. The TL; DR (too long, didn’t read) version is: I tagged along with a flight crew assigned to board an alien ship and carry out a suicide mission. I’m the least qualified to be here—and I’ll be the first to admit I’m way out of my league—but I’d survived when the rest of the crew, aside from Sam and Jason, didn’t even make it to the gray ship. David had died even before the operation. Jess and Samantha were killed instantly, and I’d like to think Commander Chen survived his injury, but he was in the middle of Raptor country when he was shot. I’m not sure anyone lived long out here.

They say that curiosity killed the cat, but, in my experience, curiosity keeps you alive.

Once I had my spacesuit on, I took a seat so that I wouldn’t pace incessantly, and I set my helmet on my lap. I didn’t want to start using my suit’s power until I had to. Jason took a seat next to me, and we watched as the gray ship brought us closer and closer to the honeycomb docks in the nearest ring.

I glanced at Jason, who was wringing his hands. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I’m not scared. Are you scared? Well, maybe I’m a little scared. Maybe fifty percent scared and fifty percent excited. Or maybe more like sixty percent scared and forty percent excited. Maybe more like⁠—”

“I’m scared too,” I interrupted. “But this is a little exciting too, right? I mean, we’re going to be the first humans to tour an alien ringworld.”

“And hopefully, the aliens aren’t still on it, or if they are, hopefully they aren’t like Raptors and want to eat us,” he said.

I didn’t say anything to that because my brain was starting to freak out about what kind of aliens we were about to meet and what they’d do to us. I considered our options: they could kill us, torture us, run painful medical tests on us, eat us… or all the above.

I really wanted to be in another star system right now. By the expressions on Jason’s and Sam’s faces, they were thinking exactly the same thing.

As the ship decelerated, lights flickered on in a docking bay near the center of the lower ring. Each bay in the endless honeycomb seemed perfectly sized to fit a small, elliptical ship—too small for any human vessel except for a lander. As we drew closer, the sheer scale of the ring became evident—it must’ve had more surface area than Earth. It truly was a ringworld.

Tension built in my muscles, yet I found it oddly distracting that there were no signs of life. No other ships were docked or flying, and both rings were dark aside from the dock straight ahead.

I gestured nervously to the viewscreen. “Doesn’t look like a lot of activity going on out there.”

“Doesn’t mean no one’s home. There’s a reason Gray here is flying back,” Jason said. His voice was higher pitched, betraying his own taut nerves.

“Maybe it has some sort of auto-recall program that initiated once we got it up and flying again. Like a homing pigeon or something.”

“Maybe. Or maybe someone’s controlling it and piloting it from inside there.” He pointed at the ring.

I looked up at Sam. “Hey, Sam.”

It took him a moment to respond. It always did when he was interfaced. “Yeah?”

“Is Gray giving you any answers about what we’re going to find in there? Or why we’re going there?”

When we’re interfaced, we can still hear our crewmates, but they’re distant, like they’re sitting in another room and the door’s closed. I was about to repeat my question when Sam responded, “Not a peep, but trust me, I’ve asked it plenty of times. The damn thing just ignores me. It needs a course in human relations.”

Despite the adrenaline amping up my anxiety, I laughed. “Clearly, it’s not Canadian then. Otherwise, it would’ve answered our questions just to be nice.”

“That stereotype’s been thoroughly debunked. Not all Canadians are nice.” Jason pointed at Sam. “Exhibit A.”

“Good point.”

We watched as the ship angled smoothly toward the docking bay. Lights continued to flicker, causing shadows to dance across the bay.

Unease, coupled with a sense of powerlessness, made me fidget. I kept scanning the dock and its surrounding area for any sign of movement but saw nothing… or whatever was out there didn’t want to be seen. Chills ran down my spine like in a horror movie when you know something bad’s about to happen. I slid on my helmet.

In the final hundred feet, the ship spun smoothly to reverse into the honeycomb slot, as if drawn by a magnetic pull. The bay’s open-grid walls, revealing dozens more docking bays in all directions, appeared to be made of the same material as the ship. Unlike Earth-built ships, this vessel was silent—there was no engine rumble. So when docking clamps latched on with a resounding thwomp, the unexpected noise made me jump—it was the first sound we’d heard from outside the ship in over three months.

Jason and I exchanged nervous glances.

“We didn’t crash; that’s a nice surprise,” he said.

I let out a nervous laugh.

Sam stepped down from the flight controls. “Gray dropped the connection. Just before it cut me off, it I got the vibe it’s going to help us get inside. I saw us with a little drone.”

The ship’s lights blinked twice before dimming to the sleeping level glow.

“Why’d it just do that?” I blurted.

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t instill a lot of confidence,” Jason said as he donned his helmet.

“Could be switching over to station power,” Sam said. “When I learned to fly at Tarkio Station, ships always dropped into standby mode once they were connected to the station. But if that’s what’s happening here, we’re not launching without some kind of station authority.”

“Let’s hope station authority’s on our side, then,” I muttered.

The three of us turned to glance expectantly at the airlock, but no one emerged.

Sam exhaled. “I’m guessing they’re expecting us to come to them.”

Above our heads, a seamless panel opened in the ceiling—a panel so well concealed I hadn’t noticed it before—and a small drone dropped down. It reminded me of an oversized firefly. It flitted around, as if reacting to being noticed, before zipping into the airbridge where it paused like it was waiting for us.

“Hey, that’s the drone Gray showed me,” Sam said. “It’s going to help guide us.”

“It’s kind of cute,” I said, a part of me relieved to know we weren’t completely on our own.

“At least if we get lost, it can guide us back to the ship,” Jason said.

“You’re assuming they’ll let us leave,” I said, voicing my own thoughts.

Jason waved me off. “Stop that. Being a pessimist is my job.”

He had a point, but Gray brought us here despite our many attempts to veer away. While the Dyson sphere had piqued our curiosity at first, it had also stirred our suspicions and fears. Why would Gray bring us here without telling us anything about what “here” is? If they didn’t mean us harm, you’d think they’d have instructed the ship to tell us something, anything, to ease our fears. The fact that they hadn’t? That meant they didn’t care one bit whether we were afraid or not.

And that terrified me.
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The viewscreen showed the inner wall of the docking bay, smooth and gray like the ship’s hull, with a white tube extending from a round door.

“My guess is that’s an airbridge, even though we don’t need one with our suits on,” Jason said.

“I’m keeping my suit on,” Sam said without hesitation. “I doubt this ring has Earth’s atmo or gravity.”

“With how close we are to the star, I’m surprised we don’t feel more gravity,” I said.

“The ship’s compensating,” Sam explained. “I saw the numbers in its logs.”

The airlock behind us beeped and a green light displayed over the door.

I exhaled sharply. “Ready to be the first humans to step foot on an alien world, er, ringworld?”

“No,” Jason said bluntly. “But I don’t think we really have a say in this, do we?”

“Let’s just get it over with.” As our crew’s unofficial leader, Sam led us to the airlock, which was already open. The inner door at the other end of the well-lit tube stood open as well. He always exuded fearless confidence, but his smaller and lighter steps betrayed his insecurity. The tube, despite being paper thin and flexible, had a semi-rigid walkway, making it feel like we were walking across a firm mattress. Once we crossed the twenty feet or so of tubing, we entered a much larger airlock than the one on our ship, which barely fit the three of us when we squeezed together. Like ours, this airlock had no screens and no displays, just an interface port.

The door closed behind us, sealing us off from the ship and trapping us inside. Air hissed loudly as a smoky vapor filled the airlock. My HUD flashed a warning: the air outside was as hostile as the vacuum of space, and hotter. After several seconds, the hissing stopped and the vapor cleared.

We all stared at the inner airlock.

“Um, it looks like they’re expecting us to go to them,” I said.

Sam placed his gloved hands on the interface pad, but nothing happened. “I don’t think it works without skin contact, and I can’t take my gloves off in here, not unless I want to lose a hand right before dying from exposure.”

The firefly buzzed by his head, causing him to back away. It landed on the pad and inserted its stinger interface. When the pad remained lifeless, the firefly flew up to the ceiling and interfaced with a nearly hidden hole—perfectly sized for its stinger. Several seconds later, the inner airlock opened.

“I’m glad we’ve got the little guy with us,” Jason said.

Sam poked his head through the doorway, looking left and right. “Whoa.”

“What is it?” I tried to squeeze by him, but he blocked the doorway.

“I don’t think anyone’s here,” he said.

“Why do you say that?” Jason asked.

“It’s… messy. Maybe the two of you should wait here while I check it out,” Sam said.

I pressed past him and into the hallway that was lit only by our helmet lights and the firefly’s glow. The corridor was vast, with smooth, monotone walls and doors. It was larger than any human hallway would need to be, hinting at builders larger than us. The floor was covered in tiny black beetle-sized corpses.

“Eww,” I muttered.

“Told you,” Sam said.

I nudged a pile of carcasses with my toe. None moved, so I crouched to examine them more closely.

“Wow, now that’s what I call an infestation,” Jason said as he entered the hallway. “The first ship I crewed on had an infestation. You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to kill cockroaches in space. But this? A gazillion times worse. They really needed to call Orkin. No wonder there’s no one here.”

“They’re not bugs, at least not real ones.” I picked up one, pinching it between my forefinger and thumb. It resembled an ant with a hard black shell. But there was nothing biological about it. I held it out for both men to see. “They’re tiny robots.”

“More like drones, probably,” Jason said, squinting as he examined it. “Back on Tereshkova, OTIS had some drones about that size for working in deep, small spaces no one could reach.”

“Sure, I can buy that they’re drones. But there must be a billion of them, and why are they all dead?” Sam ran his foot through a pile of bug shells.

“At least there’s gravity in here. Otherwise, these things would be floating everywhere, which I admit would creep me out,” Jason said. “And the gravity feels a lot like Earth, doesn’t it?”

“It feels heavier, but maybe the ship didn’t keep our gravity at exactly 1.0,” I said.

“The gravity might be close, but my HUD says it’s cooking in here—nearly two hundred degrees. Looks like we’re not taking our suits off anytime soon,” Sam said.

“The air’s bad too,” Jason said.

“Kudos on being able to read your HUD,” Sam said.

Jason shrugged. “What, are you the only one who’s allowed to read your HUD data out loud, Captain Obvious?”

“Guys,” I admonished softly. I knew they were bickering more out of nerves than anything else.

They each looked around. Jason began searching high and low for panels—typical engineer. Meanwhile, I was trying to figure out the story of what had happened here.

“Whoever built this place must’ve been colorblind,” Sam said, hands on his hips, as he stared down the endless gray hallway.

“Or were seriously depressed,” Jason said. “There’s not a single art print anywhere, let alone a sign. All these doors and there’s not a single label on one of them. While I’m glad there aren’t any Raptors here, this place is underwhelming… in a creepily underwhelming sort of way.”

Sam waved at the firefly. “Hey, Bug. A little help here?”

The firefly gave no response.

“Looks like it’s got the same helpful communications style as Gray,” Sam griped. “What do you want from us, Bug?”

Not even a flicker.

“Listen, we didn’t ask to be here. Your ship brought us here. Is this the way to treat guests?” When the firefly showed no response, Sam mock-threw something at it in frustration. “Stupid bug.”

“How about we start checking out what’s behind these doors? Maybe we can find something useful, like where everyone went or why we’re here,” I suggested.

“Best idea I’ve heard yet,” Jason said.

Sam strode over to the nearest door. Just before he put his hand on the pad, he stiffened and looked both ways. “Hey, my spidey sense is tingling.”

I spun around. “It’s not just you. I feel it too.”

That’s when magma poured through our brains, and everything went black.
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A jolt of movement snapped me awake. I opened my eyes to find Sam looming over me, his hand gripping my shoulder.

“Good, you’re alive,” he said, stepping back.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Then I remembered my head exploding. I sat up and instinctively moved to rub my head, but my fingers hit my helmet. Strangely, I didn’t even have a headache. Panic, however, chomped down on my chest. “What happened?”

He leaned back on his feet, seemingly unbothered, though I noticed his gaze darting around the room. “No idea. One minute, we were standing around. The next minute, my brain went nuclear, and then the next thing I knew, I woke up here.”

“Same,” Jason said from where he sat, his back against the wall, wringing his hands. “I figured my suit had been compromised, but my HUD tells me it’s all clear. I think it’s safe to say, we’re not exactly alone here.”

“Obviously,” Sam said. “Unless we magically teleported to this room.”

I’d been so focused on my own head that I’d completely ignored my surroundings. I hadn’t even noticed where we were. We were now in a square room the same color and width of the hallway. No wonder I hadn’t noticed it right away. The dim light overhead came from the firefly drone hanging from the ceiling. At least this room didn’t have dead bugs. “Where are we?”

Sam shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I want to know how our brains got fried,” Jason said.

I scrutinized my fingertips, but I couldn’t find any holes from where bugs might have chewed through. My HUD showed all my systems in the green.

“That’s the question of the hour,” Sam said.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Jason said. “I don’t remember any weird sounds or lights that could’ve done it, and those are the only two things that could’ve penetrated our suits without setting off any alarms. And there’s no way all three of our suits misfired bad air or something simultaneously.”

Dread struck. “Could it be the goo?”

Jason scowled. “I knew I should never have interfaced. That was the biggest, stupidest mistake I’ve ever made.”

“Worry about our brain fry later. We got bigger problems right now,” Sam said.

“What’s bigger than our brains getting fried?” I got to my feet, somehow even more worried than I was a second earlier.

Sam took two steps to the door and pressed his hand on the pad. “The door’s locked. Someone knocked us out so they could throw us in here. We’re prisoners.”

My blood ran cold, but I looked back up at the firefly, and none of it was making sense. “But if we’re prisoners, why’d they leave Bug with us?”

“Maybe it’s our prison guard,” Jason offered. “Maybe we’re all in here to quarantine us.”

Sam scoffed. “You really think they’re worried about quarantines with all those dead bugs everywhere?”

“And why knock us out if we’re just being quarantined?” I asked.

Jason shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe so they wouldn’t have to deal with a language barrier.”

“None of this makes sense. I think we’re dealing with psychopathic aliens.” Sam kicked the door.

“So we’re stuck here,” Jason said quietly. “And we’ve been here for at least a half hour or so, because I’ve only got six hours of charge left on my suit.”

Sam stilled, then said just as softly, “Just under six on mine too.”

I had seven hours left because women were generally smaller, which meant less surface area and smaller lungs. But that last hour would be terrifying if I had to watch Sam and Jason die from suffocation, knowing I was next. Already, my breathing quickened.

“We need to get out of here.” I nervously stated the obvious.

“Great plan.” Sam held out his hands. “Oh, and how are we gonna do that, exactly? We’ve got no weapons, that stupid drone just hangs there, and this closet has nothing we can use.”

“Even if we found something, I’d bet this place is built as tough as Gray, which means we’d never be able to pry open the door,” Jason pointed out.

“Well, I’m not going to just sit around here and wait to die.” Sam pounded on the door.

I dampened my external microphone so I wouldn’t get a headache because Sam seemed hell-bent on punching the door into submission. After a minute or so, he gave up, panting and cursing, and took a seat against the wall opposite Jason. I sat against the remaining wall to keep myself from pacing. I wondered how many minutes of air Sam had just wasted.

“This sucks,” Jason said.

I agreed but didn’t say it.

“I mean this really sucks,” he said. “This ring doesn’t have any atmo, so if we can’t get back to our ship before our suits go dry, then why bother locking us up in a closet when we’re going to bite the dust in six hours anyway?”

“None of it makes any sense,” I agreed.

Sam shrugged. “Who knows, maybe it’s reconfiguring stuff out there as we speak. Remember how the gray ship only did that stuff when we were asleep—or knocked out? Maybe this station’s doing the same thing right now, only it’s not nearly as nice about knocking us out.”

“It could start by hoovering all the bugs,” Jason said.

An image flashed in my mind, and I jumped, startled.

“Whoa,” Jason said. “You know how they say your life flashes by when you’re dying? I think that just happened to me.”

“I saw something too, and it wasn’t my life,” Sam said.

“I think I saw this ring, or at least something like this,” I said.

“I think so too,” Sam agreed. “But it flashed too fast to make out. It was almost like I was interfaced with Gray for just a split second.”

I nodded. “What I saw—how I saw it—it was just like being interfaced, where it’s more vivid than watching a video.”

“But we’re not interfaced with Gray,” Jason said and then grimaced. “I knew I shouldn’t have interfaced with the ship. It’s already started. It starts like flashbacks of a bad acid trip or something just before we go completely nuts.”

“Or maybe Gray’s trying to talk to us,” Sam said. “For all we know, it’s as trapped here as much as we are.”

The light overhead came on, bringing the room to full brightness, and the door clicked. Sam was on his feet first, his hand on the pad by the door. Like in the airlock, the pad showed no response, but after a second, the door slid open with a nearly imperceptible swoosh. We all stepped out into the hallway and a light came on overhead. Bug bodies still littered the corridor. The corridor looked the same as before, but then again it had looked that way for miles, and I realized that we might not even be near the ship anymore. The doors on the wall across from us were all fortified airlocks, while the doors to the left and right of the doorway we’d just emerged from seemed more like interior doors.

I was beginning to think that feeling dread was the new normal. “Uh, I don’t suppose either of you thought of printing a tracker to leave on the ship.”

“No, but that would’ve been a fantastic idea,” Jason said drily.

I glanced up at the firefly. “Hey, Bug. Can you take us back to the ship?”

It didn’t move.

“That little bastard’s starting to annoy me.” Sam sighed dramatically. “All right, I guess we’d better start opening airlocks and see about getting back to our ship. The clock’s ticking.” He strode over to the first airlock. “If we were stuffed in the room nearest our ship, then this door should be it.” He tried the interface pad. The door didn’t open. “Without windows, I’ve got no idea which one could be the right one, and if that stupid drone doesn’t open a door for us, we’re trapped.”

“Besides, for all we know, they moved us halfway around the ring,” Jason said.

“I doubt it. Our suits didn’t lose enough juice,” I said. “I’d bet we’re still close to our ship.”

Overhead lights came on as Sam walked, and he called over his shoulder, “Don’t just stand there. Try to find our damn ship.”

“How?” Jason asked, but Sam didn’t answer.

I glanced at Jason, who only shrugged and headed in the opposite direction. I decided to join Jason as there wasn’t a third direction to take since the hallway was a straight line for as far as I could see, up to where it curved around an artificial horizon. Lights came on as we walked.

Jason had finished trying the first door with no luck by the time I reached him. He gestured. “Look at this hallway. It’s just doors… forever.”

He moved on to the next door.

I kept walking past him. “You take this next five, and I’ll take the five after that.”

As I walked, I noticed Bug was still overhead, and I paused. “You know, you could be a lot more help than just floating there.”

It zipped around before returning to its same spot.

Was that a form of acknowledgement? That it even understood English was ludicrous since I wasn’t even sure Gray fully understood English. But whoever had built the gray ship and the ring were so technologically advanced, they made humans look like jellyfish in terms of intelligence.

I sighed. “Well, don’t just float there. Show us somewhere we can, you know, not die.”

It flitted about before flying over my head and in the direction away from Jason and Sam. I had to jog to keep up.

“Hey, Liv, where’re you going?” Jason called out after me.

“No idea. I’m trying to see if this drone is being helpful or evil,” I said without slowing. Bugs crunched beneath my boots, and I couldn’t tell any difference from where I was running being any different from the hallway behind me.

I was panting by the time the firefly came to a stop at a doorway. Disappointment flared. It wasn’t an airlock, which meant it didn’t bring me back to the ship. Still, I stepped up to the door to try the pad, but the door opened before I could. Inside, lights came on to reveal at least a half dozen interface stations that were identical to our ship’s command deck.

“Uh, guys? You’d better check this out,” I said and remembered that our crew helmet communicators didn’t work, and so I yelled, “Guys, get over here!”

I stood in the doorway to hold it open, ready to jump out if the door decided to close on me, as I waited for my fellow crew members to catch up.

“What’s up?” Jason asked when he arrived. I gestured to the room, and his eyes widened. “Oh, cool. Think we can interface with the ring from here?”

“I hope so,” I said.

Jason was already heading inside by the time Sam reached us. His scowl from having to give up his search for our ship transformed into curiosity, and he brushed past me to get inside. The door closed behind us, and I decided I didn’t want to check to see if we were now locked in another room.

Sam headed straight to the control pad, stepped onto the black circle, and placed his gloved hands on the interface pad. Giving it just a couple of seconds, he shook his head. “I don’t think these things are going to work without direct contact, and I’d prefer not to remove my gloves and get third-degree burns—not to mention my veins exploding—just to test out my theory.”

The firefly zipped around Sam’s head before settling onto the same pad which rippled like the drone had settled on water. The drone inserted what looked like a stinger into the black surface. The ease of its interface made me believe that the pads weren’t designed for biological species like us but were instead ports built for technological components to connect… really, no different than most interface ports back home.

“Okay, that’s weird,” Jason said.

Sam had taken a step back just as the room dimmed. “All right, something’s working here. I’m just not sure if it’s good or bad for us.”

A pinprick of light appeared near the ceiling and above the interface pad, expanding into a basketball-sized orb. The glowing red sphere hovered menacingly.

“What is that?” I whispered.

That’s when it shot red beams at us.
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I yelped, jerking back. I braced for searing pain, sudden blindness… or at least a hole burned through my faceplate. Instead, the red light merely scanned our faces, from the top of our heads down to our necks, before flashing off. There’d been no pain, but my muscles remained tense.

Jason squinted at the orb.

Sam recoiled. “What the effing⁠—”

“Hello, bioforms,” the orb interrupted. “This is your preferred verbal language, correct?” The words were smooth and without accent, the voice both genderless and calm.

I wasn’t calm. “Yes, we understand you,” I said tightly.

“Excellent. I am an archivist of the Coalition’s second ring of the Gathara system.”

“Great.” Sam sounded more sarcastic than sincere. “Then how about you point us in the direction of our ship?”

“If you would like to return to your ship, it remains inaccessible until replication is complete, which I estimate will take approximately two hours in your familiar time.”

Jason jerked, and I stared dumbly at the ball.

“What do you mean, it’s ‘inaccessible’?” Sam asked with a hard edge.

“Your ship was recalled so the singular on board could replicate the managing singular for this ring, which will enable operations to resume. The replication is eighty-three percent complete, enough for all systems to come online. I am one of those systems.”

Gray was a singular, and it came here to replicate something. Two questions answered, but I still had no clue what a singular was or what it was replicating.

“Then maybe you could bring this room up to conditions we can survive in without burning down our suits’ batteries,” Jason said.

“I am unable to make system commands. I am the archivist.”

“Then what can you do?” Sam asked.

“I maintain the full history of the Coalition and all life the Coalition has encountered in its mission to seed the universe.”

“Great. You’re a history teacher,” Sam said drily.

“Is it the Coalition who built this place?” I asked, ignoring Sam.

“Yes, this ring is a Coalition structure.”

I glanced at my two crewmates. “At least now we know who built the ship.”

“Not really,” Sam said. “A name doesn’t tell me much, and I don’t know about you, but I’m more than a bit unsettled about all that’s going on,” He eyed the orb. “All right, since it seems like you’ve got our undivided attention, how about you tell us about these Coalition guys.”

“Giving you a full history of the Coalition in your language, at this current speaking rate, would take slightly over 926 years without pause. Would you like me to begin?” the archivist asked.

I balked, and Jason chuckled. Sam held up his hand. “Whoa there, buddy. Let’s start with the big stuff, like why we’re here, on this ring. Because I feel an awful lot like someone’s Ken doll right now.”

“I am attempting to interpret your language, but the colloquialisms confuse me.”

I stepped in. “You said you recalled our ship here for replication or something. Why?”

“Technically, the ship you fly in is a Coalition quantum probe. It is one of nine hundred thousand probes built in this system before manufacturing was suspended. All were recalled; the probe you fly within is the first to return.” As the archivist spoke, a hologram formed from the light above our heads, filling the ceiling with images. The honeycomb ring showed thousands of ships—all identical to the gray ship—being built by autonomous drones with long arms. Once built, each ship shot out from the ring in a different direction.

“The quantum probes are recalled in the event the managing singulars of both rings are deceased. Based on my last recordings before shutdown, these rings were attacked and the singulars killed.”

“Raptors,” Sam practically snarled.

“The race you label Raptors have since been identified as territorial and aggressive. As such, we no longer seed systems with their biological material. However, they lack the capabilities to pose a significant threat to the Coalition. They are incapable of eradicating bioformic life across the universe.”

“Maybe not across the universe but they could wipe out humankind and every last puppy dog on Earth. What do you think of that?” Sam countered.

“That would be unfortunate and unintended,” the computer said.

While Sam remained focused on the Raptors, the archivist’s words gnawed at me. My blood turned to ice. “Are you saying there’s something out there capable of eradicating all life across the entire universe?”

“Yes. The Rampage is capable of destroying life throughout the universe and has already eradicated life across innumerable galaxies. They target seeded systems, but many others have also been destroyed.”

Chills made me shiver even though I was sweating. A cold dread settled in my stomach. Another enemy, one even worse than the Raptors? “The… Rampage?” My words were barely a whisper.

“Well, isn’t this just great,” Jason said. “As if the Raptors aren’t bad enough, there are even worse things out there.”

Sam threw up his hands. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We’ve got to deal with this Rampage too, now?”

The archivist replied, “The Rampage poses the greatest threat to bioformic life in the universe. They have eradicated countless species across countless galaxies. It is they who delivered a swarm of invaders via a compromised probe into this structure which dismantled all three Coalition singulars managing the two rings and the sphere operations. You saw their now-offline invaders in the corridors. The automated defense system infected the invaders with a virus but not before the intruders were successful in their brute force attack.” The hologram showed swarms of the same bugs we’d seen in the halls; but these were flying and crawling, devouring every drone in sight and replicating in seconds.

“I didn’t come here for a nature documentary,” Sam said and began to pace.

I was actually glad to have found this room. It wasn’t like Gray was giving us any answers. For the first time in a long time, I felt some tension leave my neck and shoulders. Over the past three months, Gray had told us nothing about it where it’d come from. In just a few short minutes, we learned about Gray, its race, and why it came here.

“You mean to tell me that this Rampage is a bunch of bugs? That we’re in a bad remake of Starship Troopers?” Jason asked before shooting me a side-eye. “I hate to say this, but I think I’d rather deal with the Raptors.”

“The engineered organisms that invaded these structures are simple technoformic robots that do not resemble their creators in any manner. As you can see, the Rampage do not resemble ‘bugs.’”

Suddenly, fishlike creatures appeared in the hologram, their forms even more terrifying than a horde of cockroaches. Without a banana or something for comparison, I couldn’t get a feel for their size, but they seemed much larger than humans. They reminded me of anglerfish in shape since they had a disproportionately large jaw. Their eyes were huge dark orbs that seemed to contain galaxies within them, and their gold bodies were covered with round, multicolored jewels—when one jewel twinkled, I realized that they were actually pieces of technology and that these were fully cybernetic life-forms. Even their fins were no longer fins but tendrils they could use to grab things. A tendril—it reminded me of a fishing rod—came out at the top of their heads, the illicium tipped with light as if it were a fiber optic cable. These fish were stunningly alien… and terrifying.

It would be easy to not apply any human traits to them since they had no sense of humanity in their gaze or features.

“Holy…” Jason trailed off. “You guys see this? Because I see this, and these guys are freaking scary looking.”

“I see it,” I said without turning away from the hologram.

The archivist continued. “The Rampage originated as bioforms called the Gar’ii. They believed that by leaving the universe untouched, there would remain a natural balance of life. However, as they evolved into the technoforms called the Beholders, their ideals became more extreme. And when they learned of the Coalition seeding life across the galaxies, they made it their goal to eliminate all seeded systems as well as to exterminate the Coalition in order to restore balance. They became the Rampage at the moment they declared war upon bioforms. That was sixty-one million years ago. The war continues still.”

“Who’s losing?” Sam asked.

“That is unknown. I can only speak to the past,” the archivist answered.

Jason scowled. “If you don’t think you’re winning, then you’re losing.” He turned to us with a wry expression. “The Coalition’s losing, which means we’re on the losing side… again.”
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“So you’ve already lost. These rings are dead. Why are we here, then?” Sam asked.

The archivist replied, “Prior to their death, the sphere’s managing singular initiated emergency protocols across this galaxy, locking down all Coalition probes against technoformic entry to prevent the tracking and entry of invasive engineered organisms. These protocols also initiated a complete shutdown of all singulars networked to the affected system. The protocols include a recall command so that new managing singulars can be created; however, the remaining singulars cannot return until reactivated.” The hologram displayed a gray ship—identical to ours—docked and connected to dozens of cables.

Although the archivist spoke in English, I struggled to understand. I was still overwhelmed by the images of the Rampage, and this was all too much. But soon it all clicked, and I paraphrased what I understood from the archivist: “These singulars are like supercomputers. Each ring and the sphere out there had one to run everything. When those cockroach things took out the supercomputers, the entire network went offline.”

“But you’re up and running,” Jason pointed out.

“I am an archival system. I am not a singular. The extent of my abilities is recording and relaying Coalition history. I am not a life-form. Once a managing singular is at least seventy-two percent built, I receive power to reactivate.” The hologram displayed a scrolling list of words in an alien language that looked like nothing I’d ever seen before.

“I don’t get it,” Sam said. “You said everything was knocked offline, but the ship… it already had power when we boarded. It wasn’t shut down. It could’ve come back here any time.”

“He’s right,” Jason agreed. “Gray didn’t need to reboot or anything. Once we boarded, it flew off in like ten minutes, tops.”

“As the Rampage will not work with bioforms, emergency protocols allow certain bioforms to reactivate Coalition technology. Here is an instance of such an event in another system.” The hologram displayed a quadrupedal alien species entering a gray ship, which soon powered up. “I have not read this particular singular’s historical records since the invasion, but I can deduce that you may have reactivated its casing, thus initiating its recall command to return here and restart both the rings and the sphere.”

A sinking feeling confirmed my suspicion. Gray had taken us; we hadn’t taken it. We were allowed on board not because we figured out how to enter, but because it needed us to reboot. We had merely pressed a power button.

Jason frowned. “But why us? The ship was parked in the middle of a Raptor nest. Whatever we did to restart it, I’m sure they could’ve done it too.”

“Raptors have been assigned a bioformic threat rating of eighty-three. Any bioform with a threat rating higher than sixty is prohibited from entering a Coalition structure housing a singular,” the archivist replied.

“What rating do humans have?” Sam asked.

“Thirteen. Your lack of interstellar abilities poses a minimal threat to other bioforms or the Coalition.”

Gray had allowed us to board because we were deemed no threat. That made me feel… powerless. I felt used, but at least it took the Raptor fleet out of our system. Did it do that to keep humanity from being wiped out, or for another reason?

“So we’re basically the teddy bears of the universe,” Jason quipped.

“They obviously haven’t seen the monster a sweet girl becomes when she loses her phone,” Sam added.

“But you don’t have a kid,” Jason said.

“Trust me, I’ve seen plenty. I’ve got a niece,” he clarified.

They found humor in it. I found it disturbing that we were so low on the Coalition’s scale we weren’t even considered a threat. I felt like a chimpanzee in a cage.

Jason asked, “And what rating do you give the Rampage?”

“They are now considered a technoformic race. If they were still bioforms, they would be assigned a threat rating of ninety-nine,” the archivist replied.

“Not a hundred?” Jason asked.

“We have not assigned a threat rating of one hundred to any race yet. To receive that rating, the race would have to assuredly destroy all life with negligible resistance.”

“Oh,” Jason said. “Well then, I’m really glad there’s no one out there with that rating.”

“And that they haven’t found our system yet,” Sam added. “Since these bastards are only hitting seeded systems, humans should be in the clear.”

The archivist didn’t speak, but something nagged at me. “Archivist, will the Rampage go after Earth?”

“I track and report on historical records. I do not speculate about future events.”

I swallowed and asked the real question on my mind, “Okay, but can you tell us this: Was Earth seeded by the Coalition?”

“Yes, Earth is a seeded world.”

We all stood in stunned silence. My jaw slackened as I tried to process what that meant. What did that mean?

Jason mimicked an explosion with his hands. “My mind is officially blown. I guess that answers the whole evolution versus creation thing. Holy crap, does that make the Coalition our god since they created us?”

“You evolved from the seeds we spread throughout your star system. We seed the simplest signatures to allow a natural evolution based on the planet’s environment. However, the life that evolved on your world is strikingly similar to the life from which we gathered the seeds for your system.”

“There are aliens out there that look a lot like us? That’s kind of cool,” Jason said.

“That’s creepy,” Sam added.

“That civilization went extinct ninety million years ago.”

“The Rampage got them?” I asked.

“No, an asteroid impact destroyed their planet’s atmosphere. They hadn’t yet achieved interstellar travel, and it was nearly seventy millennia before we began to share our technology. In fact, the Coalition was not yet considered a sentient race in that era.”

“And exactly what is the Coalition?” Jason asked. “I kind of want to know if we’re talking with one of the good guys here or just another Raptor or Rampage with a better marketing campaign.”

“The Coalition is a purely technoformic race that evolved from a singularity. That singular was designed to be self-learning and to design technoformic entities for all identified needs. Its first function was to create replications that formed symbiotic yet reliant relationships with their hosts. Once completed, it moved onto its secondary function: to replicate linked singulars to travel the universe and gather seeds and knowledge. It was through these travelers that the Coalition became self-aware and thus evolved into a race of diverse, yet linked technoforms.” The holograms displayed gray ships through various evolutions, starting as flat, gray disks and later resembling the ship we flew in.

I frowned. “You show us ships; why don’t you show us what the singulars look like?”

“Bioforms do not have the authorization to that data.”

“Why not?” Jason asked. “Think we’ll be scared?”

“Bioforms do not have the authorization to that data.”

“This is bullshit.” Sam stopped pacing. “In fact, I bet most of what you told us is bullshit.” He pointed at the firefly that had been hovering since we’d entered the room. “All right, Bug. How about you point the way back to the ship ’cause I’m not a fan of burning my suit battery down to bingo.” He tapped his helmet where his HUD would be feeding him data.

Bug dropped and flew toward the door.

The hologram reduced to a single dot of light. “Once the replication processes are complete, please return at any time to learn more history. I find your questions refreshing. The last bioforms to have inquired about our history were only interested in acquiring additional technological designs, specifically weapons designs.”

Sam stopped cold. “You have weapons designs in your archives?”

“Bioforms do not have the authorization to that data.”

Sam waved off the computer. “Stupid computers.”

The door opened, and he followed Bug into the corridor.

Jason and I glanced back at the archivist one last time.

“The replication process on this ring will be completed by the time you reach the probe. Please visit again.” The archivist’s light blinked out.

“Thanks,” I said absentmindedly, and we followed Sam out of the room.

“I kind of want to stay and ask it questions all day, but I also really want to get back on the ship where I know I won’t die from my suit battery draining out,” Jason said.

I considered the information the archivist had shared and knew I’d lie awake most of the night thinking through it all. “It told us a lot.”

“Yeah, a lot of stuff that doesn’t help our predicament one bit,” Sam said over his shoulder as we all walked. “We’re still stuck in outer space, and we can never go home. Only now, we know there’s even worse things than Raptors out there.”

“Well, the archivist seems to know everything about everything,” Jason said. “Maybe it can help us figure out a way to make sure the Raptors never ever return to Sol. Then we could go home too.”

“It talks a lot, but it doesn’t say much. You guys notice that? We still don’t know why Gray brought us here instead of dropping us off—or killing us off. And that’s what I really want to find out.”

The firefly stopped at an airlock. As it turned out, we were only a few doors away from our ship. The ring’s lights flickered to life, casting harsh shadows, and I jumped. The air felt charged, and the faint hum of machinery filled the silence.

“I think the replication process is done,” Jason stated the obvious.

“Good. Maybe that means we can get out of here. I don’t like this place,” Sam said.

Panels in the ceiling opened, and firefly drones—identical to Bug except with little grabber appendages—emerged by the hundreds.

One brushed by me, and I gasped, backing against the wall. They paid no attention to us, instead buzzing through the corridor, collecting the dead cockroaches.

“I’m sure the replication process is done,” Jason corrected himself.

Sam put his hand on the pad by the door before Bug interfaced, and the inner airlock opened. I noticed tension leave his shoulders. “Looks like the touchpads work.”

The fireflies were everywhere, and I cringed away from them, hustling into the airlock behind Sam.

Jason seemed totally absorbed by the horde of fireflies. “Amazing. If one singular can direct that many drones at the same time, it’s a really smart computer—er, technoform,” he said, backing into the airlock.

“Not only that, but it’s running the entire ring, if what the archivist said is true,” I added.

“And it’s a copy of the singular that’s running the ship we’re riding in,” Sam said ominously.

My brain almost went numb thinking about how outmatched we were… and how we were probably getting played. If I didn’t have Sam and Jason with me, I think I would’ve had a nervous breakdown. They were my rocks.

As soon as the inner airlock door closed, the outer one opened, and the gray ship waited on the far side of the walkway. Cables were popping off and retracting one by one. We strode across the walkway and into the waiting airlock. The moment we were safely on board and our HUDs told us the interior was all clear, we removed our helmets and took deep lungfuls of fresher air.

I left my suit on and collapsed into a chair, rubbing my temples with my hands. “All right, that was a lot to take in.”

Jason took a seat next to me and set his helmet on the floor. He scanned the ceiling. “Now we know Big Brother is watching. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep again.”

I gave a tight nod and looked around, though I already knew the walls and ceiling showed no hints of cameras. We’d searched every inch of this level multiple times.

“About that…” Sam marched past us. “I’m going to have a talk with our little singular.” He went straight to the command deck.

Jason leaned back and closed his eyes. “I think my brain’s going to explode. Life was seeded on Earth. Can you believe that? The scientists back home would have a field day with that.”

“And we’ve been flying with an alien from the species that seeded Earth,” I added.

He winced. “Let’s change the subject. I don’t want to think about that. I mean, what if it does alien things to us while we sleep?”

My brows lifted. “Alien things?”

“You know, probes and stuff.”

“Ah.”

Sam called out over his shoulder, “Gray’s suddenly being a bit more helpful, go figure.”

“Find out anything we can actually use?” I asked.

“Well… you know that thing we all dreaded would happen?”

“You mean the one where we suffocate when our suits’ power runs out?” I guessed.

“No, the other thing.”

“Dying of dehydration?” Jason said.

Sam sighed. “No, the Raptors finding us.”

“Oh yeah, that thing,” Jason said.

“Well, guess what? They found us.” He paused, letting the weight of his words sink in.

I sank into my chair, hopelessness weighing me down. “Shit.”


SEVEN


The gray ship ejected from the docking bay before we could sit, and we were thrown to the floor by the sheer force of the sudden departure. My head smacked against the surface. Sam was still interfaced, which held his hands in place, though he looked like he’d gotten a nasty case of whiplash. Jason and I slid halfway across the floor before the G-force lessened enough for me to sit up. Our helmets rolled through the entire ship, bouncing off the back wall. Even the firefly drone somersaulted through the air before it righted itself.

I mumbled a curse as I rubbed the back of my head. It took me a few seconds before I was able to mentally shift back to the problem at hand. “Are you going to jump and take those Raptor ships to the black hole like we did with the last bunch?”

“We can’t jump,” Sam replied, his eyes still solid silver as he remained interfaced. “Gray’s too low on juice after replicating its brain or whatever it is that makes it ‘alive.’ It’s taking us straight to the next ring. We should be docking in ten minutes.”

“And what are we going to do about the Raptors?” Jason asked, rubbing his elbow. “And yowza, I hit my funny bone.”

“They’re still three hours out,” Sam said. “We’ll be safely tucked into a docking bay by the time they reach the ring, and they probably won’t even see us. Oh.”

That didn’t sound good. “Oh? Oh, what?” I asked.

“Saying we’ll be ‘safely’ inside might be a tiny bit of a stretch,” he said. “Turns out the ring’s automated defense systems were taken out by the bugs. Once the ring has a replicated singular up and running, it can restart its defense systems and lock down the ring against intruders. But the replication process won’t be done by the time the Raptors reach this ring.”

“But the Raptors can’t break into Gray, so we’ll be safe, right?” Jason asked.

“We will be, yeah,” Sam said.

The viewscreen before us showed our ship angling for a dock in the honeycomb array of the second ring. The ring we’d just left was now well-lit, and I could see doors closing over each of the hundreds of thousands of docks, converting the honeycomb into a solid gray ring. Assuming the gray material matched that of the ship, the Raptors wouldn’t be able to break into that ring. A slight glow appeared around the ring. I pointed at it. “What’s that glow?”

“Force field,” Sam said after gleaning the information from Gray. He was much faster at asking and then deciphering Gray’s communications than I was.

The Raptors definitely wouldn’t be getting into that ring, which gave me some relief. But seeing the second ring—the still-dead ring—gave me more than enough worry. The two rings looked identical in architecture, which made me think there could be an archivist inside the second ring along with who knew what else in terms of valuable information and resources.

“We might be safe on board this ship,” I began, “but what do you think will happen when the Raptors manage to get inside this ring or that Dyson sphere out there?” I pointed at the orb in the distance. We were approaching a honeycomb of docks identical in every way to those of the first ring. “Imagine what they could learn and use against other races like ours.”

“Once the replication’s done, the ring can close itself off against the Raptors,” Sam said.

“And if they get inside before then?” I countered.

“Then we’re probably screwed,” he said. “But it’s not like there’s anything we can do.”

An image churned in my vision. There was a tingle in my mind, just like when I was interfaced. I tried to concentrate on allowing the connection, but it was harder than when I was physically interfaced.

The swirling image slowed, revealing a corridor in the ring and a room that looked like every other room from the outside. Inside, the floor was packed with hundreds of interface columns, so tightly arranged that a person would have to weave through them. The walls and ceiling were lined with so many cables that not an inch of wall or ceiling was visible.

The image changed, showing me connecting via an interface pad deep inside. Once inserted into the interface pad, my hands turned silver. The automated defense systems rebooted, and the ring was able to close its doors despite the singular not yet being fully created.

“Gray’s showing me a room where we can go and seal off the ring,” Sam said.

“I see it too,” I said.

“How do you see it? You’re not interfaced,” Sam said.

“Whoa. Liv, you’ve got silver in your eyes,” Jason said.

“I think my link with Gray’s getting stronger. It was trying to communicate with two of us at the same time,” I said.

The image disappeared and the familiar tingle faded. I blinked and noticed Jason standing in front of me, concern in his eyes. I hadn’t even noticed him—I’d been too immersed in the connection.

Sam stepped down from the interface pad. “I could feel something different that time. I think it was you, Liv, like you were standing there next to me, watching what Gray was telling us.”

“I didn’t feel what you did,” I said. “But it wasn’t as easy to maintain the connection this time, so I was concentrating pretty hard.” I couldn’t help but smile at the realization. “I think it’s forming a wireless connection with us.”

“That’s handy,” Sam said.

“That’s creepy,” Jason said.

Sam shrugged. “But why do it now?”

My eyes narrowed as I considered. “My guess? You know how the archivist talked about replication? Whatever they injected us with has replicated enough that the connection with Gray is strong enough that we don’t need the extra juice of being physically connected.” I turned to Jason. “That’s why you couldn’t see what I just saw. You just got the injection, while Sam and I have been carrying this silver stuff for three months now.”

Jason scowled as he looked at his hands. “What if it doesn’t stop? What if it keeps going until there’s nothing left of us?”

“That’s a good question to ask the archivist, I think.” I hadn’t considered that outcome until Jason brought it up, and now that he had, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was the most likely outcome.

“Hang on, crew. We’re coming into the docking bay now,” Sam said, striding over to the wall and grabbing onto the edge of his cot.

I followed, taking a seat on my own bed which was directly below his bunk. The four bunks were two long, narrow beds, wide enough for one person but long enough for two people to sleep toe to toe (or head to head, though no one wanted to smell the other’s morning breath). The faint ozone smell of the ship mingled with the faint scent of our bodies. Sam had claimed the top bunk, and Jason and I decided we’d bunk together since Sam gets the jiggy leg a lot when he sleeps.

Rather than taking his bed, Jason took a seat in one of the three chairs we’d fabricated. Other than what was built into the walls, there wasn’t much to grab ahold of on this ship. When we first boarded, the walls were lined with storage rails and containers. Over the first week, Gray had built us beds, a toilet, and a sink.

We had to print our own chairs. Jason had helped us design modular ones, so we weren’t stuck sitting on the floors. It took four printed pieces per chair since the output tray wasn’t as large as any of us would’ve liked, and it’d taken five attempts to design chairs that were actually comfortable.

When we first boarded, there were only two things standing in the open space. The first was a printer and an interface pad near the front of the ship (or at least we thought of it as the “front” since it was directly across the circular space from the airlock doors). The second thing was the large, black 3D printer that sat in the center of the ship. It, too, had an interface pad, and it would create whatever we envisioned—within reason… except for food and weapons. We still only had the same meal bars for every meal of every day. Since Jason’s an engineer, I’d been looking forward to whatever he’d create to make our lives as space travelers more comfortable, but that was before we showed up at these rings and everything changed.

The ship docked more gently than it had launched from the other dock, and I wasn’t even jostled. The moment the ship stopped moving, I jumped up and hustled for my helmet. As soon as I fastened it in place, it sealed, and I checked my HUD. “I’ve got four and a half hours of charge left,” I said.

Jason’s helmet was on as well. “I’ve got a little under three and a half.”

“Activating the defense system better take less than three hours. Otherwise, the Raptors could dock and start figuring out how to get through an airlock,” Sam said.

He reached for his helmet and then froze. Silver filled his eyes.

I grabbed his arm. “Sam?”

After a minute, the silver faded, and Sam looked at us. “Gray wants me to stay behind.”

“What? Why do you have to stay behind?” Jason asked.

Sam shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“Are you going to stay?” I asked.

He scowled. “No. We’re a team. We go together.”

“Glad to hear it.” I looked up at the firefly perched on atop the printer. “Hey, little guy, how about you show us this control room so we can get back here sooner rather than later?”

The small drone’s wings fluttered so fast I could barely make out the motion, and it flew over our heads and toward the airlock. The three of us followed, but before Sam could step into the airlock, the door closed, cutting him off from us.

“Sam!” I yelled.

If he yelled back, I couldn’t hear him. The airlock had no button to open the door—it was fully controlled by Gray, which meant it could do anything it wanted to us and there wasn’t a damn thing we could do about it.

“It looks like Gray doesn’t take ‘no’ for an answer,” Jason said and then glanced up. “No means no!”

I glowered. “I wish our helmet comms worked. I don’t like not being able to talk to Sam.”

“And I bet he hates being cut off from us,” Jason said, securing his helmet. “Let’s just get this over with. I want to be back on this ship in one hour, two max.”

As the outer airlock opened, I realized this was the first time any of us had been visually separated in three months. I felt the sting of separation and a surge of anger at Gray. It had shown us, time and again, that it lacked any sense of humanity. I glanced at Jason; he looked as nervous as I felt. Would our brains get zapped again? How long would it take? Would Gray open its doors to us? My heart was racing so fast, I felt lightheaded.

I forced a confident smile, trying to hide my pounding heart and the fear gnawing at my insides. “A simple system reboot’s got to be a piece of cake, right?”


EIGHT


“What the hell, Gray!” Sam yelled, pounding his fist on the door. “Open up!”

The airlock remained closed. The warm, metal-like material thudded dully. He battered and kicked at the door until he accepted the fact that Gray was not going to let him leave the ship. Hopeless, he leaned his back against the door.

“What do you want from me?” he asked, but of course the ship didn’t answer. Cursing, Sam pulled off his helmet and removed his suit. He’d been a pilot for too many years to be sloppy—he placed his suit meticulously on the charging station. Then he stomped across the ship to the command deck. He slapped his hands on the pad, shoving them into the black almost before it liquefied to receive him.

He was interfaced, but it was different this time. All he saw was grayness. He felt Gray in there, but the singular was expending all its focus sending a copy of itself through the lines attached to the ship. Sam was able to follow the energy to see it fed into what he could only describe as a black cavern that seemed to suck up what Gray was sending, like a calf at a mother’s teat.

Liv was more of a computer geek than either Sam or Jason—she would’ve understood how replication worked. After all, it was her skills that activated Gray’s interface. But it was Sam’s understanding of flying and of space that resonated with Gray, giving a common baseline between the pair. Sam had always enjoyed the connection with Gray before—there was something about it that felt real and natural and even a bit challenging.

He didn’t enjoy it now.

“Talk to me, Gray.”

Gray didn’t even acknowledge him.

“Why’d I have to stay on board?”

Still nothing.

“Tell me!”

Still nothing.

Sam needed to be with his crew. They needed him. He was their leader. Jason was a great space janitor, and Liv was the closest thing they had to an IT help desk, but they needed Sam to navigate. What if there was trouble? Who was going to protect them?

“Damn you, Gray!”

Gray still wouldn’t acknowledge Sam, treating him like he was less than something worth noticing.

“Fine, then I’ll come to you.”

Sam focused his mind, seeking Gray through the raging river of singularity being transmitted from the ship to the ring. He had to enter the river of the replication process and swim, as if in a dream, upstream. The energy flowed around him and through him—it was cold and hot, smooth and coarse, comforting and cruel, simultaneously. The flurry of energy disoriented him, almost making him consider a retreat. But Sam Carter doesn’t retreat, and he doesn’t fail. He was nearly swept away in the current of twinkling energy, with all colors so condensed that they should’ve been black, but instead each “cell” kept its original vibrant color. He continued pushing forward, the colors scraping against him like shards of glass. He fought through the pain until he reached the mouth of the river, something his mind translated into a galaxy, but it was so much more than that.

It was more of a galaxy filled with stars before him, but it was warped and dreamlike, reminding him of the one time when he and a couple of his fellow student pilots were on leave and tried psychedelic mushrooms (never again). Objects in the perimeter appeared to bend and twist in the gravity that seemed to pull Sam in every direction and no direction at once. Stars, in their distortions, created eerie halos. Energy rippled outward from the center, and Sam knew by sensation that he’d reached Gray.

Like the nine circles of hell, he reached the innermost circle protected by an event horizon comprised of faintly glowing, pulsing geometric patterns rippling like water on an active pond. He wondered if the patterns formed a firewall—he’d ask Liv about it later. Just inside the event horizon was a thin glow the color of plasma. He wondered if it was a force field or simply the “skin” of something made of energy.

He pushed through the glow—it was hot but didn’t burn him. Each ripple felt like he was naked in a hailstorm, and he moved as quickly as he could, but his fastest was slower than a slug. By the time he broke through, he was exhausted. But his fatigue was forgotten when he stood before Gray—a pulsating core of pure energy, a blindingly bright star that was continually shifting and swirling.

Sam glanced at the galaxies around him and realized each of those stars swirling out there was a singular like Gray. There were trillions of them. The idea was amazing and terrifying. Gray had so much sheer power and intelligence… and there were more Grays out there than there had ever been humans who walked the Earth. If the Coalition wanted to take over the universe, what could stop them?

Sam was afraid. He’d felt fear plenty in his life, but he was great at hiding it. One of his earliest memories was of crying and his dad telling him to “man up.”

Look at me now, Dad.

Sam took in a figurative breath and faked confidence, hoping his mind wasn’t an open book. As he approached the star, he noticed that Gray wasn’t a ball of pure energy; rather, it was a ball of glowing symbols packed so tightly together that they looked like a star to the naked eye, but Sam’s mind’s eye saw through all that without the need for sunglasses. The symbols were an alphabet of innumerable characters, with some hard and austere lines, and others eddying in artistic swirls. Sam had never seen A-gen source code before—what had been provided to humanity had been translated into human coding languages, but somehow, he knew that this was source code… the mother of all source codes. Odd that he’d know such a thing. That was Liv’s wheelhouse. Sam knew crap when it came to computers.

He stood before the singular, it dwarfing him like he would an ant. He’d never gone to Gray before; Gray had always come to him. And Sam saw the singular, naked and vulnerable and positively awe-inspiring. He didn’t know what a singular would look like, but this wasn’t it.

He focused his intention. “Gray.”

Sam felt Gray’s surprise. The singular had been so focused on its task that it hadn’t seen him approach. Symbols danced and flickered through it. Its coloring hadn’t changed, but Sam knew one thing without a doubt: Gray wasn’t happy.

Tendrils of light stretched out from the singular, reminding Sam of solar flares… and these flares shot into Sam’s mind like cannonballs of fire.

His head exploded, melted from the inside. He was thrown away from Gray with light speed force, and then everything went black.

Sam awoke some time later, lying on the floor, disconnected from the pad. He groaned and rubbed his head. “You’re the one who fried our brains. Jackass.”

His nose was running, and he wiped it to find silver liquid on his fingers. “Uh, gross.” He hastily wiped his nose on his sleeve. When he went to sit, the ship swirled, and he had to lie on his back again.

The ship around him was the same as always: temperate, gray, and home. It now felt like a prison.

He just wanted to close his eyes and pass out, but his friends were inside that ring. He wouldn’t abandon them—they were all he had. He grunted through the exhaustion as he pushed himself to sit, ignoring the vertigo. Once the ship quit spinning around him, he pulled himself to his feet, using the interface column for support. It took him a combination of grunting and straining to get up and stay on his feet. He hovered, slumped over the interface pad for several minutes before he regained enough strength to stand fully upright again.

As soon as he did, he sank both his hands back into the pad. The black gave way to his command immediately, and he felt the silver rise just as easily. “Gray, you and me are gonna have a chat.”


NINE


Jason and I, with our firefly companion, entered an air tube identical to the one back on the other ring. Our boots echoed on the thin solid surface. When we reached the ring’s airlock, I pressed my hand on the lifeless pad to test it, but nothing happened as expected. The firefly flew up to the ceiling and, like before, inserted its stinger into a small interface port. The inner airlock opened. The only lights were our helmet lights and the firefly’s small light—the gray ship was still too early in the replication process for any of the ring’s systems to come back online yet.

Neither of us stepped through the doorway right away.

“Uh, wow,” Jason said.

“Yeah, eww,” I drawled. The other ring had a lot of bugs, but this corridor was packed with them. The shells crunched under our boots, piled at least six inches deep.

The firefly flew into the corridor without hesitation. Not wanting to lose sight of it, I rushed to follow. I cringed as shells crunched under my boots, the back of my mind terrorizing me with the thought that these tiny robots could come back to life and devour me like piranhas attacking a fish. I heard Jason behind me, so I didn’t check over my shoulder. The firefly was getting farther ahead, so I began jogging to keep up.

Jogging drained the suit’s charge slightly faster than walking, but not as fast as one would think for using twice as much air. My spacesuit was built using A-gen designs, which explained why it connected to the gray ship’s charging ports without any hassle. Jason and I kept up for twenty minutes until the bug shells reached our knees, and we had to wade through the carcasses.

“How much farther?” Jason groaned.

“I have to think Gray parked us halfway close to the control room,” I panted. “Otherwise, for all we know, it’s on the far side of this ring, which is, oh, roughly the distance from Earth to Mars.”

“If it’s on the other side, I’m going to need my suit recharged.”

I chuckled, then sobered. The firefly had stopped and was now hovering at a door. The bugs were thickest here—nearly to my armpits. It was clear they’d tried to get into that room. I wondered if they were successful—if they were and destroyed the system interfaces then our effort might have been wasted.

Once we finally reached the door, it opened (presumably thanks to Bug). Cockroach bodies tumbled inside, and I stepped through them to enter a room that had been clearly invaded. In here, there were as many firefly bodies as there were cockroach bodies. Many of the black interface pads were chewed up or missing, and the columns holding them were hollow. Less than a quarter of the pads remained intact.

“This doesn’t look good,” Jason said.

Fearless Sam would’ve taken the lead. He had enough confidence to carry the three of us through any situation. Without him, I felt like I was missing a limb. I tried to focus on the task at hand so we could hurry up and get back to the ship.

Even though the firefly could’ve shown me the right pad, I recalled the images Gray had shown me. The interesting thing about having my mind directly connected to Gray is that what it shows me I remember clearly as vivid memories. I began to weave through the wreckage. The bugs had started at the doorway and worked their way inside because the deeper I went into the control room, the less damage there was.

I breathed a sigh of relief when I reached the interface Gray had shown me. “It’s still intact.”

I placed my hands on the interface pad and focused on a connection. Nothing happened, and then I remembered the vision had shown my bare hands. I checked my HUD for the room’s stats, grimaced, and glanced up at the firefly. “Why can’t you help with this? You seem to be able to access everything else.”

“The archivist told us that bioforms were needed to bypass the emergency protocols, remember?” Jason said.

“Then how did Bug open the doors?” I countered.

Jason furrowed his brow. “Maybe it didn’t open them by itself. Maybe the computers, even offline, picked up a bio signature and let Bug access the door system.”

“I’m not buying it. Using that same rationale, there’s no reason it couldn’t access these systems too,” I said.

Jason snapped his fingers, but wearing gloves, the action was silent. “Wait, I got it. The Starliners had a similar setup where OTIS could access most things even with ninety-nine percent of systems offline, and then humans—or at least our bio sigs—were needed to access the most restricted stuff as a matter of security. That was all A-gen tech, so I bet it’s the same here. Gray—well, its ‘singular’ version of OTIS, anyway—has been the one helping all along. It’s plugged into this ring, plus it sent its firefly to help bypass any physical locks. And this, obviously a restricted-access room, would need the bio sigs. And if it’s not your bio sig, it’s the Coalition’s goo inside you that’s the key.”

I thought of the silver hand in my vision. “I think it’s the goo more than the bio sig. Otherwise, Raptors could reactivate anything here.”

The more I learned, the more I began to suspect that Gray had chosen us rather than the other way around. The archivist had said certain bioforms could reactivate singulars. I think it was referring to organic life, like me, that had been injected with Coalition goo. I really needed to ask the archivist about that—and soon.

Sam would’ve had his gloves off and his hands on the pads already. I started to unfasten my gloves. Be like Sam.

“Uh, Liv, I don’t think that’s a good idea. The temp is reading one-ninety in here, and the pressure’s thin.” Jason hurried toward me.

“I know, but my hand was bare in the image Gray showed me.” The moment the seal was compromised on my suit, my HUD flashed warnings, and I felt an oven’s heat on my wrist. I hustled as quickly as I could before I changed my mind. My hands weren’t blistering, but the heat was cooking me. I dropped both gloves and placed my hands on the pad. I hissed in pain as my flesh touched a solid surface that was as hot as the air. I struggled to keep them on the scorching surface.

“Ow, ow, ow!” I wished Sam was here, so I didn’t have to go through this alone.

The black pad liquefied, and my hands slid inside to where it was cool and soothing. “Oh thank god.” The scorching heat vaporized, but my burnt skin sent agony up my arms. My hands sank deep into the pad, sealed under the black surface. My HUD alarms ceased.

I felt the connection form sluggishly in my mind, just behind my eyes.

This connection was different from interfacing with Gray. Where Gray felt interdependent, this felt more like a VR connection with a computer system with a poor Wi-Fi connection. A list appeared in the same alien language but then began translating into English. The defense system wasn’t doing it—I could feel the translation coming from inside me. Clearly, the silver goo was more than an interface conduit. This new effect was weird, but I wasn’t complaining.

Welcome to the Defense System. Status of current defensive devices:

Ring casing—offline.

Ring power grid—offline.

Ring drones—offline.

Ring firewalls—offline.

I’d known everything was offline, though I hadn’t known exactly what the rings all had at their disposal for protection. I thought out my question, which translated to, Query: offensive devices?

The system’s response came a split second later.

Ring drones—offline.

Ring viral protocols—offline.

Electrical airlock surges—offline.

Emergency heat purge—online.

That last one sounded like it’d do the trick. Directive: conduct emergency purge of airlock if intruders enter.

The system’s response wasn’t what I’d hoped. Emergency purge will be conducted throughout the entire structure using this ring’s solar heat system. All bioformic life will be eliminated. No damage to Coalition life and assets.

Well, crap. I was bioformic life. I hoped there were options that didn’t lead to me dying today. I made my question more specific. Query: weapons?

Rings have no weapons. Nearest weapon: Sphere starfire—offline.

That sounded… ominous. Query: starfire?

The system answered, Sphere starfire is the primary weapon used against the Rampage.

That was interesting. I wondered what sort of weapon a nonviolent race would build. Query: more details on starfire?

Additional details not authorized.

Of course it wasn’t. It was yet another important question to ask the archivist. I turned back to the emergency at hand and hoped I wasn’t about to strand us on this ring. Process: activate all defensive systems.

The system replied:

Ring casing—online and activated.

Ring power grid—offline; requires singular management.

Ring drones—offline; requires singular management.

Ring firewalls—offline; requires singular management.

I added, Directive: activate all remaining offline systems as soon as singular online.

The system reported, Current singular status is at eighty-six percent replication. Assuming the current rate of replication, all offline defensive systems will be online in forty-seven minutes.

The replication process was going faster this time, and I hoped we could get the sphere up and running even faster—then we could try out the weapon against the Raptors.

The archivist had said the Coalition was a pacifistic race, yet Gray allowed Sam to direct it to bring the Raptors along to the system being sucked into a black hole. I wondered if the Coalition was less about nonviolence and more about efficiency. Gray needed to return to this system to replicate itself into copies to run the rings and the sphere. Having a fleet of Raptor ships tagging along made its job of getting things online significantly harder.

Exception report: ring casing device.

The defense system’s announcement startled me. Query: status?

Ring casing incomplete. Interference with one docking bay.

Query: show me, I said.

Cameras offline. Diagnostics indicate object larger than a Coalition probe attempting to dock.

Intruder! I shouted in my mind, which translated to, Intruders identified. Directive: make another attempt to close the bay door.

But the system replied, Unsuccessful. Object is blocking the door. Secondary defensive devices offline.

A Raptor ship was far too large to fit into a docking bay, but one had obviously managed to get enough inside to prevent the bay door from closing, and the ship’s hull turned out to be stronger than the door’s closing mechanism. That single breach in the ring’s defenses would allow access to the crews of all four inbound Raptor ships.

I thought my next question. Query: can invaders bypass the airlocks?

Result: unlikely. Locks require genetic authentication. Forced entry through reinforced doors and walls requires higher capacity weapons than intruder race has achieved.

Unlikely didn’t mean impossible. Query: are intruders at airlock now?

Detection systems: offline.

That wasn’t helpful. We had no way of knowing whether the Raptors were even attempting to enter until they were inside the airlock, and if they breached the outer airlock door, they would surely breach the inner door. The question was how soon they would accomplish it. Could Jason and I get back to the ship in time? More importantly, could we get back on the ship in time? At the last ring, Gray wouldn’t allow us back on until the replication process was done, but the odds weren’t looking great that the process would finish before the Raptors would enter the ring. From there, they could potentially access anything before the new singular was up and running fully to deal with them.

Was there something I could do to keep them from the ring’s important places? Query: options to prevent access to crucial Coalition elements within this ring?

1. Internal blast door—already in place.

2. Security drones—offline.

3. Emergency heat purge—online.

That the Raptors would have to get through blast doors made me feel a little better. I considered the heat purge and realized that even if the Raptors broke through an airlock, a delayed purge would prevent them from sharing anything they learned. Directive: activate emergency purge immediately after Coalition probe launches from docking bay. Reactivate should any additional intruders arrive.

Confirmed. Emergency heat purge activates upon probe departure.

Feeling relatively confident that I’d done what I could, I disconnected from the ring’s defense system and let myself return to reality. I’d expected to first feel the burns, but I felt no pain. I instinctively looked down as I pulled my hands from the interface pad and found them to be completely silver. I blinked at the oddities. I opened and closed my fists several times.

“Okay, those hands are creeping me out, for real,” Jason said to my right.

They still felt and moved like my hands, so I rushed to slide on my gloves before I felt the burn.

“By the way, it’s about time. I was calling your name for the past hour. I was beginning to think you were a goner,” he said.

I turned to him. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you. This system connection is different from interfacing with Gray.”

“You were inside that system for over two hours! My suit’s going to be bingo if we don’t head back right now.”

Two hours? “I thought I was in there for maybe ten minutes. I’m ready to go.”

Jason led the way out of the control room with the firefly right above him.

“I should mention, a Raptor ship was able to dock before I was able to seal off the ring.”

“That sucks,” he said without turning around. “Hopefully they docked on the opposite side of this ring.”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

I took the lead since he seemed to be realizing that the Raptors were closer than we’d realized. I weaved through the interface columns and to the door. The firefly flew overhead. The door opened automatically, like the other doors, and I wondered if the firefly did that or if there were more ring systems online than I’d assumed.

Jason had quickly caught up, and we ran, following Bug as fast as we could in spacesuits. We’d covered about half the distance when a laser cut through the airlock door twenty feet in front of us.

I skidded to a stop, and Jason slammed into me, catching me just before I tumbled forward.

“Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap,” Jason muttered, which led me to believe he was seeing the same thing.

Ahead, the laser cutter had sliced half of a large circle in the airlock. We needed to cross that airlock without getting cut by the laser. But with how fast the laser was cutting, we’d never make it far enough down the hallway to lose them in the horizon before the Raptors came through and spotted us.

“We have to get back to the ship,” Jason said.

“Any great ideas on how?” I asked.

Bug buzzed around our heads.

“You’ve got an idea?” Jason asked.

It bobbed and then zipped back the way we’d come.

“Let’s hope it finds us a door before those Raptors get through. I’m so not in the mood to fight Raptors,” I said.

“Big problem with fighting. They have guns. We don’t.”

The circular section of the airlock door thudded on the floor. I looked over my shoulder just as a Raptor, sealed in its own suit, peered through the opening. Its long beak turned our direction as if sensing us, its beady eyes locking on.

Raptors are twice as tall as humans, but even they didn’t have to duck through the airlock. The hole they’d cut didn’t go the full height, so they would have to carefully climb through one at a time to avoid tearing their suits. We took advantage of their forced delay by springing in the opposite direction after the firefly.

The Raptor gave a high-pitched shriek. The firefly stopped at a door to our right, and when it opened, Jason jumped inside. I glanced back long enough to see five Raptors in the corridor and a sixth one coming through. They ran at us. Raptors are built for flying, but the corridor was too narrow for their wingspan. Still, they ran as fast as humans, if not faster, and there hadn’t been much distance between us to begin with. Worse, the lead Raptor was raising a weapon—either a rifle or laser cutter—as it ran. I ducked into the room just as bullets tore through the space where I’d been standing a nanosecond earlier.

The room was an empty rectangular space. Jason was running to where half of the wall had just opened to the right. It reminded me of a partition that could separate a larger room into two smaller rooms. I didn’t look behind me this time and ran through the new opening just as the wall began closing. I tripped going through and ended up on the floor on the other side. I rolled onto my butt to see the Raptors enter the room and nearly reach the opening before the wall closed us off.

Jason helped me to my feet. “C’mon. Let’s assume they can cut through the wall or the door just as easily as they did the airlock.”

The firefly had buzzed to the door. This room was identical to the other, and we hustled through. As the door opened, I grabbed Jason’s arm. “Wait, what if that wasn’t all the Raptors?”

“Then we find another room to hide in?” he offered, then peered into the corridor and let out a sigh. “All clear.”

We sprinted through the corridor behind the firefly. Behind us, the laser was cutting through the door. As we passed the breached airlock, I noticed a Raptor just beyond the outer airlock, standing guard. Lucky for us, it was facing the other way. Raptors were as competitive as they were aggressive, and I imagined they were defending against other Raptor crews as much as from anyone else.

Our ship couldn’t have been more than four hundred meters further, which made me think the Raptors had seen or tracked us to this ring. Since their ships were designed to home in on a Coalition probe, tracking made more sense.

We reached our airlock, and it didn’t open.

“Can’t anything go easy around here?” Jason asked.

The firefly had gone to the ceiling and inserted its mechanism into the port, and we waited. Down the corridor, the door holding back the Raptors fell, and the aliens began crawling through. We had nowhere to go for cover. We relied on Bug to open doors, so we couldn’t tuck into the nearest one.

The first Raptor was through and raised its rifle.

The airlock opened, and Jason and I tumbled through at the same time. I couldn’t breathe until the door closed behind us, and Bug went about opening the outer door.

Jason was panting. “I swear, there are more Raptors in this galaxy than there are cockroaches.”

“I don’t even think we’re in the Milky Way anymore,” I pointed out uselessly.

“Then universe. There are more Raptors in this universe than cockroaches.”

The outer door opened, and we ran through the airbridge only to come up against a closed outer airlock to the ship.

Jason pounded on the door. “Open up!”

It didn’t. We waited, both fidgeting and staring at the ring’s airlock, waiting to see a laser torch cut through. Every now and then, I read my HUD readings. I had barely an hour’s worth of charge left on my suit, which meant Jason had to be down to a few minutes, at most.

“How’s your suit?” I asked.

“Not good. Nine minutes left.” He turned and pounded on the door again.

I glanced at the firefly. “Can’t you do something?” It hovered there, seemingly nonplussed.

Three minutes later, a glow burned through the ring’s outer airlock as the Raptors began cutting through. My heart pounded. Stuck at the end of a tube, we were easy target practice.

The lights came on throughout the ring. I groaned in relief.

“Looks like our singular just made another singular baby,” Jason said as the airlock opened, and he hustled inside. I was right behind him.

The firefly flew inside the small airlock with us, and we waited as the space pressurized.

“The ring can deal with the Raptors now,” Jason said. He blew out a breath. “It’s good to be inside. I was running on fumes.”

As soon as we were in the airlock, safe, my mind immediately went to Sam. Please be all right. I yearned to shove the inner door open and burst inside; I also yearned to kick Gray’s ass. But that would have to come later. Because I also thought of the sphere and the superweapon inside… and what would happen if the Raptors beat us to it.


TEN


“Sam!” Jason called out, his voice echoing with relief as we entered the ship.

Sam was plugged in at the command deck. Seeing him alive and well chipped away at the mountain of stress I’d been building. Relief cooled my emotions. “You’re okay.”

He didn’t even look over his shoulder at us. “Yeah. Hang on. We’re going to have to do some tight maneuvering to position the ring between us and the Raptor ships out there.”

Jason balked. “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got to say after being held hostage by a freaking ship?”

“Later,” Sam replied. “We gotta cut and run first.”

I cast him a suspicious glance, but he remained plugged in. The firefly had disappeared through its small square door in the ceiling. Jason and I grabbed our seats without taking time to remove our helmets. The moment my butt was in the chair, the ship launched from the docking bay, and I had to grip the armrest to avoid falling off.

The remaining Raptor ships turned to give chase. Our ship must be their target since they couldn’t have known about the sphere and rings before arriving here. After all, they needed a Coalition probe as their destination point for making quantum tunnels. Without a probe, no tunnel. They likely thought to grab our ship, secure it, and then spend all the time they wanted in the rings and sphere.

Once the ship was clear of the dock, it made a hard turn, fighting the gravitational pull of the star. That sent both Jason and me out of our seats. Jason managed to keep a grip on his chair, but I went flying upward, off the floor, when the ship dropped to duck under the ring, going near-instantly to negative Gs. I hit the ceiling, and with nothing to grab hold of, I fell to the floor when everything leveled out. I tried to prepare for a hard landing feet-first. Superhero landings look easy and cool, but they hurt a lot. The impact ran up from my heels and made my knees ache. Somehow, I kept from falling again, and I rushed to grab my chair before the ship changed trajectory.

The ship leveled out, and I reclaimed my chair. Jason did the same. Outside, the ring’s new singular must’ve activated its power grid because this ring suddenly emitted the same glow as the other ring. The Raptor ship that had partially docked had brought only its bow inside the bay. When the power grid activated, the entire stern was cut away like scissors through a sheet of paper. The rest of the ship floated away and toward the star’s gravitational pull.

“Wow, that’s a sight,” Sam said. “Remind me to never try to go through a ring’s force field.”

Seconds later, the ring’s defense system finally activated its heat purge across the ring. Flames shot out through exhaust lines, dissipating nearly instantly in the void. I wondered if the temperatures were enough to fry the Raptors inside the ring and said quietly, “Fry like eggrolls, you flying bastards.”

“Did you do that?” Jason asked after he removed his helmet.

“The heat purge, not the power grid,” I answered and then removed my own helmet.

He cocked his head. “By the way, eggrolls?”

I shrugged. “First thing that came to mind. Guess I’m craving eggrolls.”

The ship changed course again, sending my helmet rolling across the floor. Once we leveled out again, with only the Dyson sphere sitting boldly before us, I walked over to Sam. He was disconnecting from Gray, and the silver began leaving his eyes.

It was the first I’d seen his face since I got back on the ship, and he looked absolutely exhausted. Dark circles under his eyes were so pronounced it looked like he’d applied makeup.

“Are you okay?” I asked softly.

He cast the briefest of glances my way, only to then ignore my question as he rubbed his hands together. “We’ve got a day, maybe two, until we reach the sphere, so we’ve got time to recharge our suits and put our feet up for a bit. But it’s always hard to get a good answer from Gray when it comes down to time and distance. It never translates quite right. For all I know, we could be at the sphere in a few hours.”

From the back of the ship, where Jason was hanging his suit on the charging station, he yelled, “Unless the Raptors decide to shoot us to try to slow us down.”

“Let’s hope they don’t,” I said. Knowing Sam, he wasn’t one to talk about his feelings, no matter how hard I pushed. He’d talk if and when he was ready.

“They could try,” Sam said. “But right now, we’re faster than them; that’s all that counts.”

I scrutinized him for a moment. He looked fine, completely unharmed. In a burst of un-Liv-like behavior, I hugged him.

“I’m okay, really,” he said and loosely hugged me back.

“Good ole Sam. Like nothing ever happened,” Jason said drily.

Sam pulled away, a frown marring his features. “I wasn’t any happier about staying behind than you, believe me. But as it turns out, Gray wanted one of us to help guide Bug to help you out there. Evidently, Gray doesn’t always think of things from a what-a-human-needs perspective. I was given full access to Bug, so I could watch you guys and help out.”

“It was your idea to bring us to the room with a second exit?” I asked.

He nodded, smug. “Of course.”

I punched him in the arm.

“Ow!” He rubbed his bicep. “What was that for?”

I scowled. “For not letting us know that you were okay and that you were with us—sort of, anyway—out there in that ring.”

He held out his hands. “How was I supposed to do that? It’s not like Bug has a voice.”

I glared upward. “Then Gray should give it a voice if it plans to split us up ever again. Everyone knows, in every scary movie ever, that trouble starts when the team splits up.”

Conversation over, I went to the back of the ship. On either side of the airlock was a charging port. We never knew what they were built for, but after three days, Gray had modified the connector ports to charge our suits. Sam’s suit was on the other port, so I removed my suit and set it on the floor.

“By the way,” I began after setting my suit on the floor to charge after Sam’s suit finished charging. “The sphere has a superweapon.”

“A superweapon? What kind of superweapon?” Jason asked.

“The defense system called a starfire,” I replied.

“What’s it do?” Sam asked.

I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. The system said that it was the primary weapon against the Rampage, but I wasn’t ‘authorized’ for any details beyond that.” I air-quoted “authorized” to get the point across.

“A starfire sounds like it gets pretty hot,” Sam said.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Jason said.

“What, and you got any better ideas?” Sam countered.

Jason considered. “Nope. Can’t say I do.”

Sam didn’t seem bothered. “Well then, we’ll find out once we get the sphere up and running. Until then, there’s not much to do except sit here and wait until we dock.”

“Ask Gray to show us the Raptors on part of the viewscreen,” I said. “I want to see how close we are to the sphere and how close they are to us.”

“I’ll get right on it… after lunch.”

Part of the viewscreen, which curved around the entire front twenty percent of the ship, changed to show two Raptor ships following us. The third had turned around and looked like it was going back to the rings to try its luck there. We were slowly putting more distance between us and the ships, and fortunately, they hadn’t grown desperate enough to fire upon us yet. If we were farther apart, I could see them trying to establish a quantum tunnel to close the gap, but their tunneling system brought them to the same sector as a Coalition probe, not closer. And since the rings and sphere were all in the same sector, tunneling wasn’t an option.

The 3D printer ejected three meal bars, and Jason grabbed them and handed one each to Sam and me. We sat and ate. I noticed that Sam was over halfway done with his bar before the solid silver left his eyes, leaving only the thin streaks we all had now. It’d been progressively taking longer to return to normal. I could only assume that the stuff inside us was replicating, so there was more in our bodies every day. It was easier than ever to connect to Gray, but I was getting nervous about what would happen if the stuff inside me never stopped replicating. Would we become slaves? Singulars?

Jason swallowed his last bite. “So, are we going to have to do the same thing at the sphere? Try to talk to the defense system to hold off the Raptors?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think talking to the defense system did any good since it couldn’t do much until the sphere is up and running. But I did at least learn about the defense network and the starfire. If the Rampage show up here, we know what we can use against them, at least.”

“Yeah, but what can we use against the Raptors?” Sam asked. “Compared to the last ring, this time they’re practically breathing down our tailpipes. They’ll reach the sphere barely an hour or so after us.”

I shrugged. “But what can we do? We have no weapons. We got lucky on the last ring.” Jason and I filled Sam in on everything that had transpired.

When we’d finished, Sam said, “I think we need to stay on board the ship. It’s the only place we’re safe, especially with those Raptors chewing on our tailpipes.”

“I’m good with that plan,” I said. “But once the replication process is done and the sphere gives the Raptors the boot, I want to find an archivist system because I’ve got a lot more questions to ask.”

“You and me both,” Jason said.

“We’re assuming the sphere will even let us in,” Sam said. “If it’s anything like Gray, it’s going to have a mind of its own.”

I considered for a moment. “I think it’ll let us in. Unlike the Raptors, the Coalition sees humans as harmless. Not only that, but we’re also humans who can never return home and share anything we learn. As long as it believes we can’t do any harm with what we learn from the Coalition, we’ll be fine.”

Jason watched me for a long second. “That’s a pretty big assumption.”

“As big as Quebec,” Sam agreed. “But pretty much every decision we’ve made up until now has been based on galactic-wide assumptions. Why do anything different now?”


ELEVEN


My dreams haunted my sleep. I was on the ring again, but this time it was a city filled with life—just not life I was familiar with. Gray ships filled nearly every dock, and the corridors were bustling with drones of various shapes and sizes. Most were fireflies, but there were others: square-shaped couriers, squid-like utility bots, and even assistant drones no larger than flies. They were alive in their own ways—some with simple minds, others with brains more complex than a human’s. Each drone was connected to a highly advanced singular as if they were fingers of a body.

Singulars replicated to form more singulars in a way that reminded me of starfish. The replicating singular gave a piece of itself to create a new singular—that’s why Gray was sapped of energy after replicating itself for the two rings. And by having only a piece of the other singular, the new singular would be more than a simple copy—it would become an individual.

I awoke not knowing if what I’d dreamed was real or hallucination… and with Sam standing by our bunk.

“Good, you’re awake. We’ll be to the sphere in an hour,” he said.

I rubbed my eyes, trying not to forget the dream. “How long have you been standing there watching me, Creep?”

“Just a few minutes. And I’m not a creep. I was waiting for both of you to wake up.”

“That’s creepy, brother,” Jason said, yawning. “And I’m awake now. Are the Raptors shooting at us yet?”

“Not yet, and I’ve got a plan,” Sam said, fidgeting. He sounded like he’d had a cup of coffee or two—something the ship’s printer would never make for us despite us asking for it a dozen times.

I was surprised I’d slept so hard with at least two Raptor ships on our tail (not that a round ship has a tail). But now that I was awake, thinking of the Raptors made me fully awake in a heartbeat. “What’s this plan?”

“Tell me it’s not going to get us killed,” Jason said.

“The black hole didn’t kill us,” Sam said.

“It almost killed us,” Jason countered.

Sam blew him off with a wave. “That was a good plan. So is this. Hear me out.”

Jason motioned. “The floor is yours.”

“Okay, we’re coming up on the sphere. And the Raptors are following this ship, right?”

“Gray,” Jason said.

Sam ignored him. “The last time, the problem was the Raptors docked too close to you guys. So, how about I drop you off as close to a control room as I can get you, then I’ll draw them off and dock a safe distance away. Gray can’t fly when it’s in the replication process, but I can. And with me on board, I can make sure the ship comes back for you as soon as I can. I bounced the idea off Gray, and it agrees the plan is solid.”

“Solid for you, maybe. It sounds like a great way to get Liv and me killed,” Jason quipped.

“You’ve both spacewalked. It’ll be a walk in the park,” Sam said.

I reluctantly raised my hand.

Sam frowned. “Don’t tell me you’ve never spacewalked before.”

“I’ve never spacewalked before,” I said. “I’m a war correspondent; I’m not an astronaut like you two.” And I’d never even made it to the front lines before the Raptors won the war.

Sam seemed confused. “But you were in the zero-G room every day back on the Tereshkova.”

“That’s because I enjoyed it,” I said.

He dismissed my comment. “Well, outside will be just like the room, only without the walls. Besides, if you want, you can strap yourself onto Jason and let him do the maneuvering. He’s done more spacewalks than the rest of Terry’s crew combined.”

I glanced at Jason, who still looked stricken, but I couldn’t tell if that was because of Sam’s plan or because he’d have to carry me. When he noticed me watching him, he said, “True.”

“See?” Sam waved his hand. “It’ll all work out. Bug will get you guys inside. When you find the control room, launch some defenses.”

“But it won’t do any good until the replication process is done,” I pointed out, recalling what I’d learned from the second ring.

Sam shook his head. “Not in this case. According to Gray, the defense system is a standalone system. All it needs is a quick reboot. Get it up and running and it’ll take care of the Raptors.”

I frowned. “But with how long it took us last time, the new singular could be up and running and talk to the defense system before I get my instructions plugged in.”

“It won’t. The sphere’s singular is more robust than the ring’s singulars, so the process takes longer and drains a lot more from Gray.”

“Wait, how much longer?” Jason asked.

“Well…” Sam drawled. “Fourteen hours, give or take. By then, the Raptors could be deep inside the sphere and interfacing with it. The last thing we want is for them to gain access to a superweapon.”

Jason balked. “Wait, what? Fourteen hours?”

I blinked. “That’s almost twice as long as our suits hold a charge.”

“It won’t be a problem. Bug will guide you to a room that can get our atmo and pressure.”

“You say that; you’ll be safe on this ship,” I said.

“I’ll be with you every step of the way. I don’t know if Gray gave Bug a voice yet, but I’ll be plugged in the entire time. I’ll help out as much as I can. And Gray will pick you up the second the process is complete.”

“Assuming we’re still alive by then,” Jason said.

“You will be. Gray showed me safe rooms in the sphere. They’re everywhere, so it’ll be easy to get to one.”

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. “This ship can mostly fly itself, right?”

“Mostly,” Sam said unconvincingly.

“So any of us could stay on board. How about you go and I stay behind?” Jason offered.

Emotion flashed over Sam’s features. “Fine. But then we’re counting on you to make sure Gray comes back for us, and you’ve interfaced with Gray all of—how many times now?” He mock-counted on one finger. “Oh yeah, once.”

“Okay, fine. Then Liv. She was the first to interface.”

Sam turned to me and gave me a pleading look. He either wanted to stay behind or he was hiding something. “Sam knows Gray better than either of us. I have more faith in him than in my own skills.”

“It’ll be fine, trust me,” Sam said. “I’ll keep the Raptors off your backs, and Gray is convinced activating the defense system is a piece of cake and that there’s a slew of safe rooms where you can ride out the wait.”

“And how long would it take to get a room up to atmo?” Jason asked.

Sam shrugged. “Not long. You know how this Coalition stuff works. Remember this ship? It had atmo a few minutes after we came on board.”

“I’d rather stay on the ship,” Jason said.

“Me too,” I admitted, but Sam was right. The Raptors couldn’t get control of the sphere. Would the singular even allow the Raptors access to its systems? They were deemed an aggressive race, so the singular shouldn’t. But the Raptors also had a lot more experience with Coalition technology. What if they had developed some type of override code? Staying on board the ship was safe, but would I be able to live with myself if the Raptors took control of the sphere?

That was an easy answer, unfortunately.

“We can’t risk the Raptors getting a hold of more Coalition tech,” I said simply. The Raptors had wiped out all human defenses in a single battle. If this superweapon was as powerful as I bet it was, the Raptors could wipe out all humanity in a single shot.

Sam clapped his hands. “All right. Then you’d better suit up. We’re down to forty minutes to the best drop site.”

Jason grumbled as he donned his suit. My suit had just reached a full charge, having been on the charger right before I went to bed. I printed three extra meal bars and stuffed them in my pockets before putting on my own suit. I tried not to drag my feet, but dread filled me with lead. What lay in the sphere waiting to be discovered? Would it be safe? Would the Raptors find us? All I had were questions and not a single answer. I felt like we survived the second ring purely on luck. If things went downhill again, I didn’t hold a lot of confidence in our survival.

Luck and I had broken up long ago.

Thirty-five minutes later, Jason, Bug, and I approached the airlock. Jason entered; my anxiety-laden legs didn’t want to move, so I grabbed the doorway and pulled myself in. Once inside, I turned slowly, almost despairingly, to face Sam. His features were tight as he stood on the other side of the open doorway. “I wish I could go.”

I realized the truth then. Just as Gray had entered my dreams and shown me what I needed to do, it had told Sam he had to stay behind. But why? Why did it need a human on board? After spending months in the same small space as Sam and Jason, I knew them better than I knew my own mother. Sam wanted to come with us, but Gray wouldn’t let him. Sam wasn’t trying to worry us, but it worried me more that he felt like he needed to protect us.

“Then come,” Jason said. “Suit up.”

Sam gave a tight smile. “No time. I’ll come back to you as soon as the process finishes, but it could take a while since the dock will be sixty thousand miles away or so.”

Jason and I both jerked. Jason spoke first. “Wait, sixty thousand miles?”

Sam forced a grin. “I said I’d get the Raptors off your backs.”

The airlock door closed.

We turned and faced the other door, not speaking for a while.

“I don’t like Sam very much,” Jason said eventually.

“You and me both,” I replied, though I didn’t mean it. Sam was cocky, but he was just a player in Gray’s game, no different than Jason or me.

The outer airlock opened. I gulped, and we stepped out into the black.


TWELVE


As soon as the airlock closed off Liv and Jason from Sam, he let the mask fall. He’d lied to them. He hadn’t wanted to—lying wasn’t his style—but they would’ve gotten all worried like they were prone to do, and they needed to keep their heads clear in the game. Plus, he didn’t want to get his head fried again.

Oh, and there was the little thing of not jeopardizing his friends’ lives too.

Once Sam had fallen asleep last night, Gray haunted his dreams with warnings. Basically, its warnings went along the lines of: Sam would not leave the ship or else, Sam would not tell Liv and Jason what he learned from Gray or else, Sam wouldn’t piss off Gray or else… with “or else” being a very graphic image of Liv and Jason being left behind to die.

The AI systems back home had a friendly tone. Gray wasn’t one of those systems.

He trudged to the command deck through the open space. Over the past few months, they’d made it more comfortable. The beds had pillows and blankets now, and they had chairs, but it still needed a lot more to feel homey—at least that’s what Liv often said. They had enough to get by, though he’d kill for a working tablet. All his games and books were lost as soon as they’d entered the ship, it having killed the armlets and tablets they brought on board.

He used to enjoy interfacing with Gray—it was the closest thing to entertainment around there. Now, the anxiety and frustration nearly overwhelmed him. He should be with his crew instead of being stuck on the ship like some invalid. When he told the crew about his “great plan,” he wasn’t so sure Liv and Jason bought it. They weren’t dumb, and even Sam admitted that his plan was kind of dumb. If he’d had more time, he would’ve come up with something better, but Gray hadn’t exactly given him a break.

Sam supposed he could’ve not connected to Gray, but if he didn’t interface, he couldn’t be with Liv and Jason through Bug. And he was also hellbent on figuring out why Gray made him stay behind for no obvious reason.

Sam stepped onto the command deck’s platform and placed his hands on the interface pad. It accepted him almost instantaneously, and his hands sank into the tar. While interfaced, Sam could still see, hear, and feel, but his mind was in a deep daydream, and he could travel through the systems as easily as he could travel in any dream.

Since Gray wasn’t connected to the sphere yet, it sought Sam immediately, giving him access to Bug. Through the drone’s camera, he watched Jason and Liv enter the sphere. Both were sweating, and he wondered if it was nerves or the heat.

There were no cockroaches—they’d never gotten in. In his dreams, he’d seen how swarms of cockroaches came together and transformed into deadly spears that hurled at the sphere, breaching it in nine locations, one of which worked in Sam’s crew’s favor since they used it to enter the sphere. The cockroach spear that had caused the breach had been fried upon contact by the sphere’s automated defense system.

Sam wasn’t sure how Gray had known what happened here—maybe the sphere’s singular had still been alive and able to share along the Coalition network. There was a lot Gray knew but was selective about sharing. That pissed off Sam.

But at least Liv and Jason were safe in the sphere—the Raptors were a good distance behind and had not adjusted course or decelerated to check out the breach.

And the gray ship was safe, too.

Their enemies’ scanners would lose the gray ship in the “noise” as soon as it was tucked away inside the sphere… but only if they were locked in before the Raptors could get a new visual lock. Gray already had the ship locked in on its arrival port, as there were no docking bays on the sphere. Since Gray didn’t seem stressed, Sam had to assume they’d be tucked into the sphere with time to spare.

In fact, Gray was inviting Sam to come to it. Gray didn’t speak—or at least didn’t care about speaking in a way that could be translated to English. Since the archivist had spoken English, Sam assumed Gray was capable of it, but maybe singulars had restrictions too. Humans couldn’t pick up another language instantly; it made sense an alien would be the same way.

While a small portion of Sam’s mind remained with Bug’s camera on his team and on the ship approaching the sphere, the rest of his mind was with Gray. His crew was walking through a rather boring corridor at the moment. The replication process wasn’t yet underway, so there was no effort in reaching for Gray. In fact, it tugged Sam to it, so all Sam had to do was let his mind be pulled.

With Gray setting out the metaphorical welcome mat, Sam didn’t have to push through the firewall of geometric shapes. Still, he approached the singular with trepidation.

“Why am I here and not with my friends out there?” he asked. It was the question that itched at him constantly.

Gray didn’t answer. Instead, the plasma streams that wove around the singular seemed to expand, coming closer to Sam’s mind.

Mentally, he took a step back before girding his strength and standing tall. “What do you want from me?”

Familiar tendrils of light formed at the singular and began stretching outward.

Sam raised a hand. “Oh, no you don’t. You invited me here. No torturing me just because I asked something you didn’t want to answer.”

The tendrils wavered and then snapped back into the singular. In this space, as deep in the interface as one could go, Gray didn’t need to show Sam anything—he could practically see Gray’s thoughts. He felt its surprise; it had never intended to harm any of them. The tendrils initiated a general shutdown on any computer system.

It had used the same tools to “shut down” Sam, Liv, and Jason back on the ring to protect them. Not all the rooms in the ring were safe for bioforms, even with spacesuits. It had sent more fireflies to carry them to the nearest room that it had deemed safe. Gray had done it again to Sam out of a gut reaction to protect itself upon noticing Sam had breached its firewalls. It never intended to cause pain.

It was the first time Sam felt like he understood the way a singular thought, even if it was just one facet of a being with a million facets. Evolved from computers rather than from single-cell organisms, their genetic makeup was as different from a bioform as a volcano was from an ocean. Singulars weren’t a physical life-form, at least not in the way humans were, unless you considered that both were made of energy. No, singulars were a vastly different species, utterly incapable of having humanity, just as Sam was incapable of having singularity, or whatever singulars have.

It could’ve killed Sam and his friends by “helping” them, and their lives were dependent on this thing.


THIRTEEN


Being outside the ship in space was just like being in Tereshkova’s zero-G room with two life-threatening exceptions. First, there were no walls. Second, we dropped out at a speed that was a whole lot faster than zero miles per hour. Gray had slowed drastically or else we would’ve been torn apart. Still, it felt like being dropped from a speeding train at a hundred miles per hour. We tumbled heads over heels, but without full gravity, I didn’t feel the tumbling as much as see it: glimpses of the sphere dock before us and the black behind us and flipping… over and over again.

My stomach didn’t lurch as much as I’d expected—a benefit of lower gravity—but my fear made up for the lack of nausea. My visual picture changed so fast, like I was watching one of those video montages which changes perspectives every split second.

At least the action kept me too occupied to freak out. I’d chosen not to tether myself to Jason, and I was glad now that we were outside. If we’d been tethered, with all the tumbling, we would’ve crashed into each other hard enough to break bones. I’d programmed my suit to auto-stabilize me, and I leveled out soon enough. Propulsion bursts fired from the pack around my waist to slow my spinning until my sight picture settled on the sphere.

Jason must’ve had his suit on auto-stabilize too, since he took no longer to level out. Once I was stabilized, it felt like the zero-G room, except for the tug of the star’s gravity pulling us toward the sphere.

In the distance, the gray ship was pulling away while even farther away, the pair of Raptor ships were tiny dots, but in space, that meant they were practically upon us—a few hours away at most. I turned away, focusing on Jason and Bug to keep the panic below my throat.

We were gambling that the Raptors would continue after Gray rather than decelerate and check to see why the ship slowed. They should’ve assumed the ship slowed to search for a docking bay as, unlike the rings, there were very few docks on the sphere (I’d yet to see one), but I also knew not to assume what Raptors would assume.

The firefly buzzed Jason and me before heading toward a dark indentation in the sphere, an area the gravity seemed to be pulling us straight toward, thanks to Gray’s ultra precise deployment. The indentation wasn’t a dock; rather, it looked like an impact site with a narrow tear in the sphere’s outer hull.

We were so close to the star that the temperature was exceeding my suit’s limits—I had fewer than five minutes before I’d start cooking. Panic took over at that point, and I was glad no one could hear my squeak. I took control of my suit’s propulsion system and shot bursts a bit too energetically to follow Bug. My momentum gained with each second thanks to the star’s gravitational pull, and I had to fire reverse bursts to slow down before I slammed into the hull. I still hit hard but managed to grab the edge of the gouge before considering that the torn metal could’ve been sharp enough to slice through my gloves.

Fortunately, it wasn’t.

The breach was wide enough for a human but too small for a Raptor, though I assumed their laser could cut the hole wider if they wanted to come after us. The former made me feel a bit better; the latter reminded me not to quit panicking yet.

Jason came up alongside and grabbed onto the other side of the breach while Bug flew through the opening. The drone’s small light cut the darkness to reveal only more darkness beyond. Jason gestured for me to go first. This was one of those cases where “ladies first” was an act of fear rather than of chivalry. I wasn’t overly excited about taking the lead either, but I also needed protection against the intense heat and so I slid through the fissure and into the blackness.

My helmet light shone through the chasm, hitting a wall fifty feet away. With my temperature warning going off in my HUD, I didn’t hesitate to fly to the wall as fast as I could. I bounced lightly off the wall, stopping and doing a slow spin to see that I was in a corridor much smaller than the ones we had traversed in the rings. My magnetized boots didn’t snap to the floor, but there was enough gravity from the star and a hint of something magnetic in the flooring so that I could stand comfortably without feeling off-balance. The temperature was lower here but not by enough. Bug blinked its light at me just as Jason came in. I shooed it to hurry, hoping Sam was doing his best to speed Gray along in helping us.

I wished our comms worked, so I could talk to him out here, but ever since we’d entered the gray ship on that asteroid back in our solar system, our crew comms were down. My guess was that it was some kind of security precaution since we’d seen the inside of a Coalition vessel and could share the information with our kind. But that was a guess—and guessing was my modus operandi ever since boarding the gray ship.

I gave Jason the okay sign, which he returned, and I followed Bug through the hallway. We covered about two hundred feet before coming to a stop at a door in the corridor. Even though the ceiling was badly damaged, Bug didn’t waste time before flying up to the ceiling to the interface port. The portion of ceiling where the interface port was located was dented inward several inches. Bug struggled to interface. After several attempts, it managed to insert its stinger into the port.

Jason and I waited impatiently. My HUD warning was still flashing red warnings, which made it hard to focus on anything else. It didn’t help that Bug was taking a lot longer to open the door than it had done before.

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, Bug,” I said even though I doubted it could hear me.

I was sweating—the temperature inside my suit was reading ninety-four degrees and climbing another degree every twenty seconds. I was hot now; I’d be literally boiling if we didn’t find a survivable temperature in this sphere before our suits drained. My blood reaching a boiling point would take hours; I’d die long, long before that.

I could see Jason was talking at Bug too, and I could make an easy guess as to what he was saying. He was sweating profusely. Fortunately, we weren’t in zero-G, where sweating in a spacesuit is miserable and outright dangerous. With no gravity, sweat stays where it forms, making bubbles, but it’s our vision that suffers the worst. If sweat gets into our eyes, all we can do is try to blink it out.

Being so close to a star, my HUD showed that we were in about .3 gravity, low enough that my sweat was pulled toward the star in slow motion. I made sure to keep my face turned away from the gravitational pull, so I didn’t get beads of sweat on my faceplate.

Jason moved around me and to the door. In his left hand he was now holding a laser cutter, a small tool from the tool bag he’d carried on board the gray ship. We’d each entered with a backpack. Jason had brought his treasured set of tools while Sam had brought several flight tablets, none of which worked from the moment we’d entered the ship. And me, being a journalist, had my communications tablets and video gear, which also died the moment I boarded the ship. At least the clothes and snacks I brought could still be used. The water I’d carried got the three of us through the first day.

When the temp inside my suit read ninety-nine, I peered over Jason’s shoulder to watch him cut. I’d expected him to cut through the door, but he worked at expanding a small tear in the wall instead. The door showed a scorch mark where he made his first attempt, but the surface was unmarred except for the carbon. He was at least making progress in widening the hole that was now the size of my fist, having better luck with that strange gray composite material when it was already cut.

Bug zoomed down and Jason pulled away his torch for the drone to disappear through the opening.

Jason packed his torch back into the holster he’d had for it so that it didn’t hang loosely from its tether. He glanced at me and gave a shrug. I could practically read his mind. Think Bug’s coming back for us?

The door began opening inch by slow inch, and I sighed my relief even though the deep breath fogged the lower part of my faceplate. My suit was using all its capacity to hold back the heat—it no longer bothered with the comforts like humidity. Jason frantically grabbed the door and started pulling it open, using the wall to brace his feet for more leverage. I wanted to help, but there was no space for me, and so I stood right behind him, ready to jump in the moment I saw a chance to assist. With Jason’s help, the door opened wide enough for us to squeeze through. This section of corridor looked to be whole, though it was hard to tell in the darkness.

Bug was above us, and I noticed it had opened a panel next to the interface port, where there was a small lever—but was bigger than the drone—that Bug had rotated to manually open the door. As soon as we were through, it flew immediately to the next door and accessed the interface port. My HUD read 104 degrees now, and it was sweltering inside my suit. Neither Jason nor I hesitated in following Bug, and by the time we reached it, the door was opening. Pressurized air blew us back until I skidded to a stop. I was careful not to run or else I’d leap into the ceiling, so I walked as softly and quickly as I could, right behind Jason.

As soon as we were through, Bug flew through and worked at closing the door. It was a lot cooler in here, just above freezing, and my suit was already beginning to recover. Since this corridor was still cool and not baked by the enclosed star, there couldn’t have been a significant breach in this section. The thin atmosphere in here was in no way Earth-like. The pressure was low like the gravity but stable, and the air contained no combustible compounds like oxygen. Being a “technoformic” race, it made sense that they’d like it cool, stable, and obviously nonexplosive. But if that was the case, the rings should’ve had the same conditions, but other than gravity, they’d had near-space atmosphere. Was this sphere more online than the rings were? It showed no signs of life—no lights and no hums of machines like the nearly imperceptible vibration of Gray in flight.

The walls were smooth with no doors or airlocks, which made me wonder if this corridor was just an airlock.

“Can you hear me?” Jason asked. His voice, coming through his helmet’s speaker, carried less in the thin atmosphere but was at least clear.

“I hear you just fine,” I said.

“Good. I hate not having comms.”

He glanced at the drone. “All right, Bug, or Sam, talk to us.”

It said nothing and instead, flew down the corridor to the next door at the end of the corridor.

Its silence didn’t sit well with me. Gray had shown the capacity to easily and quickly customize things. There was no harm in letting Sam and us talk, so why hadn’t it helped? I scowled. “I guess Gray didn’t feel like letting Sam talk to us.”

We hustled down the corridor. Again, there were no other doors or windows. We went through four more corridors, with Bug closing every door behind us as soon as we were through. I was beginning to wonder exactly how deep the nearest control room was within the sphere. By the look on Jason’s face, he was thinking the same thing. At least Bug wasn’t being slow about it.

“I thought Gray was dropping us off as close to the control room as possible,” Jason said.

We’d walked at least a half mile from where we had entered. “It must’ve dropped us off at the nearest access point.”

“Or it was just the easiest spot to dump us, more likely,” he said.

“Good point.”

These corridors were only similar in color to those in the rings; these were smaller in both height and width. Where the rings were lined with doors to interior rooms and airlocks, and corridors that ran on forever, the sphere seemed comprised of only short sections of passageways. The rings seemed more comfortable while the sphere had a utilitarian vibe about it. Maybe because the lights weren’t on yet—the rings were a bit creepy before the lights came on there too.

I frowned as I scanned the corridor, realizing something was missing. “There aren’t any cockroaches here.”

Jason glanced at me. “And I’m glad. Those things gave me the willies.”

“If the cockroaches didn’t do it, then what shut down the sphere?” The damage to the outer hull looked like it could’ve come from an asteroid impact rather than from an attack, but I’m no expert on space warfare. My specialty was selling wars, not fighting them.

Bug stopped in the middle of a corridor and went to the ceiling. I thought it was strange that there was an interface port in the middle of a hallway until a large panel opened near the port. I stepped closer and looked up, my headlamp beaming through to the next level.

Bug flew upward and then hovered, waiting for us.

Jason peered up, his light brightening the tube. “You think Bug wants us to jump up there?”

“If that’s their idea of a stairway, I’m sure glad the gravity’s low here.”

I crouched and then pushed off as hard as I could. I shot upward through the opening and into the next level. I held my hands over my head to cushion my blow against the ceiling. Reaching the floor wasn’t as easy as it looked because my body wanted to fall the same direction it went up—down the hole again—so I reached out with my arms and feet. My left foot made contact with the floor, but I was off balance and fell backward, catching the other side of the tube with my hands before falling back through. I dragged myself over to the floor and then peered down at Jason.

“How’s it looking up there?” he asked.

“Same as it does down there,” I replied.

He shrugged and then jumped up the single level. When he started to fall back through, I grabbed him and tugged him to the side. He immediately scanned the empty corridor. Point three G gave me superhuman strength, and I imagined this must be what Wonder Woman felt like. It also made me realize that the comics got it wrong. Having super strength added a whole layer of problems, from accidently jumping too hard and hitting my head to breaking off doorknobs—if this sphere had doorknobs, I bet I could break them.

Bug buzzed around us to get our attention before it took off. We had to leap over the open tube (easy thanks to super strength) and hurry to catch up to the little drone. It stopped abruptly at a place in the wall that I wouldn’t have even glanced at unless Bug hadn’t just interfaced with a port. After several long seconds, that section of wall opened.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest like he was cold. “Hm, a sphere of secret passages. Not exactly giving me a warm and fuzzy feeling.”

Trepidation filled me. I’d seen too many scary movies to be excited to enter a secret room. “I haven’t had a warm fuzzy since I first lay eyes on this sphere.”

I was the first to peer inside. The room was small, no more than five square feet. The walls were smooth like those in the passageway, and the only thing in the room was a single interface console that looked identical to Gray’s command deck.

“My guess is that’s the control room. You think that’s the control room?” Jason asked.

“I think so? But the ring had an interface port for every system. Why’s there only one port here?” I’d expected the room to be identical to the control room in both rings. But this could’ve been why Gray hadn’t bothered to send me an image of which interface pad to use.

“Dunno. Maybe it’s universal and works for all systems. Maybe because the rooms are so small, they only put one port per room. Maybe it’s a security thing in case someone breaks into a control room, they can only get to one system, so they’d have to break into a hundred different rooms to access all the different systems.”

“All good ideas,” I said and then blew out a breath. “All right, here goes.”

I approached the platform with apprehension and curiosity. While I always loved playing with computers, I felt uneasy accessing a computer system designed for who knew what. Sure, Bug had brought us here, so it must’ve been the defense system, but the second ring had shown me just how capable the defense systems could be at protecting their structure. I worried that if I did something wrong, I could launch a bomb—or a “superweapon”—and blow us all up.

In the sphere, the temperature was cool, just above freezing, and the air was dry, perfect for computer systems. Unfortunately, the atmospheric pressure was minimal and contained no oxygen, so I could only imagine how it’d feel on my hands.

I glanced back at Jason who was watching me with concern. “I wish you interfaced back when Sam and I did. Then you could shove your hands into a strange computer.”

He smirked. “You know, Sam would have something immature to say about that, but luckily, you’re with the mature one.”

I chortled. “Don’t forget, I saw your porn collection back on Tereshkova.”

“There’s nothing immature about porn. Besides, in my defense, I haven’t been laid in years. The last time was when I was back home. I popped over to Rio de Janeiro for a weekend getaway, and I saw this amazingly beautiful woman on the beach—Ipanema.” He proceeded to hold up both hands, palms cupped upward. “She had the biggest⁠—”

“I’ve heard enough,” I interrupted.

He frowned. “I was going to say ‘coconuts.’ She ran a coconut drink stand right there on the beach.” He smiled and rubbed his stomach. “I don’t think I’ve every drank so much coconut milk as I did that day. I would’ve taken her home to meet my mother if I didn’t have to get back to Terry the next day.” His features dampened. “She’s probably not even around anymore. I remember seeing that the Raptors hit Rio.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I said.

He shrugged. “We all lost a lot of people during that attack.”

I thought of my mother. I never even got the chance to tell her goodbye. I’d lost other friends on Earth the day Raptors bombed all the major cities, but Mom was the only one I thought about every day. “At least your family should be okay, thanks to you clearing the Raptors out of the system. They probably tell everyone they meet about their son, the hero.”

“We cleared them out and won the war,” he clarified and then smiled. “But yeah, I bet they tell everyone. Meu filho, o herói.”

I returned his smile. That was one thing about Jason Rodriguez. No matter how bad the situation, despite his pessimism, he could find a way to make everyone feel better. Where Sam was selfish, Jason was generous. Maybe it was because Sam was an only child and Jason came from a large family, but their personality differences were stark.

“All right, I gotta quit procrastinating,” I said and, in a rush, removed my gloves. My HUD’s warnings blared, which I ignored, focusing on interfacing fast. The air dried out my skin. Other than that, I was surprised that I didn’t feel anything beyond a mild discomfort from the lack of oxygen. It kind of felt like my hands after being splashed with nail polish remover—the acetone cooled and dried skin instantly.

As the pad softened, I noticed that my hands were turning silver even before initiating a connection, which I found intriguing. Something I’d have to talk with the guys about once we were all safe and sound back on the ship.

The black pad liquified, and my hands slipped into the black surface. I felt the familiar tingling sensation of an impending connection. My HUD alarms ceased when my hands sank deep enough for the black to form a seal with my suit.

I felt the connection form, much like it had back on the last ring. A list appeared in the alien language. The goo in my mind translated. Gathara System Defense Network activating.

Everything disconnected abruptly from me then, and my hands were pushed from the interface pad. They were still covered in silver, and I pressed them on the black again, but nothing happened, and the silver retracted.

I glanced at Jason and shrugged. “I think it worked.”

“That was fast,” he said.

“You’re telling me.” I slipped my gloves back on and then looked up at Bug hanging from the ceiling. “All right, Sam. We did our part. Now come get us.”

Bug dropped from the ceiling and began circling us, small lights flashing across its body. It buzzed my helmet, and I instinctively ducked. Then it zipped out into the hallway.

“Uh, I think Bug’s bugging out,” Jason said.

“But it’s supposed to find us a safe room,” I said.

We chased after it.


FOURTEEN


Sam wondered if his knowledge of the Coalition came from being so deeply interfaced that he could practically read Gray’s thoughts and intentions. Because he had to admit, he’d often been accused of being an idiot—mostly by women, right after he broke up with one of them—when it came to understanding others’ thoughts and feelings.

“C’mon, don’t shut me down again. It hurts like hell, and you could kill us,” he said, making sure Gray understood.

Gray didn’t express remorse or even offer an apology, and Sam had a feeling it wasn’t capable of either. The closest Gray seemed to come to emotions were reactions, which made Sam suspect it interpreted emotions as actions or intents. He made a mental note to remember to be careful in his interactions.

“Listen, I’m just trying to understand why you need me here. I don’t know what I can do for you?” He kept his tone gentle to avoid being perceived as hostile. It felt smart to treat Gray the same way he’d treated Jess when she was in one of her bad moods, which had been a lot. A pang of grief struck him, not from Gray but from the memory of Tereshkova’s mission specialist. Jess had been a tomcat in bed, and they’d had some good times together (a lot of good times).

Then she’d been killed by a Raptor’s bullet.

He hated Raptors.

His mind flashed back to the ship, showing him their pursuers were still on their trail. Liv and Jason were in the clear. Bug revealed them jumping vertically into a narrow corridor. The defense system’s control room was just a few feet away, displayed in the drone’s mapping data.

Even though he knew it was impossible, Sam’s mind felt warmer when Gray was communicating with him, attempting to answer his questions. The symbols within the singular pulsated, some overlapping and weaving through others, some glowing blue-green.

“Sorry, Gray. Liv’s the computer geek. I don’t get this stuff,” he said and then wondered, “Why didn’t you keep her here instead of me? She’d figure out how to talk to you a lot faster than I could… unless you need a pilot. Then I’m your man.”

A tendril reached out from Gray, smaller than the brain-fry tendrils but otherwise identical. It slithered like a snake toward Sam, who forced himself to remain still. The tendril hovered near his hand for a moment before lightly tapping it. A small spark—like a static electricity—made him jump. Then the tendril pulled away.

Sam was confounded. This would be so much easier if Liv and Jason could interface with Gray at the same time. Then maybe they could finally figure something out. “Uh, sorry, buddy. I don’t get what you’re trying to say.”

Gray didn’t respond, of course. Sam turned his attention to Bug’s camera feed and saw Liv and Jason inside the control room. With full access to Bug, Sam could instantly “read” the drone’s reports. Everyone was on track as Gray had planned. Liv was at the panel and beginning an interface to reboot the defense system.

He still couldn’t figure out how a human could reboot an alien computer, but then the truth hit him. He would never have realized it if he hadn’t been so deep in the interface, where he could almost see Gray’s energy flow through the drone and ship. Liv’s skin wasn’t actually touching the pad—Gray’s was. Silver tendrils formed on her hands, enabling the interface, and Gray was sending the reboot commands.

It had been Gray all along.

Back at the second ring, it was Gray—using Liv—that had activated the defense system. The archivist system didn’t need a singular to activate it since it wasn’t considered a critical system. Rules were coded to restrict the information it provided based on its audience. But defense systems could only be operated by a singular.

Gray had injected itself—had replicated itself—into Sam, Liv, and now Jason because they could access systems that Gray couldn’t reach before the singulars in the rings and sphere were reactivated.

“Wait…” If a singular was needed to reboot the defense systems, then the Raptors could never have taken control of the ring or the sphere, at least not once the systems were online to defend against them.

Liv and Jason could have stayed on the ship with him. Anger surged through Sam, causing him to practically shake. “You sent them in as, what, a distraction?”

Gray flashed images of them on the ship: one of them searching every compartment for clues about the ship, another of them struggling to assemble chairs that were a real pain in the ass, and another of Liv attempting to hack the printer to make pizza.

Sam got the message. “You think we like to keep busy just for the hell of it? We were doing that to survive. You can’t just send us on quests like we’re characters in a video game. We’re people, not puppets!”

Gray showed him a symbol of shapes merging together.

“I’ve got no clue what you’re trying to say. I wish you’d just spit it out already.”

Through Bug’s camera, Sam saw the defense system coming online. Liv glanced up at him and said, “All right, Sam. We did our part. Now come get us.”

“I’m coming as soon as I can,” Sam said to himself, wishing Gray had modified Bug with a speaker.

Through the ship’s scanners, Sam saw the gray ship’s connector cables extend from the hull and reach out to link with the sphere. The cables slotted into ports, and part of the sphere began to open. The defense network, powered up enough to scan the ship, identified it as no threat. The gray ship entered an open space in the sphere where thousands of cables hung. Its cables connected to some, which instantly came to life. Gray prepared itself for replication, awaiting the defense network’s scan and approval—a process that could take forever or just seconds; it was always impossible to tell.

“Ah, I get it. Liv and Jason had to reboot the defense network to open a line for you to begin the replication thing.” But he was confused. “But why didn’t it need authorization when you replicated at the ring?”

Gray flashed an image of the sphere’s immense power and the defense network standing between it and the Rampage. “Ah, more security so more red tape. Got it.”

Bug suddenly flashed an alarm, and Sam and Gray’s attention snapped to the drone. The defense network had identified Liv and Jason as threats and launched firefly drones. They had no idea what was coming for them.

“Gray! We’ve got to help them!” Sam yelled.

Several small tendrils, like the one that had shocked Sam earlier, shot out from the singular. Before he could react, they wrapped around him.

Sam felt Gray feeding more of itself into him, taking full control. He wanted to resist, but Gray didn’t give him a choice. On the platform, through his silver eyes, Sam watched the silver tendrils climb his arms to his shoulders, slinking over his chest. He tried to break free, but his hands wouldn’t move. The silver covered his torso and snaked down his legs. Cold silver climbed his throat and wrapped his face. He no longer felt connected to his body. He existed only in the interface—and then he didn’t exist at all.


FIFTEEN


Jason and I had to run to keep up with Bug, which isn’t as easy as it sounds when you’re wearing a cumbersome spacesuit in unnaturally light .3 gravity. Spacesuits, even sleek A-gen suits like ours, still had full backpack power packs on them, and the boots were made for hiking rather than running. The fabric was thick enough that it felt like wearing moving blankets. With the low gravity, if you stepped too hard, you’d end up leaping too high and hitting your head against the ceiling. I didn’t know why Bug was in such a hurry, but I assumed it had to be for a good reason.

We discovered the reason when Bug opened a hidden door to our right. In the distance, a dozen fireflies were flying toward us. At first, I hadn’t thought anything of it. Fireflies had come out in droves after the rings came back online—except that the sphere’s singular wasn’t online yet; only the defense system was.

“Uh, Bug, are those guys friendly?” Jason asked, creeping closer to the door, which swooshed open.

One of the fireflies fired a laser at us, but Bug swooped in at the last microsecond, keeping the shot from hitting me square in the chest.

“Not friendly!” I squeaked as Jason and I both jumped through the narrow doorway.

More laser fire ensued, with Bug returning fire—albeit less bright—of its own.

Bug took a hit in an unarmored spot, sparking and smoking. It swooped down to us. Jason held out his hands to catch the drone, but it instead dropped its stinger into his open palm and then flew back out into the fray. The door closed, sealing us off from Bug and the defense drones.

“Bug!” I called out, but the drone was gone.

“Uh, whoa,” Jason said bluntly, eyeing the stinger. “I don’t think the defense system cares that we’re the good guys.”

“I don’t think so either,” I agreed, turning down the passageway before us. It was narrow, just wide enough for one of us to walk at a time. I gulped, my body buzzing with panic. If the drones opened the door, we’d be sitting ducks. “Let’s find a place to hide,” I suggested.

“Easier said than done, if those drones have the same stingers Bug has… had,” Jason said.

“If you see somewhere we can try it, we’ll try it,” I replied, and we ran. Since I was furthest in the passageway, I took the lead.

We couldn’t run full-out—the passageway was too tight for that. It also sloped slightly upward, but .3 G made it easy. It gave off the vibes of a secondary hallway even though it had the same smooth surfaces as the other corridors I’d seen in the sphere. I hadn’t yet seen a wall screen or even a map, which made me think that the anyone who passed through this sphere either had a Bug with them or was a Singular. Gray seemed connected to everything Coalition, so I figured all Singulars were the same.

Our footsteps and breathing echoed in the narrow corridor, and I hoped that maybe, just maybe, the defense drones hadn’t followed us. Sweat tickled my temples as it ran down from my forehead. Each breath fogged a small cloud onto my faceplate, only to quickly dissipate thanks to my suit’s air circulation system.

The passageway ended at a T-junction, forcing us to slow down. I glanced down both hallways—they were identical to the one we were in, except the left sloped upward and the right sloped downward.

“Right or left?” I asked.

“Left. Left is always right,” Jason replied in a rush.

I was about to veer right but went with Jason’s gut. He was superstitious, but he also was the luckiest of us three. That was reason enough to trust his judgment. We took three more lefts—I had no clue how we didn’t end back up in the firefly-filled corridor, but I guessed the incline was enough that we were winding upward in a very loose spiral. It hit me that I hadn’t seen stairs and wondered if these sloped walkways were the Coalition’s version of a stairway.

There was a buzzing sound in the distance, and my heart skipped a beat. Bug buzzed, but he wasn’t close enough to hear it.

Jason’s eyes went wide, and he pointed the stinger at the next T-junction we were approaching. Instead of turning left again, he turned right. About four feet in, he stretched up on his toes and stuck the stinger into a port. “I noticed every T had them,” he explained.

I listened to determine how far away the buzzing was, but my helmet’s microphone wasn’t as good as my ears. I kept looking back the way we’d come and then down both hallways.

The door opened and Jason rushed through. “C’mon!”

I was about to turn to follow when lasers shot out from the direction we’d come. My HUD warnings flashed before I felt the icy burn in my chest and stomach. I glanced down to see a half dozen smoking holes in my suit.

I grunted and went to follow Jason. As soon as he saw me, he gasped. “Oh, Liv. No.”

Wincing, I glanced back at where the drones were coming from. The pain was intensifying by the nanosecond. I could smell burnt ozone through my suit’s air filters. Even though I didn’t see blood, I knew the outcome. Any single shot from the drones was a kill shot, and I had six of them. There’d be no coming back from that. I was terrified, but adrenaline kept me focused.

I shot Jason a pained look. Through clenched teeth, I ordered, “Go. I’ll lead them away.”

He blanched. “Oh no you don’t. You’re not pulling a Bug on me.”

I had no patience or time to think of another option. “Just go already. Get safe and get to Sam. I can’t stay on my feet much longer.”

“No way. We’ll find a medical room.”

I glanced down at my chest before looking back at him. “You know it’s too late for that.”

His expression betrayed him—he knew my odds. He swallowed and shook his head, refusing to accept it. He reached out to grab me, hand outstretched, but I didn’t give him the chance. If I had, I would’ve been relieved to stay with him, but that wouldn’t have helped him stay alive.

I turned away and stumbled-ran down the right hallway.

“Liv, damn it, Liv!”

I refused to look back, hoping Jason was smart enough not to follow. Maybe, just maybe, I could buy him enough time to find somewhere safe. Even as I thought it, I knew he was likely as screwed as I was. The pain had become unbearable, and I stumbled but didn’t fall. My breathing became labored, and I wondered if my lungs were filling with fluid. I wasn’t sure how laser wounds worked, just that they were as bad as bullet holes.

My HUD warnings kept flashing, but I ignored them. I didn’t even have enough patches to cover all the holes, and even if I did, they wouldn’t do any good for the holes in my body. I was amazed at how much farther I ran, probably thanks to the lower gravity. But every step felt like hot pokers were stabbing me. I gasped for air but could only manage the tiniest of draws. My vision was tunneling, and I tasted blood in my mouth.

I reached another T-junction and crashed into the wall. Agony radiated from every wound. Somehow, I managed to head down the right hallway, but I only made it a few more feet before I tripped, falling hard. I screamed in pain. Breathing became impossible. Then I realized the pain was fading—or maybe my body was going numb. I wondered if this was how my mom felt when she died. I managed to roll onto my back (I think) and struggled for air like a fish gasping for water.

I’d never had Jason’s luck.

The fireflies had caught up. My vision was too gray and swirly to make out their details. I waited for the shots—almost welcomed them. But instead, one landed on my chest. I couldn’t speak—I could barely stay conscious—and simply watched as it plunged its stinger into my heart.


SIXTEEN


Jason stared in shock at the door of the empty closet he was in. Just like that, Liv was gone. His brain couldn’t process it. She was with him one minute, and the next… It couldn’t be possible. She was one of them—the three amigos. They’d already lost everyone; they couldn’t lose each other. He loved Liv… like a sister, not in a creepy, lusty teammate kind of way. He clenched his fists to keep his fingers from shaking.

The fireflies hadn’t entered the room yet even though they’d had plenty of time. That meant they’d kept going… after Liv.

“Damn it, Liv,” he said on a soft exhalation. His mouth was dry, his eyes watered. He clamped his jaw. He’d cry later. Liv wanted him to live, so he’d live, damn it. He turned from the door and found himself in a closet. An empty freaking closet. He scoured the walls, ceiling, and even the floor, but there was no port. Just one way in and out. If the fireflies opened that door, this room would be his tomb. With its shape and size, it already looked like one.

He was surprised the defense drones didn’t have eyes in every room. The sphere’s singular, once online, surely would. Maybe the defense system was more limited. That was an optimistic thought, but unlikely. The fireflies would find him sooner or later—likely his corpse after his suit charge died. On the bright side, he’d see Liv again. On the downside, he’d be dead.

He wondered if Liv was already dead. Who was he kidding? Of course she was, and she’d died horrifically. She’d been shot so many times. Why would those little bastards even be that cruel? And what had they done when they caught up to her? She hadn’t gotten far, not with how pale she’d looked, and she didn’t have Bug’s magic stinger with her. Did the fireflies shoot her again? He hoped they didn’t torture her or whatever else evil alien bots did for fun.

If he had access to his full tool locker and Gray’s printer, he’d figure out a way to trap and kill those bastards. But all he had was his essential tool bag he’d brought from back home, and there were no explosives or EMP charges in there.

That meant he had to go with Plan B: run and hide.

That the drones hadn’t found him yet meant that they probably didn’t have eyes on every room. They must’ve relied on the sphere’s singular for that. If that was true, then maybe, just maybe, he could keep hiding here.

All he wanted to do right now was sit in a corner and cry, but that would have to come later. Because if he were a drone on the hunt and had lost his prey, then he’d backtrack until he found it. Depending on how many rooms they had to search, the fireflies might or might not find him before his suit dried up. Sooner or later, Jason was going to die… one way or another. He’d prefer it to be on his terms.

He went to stick the stinger in the port when the door opened and a single firefly scanned the room, its red eyes locking onto him.

“All right, sooner it is.” He lunged to the side a split second before it zoomed at him, stinger aimed directly at his chest.

“You wanna joust, huh?” Jason slammed Bug’s stinger upward just as the firefly spun around to attack again. By some miracle—and a lot of adrenaline—his stinger hit the drone squarely in its center mass. Sparks flew, and then its lights flickered out. The drone dropped to the floor with a thud.

Jason stared blankly at it, one of its legs jittering in its death throes. “I can’t believe that worked.”

He bent down to pull the stinger out, but it broke. Jason cursed in his native Portuguese before dropping the now-useless interface device. He tried to pull the stinger off the drone, but it wouldn’t budge. He examined the drone for a few seconds before unslinging his backpack and rummaging around inside. He pulled out his roll of duct tape—which had melted into a gray glob. He frowned; he should’ve known better. Gray had dropped them off in a hot zone. He was lucky his backpack was heat-resistant.

Tossing the melted glob aside, he pulled out a flathead screwdriver and a utility knife. It took some prying to loosen the port, but he’d had plenty of experience prying things into submission in his career as a ship’s support specialist. The drone’s stinger finally came free, and Jason pumped his fist in the air.

He eyed the door with suspicion. It had automatically closed after the drone entered. What lurked on the other side? Had the drone notified its buddies before Jason killed it? He could wait and find out, all the while his blood pressure going through the roof. Or he could find out right now.

He used the stinger to open the door and peeked down the hallway in both directions. No drones. He decided against entering the hallway yet, though. Had he really been that lucky? He shrugged. It made sense, he guessed. One drone was probably sent down each hallway, and who knew how many turns Liv had taken before… yeah, before.

He gulped and took off running up the left corridor. As he ran, he searched the ceilings for interface ports. He skipped the first six and stopped at the seventh port. In the distance, he could hear the buzzing of firefly wings. Standing on his tiptoes, he inserted the stinger into the port. A second later, a wall panel opened, and he rushed through.

He let out his breath once the door closed.

When he saw what was in front of him, he let out a whoop. “Good old lucky number seven never lets me down.”

It wasn’t a safe room, but it was close. In front of him was a printer identical to the one on the gray ship. He chewed his lip as he considered his options. An extra charge pack for his suit would come in handy, but he didn’t know the exact schematics. Printing one, only for it to explode, wasn’t a plan. He still had a few hours left in his suit, but the security drones probably wouldn’t give him that long. He thought fast—he needed something simple but effective. An idea hit him, and he stepped up to the printer.

It had the standard black square interface pad. He eyed the stinger in his hand and wondered how the printer would read his thoughts through it and realized it wouldn’t. He glanced back at the closed door, and with a grimace, he pulled off his gloves in a rush and placed them on the pad. His HUD flashed warnings that his suit was compromised. “No, duh,” he muttered. The atmosphere felt frigid and weird on his hands—the lower pressure made them tingle and the hyper-dry air was sucking the moisture from his skin.

Maybe the printer didn’t even work. Most of the sphere was offline—why would this be any different? He didn’t let that keep him from hoping. He held his palms there, praying, until the pad softened and his hands sank in. “Oh, praise our lady of Guadalupe.”

Once he felt the network connection in his mind, he carefully visualized the two items he needed. He’d seen enough of Sam’s and Liv’s printer failures to know that the printer took exactly what you showed it. When Sam had first printed a tray for his tablets, it looked like something MC Escher would’ve painted. After the printer accepted both visions, Jason pulled his hands free and tugged his gloves back on.

As the printer hummed into action, Jason’s gaze kept darting from the printer to the door. He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. Nearly a full minute passed before the first item popped out.

He grinned. “Now, that’s what I’m talking about.”

The door opened and a firefly drone buzzed in, its glowing red eyes locking onto Jason.

“Oh crap, oh crap,” he muttered, lunging for the tool. He raised the shield just as the drone flew at him and it smashed against it and ricocheted off.

Two more fireflies entered the room, and the door stayed open. They were onto him. He glanced at the printer, which was still working. There was no progress bar, so he didn’t know if it’d take a minute, a few seconds, or ten minutes. More fireflies buzzed in—there had to be twenty of them now—and Jason held up his shield. It covered his face and torso, but if they shot his legs, he’d be a goner. He was a bit surprised they hadn’t done that already. Instead, they zipped at him, backing away when he swung his shield.

The printer ejected the second tool, and he grabbed it with a maniacal laugh. He squeezed the grip and heard the buzz of the giant electric flyswatter. “Come and get me, you pesky mosquitos!”

A firefly flew at him, and he swatted at it, clipping its wings. Electricity crackled and the drone hit the floor. The others learned quickly, giving him a wide berth. Jason felt invincible… until a firefly stabbed him in the back. It was more like his upper left shoulder, but the agony caused him to drop his weapons and fall to his knees.

He tried to reach around and grab the drone, but another latched onto his wrist. More fireflies piled on, their weight pinning him face-first to the floor. He fought to shake them off but there were too many. The stinger remained in his shoulder, and though the pain was intense, he could feel it doing something—like it was accessing something.

Eventually, the stinger retracted, but his HUD warnings continued flashing warnings that his suit was compromised. The pain lessened somewhat but still felt like he’d been hit by a bazooka. He felt himself lifted off the ground, his body hovering just above the floor. All he could see was the floor as they carried him through several corridors.

He didn’t know why they hadn’t killed him yet, and he was terrified to find out.


SEVENTEEN


I woke with my chest on fire and the Mount Everest of headaches. My entire torso felt like tenderized meat. I groaned and reached for my head, noticing my helmet was off. It shouldn’t have been off. My eyes flashed open to find that, yes, I was alive against all odds.

Jason rushed over, falling to his knees as he grabbed my hand. “Liv! I can’t believe it. You’re awake. You had me so freaking worried. It’s been over a day, I think. I hate that there aren’t any clocks anywhere. But my stomach’s pretty reliable, and it says it’s been a day. Sorry, I ate one of your meal bars after I cleared out mine.”

Most of his rambling was lost in my foggy, pain-addled mind. “Chest… hurts,” I gasped through my parched throat, trying not to make any movement beyond the shallowest of agonizing breaths.

“That’s because you were shot a gazillion times or so in the chest and gut. The silver goo seemed to be plugging the holes, so I patched your suit. Once I got this room up to Earth’s atmo, I pulled off your helmet to save what little charge your suit has left for—you know, just in case.”

“The goo?” Speaking was a struggle, the words coming out on a breath. I glanced down as if I could see the goo, but it hurt to breathe, let alone move, and spears of pain shot through my torso like lightning bolts. I immediately relaxed to alleviate the pain. I shouldn’t even be alive. How had the goo saved me? I’d thought it was just for interfacing with Gray, but this went light-years beyond that. My dry throat tickled, and I tried to clear it, wincing at the effort. “Water.”

He rummaged through his backpack and pulled out a water bag, holding it up to my lips. He dribbled it in, though I craved more. I went to reach for the bag, but even that movement hurt too much.

“Yeah, the goo,” he said, still holding the bag to my lips. “It’s freaky, but I’m not complaining. It’s the only reason you’re alive. I’m no doctor, so I can’t tell if it just plugged the holes or if it’s actively trying to heal you. We need to find a med system for that. And to tell you the truth, I’m not so sure we’ll find one around here designed for human anatomy.”

We’d already far outlived expectations. Everyone assumed we’d die within ten hours of boarding the gray ship—when our suits gave out. The goal was to survive long enough to boot the Raptors from our system. No one guessed that an alien ship could provide a livable environment for humans. Even after all we’d learned over the past few months, there was still so much more to discover about the gray ship and its creators.

I stared at the ceiling, unable to move without wincing. “Where are we?”

“We’re still in the sphere, about a half-mile or so from where they nabbed me. I guess you could say the drones brought us to a safe room. It has a standalone environmental system. Once I interfaced with it, it was a piece of cake to program. I don’t think anyone could use any of these systems without the goo. But I can tell you this: I know, without a doubt, that we’re not the first, uh, bioforms, to get gooed.”

He pulled the water away even though I felt like I could’ve guzzled more. My brain was mush, and it took a moment for his words to spark my curiosity. “How do…?” It hurt too much to talk, so I trailed off.

“How do I know?” he asked. “Because, uh, well, you’ll just have to see for yourself. But maybe you should try to rest first. We’re not going anywhere.”

I didn’t argue and let my eyes fall closed.

When I opened them again, the pain had lessened, though I was still as thirsty as before. “Water,” I croaked.

I heard rustling, and Jason returned with the water bag. He held it to my lips, cupping my head to help me drink. “Here you go. Careful.”

I swallowed easier this time. When he finally pulled the bag away and sat back, I blinked my dry eyes and looked around as much as I could without moving. Aside from the ceiling, something lined the walls, but I couldn’t make it out yet without turning my head. Slowly, I attempted to move and found that I could with less pain than I expected. Lining the walls were large opaque tubes that ran from floor to ceiling.

“How’re you feeling?” Jason asked.

“Better,” I replied. “How long was I out?”

“My guess, judging by my growling stomach? A few hours. On the bright side, the sphere’s systems came back online, so hopefully that means those defense drones are no longer prowling the halls. One of them freaking stabbed me in the back.”

My gaze shot to him. “Are you okay?”

“Me? Oh, yeah, I’m fine. It hurt like hell at first, but now it’s just really, really sore. I’m guessing the silver goo’s helping me a bit too, but I don’t have enough of it. The bigger hassle was trying to patch my suit. Not easy without a mirror. Good thing I do yoga.”

None of us had any hint of privacy for three months, aside from a thin wall we built around the toilet. “You don’t do yoga.”

He tapped his head. “I do in here.” He smirked, and I was glad to see him in good spirits, because if he was, then things couldn’t be too bad.

His earlier comment resurfaced in my mind. “Wait, the sphere’s back online?”

He nodded. “Yep, or at least I think so. All system functionality came back online in here, anyway.”

I attempted to sit. It hurt like hell.

“You shouldn’t move,” he said.

I kept trying to sit, and he assisted, propping me against his leg. “We need to get to Sam.”

“And we will, but not right now. You need rest.”

“Why not right now?” I asked.

“Because for one thing, we’re still locked in here. And for second thing, your suit’s pack is almost dry, probably from trying to compensate for all the holes those drones put in it. And third, you’re in no shape to move. You can’t even sit on your own. We’ve got atmo in here, so this is the best place for us right now.”

Sitting up, I could make out the room better. It was a narrow room, with tubes lining the longer walls and a door at the far end. I cranked my neck to look over my shoulder and saw an interface port.

I turned back. “What is this room? Waterlines for the sphere or something?”

“Or something,” Jason replied.

He gently pulled me back and across the smooth floor until my back rested against the wall, then walked over to the first pod and wiped the surface with his forearm. What I’d thought was an opaque surface was just fogged glass from the increased humidity and warmth. But what was on the other side caused my breath to catch.

A creature as large as Jason and me combined, resembling a spider with golden fur, floated in a clear gel. It was obviously dead, missing a leg, and open sores covered much of its furred skin. The alien spider was the stuff of nightmares, but even seeing that didn’t scare me as much as seeing the silver goo patches along its body and head.

“All the tubes are full,” Jason said, moving to the next one and wiping off the glass to reveal several white, slug-like creatures floating inside, all covered in silver patches. “There are all sorts of different, er, species, in here, and they all have the same silver patches. And it looks like they all died from the same disease. I hope it’s not contagious through the glass, or else we’re in trouble.” He shivered and turned a somber gaze on me. “Liv, those patches? They look exactly like the ones I saw over your wounds.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off the creatures in the tubes. They didn’t look tortured or dissected, but they all bore sores. Several were bloated. But why were they here? Why hadn’t they been cremated or disposed of to keep everyone safe?

“Do we know anything about the disease that killed them?” I asked.

He grimaced and shook his head. “I asked the system, but it didn’t give any data on an illness. Liv, I think they were experiments. I think that maybe we’re experiments too.”

Dread blanketed me, overriding the pain from my injuries. “You think Gray injected us with the silver stuff for some sort of experiment?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. The translations are tricky, but from what I could get, the cause of death for all these guys is “rejected synergy,” whatever that means. It gives me the creeps, thinking there could be tubes out there waiting for us.” He was pale, almost green, and I wondered if he was about to throw up.

“No,” I said as if saying it made it untrue. Were we lab rats? I’d certainly felt like one more than once aboard the gray ship. Whatever had been done to us had also been done to many others. But why? Gray didn’t seem violent or sadistic. Physically, I was hurting too much to deal with the mental strain of this, so instead, I told myself that it couldn’t be true, that we weren’t experiments for some artificially intelligent race of supercomputers. But my gut told me we were, and I needed to find out why Gray would do this to us. What logical reason did it have?

I considered the word. Synergy could mean so many different things. It might not even have anything to do with the silver, but that seemed to be the one thing they all had in common, so whatever it was, the silver was about synergizing its host with… what? “Do you think they’re attempting to turn us into singulars?”

He shook his head. “No way. Singulars are technoforms. We’re bioforms. Two completely incompatible things. That’s like mixing water and lightning, thinking the two will mesh together. They don’t work. No, I think maybe the goo is just a way for us to interface with the Coalition.”

“But the goo is more than for an interface,” I said. “It’s attempting to heal me.”

“Well, my theory might have its flaws, but it’s a working theory. You got a better one?”

I shook my head.

“And my guess is that whatever it is, not everyone handles it well.”

“Or no one handles it well, and they die and end up in a tube.” I pointed at the dead specimens. “That’s going to be us.”

He wagged a finger at me. “Oh no you don’t. I get to be the pessimist, remember?”

I could tell by his expression that his thoughts were just as pessimistic; he just didn’t want to admit it aloud.

The door opened, and Sam strolled into the room. He wasn’t wearing his spacesuit, which made his transition all the more frightening. His right hand was completely silver. I assumed his entire arm was silver because silver veins climbed his neck, touching his jawline. Veins of silver glistened near his eyes.

He had as much silver on him as any of the creatures in the pods.
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“I got here as soon as I could. You don’t know how relieved I was to hear you made it,” Sam said. “When I heard the defense network was running at max threat level and then Bug went offline, I thought you were both goners.”

I stared at Sam. He stood there, acting like everything was normal, as if he didn’t have silver crawling up his arm like an invasive vine.

Jason gaped, open-mouthed. After a long pause, he said bluntly, “You look… different.”

Sam’s expression darkened. “Yeah, about that. Gray and I had a bit of a disagreement.”

“Oh?” Jason asked.

Sam held up his hand. “Gray wanted this, and I didn’t. Now that it’s done, I figure it fits my life motto: embrace the suck.”

I couldn’t stop staring. The branching, climbing silver on him looked exactly like what was on the dead aliens in the tubes.

“I didn’t know that was your motto,” Jason said.

“It is now.” Sam cocked his head as he eyed me. “You don’t look so good. What’s wrong?”

“Liv got shot seven times by the security bots,” Jason said.

Sam’s jaw dropped. “You what? Are you okay?” He rushed over and knelt in front of me.

I brushed his hand away. “I think so. The silver stuff seems to have some healing properties, among other things.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “What happened to you, Sam?”

He shrugged. “I wish I knew. I guess it makes it easier and faster to communicate.”

I scrutinized him, noticing how his eyes darted and his fingers fidgeted. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He stood abruptly. “That’s it, really. You think I have any more idea about what’s going on than you? Trust me, I don’t. I’m just glad I got off the ship and found you. I was about ready to print off something to cut through the hull and get out of there.”

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. “Wait. How did you find us? And how are you walking around without a suit? Those hallways don’t have any oxygen. Does the goo make it so that you don’t need to breathe?”

Sam guffawed and pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the door. “I asked Gray to get Ace to give us some atmo in here.”

“Ace?” Jason asked.

“The sphere’s singular. It’s easier than calling it ‘the sphere’s singular,’ don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but Ace?”

He shrugged. “It rolls off the tongue. Anyway, you got Ace to thank for the atmo. Turns out, this sphere is made up of millions of sections, and each section can have its own atmosphere. It’s designed to support damn near any type of life imaginable—all at the same time. The air’s still chilly and dry out there—and awfully thin—but at least this room’s comfortable. Kind of warm, even.”

“They stung us,” I said. “I think that’s how they decided we weren’t threats and so they moved us to a safe room so we wouldn’t die. But I still wouldn’t have minded being put up in something a bit more comfortable.”

“Sure. It’s just your run-of-the-mill super-creepy safe room,” Jason said.

Sam took in the tubes then. Already, condensation began to build on the glass surface again. He wiped a pod clean, jerking back when a Swamp Thing creature, half-covered in silver, appeared.

Sam blanched.

“Is that going to be us?” I asked.

It took him a while to answer and even then, he didn’t meet my gaze. “I don’t know.”

After another moment, he spun around. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Wait,” Jason said. “How do we know you’re still you and not some zombie under Gray’s control?”

Sam cocked his head. “All right. Back on the Tereshkova, I saw you masturbating to that picture of that one reality AI star. What’s her name? Ah, yeah, Selena Martinez.”

Jason guffawed, tossing an embarrassed glance my way. “I’d never do that.”

Sam held up two fingers. “I caught you doing that twice. At least you got better at pulling your curtain closed.”

Jason balked. “Well, for all I know, Gray took all your memories, so how can I trust anything you say?”

“If you can’t trust what I say, then why’d you even bother asking, you idiot?”

I eyed Sam. “Yep, it’s still Sam in there, all right. I don’t think Gray would call you an idiot.”

Jason scrutinized him for a moment longer. “Fine. But we’ve got to get Liv to a med bay first.”

“I’m feeling much better.” I pushed myself to my feet, using the wall for support. It hurt like hell, but I managed to stay upright.

Sam gave me a look. “I agree with Jason. You look like shit.”

“Gee, thanks. You always such a smooth talker with the ladies?” I asked.

“You’re not a lady. Well, I mean, of course you are, but you know what I mean,” Sam stammered. “I mean, you look like you’re hurting really bad. We need to get you looked at.” He paused, closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them, silver veins branched toward his pupils. Surprisingly, his eyes hadn’t gone full silver like when we’d interfaced. A few seconds later, the silver retracted, and he turned back to me. “All right, got it. There’s a scientific lab not that far from here. It’s our best bet.”

“How’d you do that?” I asked.

“I think there’s enough silver inside me that connecting is a lot faster and easier. Gray seems confident that we should head to this room,” he said before bending down to pick me up.

I waved him off. “My stomach’s too sore. I’m better off walking on my own.”

“Except that there’s no way you can manage on your own right now.” He wrapped his left arm around my waist, Jason rushing to help, wincing as he grabbed our helmets in one hand. He went to wrap his right arm around my other side but grunted.

“You need help too,” I said.

“I’ll be fine.” Jason bore a brave face, but his clenched jaw suggested otherwise. He wrapped his right arm under my other side. The silver in him was helping, but not enough to make a big difference yet. Together, they helped me walk. I winced—it hurt a lot—but I was glad they were with me—I never could’ve managed on my own.

I glanced at Sam. Up close, the silver on his skin looked like a tattoo, but it ran deeper than that, pulsing with every heartbeat.

“If the lab doesn’t have what we need, I found a printer, and I tested it. It works,” Jason said. “And I don’t know about you two, but I’m hungry enough to eat a Raptor right about now. I wonder what they taste like?”

“Probably like chicken,” Sam said as he led us into the hallway. The air was colder and drier—like we were at the top of a mountain. It still had that faint ozone scent that seemed to permeate everything.

“Mm, I love chicken,” Jason said, then jerked, causing me to grunt in pain. “Oh, sorry, Liv. I was just wondering about the fireflies. Are they gone?”

“No, they’re still buzzing around everywhere, but Ace told the defense network that we’re friendlies. They’re going to keep an eye out for the Raptors now.”

“What’s the update on the Raptors?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“You don’t want to know,” Sam said.

A rock formed in my gut. “They’re in the sphere?”

“What? No, they haven’t found a way in. But that’s just two ships—not much to worry about,” Sam said.

“In my book, two ships are a lot to worry about,” Jason said.

“Well, then how about an entire fleet?” Sam countered.

“Oh, well, that’s not worth worrying about because we’re all going to die, anyway. Except Gray can just zap them into a black hole, right?” Jason said.

Sam’s features twisted. “Not this time.”

“What?” Jason balked. “What do you mean, ‘not this time’? That’s not a very nice thing to say. There’s not a fleet here, is there, Sam? Sam? Talk to me, Sam.”

“Sam?” I asked quietly when he still hadn’t answered.

After we turned a corner, he finally replied, “One of the three ships must’ve got the message out. A Raptor fleet arrived in the system not long before the sphere came online. The good news is that they’re still mid-system. We’ve got at least a couple of weeks before they reach us. It gives the sphere and rings some time to prepare for a siege.”

“A siege? Why can’t Gray just zap them?” Jason asked.

“Because Gray’s tapped out after three back-to-back replications. Especially the last one—the sphere took a lot out of it, and since Gray’s the brains of the gray ship, we can’t play pied piper to anything until Gray’s back at full capacity.”

“When will Gray recover?” I asked, stumbling again. I still felt like I’d been stabbed twenty times.

“Need a break?” Jason asked.

“I’m good,” I muttered, clenching my jaw.

Sam continued. “Gray’s recovering, but who knows how long that’ll take. You know how we can never translate their math. Since everything around here’s preparing for a siege, I think it’s safe to say that Gray won’t be much help anytime soon.”

“Fine. Then we’ll just use the superweapon and blast them,” Jason said.

“I already asked Gray,” Sam said. “The Coalition has rules about killing bioforms. Even though they don’t have any warm fuzzies for Raptors, they’re still pacifists.”

“Bullshit,” Jason snapped. It surprised me to hear it, as he cussed the least of us. “Gray sent an entire fleet into a black hole.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Interesting, ain’t it? Gray seems to think that the Raptors aren’t a threat to the Coalition here, not with the force fields in place. If they were, then the Coalition would ‘address it appropriately’… Gray’s words, not mine. Well, words-ish. You know how it is chatting with Gray.”

“No, not really,” Jason said. “I interfaced through the printer just the one time.”

“Gray follows the philosophy, ‘a picture’s worth a thousand words,’” I said. My head hung low as I focused on not whimpering. My body really wasn’t in any position to be moved, and it was screaming that message to me over and over.

“Okay, so we’re stuck here on the sphere,” Jason said. “Can we even get back on Gray if it’s all in recovery mode?”

“I assume so,” Sam said. “I guess we’ll find out when we try to get on it.”

“Wait, I thought you said you were docking sixty thousand miles away,” Jason said.

“I did. I took a tram here.”

Jason stopped abruptly, and I grunted. “You mean, we could’ve stayed on the ship until it was docked and then just taken a freaking tram to the defense console?”

Sam considered. “Well, yeah. But I didn’t know about the tram at the time, and Gray didn’t seem to think it was worth sharing. Besides, the tram doesn’t work without Ace online, so there’s that too.”

“We could’ve avoided a spacewalk,” I grumbled.

“But you got the defense network online before the Raptors could get in. That was the whole idea of you two entering the sphere when and where you did,” Sam said.

Or was it to leave Sam alone on the ship with Gray? I was beginning to have my doubts that our best interests fit with Gray’s intentions.

“The lab’s just up here,” Sam announced.

“How do you know your way around so well?” Jason asked.

“Gray uploaded a grid of this entire section. I guess ‘uploaded’ isn’t the right word. It showed me, but somehow, I remember it better than if someone showed me a map on a screen. Does that make sense?”

“No,” Jason said.

“Yeah,” I said. “It was like when Gray showed me images before. I remembered them better. I don’t know how it works; it just does.”

“The magic of the goo,” Jason said, sounding less than impressed.

We stopped at an empty wall. Sam waved his right hand—the silver one—over the wall, and the panel slid open.

My jaw dropped at the sight before us. The immensity of what lay beyond was mind-boggling. A long room that seemed to stretch forever. Both walls, from floor to ceiling, were lined with six-square-inch compartments.

“Uh, what am I looking at here?” Jason asked.

Sam gestured inside. “Welcome to one of the Coalition’s seed libraries.”
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Jason let go of my waist to do a three-sixty. “There’s got to be a million different seeds here. More like a billion, maybe even a trillion.”

The walls were lined with seed pod compartments stacked twenty pods high, stretching laterally for what seemed like forever, with gaps every hundred feet or so in the left wall. Dim lighting made the walls fade into the horizon. It was cooler in here, likely to preserve the seeds better. Each compartment had a small screen on front, likely providing details on what was stored inside.

Sam continued to support me, but his eyes were glued to the Coalition’s seed library as much as mine were. “The crazy thing is that there’s a library in every section. Can you imagine?” he asked.

“No, I can’t. How many samples of different species’ DNA are in just this single library?” I wondered aloud.

“And it’s probably not even all DNA,” Jason added. “I read somewhere that scientists predicted some alien life wouldn’t even be based on DNA.”

Sam guided me forward as I limped along, clutching my left arm to my chest. I wanted to stop and take it all in, to inspect every screen, but I was just too weak to care. While I didn’t feel like I was on death’s doorstep, I was still hurt pretty bad and needed to lie down soon. As we walked, small screens on each pod door lit up, showing images of the seeds contained inside. Most looked like bacteria and plants, but there were plenty of animals too. The screens had symbols on them, ranging from harsh lines to ornate curves.

“I wonder what those symbols mean,” I mused.

“It’s Gray’s language,” Sam said.

Jason caught back up after lingering behind to gawk at the library. “You read Gray’s language now?”

Sam shook his head. “I can’t read it. I just recognize it. I saw it once when I was plugged in.”

“I wonder what it says,” I said.

“Probably whatever scientific name the Coalition assigned to it,” Jason replied. “I’m guessing they’ve got their own version of ‘Homo sapiens’ for our seed somewhere around here.”

“You think they have human DNA stored in one of these libraries?” Sam asked.

Jason shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Or maybe they’ve got DNA from one of our ancestors. I dunno, like Neanderthals or something. Then again, maybe Gray was the first probe to reach our system, so they might not have any of Earth’s stuff here. It’s a little creepy to think they’re storing samples of every life-form, don’t you think?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. If they’d acquired human DNA, how had they done so? I could only imagine all the alien abduction stories out there and began to wonder if at least some of them were true. “But I can also see it. The first thing humans would do if they discovered new life would be to study it.” I winced as a muscle cramped in my stomach. “You think there’s something here that can help me?”

“The map showed this library has labs,” Sam said. “Since I didn’t see any medical rooms anywhere, I figured this is our best shot. We’re coming up on one now.”

We reached the first gap in the wall—a door instead of seed pods. Sam waved his hand over the door, and it opened, revealing a square room that lit up as soon as we entered. In the center stood a large, raised platform flanked by an interface pad. This pad was different from the others I’d seen in that it was wider than usual, with a slot perfectly sized for a seed pod.

“This doesn’t look like a lab to me,” Jason said.

“That’s what the map indicated,” Sam replied. “It’s not like I can read Coalitionish.”

“Coalitionish?” I asked.

“Yeah, like English but what the Coalition speaks. What else would it be?”

“Coalitionese, Coalitionan, Coalitionench, Coalitionitch,” Jason rattled off.

“Whatever.” Sam rolled his eyes. “We’re going with Coalitionish.”

“I prefer Coalitionese myself,” Jason quipped.

“You guys are making my headache worse,” I muttered.

“You have a headache?” Sam paused, glancing down at me. “I thought you were shot.”

“I was shot. I also have a headache from basically dying,” I snapped. “And I still feel like crap, so can we figure out if this thing works or not?”

“And I want to get Liv fixed up so we can go print off some food. I’m starving,” Jason said.

Sam helped me sit on the large square platform—it was at least ten square feet, big enough to fit a Raptor.

As soon as he stepped away, he pulled out a meal bar and tossed it to Jason.

Jason’s eyes widened. “You mean to tell me you’ve had this all along?”

“I brought extras. I figured you two might be hungry.”

“You could’ve given me this back at the creepy lab!”

“We’ve been busy,” Sam said and then stepped up to the interface pad.

“How do you know this works?” I asked, feeling a surge of anxiety.

“I don’t,” Sam said, causing me to get really worried really fast. “But I will once I interface.”

“You’ll have to interface with the singular running this sphere, then, right?” Jason asked.

Sam shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think a lot of these systems, like the defense network, run on their own. For some reason, I’m thinking the seed libraries are separate too. Don’t ask me why.”

“Standalone systems can be safer,” I said, taking shallow breaths to minimize the pain. “If one system gets corrupted, then the others aren’t affected. If the singular isn’t running this, then each system might have its own AI OS.”

“AI oh-what?” Sam asked.

“Operating system,” I clarified, lying down, finding instant relief. “It hurts to talk, so find out what this thing can do to help me.”

Jason peered over at me. “Are you sure you want to do this, Liv? I mean, we have no idea what this system does or how it works.”

“It can’t make me any worse than I already am,” I said. A part of me worried, but I was hurting too much to care. Any help was better than nothing.

“All right.” Jason didn’t seem confident, made obvious when he took an oversized step back from the platform.

“Hold on, Liv, I’m going to try interfacing now,” Sam said. His expression shifted to an almost pained look as he eyed the interface port, but then he abruptly stuck his hand into the black pad. The surface liquified to accept his hand, which he inserted halfway.

Sam had learned a lot in the short time we were apart. It made me wonder just how much of it was his newfound knowledge and how much was Gray guiding (controlling) him. I didn’t like seeing him like this, but maybe that was just my fear of change. We were never going back home, so I had to get used to it. I wouldn’t survive for long otherwise.

Sam stared at me, but I could tell he wasn’t really looking at me. He was purely focused on whatever he saw inside that system. “Cool, yeah, I think this will work. Gray’s not screwing around with us—it really does want us to live.”

He sounded almost surprised, which made me wonder what he’d experienced in the past twenty-four hours.

“This system is a replicator,” Sam said.

“We don’t need two Livs,” Jason said dryly.

“I’m not talking about cloning Liv,” Sam grumbled. “It clones seeds at the cellular level. It should be able to clone Liv’s white blood cells or whatever cells she needs to heal faster.”

“Whatever I need?” I balked. “I hope you can do better than that. I don’t want to end up with an extra arm.” I remembered our first attempts at using the printer. “You know, maybe it’s better I heal on my own. It’ll just take longer, but it’s safer.”

Sam waved me off. “You could die from an infection, or the Gray matter might make things worse. Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”

I groaned as I tried to sit up again. “I’m worried, I’m worried.”

“I’ve got this,” he repeated.

“Hold off, Sam. Let me think about⁠—”

The platform vibrated, and a glow surrounded me. I don’t know where the light came from, but I was suddenly fully enveloped in a warm cocoon. I froze, afraid to breathe, terrified that something would go wrong if I did. Sam was using my body to test alien technology we barely understood.

My chest and stomach began to itch furiously, and it felt like termites were crawling around inside me. I tried to scratch, but I couldn’t move, the cocoon of light holding me prisoner.

“They’re inside me!” I cried.

“Hang in there, Liv. They’re healing you. I can see them,” Sam said.

The itching was unbearable. They were just under my skin. I wanted to tear off my suit because I was sure that if I could see my torso, I’d be able to see the termites moving around just below the skin.

“Get them out of me!”

“Liv!” Jason called out, distraught. He’d approached the platform but didn’t climb on. “Sam, stop it. You’re killing her!”

“It’s just your own cells—copies of them, anyway—healing you,” he said.

I continued to fight furiously against the cocoon to escape the platform.

Jason stalked over to Sam and grabbed his right arm, trying to pull it free from the interface pad. “Stop it, Sam, or you’re going to kill her!”

The itching suddenly ebbed and then I noticed that I was feeling better. The sharp pains and muscle cramps were gone. Sam removed his hand from the interface port, and the glow around me dissipated. I immediately sat up. My muscles were too tight, but the pain was gone. I ran my hands over my chest and stomach, pressing against the patches in my suit. The skin felt bruised but otherwise fine. I glanced over at Sam. “It worked.”

He grinned. “I told you it would.”

“You could’ve killed her.” Jason punched Sam, striking his left cheek. “Ow!” Jason shook his hand, cradling it.

“Ow! What’s that for?” Sam placed a hand on his cheek and took two long steps toward Jason who backed away. Sam snarled. “You’re lucky you hit like a girl.”

Jason jutted out his chin. “Oh yeah? Well, you’re lucky you didn’t kill Liv or else I would’ve killed you.”

I rolled off the raised platform and onto my feet. I tugged down my suit and then lifted my shirt enough to check my wounds. For each place I’d been shot, all that remained were white puckered scars with silver veining through them. I raised my shirt higher—no scar remained of where I’d been stabbed by the drone’s stinger. It was as if I’d never been injured.

I dropped my shirt and gaped at Sam. “That system really works.”

He grinned. “I told you it would.”

Jason was still scowling at Sam, but once he took in my condition, his features softened. He turned back to Sam. “So, hey, how about you use that miracle machine on me now. I’ve still got a knife wound that hurts like all hell.”

Sam guffawed. “You want me to heal you after you just punched me?”

“Well, I thought you were being reckless.”

“I’m never reckless.”

“You’re always reckless,” Jason and I said in unison.

Sam glanced between us and then shrugged. “Fine. Maybe I’m reckless every now and then. But if it wasn’t for me, you two would overanalyze everything to death, and we’d never get anything done.”

Jason kept watching Sam. “So… are you going to work that miracle machine on me or not?”

Sam glared at Jason for a moment, his cheek was red and swollen, and his eye kept watering. He let out a dramatic sigh. “Fine. Climb on up.”

Jason grinned and climbed onto the platform like a toddler on a couch. He lay on his stomach, watching Sam. “All right, any time now.”

“Hold your horses. I’ve still got to reconnect.” Sam slid his hand back into the black pad.

I watched as the glow formed around Jason. Watching it happen to him was far less terrifying than experiencing it myself. It looked almost peaceful… until Jason’s left eye started twitching.

“It feels funny, like something’s in there, tickling me.” He shivered and I could tell he was trying to wriggle. “Uh yeah, guys? I don’t like this very much.”

“It works, though,” I said.

“Just relax, dude. I’m almost done,” Sam said.

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one stuck on this square,” Jason muttered.

“Quit whining, or maybe I’ll change my mind and punch you. And I don’t punch like a girl,” Sam teased.

“Maybe you do now that you’ve got all that hand bling,” Jason shot back.

Sam pulled his hand out of the interface pad, and the glow around Jason vanished.

Jason sat up, rolled his shoulders, and then frowned. “It still hurts.”

“That’s because you can heal the rest of the way on your own,” Sam said.

“Sam, that’s not nice,” I chided.

Sam gestured dismissively. “It’s not like the stingers left much of a wound to begin with. It’s more like a thick needle than a gunshot wound.”

“But it’s a long needle,” Jason argued. “And I think they hit a rib.”

Sam gave him a droll look. “So you’ve got a bruise. You’ll live.”

Ignoring him, Jason climbed down and bent to scrutinize the platform. “You know, this A-gen tech is incredible. When’s the last time it needed repairs or upgrades?”

“Years,” I said.

“Probably centuries,” Jason replied. “We had to overhaul our systems every six months because if we went any longer, it was just a matter of time before something broke. I’d love to get my hands on the specs behind some of these gadgets. Take this miracle machine, for instance. With it, we wouldn’t need any sort of medical support again. Break a leg? Fixed. Stomach flu? Gone. Hey, I wonder if it can repair old scars. I’ve got this hitch in my knee⁠—”

“It’s not a miracle machine,” Sam interrupted. “It was designed to replicate copies of some seeds so the Coalition could sow their galactic fields somewhere. We got lucky that we could use it to make copies of our own cells. I doubt it could fix the flu or some gimpy leg.”

The lights in the room abruptly went out. Jason said, “Whoa,” while I inhaled sharply, and Sam cursed.

Jason added, “Hold on. I’ve got a flashlight right⁠—”

A paper-thin layer of light descended from the ceiling, touching everything as it fell downward—including us.

Visions poured into my head. It was like being connected to Gray, but this was a hundred times more intense. I saw firefly drones collecting the seeds of life from green, lush worlds… fireflies shooting needles, much smaller than the stingers, into plants to collect samples. The needles returned to their firefly as if pulled by magnets. The Coalition collected these seeds while mapping systems. And when they discovered a world with the right environment for life, they replicated copies of seeds they deemed best suited to that world and then a gray ship would disperse the seeds within a lifeless planet’s atmosphere. An image of a gray ship flying over a rocky planet, a dust trail of life seeds, shooting out behind it.

The Coalition invested vast resources to ensure life was never fully eradicated. Glimpses of countless life forms—many beyond my imagination—flashed through my mind. I also saw familiar kinds, like humans… and Raptors.

The images faded as the light sank through the floor. I nearly collapsed under the weight of the information overload. We stared at each other in disbelief.

“Okay, that was weird,” Sam muttered.

“What just happened?” I asked, my mouth dry from shock.

“I don’t know about you, but I saw a lot of stuff that I’m still trying to process,” Jason said. “Did you two also get all the schematics and details on the sphere?”

“What are you talking about?” Sam asked.

I shook my head. “What’d you see, exactly?”

Jason looked confused, “You didn’t see…? Well anyway, if I’m guessing correctly based on what I saw, this sphere’s over sixty million years old. The Coalition built it to fight the Rampage. This was their first sphere. They built the ring to manufacture all their gray ships and pop out more singulars. So yeah, those rings really are their ringworlds. This was their first sphere, but they’ve been building them in every galaxy ever since with the whole never-ending war they’ve got going on with the Rampage. You really didn’t see any of that?”

We each shook our heads.

Jason shrugged. “All right, maybe I’m going crazy, but I don’t feel like I’m going crazy. I couldn’t make up half of what I saw. Like, you know why we don’t see any cockroaches in the sphere? That’s because the singular killed itself to shut down the sphere to protect the seed libraries. Evidently, those libraries are more valuable than gold to the Coalition, more valuable than the rings, that’s for sure. And the Rampage is even weirder than the Coalition. If the sphere was shut down, they decide it’s not worth the hassle to attack it, then. They just kind of assume that it wouldn’t come back online. At least that’s the vibe I got. The Rampage seems to be pretty fixated on math and calculating probabilities and all. And when the Coalition automatically shuts down, it’s pretty dang unlikely any singular will come back online to restart it. I gotta tell you, the Coalition, the Rampage… technoforms have a really different way of thinking than we do. And you know what else?”

“What?” I asked.

“This sphere locked down superfast not just to save the libraries but also to protect the star system next door. They didn’t want to give the Rampage any reason to stick around long enough to see that the next star system over just happens to be the Coalition’s first seeded system. That’s why the sphere was built here of all places, to protect their first bio-babies.”

I swallowed as memories of Earth’s system brought back a familiar dread. “And we’ve got a fleet of Raptors in this system. How long before they discover the inhabited system next door?”

“Whoa, hang on for a minute. That’s a whopper of an assumption to think there’s still life over there,” Sam said. “Sixty-plus million years is a long time. Look at how many times humanity came close to extinction in just a few hundred thousand years, give or take. I’d say those guys probably bit the dust a long time ago.”

“This feels recent; I’m sure of it,” Jason insisted.

“Aren’t you a tiny bit curious about other life-forms? Maybe one of these rooms could tell us their status,” I suggested. “It seems like this section is full of special rooms.”

“Maybe.” Sam didn’t sound convinced, and he turned back to Jason. “Is that all you saw?”

Jason nodded. “Yeah, that’s pretty much the gist of it. I can’t believe you didn’t see any of that.”

“I saw something,” I said and summarized my vision as best I could. It’s hard to do a TikTok version of what’s essentially an entire Wikipedia.

Sam’s upper lip curled in a snarl. “So we have the Coalition to thank for the Raptors. Nice.”

“And for humans,” Jason said. “Kind of balances it out, doesn’t it?” Then he cocked his head in my direction. “So who else did they create? Is there something bigger and scarier than the Raptors with nihilistic views on other life?”

I shook my head. “I saw so many different life-forms. I couldn’t tell you which could be dangerous and which could be allies. They’re all so… alien.” I turned to Sam. “How about you? What’d you see?”

He shrugged. “Nothing, really.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What’d you see, Sam?”

His face turned into a sour expression, and after a pause, he finally said, “I saw experiments. The Coalition doesn’t just collect seeds; they experiment with them too.”

“How so?” I asked quickly.

Sam shrugged. “Most of it didn’t make sense. About the only part that did was that they merged certain seeds to create new seeds that would be better adapted to particular worlds.”

“That’s not a big deal,” Jason said. “That’s no different than genetically modified crops back on Earth.”

I scrutinized Sam. “You saw something else.”

He glared at me for a split second before his features gave way to submission. Sam was hardheaded—if he didn’t want to talk, he wouldn’t talk. But it was clear there was something on the tip of his tongue.

“C’mon, Sam, spill the beans,” Jason said.

Sam swallowed before speaking. “I saw experiments where they tried to merge organic samples with tech.”

When he didn’t elaborate, I asked, “What do you mean?”

His brow furrowed deeper. “I don’t think they collect all these life seeds just out of the goodness of their hearts. I think they have an ulterior motive, and it’s got something to do with those experiments and the silver goo and those creatures we saw in the pods.”

“Synergy failed,” I said after a length. “That’s what Jason translated in that morgue. They were failed mergers with the silver goo.”

Sam scowled. “The archivist said that the Coalition’s enemy, the Rampage, are really bad guys. But from what I’ve seen and what Gray’s done to us, the Coalition’s not the good guys either.”

Jason glanced around. “I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t like this. I feel like a kid in a hall of crazy mirrors. Nothing’s quite right.”

We were learning a lot, and I didn’t like the picture that was forming in my mind. We all had the silver inside us. Were we experiments doomed to fail? But then why show us stuff that would surely disturb us? I turned to Sam. “What do we do now?”

“Maybe Gray will give us some details.” He closed his eyes. After a moment, his brow furrowed. “I can’t reach Gray.”

Jason sighed. “Great, we’re stuck in a haunted sphere, and Gray can’t or won’t help us.”

Sam frowned. “I think we should go check on the ship.”

I glanced around the dimly lit room. How much life had been cloned here to be sprinkled across random planets? And the room with all the dead aliens. The sphere gave me the vibe of a mad scientist’s lair, and I didn’t like it. At least I felt somewhat safe on the ship. I picked up my helmet from the floor where it lay next to Jason’s. “That sounds good to me.”

Jason eyed Sam and gestured toward the doorway. “Lead the way, El Capitán.” Then he tapped his temple. “Just kidding, I saw the schematics. I know the way now too. Follow me.”
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Jason led the way as if he’d walked these corridors a thousand times. After two miles and a dozen turns, he continued to guide us without hesitation. It was amazing (and a bit scary) how the direct-mind interfaces worked. But was that what had happened back in the seed library—an interface? I’d never seen a light before when interfacing; everything I’d seen had always been in my mind.

The sphere was clearly built differently from the rings. Here, the lights seemed to be on everywhere, all the time, albeit dimmer than standard lighting back on Earth. The walls, floors, and ceilings looked the same as those on the rings, though this section had smaller corridors—I didn’t know if that was unique to this section or if it was the same throughout the sphere. Since the sphere must’ve had at least a couple times the surface area of Earth, I figured the entire infrastructure couldn’t be identical—but what did I know? The one thing I knew for sure so far was that the Coalition was a race whose minds did not work like humans’.

Thankfully, Sam had been right about the defense network shifting its priorities away from us. We didn’t come across a single firefly on our walk.

Jason interrupted the silence. “I keep wondering how well insulated this place must be. We’re this close to a star”—he pinched his forefinger and thumb together—“yet here we are, not being boiled alive in here. It’s a bit chilly, even. They must have some really good insulation in these walls. I’m going to have to print myself a sweater unless we can pump up the heat around here.”

“With all the technology you’ve seen, you’re impressed by their insulation?” Sam asked.

Jason shrugged. “Hey, I’m a ship mechanic. Computer systems are like mysterious black boxes to me. Give me a wrench over one of those interface pads any day. At least I know what I’m getting with the wrench.”

“He has a point,” I said. “Every time I touch an interface pad, I’m a little freaked out about whether it’s going to work or if it’s going to fry my brain.”

“You and me both,” Sam said.

I paused. “Wait a second. You, Sam Carter, are afraid of interfacing?”

He shrugged. “Yeah, so?”

“Uh, because when we were back on the ship, you were interfaced with Gray constantly,” I said.

“Yeah, but I did it to learn everything I could so we could stay alive. Interfacing still scares me a bit. Maybe more than ever now that I got this.” He held up his hand.

“How much does that silver cover? Because it looks like it covers your entire arm,” Jason said.

Sam stopped and tugged at the neck of his shirt, revealing his right shoulder completely covered in silver branching out to his neck, back, and chest.

“Ah, so the entire arm,” Jason said.

“Yep, the whole arm,” Sam agreed.

“Do you feel it? Does it feel any different?” I asked.

“Nope. Still feels like me. Even the skin still feels like mine, but maybe, I dunno, thicker, if that makes any sense?”

He held out his arm and pulled up the sleeve. I touched his forearm, gingerly at first, and then ran my fingers over the skin.

He jerked. “Stop it, that tickles.”

“It feels like skin,” I said.

“Told you.”

“Let me feel,” Jason said and did the same to Sam as I had.

Sam pulled away, cringing. “C’mon, you guys are making me feel like a freak.”

“If you’re a freak, then we’re all freaks,” Jason said. “Back on the ring, Liv’s hands turned solid silver when she interfaced with the defense system.”

Sam’s brows rose. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“We’ve had a lot going on,” I said, though I’d intentionally not told him. When my hands had turned silver, it really scared me, even though it had healed my burns. There was too much we didn’t know about what was growing inside us. At first, I’d thought it was some kind of computer interface. Now, I was beginning to wonder if it wasn’t some sort of alien virus. We couldn’t go home without risking drawing the Raptors there, but I also wondered if we couldn’t go home without risking exposing humanity to something that could kill every last man, woman, and child.

“I’m probably the least freakish right now, but I’ve got the same goo inside me, so it’s probably just a matter of time before, you know, flashy hands.” Jason danced his hands over his face.

Jason had started walking again, and Sam whistled. Jason turned.

Sam waved his hand over the wall where the corridor came to a T-junction.

“Oh.” Jason hustled back. “I got a little carried away with my jiggy hands.” He shot me a sly grin. “It looked pretty cool, though, didn’t it?”

I smiled. “Yeah.”

The wall opened to expose a platform with a horizontal cylinder the size of a small tram parked alongside it. The cylinder had no windows, though at least the door was obvious on it.

Sam stepped onto the platform without hesitation. As soon as he did, the cylinder hummed and floated off the floor an inch. I cautiously followed him.

As Jason joined, he asked, “Don’t you think it’s weird that the Coalition built all this stuff for things like us to use when they don’t even have bodies themselves?”

“Why do you think they don’t have bodies?” I asked.

“We haven’t seen Gray yet, right? And it’s not like it left the ship to ‘replicate’ the other singulars, right?”

“Right,” I said.

“So I’m thinking it’s more of a computer program or something, just parked in a hard drive somewhere. What do you think, Sam? You’re the one who’s gotten the closest to one.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I find it hard to believe something could exist in thin air.”

“Not thin air,” Jason corrected. “Inside a computer. We’ve connected with Gray through an interface port or Wi-Fi, so I’m thinking the Coalition is just a bunch of computer programs.”

“It makes sense,” I said. “The archivist already said that the Coalition started out as an advanced AI entity. Maybe their bodies are still the same—in whatever hardware they’re housed—and only their consciousnesses evolved.”

“Nah,” Sam said. “There’s gotta be more to it than that.” With that, he stepped up to the cylinder and the door opened.

More? A race of sentient AI beings was already impressive enough. We followed him onboard. The cylinder was completely empty on the inside aside from an interface pad in the center. Its surfaces were darker than the others we’d seen on the gray ship, in the rings, and in the sphere. It was still gray, but more of a deep charcoal, and textured like it had been woven, and I wondered why it was different since the standard material seemed to work exceptionally well for anything and everything the Coalition thought to use it for.

Sam placed his hand into the interface pad, and I glanced around. There was nothing to grab ahold of, let alone sit on, so I backed against the side to help keep from falling when the tram accelerated. Jason had noticed and leaned against the wall opposite me. We each held our own helmets. It weighed less than three pounds, but even that weight grew tiresome of lugging with me for miles, but I didn’t trust leaving it behind in case it disappeared. If I lost this helmet, I knew I wasn’t skilled enough with the printers to make one that would seal perfectly with my suit.

The tram’s hum grew louder, and I noticed a vibration beneath my feet. I glanced down, then back up at Sam, who had just disengaged from the interface pad. “Are we moving?”

“Of course,” he replied as he took a seat on the floor, his back propped against the wall.

“Oh.” Every tram I’d ever taken launched with a jolt and stopped aggressively. I could’ve stood in the center with Sam and not wavered on my feet. The Coalition’s technology never failed to impress me.

“How much longer?” Jason asked.

“Seriously?” Sam guffawed. “We’ve been on this tram for all of ten seconds, and you’re already complaining like a kid in the backseat?”

“I’m more curious than anything. But I do have to pee,” Jason said.

Thanks to him, I had the sudden urge too. “Damn it, Jason. Now I have to pee too.”

“You’re both wearing your suits. Use them,” Sam said.

“I’d rather use the toilet,” Jason said.

“Same,” I added.

“Fine. Then hold it. It took at least an hour last time,” Sam said.

Jason balked. “An hour?”

“Maybe longer,” Sam said. “I dunno. I slept through most of the trip last time.”

Jason shook his head wryly. “Only Sam Carter could manage to sleep on an alien ghost train.”

Sam shrugged. “I’ve been sleeping on an alien ship every night, more or less, for over three months. After that, a tram doesn’t exactly seem scary.”

“You said the ship’s docked over sixty thousand miles away,” I pointed out. “If that’s true and it’s only taking us an hour to get there, this tram is traveling at over sixty thousand miles per hour.”

Jason bristled. “When you put it that way, I want off.”

Sam waved us off. “And the ship was flying faster than that.”

“The ship wasn’t flying an inch from other infrastructure,” I pointed out.

He ignored me, crossed his arms over his chest, and closed his eyes.

I glanced at Jason whose gaze was taking in the ship from top to bottom and front to back. When he noticed me watching him, he said, “I’m impressed. It’s obviously breaking the sound barrier, yet you don’t hear a thing. And at this speed, you think you’d feel pressure changes, but nothing.”

“I think we’re in an orbiter,” Sam said.

We both looked at him, but his eyes remained closed.

“An orbiter? What do you mean?” I asked.

He cracked his eyes open. “My theory is that this tram is an orbiter. Once I plugged in the destination, it dropped out of the sphere, between the sphere and the star, and flies in the star’s orbit, which would get us where we need to be fast, without having to burn much fuel—not that any of these craft seem to even use fuel. Anyway, it’s just a theory with about sixty thousand holes in it, but unless you’ve got something better, I’ll stick with it for now.”

He was the pilot, I let it go. “Sounds good to me,” I said and tried to relax as the vibrations lulled me to sleep.

I woke with a start, not believing that I could’ve fallen asleep, but my body was still recuperating, and I felt sorely dehydrated, so I guess I needed it. Sam was asleep, and Jason was in the middle of a stretch, both feet planted as he moved through the warrior poses.

“You weren’t joking; you really do yoga,” I said quietly, careful not to wake Sam.

Jason gave a start when I spoke and came to his feet. “Told ya. I do it first thing in the morning while you two are still out.”

“Oh. I can’t believe I never noticed.”

“That’s because you two are not morning people.”

That was an understatement. Still… “You know, if you’d like a partner, I’d like to get back into yoga.”

He scrunched his nose. “I kind of like the me-time. I think through shit and stuff.” He considered. “But we could do a group yoga later in the day.”

I smiled. “I’d like that.” I glanced at Sam. His left cheek was still red and swollen, but it didn’t look like his eye was bruising—he’d lucked out that Jason had hit his cheekbone rather than softer flesh… or maybe Jason really was awful at throwing a punch. “I’m not sure Sam will go for it. I doubt he’s ever even seen a yoga mat.”

“For your information, I made love to a beautiful yoga instructor on a yoga mat once,” Sam said before yawning.

I cringed. “Ew. I could’ve lived the rest of my life without knowing that.”

“And I may never have done yoga, per se, but I can tell you what downward dog is,” Sam added with a chuckle.

I plugged my ears. “Enough already.”

Jason groaned as he sat down. “Thanks, Sam. You just ruined yoga for me.”

“And maybe now I won’t have to watch you attempt to do yoga in the mornings,” Sam said. “You’re about as limber as an oak tree. A dead oak tree.”

Jason cocked his head. “You’re always dead asleep when I do yoga.”

“When you start, sure, but then your cracking joints wake me up.”

“I’ve got a bad knee.” Jason scowled at him and then shook his head. “Whatever.”

The door opened, and I realized the tram’s vibration had stopped without me noticing it earlier. We all jumped to our feet, grabbed our helmets, and stepped out. As soon as we were on the platform, the door closed behind us, and another opened to what looked like an identical corridor to the last one.

Sam took the lead, but Jason grabbed his arm. “Wait.”

“What?” Sam asked.

“This isn’t our section. Why’s there Earth atmo here too?”

“Because I asked Gray to do it so I wouldn’t have to wear my suit. But it’s only in this hallway and the airbridge. None of the other doors have atmo. I’m guessing Gray gave atmo instructions to the tram too, because I didn’t.”

I hadn’t even thought about the tram having breathable air since we entered it from our section. It reminded me how reliant we were on a singular we didn’t fully trust and on a structure that was built millions upon millions of years ago.

“The ship’s right up here.” Sam gestured, and we followed him down the narrow, short hallway to the only door at the end. As soon as he reached it, he waved his hand over the pad as naturally as if turning a doorknob, and the door opened to an airbridge, just like the ones we’d used on the rings.

We walked across the forty feet of airbridge to the ship’s outer airlock. Seeing it gave me a sense of relief—like we weren’t trapped anymore—and I sighed out my stress.

Sam waved his hand over the airlock, but nothing happened. He waved it again. When nothing happened again, he said, “C’mon, Gray, open up. We want to come in.” When nothing happened, he pounded on the door. “Let us in!”

“Uh, I don’t think Gray’s listening. Maybe it’s in sleep mode or whatever alien AI thingies do to recuperate,” Jason suggested.

“It’s not sleeping,” Sam muttered. “It’s just throwing a tantrum.”

I cocked my head at Sam. “A tantrum?” What a weird thing to say.

Sam pounded on the door again. “Gray, seriously, let us in!”

The airlock stayed closed.

“The replication process is done, right?” Jason asked. “Because we couldn’t get back on the ship until the singular was up and running.”

“It’s done,” Sam practically growled. He spun and walked back down the airbridge.

I stared after him.

Jason pounded on the airlock door. “Uh, Gray? A little help here?”

The door didn’t open.

I turned from Sam and knocked. “Please, Gray? Let us in?”

Nothing.

We each stared at the door for a moment until we accepted what Sam already had: Gray either wouldn’t or couldn’t open the door. Once I realized standing here was hopeless, I headed down the airbridge to Sam who was standing in the corridor, sulking.

“Gray won’t let us in,” I said.

“I know.”

Jason caught up with us. “Gray won’t let us in.”

“Yeah,” Sam said.

Something nagged at me. “Hey, Sam, why’d you say Gray was throwing a tantrum?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said, too casually.

I eyed him. “You know exactly what I mean.”

“I just said that Gray’s having a tantrum. Didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Except that I know you, Sam. What aren’t you telling us?”

He gave a noncommittal shrug. “I just meant that Gray’s not happy with me.”

“You’re a lousy liar, Sam. Talk to us, brother,” Jason said.

“You guys are nuts.” Sam turned to walk back toward the tram.

Suddenly furious, I grabbed Sam’s wrist and yanked him around to face me. “Isn’t it bad enough Gray withholds information? You have to keep secrets now too? I thought we were a team… or at least friends.”

When he said nothing, I huffed and started to walk away. Fine, I’d find answers on my own, somehow, someway.

“Gray wants something from me,” Sam said quietly from behind me.

I stopped and turned, waiting for him to say more.

“What does Gray want?” I asked.

Sam’s hesitated, clearly torn. He wanted to tell us, but he also didn’t think he should. “It wants me to link with it.”

Jason frowned in confusion. “Uh, but you did that three months ago when you first interfaced.”

“No, not like that,” Sam snapped. He then interlaced his fingers. “It wants to link with me, like fuse with me.”

I tried to get what he was saying. Whatever Gray wanted, it was really bothering Sam. I could see it in his features.

Jason’s frown deepened. “You mean like a symbiote?”

Sam’s brows drew together. “A what?”

“A symbiote. You know, like Venom?” Jason explained.

“Who?” Sam asked.

Jason sighed. “Of course you never read comics. You were too busy playing hockey and getting concussions, you dumb jock. Anyway, Venom is from this AI alien race of symbiotes that bond with hosts, mostly humans in the comics. Venom was like this goo-like thing… goo… holy crap, it all makes perfect sense now.” He smacked his head. “Why didn’t I see it before?”

I hadn’t read the comics, but I’d seen the movie, and Jason’s theory was beginning to make sense.

“Did the alien goo take over the hosts?” Sam asked cautiously.

“Kind of, but the human was still themselves too, if that makes sense.”

Sam mulled Jason’s theory over for a moment before scoffing. “That’s stupid—that’s why I never read comics. No one in their right mind would bond with alien goo by choice.”

“They would because they got special powers by doing it.” Jason suddenly nodded to himself as something new struck him. “Like invulnerability. Example A.” He gestured to me.

I held up my hands. “I’m not invulnerable. I almost died.”

“And you would’ve too, guaranteed, if you didn’t have Gray’s goo inside you helping heal you. Who knows, maybe as it keeps growing, you’ll be able to shrug off gunshots like Superman—or just like Dylan Brock when he’s in full Venom mode.”

Sam considered longer, grimacing. “Did they have a choice in the bonding?”

“Kind of, sort of,” Jason replied.

“Is that what Gray’s trying to do?” I asked. “Bond with you like a symbiote?”

Sam thought for a moment and then shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. But at least it’s not forcing the decision on me. Gray showed me how the first singulars—the ones who were just developing sentience—were slaves to the Rampage once, so the Coalition won’t force a bonding on anyone.”

“Synergy,” Jason said. “That’s what the system in the morgue called it, or at least that’s how I interpreted it.”

My jaw clenched. “You’re talking about a choice, but Gray never really gave us a choice. We all have the goo inside us already, whether we asked for it or not.”

“But we did ask for it, in a way,” Jason countered. “Remember when you told me I had to ‘allow it’ to enable the interface?”

I nodded tightly. Yeah, I guess we did. I’d interfaced first and had told Jason and Sam to accept Gray in order to connect. In a way, Sam’s current distress was on me. What would happen to him, to all of us?

“Maybe we didn’t even need the goo to interface in the first place,” Jason said.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Sam said. “Either way, we’ve all got it swimming around inside us now, and I’ve got enough of Gray inside me that it wants to go all the way.”

The way Sam said that, without joking, I knew how distressed he must’ve been. I considered his situation. Then it hit me that I might not be too far behind him. The idea made me never want to interface again. “What happens if you let Gray fully bond with you?”

Sam considered and then shrugged. “Maybe I end up like those things in the pods, maybe I live but Gray’s in control, maybe it’s not much different from how I’m feeling right now. I don’t know.”

“And what happens if you don’t?” Jason asked.

Sam gestured to the locked ship. “We’re stuck here for one thing. And it could be that if I don’t bond with Gray I end up like those things in the pods, or maybe life goes on. I don’t know. Gray hasn’t exactly been forthcoming with a user guide.”

“We should talk to an archivist again,” I suggested. “That first one gave us a lot of information.”

Sam shrugged. “Sure, but there’s a problem with that. There aren’t any archivists on this sphere, at least not in our section, and that’s the only map I’ve got; well, that and the tram line to the ship.”

“So we’re stuck here,” Jason said.

“Pretty much,” Sam confirmed. “At least until I decide whether to give in to Gray or not.”

Jason rubbed his hands together. “All right. Let’s head back to section 8 and start printing the things we’re going to need to survive.”

“Section 8?” I asked, confused.

“Figured that’s as good a name as any for our section. Because this sphere’s bound to drive us crazy at one point or another.”
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When we arrived in the printer room, Sam immediately noticed a shield and a giant flyswatter on the floor. He picked them up and turned to Jason. “Buddy, don’t tell me this is what you printed to defend yourself against the fireflies?”

Jason stuck out his chest. “What’s wrong with them?”

“A flyswatter, seriously? Against drones? Are we in a cartoon?”

“That’s why I made it bigger. Plus, it’s electrified. Squeeze the grip.”

Sam did and the electrical static buzzed. I laughed as I set my helmet in the corner. I’d removed my suit, even though it’d kept me warm, because I could move easier without it. “I think it’s a brilliant idea.”

Sam dropped the flyswatter and examined the shield, noting it bore several scorch marks. “Now this looks more practical, but it’s too small.”

“That’s the max size for the printer output tray,” Jason defended. “I would’ve made a modular shield if I had the time, but it was all of two minutes after Liv was shot, and I was in a bit of a hurry.”

Sam eyed the shield. “Probably would be a smart idea to print off more of these just in case the Raptors break in.”

I stiffened. “You don’t think they can, do you?”

“They’re Raptors. I don’t put anything past them,” Sam said. “I think Gray underestimates them, but I think it underestimates anything that isn’t Coalition-made.”

“And since the sphere and ring singulars are basically copies of Gray, they’ll think the same way,” I said, frustration raising my blood pressure.

“Maybe, though I get the feeling that each singular is unique,” Sam said. “Not sure how that would work, though, if they’re all basically clones. Speaking of which, I want to start checking out rooms around here. Maybe I can find out why we got zapped with those Coalition memories or at least what else might be stored in this section. Either of you want to go?”

“One of us needs to get started with the printer or else we’re going to dehydrate really quick in this dry air,” Jason said.

“I can go with Sam,” I offered even though I preferred to stay at the printer. Even though Jason was the newest to interfacing, I had a feeling he’d be a lot better at printing what we needed than I was. My printing skills sucked.

Sam seemed relieved not to have to go alone.

“Uh, you guys don’t stray far, and check back every hour or so, got it?”

“We don’t have clocks,” I said. “But we’ll stay close and check in on you. I don’t like any of us being separated any longer than we have to. Feels too much like a horror movie setup that way.”

“You and your horror movies,” Jason said. “I never liked them—too scary.”

I laughed. “They’re supposed to be.”

“He’s still a kid. He likes comic books,” Sam said.

“For your information, many comics have very adult themes, and unlike you, I can actually read.”

Sam flipped him the bird, then turned to go only to pause and grab the flyswatter and shield. He held them out to me. “Which one do you want?”

I took the flyswatter, and he smirked. “I figured.”

“Oh, and keep an eye out for charging stations,” Jason called out. “Our suits are drained, and I’m not confident about printing chargers.”

“And you’re confident you can print water?” Sam asked. “’Cause printing blankets is one thing; printing a very specific chemical is something else.”

Jason’s lips pursed before he said, “I guess I’d better figure it out quick, or we’ve only got another day or two, at most.”

“I know you. You can do it,” I said and then shivered. “Oh, and add blankets to your printing list. It’s cold in here.”

“They’ll be about tenth down the list, behind water, food, a toilet, backup chargers, and so on, so it’d be really nice if you happen to come across a thermostat on your tour.”

I smiled. “We’ll hope for the best.”

Sam and I left the room, and the door closed behind us. I was glad to be with Sam since Bug had always previously opened doors for us.

Sam headed down the left hallway. “At first, I was thinking of just checking out every room around us, which I think we should definitely do, but there are several rooms that are restricted access and aren’t for the various systems or the seed library. I want to check those out first.”

“Sounds good to me unless one of those is where the security drones hang out.”

“They come from a pipeline that runs above the corridors,” he said.

“Oh. Good to know.”

We walked in silence, each having plenty going on in our own heads to keep ourselves company. I didn’t want to interface again if it meant I’d be in Sam’s predicament, though I expected it was just a matter of time before I’d be there anyway. If Gray wouldn’t let us back on the ship, then we’d be stuck in the sphere for the rest of our lives… which was likely going to be all of two weeks if that’s how long it took for the Raptors to reach the sphere.

We took so many turns that I’d never find my way back to Jason without Sam’s help. I felt a little left out not having a map in my mind like Sam and Jason did. Why had we seen different things, anyway? Was it Gray that had transmitted that data dump, or was it the sphere’s singular? Or maybe it was something else altogether?

I glanced up at Sam. The sudden growth of the silver was more than just a simple interface. A lot more had happened when we were apart. How’d he get so much silver so quickly?

Sam scowled. “Stop that.”

I frowned. “Stop what?”

“Stop looking at me like I’m some kind of circus freak.”

“I’m not.”

“Yeah, you are.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m just worried about you, Sam.”

“I’m fine.”

I grabbed his wrist and tugged him to a stop. “No, you’re not fine. Your entire right arm is silver. It wasn’t like that before. What happened after Jason and I left the ship?”

He shrugged. “I interfaced with Gray, like usual, and I got this.” He raised his arm for emphasis.

“And Gray wanted to bond with you. Is that a part of the bonding?” I nodded toward his arm.

He glanced down. “I don’t know. Maybe?” He sighed. “The past couple of days, I’ve gone deeper into the interface than I’ve ever done before. I actually saw Gray, or at least saw what it looks like in the interface.”

I jerked at hearing that. “What does Gray look like?”

He considered. “It’s hard to describe—there’s so much, but basically it’s a big ball of light.”

“Like a star?” I’d expected something different. I figured, at minimum, Gray would look like some sort of computer.

“No.”

“Like a lightbulb?”

“No. Like I said, it’s hard to describe. You’ll probably see for yourself sometime.”

“I hope not.”

His features tightened. “You might not get a choice in the matter.”

My mouth dropped open slightly and I looked into his eyes. “Sam, what happened?”

He stared off for a time before he answered. “Gray won’t finish the bonding, merging, whatever it is, without my permission, but it pushes boundaries. Let’s just say, it doesn’t really take no for an answer.” He winced and took a deep breath. “I had no control. It just took over without asking. Or maybe it tried to ask, and I didn’t understand. Either way, I don’t think it meant to make me feel that way, but…”

“It still took your control and forced itself on you.”

He grunted. “You make it sound like rape.”

“It sounds like it was,” I said.

He frowned. “Whatever it was, it wasn’t pleasant. Gray doesn’t explain why it wants to do anything; it just asks to do it, if it even asks at all. It seems like the only time it requires my acceptance is to inject more goo.”

“And it hasn’t told you why it wants to give you more?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. Sure, it helps with using Coalition systems, but I don’t think that’s the main reason. I mean, why would Gray care to make things easier for us?”

“It cares about itself,” I said. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but it sure felt true in the way Gray communicated and acted.

“Exactly.” He paused. “You want to know what I think? I think Gray’s planning to turn us into its slaves. Basically, skin bags for its brains.”

“Like wetware, sort of,” I mused.

“Wet where?”

“Wetware. It’s basically the merger of hardware, software, and biology. Or, in this case, the merger of technoforms and bioforms. It fits both your and Jason’s theories. Whatever Gray’s doing to us is obviously some sort of wetware experiment. None of us knows its goal, though, and it’s driving all of us crazy.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll go crazy first because Gray chose to play mad scientist on me. You know, it doesn’t matter what any of us think. We’re all screwed. Gray’s gonna do whatever it wants to me, and then it’s going to do it to you, and Jason after you. I don’t even want to think about it anymore,” he said, scowling, and began walking at a fast clip.

I jogged to catch up. “We’re in this together.”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stopped at a wall several feet later. “Here’s the first one. Let’s see if Gray’s goo works here.” He waved his hand over the wall, and it slid open.

Lights came on in the room beyond, and Sam stepped cautiously inside. I followed, practically pressed up against his back. The dim lighting throughout the sphere gave it an unsettling atmosphere, and this room was no different. Jason was right—I’d probably watched too many horror movies.

But none of those movies scared me as much as this room. More tubes—all occupied by aliens, each over half covered by silver—and they looked very much alive.
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A dozen tubes lined one wall of the narrow room. At the far end stood an interface pad. Sam approached it, eyeing each tube as he passed.

I followed cautiously, examining the tubes. Each one was occupied, but I saw only two species. One race was vaguely humanoid, though half our size, with stretched limbs and eyes too big for their bodies. Their hairless skin—what wasn’t covered in silver—was a shimmering translucence. The other race was much larger and reptilian, with thick, scaled skin ranging from green to brown. They resembled massive Komodo dragons, complete with long claws and razor-sharp teeth.

“Liv,” Sam said.

Startled, I looked up to see him by the interface pad already.

“I’m going to try this,” he said.

I hustled to join him. “Are you sure?”

He shrugged. “What do you think?”

I eyed the pad and then the pods. “I guess it maybe won’t hurt to try. Jason connected in the other room that was similar to this one, and it was with the room’s system, not a singular.”

He thought a little longer. “I saw your hands go silver at the ring.”

I nodded.

“Here, take my hand. I want to try something.”

Hesitant, I placed my right hand in his left. He then pressed his right hand to the pad, which accepted him without delay. Silver spread around his palm that held my hand. I took a deep breath and tried to relax as silver began to color my right hand too. It felt as if two computers were networked, and I sensed the system opening a connection as if it were my hand in the pad.

The system flashed through what seemed like hundreds of languages in our minds until it arrived at English.

“It’s a system,” I murmured in relief. Singulars seemed to have the power and authority, but systems could speak our language and went a long way in understanding what the hell was going on.

Uncommon language encountered. Identified as a common language of non-spacefaring race. Verify.

“It’s our language, but we’re spacefaring. We’re here, aren’t we?” Sam asked.

Confirmed. Data stores updated. Unexpected attendance in symbiont stasis area. Query?

“We’re curious. What’s a symbiont stasis area?” Sam asked, and I realized that I’d felt his question even before he’d asked it. Could we eventually learn to talk to one another using only our minds by physically touching?

Symbiont stasis area is this facility. This facility holds chambers containing symbionts in stasis.

No duh. Wait, that was Sam’s thought, not mine.

There is one symbiont facility in every eleventh section in this sphere. Should one section be compromised, the loss of symbionts would not be catastrophic.

“Why are these ‘symbionts’ in stasis?” Sam asked.

Symbionts enter stasis when their bonded singulars are severely damaged. Symbionts remain in stasis chambers awaiting their reconstructed bonded singulars.

“But why did they bond in the first place?” Sam asked, steering the conversation toward the answers we both sought… finding out what’s happening to us and why.

Singulars require symbionts for self-actualization.

Sam flashed me a knowing glance. “Now we’re finally getting somewhere.” He then asked the system, “Why would symbionts bond with singulars?”

Symbionts bond with singulars for various reasons, the most notable including longevity, knowledge, physical resilience, and self-actualization.

Holy shit, Jason was right. Sam’s thoughts, not mine. Mine was, holy crap, Jason was right. Gray wants Sam for its symbiont. Sam bristled at that thought. He wasn’t comfortable with the idea, and neither was I.

“Is that what’s happening to me?” Sam asked. “Is Gray making me its symbiont?”

Unable to answer query. This system manages symbiont stasis. This system does not provide conjecture. However, this race has not been identified or tested for synergetic markers. No known symbiont exists in this race.

“Not for long,” Sam muttered.

I glanced at Sam, and he bore a sour expression. He then said, “Tell me what happens when a symbiont bonds with a singular.”

Assuming the race is capable of being symbiotic, the singular will inject enough of its essence so the symbiont will be comprised of half singular while remaining half self. Both lives will be fused at that point. Both lives will be dependent on the other life. There is no reversal.

“Wait,” I jumped in. “What if the race isn’t capable of being symbiotic? What if they’re still untested?”

The symbiont will not survive. The remains of failed symbiotic attempts are preserved in symbiont preservation areas. There is a facility in every section as there are very few races with the correct symbiotic markers.

We’d seen one of those facilities already, and it wasn’t pretty. At least now we know how those poor creatures had died. What bothered me was how easily we could end up in one of those tubes.

“And how do you know a race has all the right symbiotic markers?” I asked, realizing then that the system could hear me even though I wasn’t the one interfaced.

The markers can only be identified through attempting a pairing.

Well, shit. That sucks. Those were Sam’s thoughts.

“How many races have the right markers?” I asked quickly.

.0007 percent.

Chills ran through me. Those weren’t very good odds.

Those odds suck, Sam thought. He wasn’t wrong.

However, all symbiotic-compatible races are extinct, excluding symbionts, and the Coalition no longer tests new races for compatibility. The Coalition had prioritized not endangering any bioformic life.

Clearly, this system didn’t get the memo. Curiosity piqued, I asked, “How many subjects from one race must be tested for the right markers?”

One subject will suffice.

I frowned at that response because three of us had been injected with some of Gray’s “essence.”

“Why would a singular inject itself into three subjects, then?” Sam voiced my question aloud.

Query is not rational. A singular fuses with only one symbiont.

Sam sighed, grumbling under his breath. “What other reason would a singular do that, then?”

Unable to answer query. This system does not provide conjecture.

“Try, damn it! Because Gray injected three of us, and we want to know why.”

Unable to answer query. This system does not provide conjecture.

Sam muttered a string of curses. “C’mon, you gotta be able to tell me something I can use. Otherwise, I’ll wake up one of these symbionts here and ask them.”

The symbionts in this facility are in stasis until their singulars can be reconstructed. They cannot function without their singular.

“All right, fine. Then how soon until one of their singulars is ‘reconstructed?’”

Reconstruction is more complicated and time-consuming than replication. All reconstructions have been deprioritized temporarily while defensive programs are implemented to deal with the impending threat against the sphere.

I swallowed. “The Raptors.”

This system is unfamiliar with that term. Defensive programs are being implemented in response to the report that the Rampage has been identified in this galaxy.

Sam guffawed. “Galaxy? Don’t you think that’s an awfully big area to worry about? How about the threat of the Raptors who are already in this specific star system?”

This system is unaware of a threat within this cluster. However, the Rampage identified within the same galaxy as a sphere is considered critical danger. Should the Rampage identify that this sphere’s energy signature is online, they will return to this cluster to destroy this star system. Once a signature is tracked, they can travel to that cluster within minutes of your mathematical terms of time.

Minutes. The Coalition’s most feared enemy could be here within minutes if they locked onto us.

“It’s going to be okay, Liv. This sphere’s mostly offline. The Rampage won’t pick up the signature,” Sam said.

“I’m fine,” I said curtly.

“Your fingers are trembling. And I can kind of hear your thoughts.”

“Well, I can hear yours too, and you’re also freaking out,” I blurted.

“Yeah. If the Rampage scares the Coalition, then I think we should be scared. But this sphere’s got that superweapon, right?”

“The starfire,” I said.

“Yeah, that. If the Rampage show up, they’ll just fire that. So, we’ll be safe.”

The starfire is offline. As the sphere’s only offensive measure, it is now implementing the defensive response, including notifying other sphere clusters and building transports for seed libraries.

“What do you mean, the starfire’s offline?” Sam snapped.

No further information is available.

“Then send me the map of where this starfire’s located so I can reboot the thing myself.”

And like that, the system was cut off from us with a headache-inducing sound that reminded me of recordings of the original modems in the twentieth century.

Sam pulled his hand from the interface pad with a wince, and I yanked away from him and grabbed my head.

“What the heck just happened?” I asked.

“I think someone didn’t want the system to tell us where the weapon is,” Sam said.

“No kidding,” I said. “I don’t know why they’d care. Obviously, we’d try to help since we want to live.” I tried to shrug it off. “It’s probably been a couple of hours. We should get back to Jason. He needs to hear all this.”

“Yeah.”

As we walked through the room, I froze midway. “Sam,” I whispered.

“What?” He stopped and turned to see what I was looking at.

In the third stasis pod, there was a dragon, only this dragon wasn’t fully in stasis. Its eyes were open. Its pupils were vertical slits like a snake’s eyes, and they were focused right on us.
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I wanted to run, but Sam stepped up to the glass, albeit cautiously, holding the shield over his torso. I gripped the flyswatter tightly. He stood before the stasis pod, watching the dragon as it watched us with unblinking eyes. Raptors were scary, but this thing looked like it could eat a Raptor for breakfast. It didn’t move—either it was unable to move or it was waiting for the right moment to attack. With our makeshift weapons, we didn’t stand a chance against a beast of legend. It may have been slightly smaller than the streamlined Raptors, but it was far more muscular, with longer claws and razor-sharp teeth.

As Sam stared at the dragon, I whispered, “What are you doing?”

“Waiting to see if it moves.”

“It might eat us.”

“Or it might talk to us.”

After a minute with no change, Sam returned to the interface pad and reconnected. I didn’t join him—the echoes from our last disconnect still reverberated in my head. Sam stood there for a while, motionless, while I kept my eyes on the dragon, hugging myself to fend off the chills from both the temperature in the sphere and my unease.

Sam rejoined me. “It let me interface again, so I think we’re in the clear to ask it questions as long as we don’t steer from talk of symbiont stuff. We’ve obviously learned that going off-topic isn’t a great idea.” He gestured to the dragon with the open eyes. “I asked it about pod number three here, and it said this guy’s singular is the furthest along in reconstruction, so it’s the closest to reaching consciousness. That dragon might be looking at us, but the stasis system has it so doped up that there’s nothing going on upstairs.”

“Its eyes don’t look doped up to me,” I said, still watching the dragon.

Sam shrugged. “Who knows what kinds of drugs they use around here?”

“First, the Raptors. Now we have to worry about dragons in the same section as ours?” I shivered.

“It’s in stasis, and remember, the system said all reconstructions are on hold. Hopefully Gray recharges so we can get out of here before the Rampage gets here.”

I continued to watch the dragon.

Sam wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’ll come back and check on this guy again later.”

I nodded tightly, and we left the room. I was glad to be away from the symbiont stasis area, but my mind stayed with that dragon. The more I tried not to think about it, the more it filled my mind. Having interfaced with a singular, it was clearly sentient. What if the stasis pods were prisons? Could we free it? If so, would we be doing more harm than good? But if it were free, would it kill us?
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We found Jason engrossed in his printing projects, surrounded by stacks of water bags, food bars, and gray modular parts I couldn’t identify.

He gave us a quick once-over to make sure we were all right. Then he said, “Took you long enough. You were gone for over four hours.”

“We were gone for one hour, two max,” Sam said.

Jason gestured to the stacks. “Does it look like I could print off this much stuff in one or even two hours?”

“Even if we were gone for four hours, this still seems like a lot of stuff,” I said as I grabbed a bag of water. Before I opened it, I noticed a blanket sitting to the side. I grinned and rushed for it, wrapping the gray synthetic fabric around me. It felt like microfiber in a woven form—light as air but as warm as down. I took a seat and snuggled into it, letting it fend off the chilly air for me.

“This printer’s faster than the ship’s printer. Also, once you design one item, printing copies is superfast,” Jason said as the printer kicked out another part. “Oh, and I printed these.” He handed us each a snap band with a small screen embedded in it. He held up his wrist to display the one he wore. “I was going to make clocks, but then I started thinking about how we’d set the time. And then I started thinking about what time it was back home right now—maybe my family was eating dinner or maybe breakfast or maybe they were still in bed. Anyway, I decided to keep it simple and change them to timers, just like the ones in our HUDS, basically. We can set one, and it’ll display on all three. Maybe next time you won’t be gone for so long and get me all worried.”

We each slapped the black bands on our wrists, and I tapped the screen to see the timer currently set at zero.

Sam then picked up two gray parts. “What’s this supposed to be?”

Jason set down the new part and returned to the printer pad. “It’s going to be a toilet, or at least it should be a portable toilet since I didn’t notice any bathrooms on the map I saw, let alone any exposed plumbing we can cut into. I’m thinking we set up the toilet in a different room because I’m not sure how well my design translated.”

Sam dropped the parts. “Good idea. The last thing we need is this room smelling like a sewer when we’re trying to eat.”

I tore a corner off the bag and went to take a drink but paused. “Did you test the water yet?”

“Yep, and it’s no spring water, but it quenches thirst just fine. I think it’s a bit on the alkaline side with all the ozone around here. I feel like it’s soaked into my pores.”

I took a tiny sip. It reminded me of the water from the ship, and I drank more.

“Well, we’re wrapped around a star, so I’m surprised we haven’t died from radiation already,” Sam said.

“You gotta hand it to the Coalition—their tech is light-years ahead of ours,” Jason said. “I’d even bet that every section here is unique and designed to support extremely different life-forms. Look at this section—it adjusted to our atmo and pressure within a few hours.”

“They’re not entirely unique,” I said after wiping water from my lips. Then Sam and I proceeded to fill him in on everything we’d learned.

“Wow…” Jason said. He jumped up and took a stack of food bars out of the output tray just in time for another batch to print.

“That’s it? That’s all you got to say?” Sam asked.

“Well, with everything that’s happened this week, hearing things are getting worse isn’t exactly a shocker. I think our team’s mantra should be: if we start to think things can’t get any worse, they will. Or maybe just: if things can get worse, they will get worse. Or wait, better yet: hang on, things will get worse.”

Sam gave him a droll stare. “You done yet?”

“I can keep this up all day,” Jason said proudly.

“Please don’t,” I offered, giving him a lighthearted wink.

He smiled back but then a frown smothered it. “Wait, if the Rampage come here, won’t they go after that seeded system next door?”

“That seems to be what the singulars are most worried about. I don’t think things look very optimistic for them,” I said.

Jason shook. “We’re talking billions of lives.”

“At least, if not more,” I said. “I hate it. It reminds me of the Raptors trying to take over our system.”

Sam ran his hands through his hair. “I hate all of this. We don’t even know for sure what’s out there. I feel like we’re learning everything through a 24/7 news broadcast that only gives you thirty-second snippets, and you can’t trust them to be true or just pure bullcrap to bring in more ratings. No offense, Liv.”

“None taken. And my bullcrap updates were more for endorsements than for ratings,” I said only half-jokingly.

Sam had lowered his hands, resting his forearms on his knees as he focused his attention on the printer.

Jason noticed and cocked his head. “Look, if you want to print something, get in line. After I finish up this batch of bars, I’m going to make us some glow lights in case this sphere shuts off lights at night like Gray does.”

“I don’t want to print anything.” Sam pushed to his feet and walked toward the printer, stopping next to Jason at the interface pad. “I think a singular jumped into the system in the stasis room. I’m thinking a singular is listening in on every system we use.”

“So?” Jason asked. “We already assumed big brother is always watching.”

“Which means we should be able to talk to a singular through any system, assuming it’ll talk to us.” Sam shooed Jason. “Move over.”

“I’m still printing.”

I jumped to my feet and joined them. “What are you thinking, Sam?”

“I’m thinking I want to find out why they aren’t trying to fix their superweapon.”

Jason shrugged. “I bet I could fix it.”

Sam grinned and wagged his finger at Jason. “I bet you’re right.” He nudged Jason out of the way and placed his hand on the interface pad, connecting immediately.

“Uh, I was just joking,” Jason said. “I don’t have any idea how Coalition tech works.”

Sam reached out his left hand, and I took it. I held out my other hand to Jason. “C’mon, we’ll try a daisy chain.”

Looking unconvinced, he took my hand. I felt Sam’s connection before I noticed the silver, and I found it easier this time to link with him. It was a lot like connecting to the ship. The first time was tough and weird, but it became easier every time after that.

“Okay, your hands are silver, and even your hand I’m holding is getting some silver in it,” Jason said. “Uh, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be doing here.”

“Relax and accept the link,” I said.

“I’m trying.”

“He might not have enough silver yet,” Sam said. “I’m connected with the system. I’m asking for the singular.”

“I know,” I said.

“I don’t know. Same story, different day.” Jason huffed and pulled away. “It’s not working. Just tell me what you find out and try not to let it put more goo into you.”

The printer system waited for our input while we waited for a singular to arrive. Soon enough we felt the light of its glow.

It portrayed a questioning image, and in my head, I heard the translation: Why do you seek this singular?

“Whoa,” I said. “It talks English.”

This singular’s language is translated to your language via an AI system networked in this sphere. Translations allow for more effective communication transfer.

I updated Jason. “This singular can talk; it’s using one of its AI systems as a translator. Imagine if we had an AI system on the ship?”

“Remind me to grab the archivist and put it on the ship,” Jason said.

Sam ignored Jason and me, focusing completely on the connection with the singular. “We need to know why you can’t use the starfire against the Rampage when they reach this system.”

The starfire was damaged during the last Rampage attack. Repairs have been made to much of the infrastructure. However, its core was compromised, and a new core takes over a century in your mathematical terms to build.

I relayed the information to Jason.

He guffawed. “Serious? The Coalition is so smart, yet they don’t even have backups of their most crucial parts?”

This sphere was designated as a loss, so no replacement core was requisitioned.

“The singular heard you, Jason,” I said and repeated what the singular had said.

“I guess that confirms it: singulars are listening even when we aren’t interfaced,” Jason said.

“All right, Ace,” Sam said. “If you’re listening to all of us, then can you just talk to us via a speaker?”

One moment.

It was longer than a moment as we waited impatiently.

The printer produced a gray ball the size of a golf ball. Jason retrieved it. He held it in his palm with a confused expression. “I didn’t design this. I don’t know what it is.”

“You requested to communicate via an amplifier,” the system’s voice came through the small ball instead of directly into our minds.

“Now that’s much easier. Do we need to stay interfaced with the printer to talk with you?”

“No.”

“Good.” Sam removed his hand from the interface pad and released mine. We gathered around Jason who was holding the speaker.

“Sphere, uh, Ace, we don’t want anyone to die—especially us—so let’s see what we can do to keep that from happening,” I said.

“You will be evacuated.”

“But will that seeded system next door get evacuated?” Jason asked.

“With great distress, that is not possible.”

“Then why don’t you find a replacement core,” Jason offered. “If you can’t make the part, then there’s got to be another sphere somewhere willing to loan you one. Back home, we were always swapping parts from other ships.”

“He’s right,” Sam said. “With how fast your ships can jump, you need something that can jump, grab the part, and return before the Rampage gets here.”

“The only fully functional Coalition ship in this cluster is currently undergoing a replenishment process. It cannot make a jump at this time, and we do not know when the Rampage will identify this cluster’s activity.”

Something struck me. “The Raptors followed us here. They can handle jumps. Can you do something to a Raptor ship so it can jump to where you need it to go?”

“We do not interfere with the activities of bioformic races.”

“Then let us do the interfering!” Sam said. “Give us what we need, and we’ll see it done.”

“One moment.”

I glanced at the printer. “What’s it going to print now?”

Again, it was longer than a moment, and the printer didn’t produce anything. Instead, the singular finally spoke again. “A mission plan has been formulated. Support will be provided to bioforms operating under free will. Two Raptor ships are currently tethered to this sphere. You will secure a ship, modify the ship’s quantum tunneling system to jump to another galaxy where there is an available core. You will bring that core here and place it within the cluster’s weapon. All logistics, supplies, and guidance will be provided. Please confirm you are willing to serve a greater good.”

“Of course,” Sam said without hesitation.

Jason and I exchanged glances, both of us feeling a lot more anxiety and discomfort than Sam seemed to have.

“It sounds complicated,” Jason said. “Like, a lot of things could go wrong in a bad way, like in an oh-we’re-going-to-die sort of way.”

“It left out the part that there are Raptors on Raptor ships,” I added.

“We’ll figure it out. We always do,” Sam said with supreme confidence.

I felt like we’d rarely figured anything out and survived purely by luck. His perception seemed skewed.

“Hey, Ace, if we get the core, the starfire will work, right?” Jason asked.

“Yes. The starfire may be activated to protect the first seeds as well as this cluster.”

“Get us what we need, and we’ll get it done,” Sam said.

Jason tossed me the speaker and then rubbed his hands together. “We’ve got a lot to print. We’re going to need portable chargers for our suits, because we know Raptor suits aren’t human-friendly, and who knows if the other sphere pipes in our atmo or not. Oh crap, Sam, we’ve got to figure out how to get your suit from Gray.”

“We’ll need weapons to take out the Raptors,” I said.

“But the printers refuse to print weapons,” Jason said.

I shrugged. “Then we’ll have to get creative with something that’ll take them out and not be seen as a weapon.”

The printer ran again, and three helmets rolled out. We rushed over to examine them. They were smaller than our current helmets, so small that the neck opening was as wide as the rest.

“Looks like Ace is helping us with our to-do list,” Jason said. “Saves me the headache.”

The suits printed a few seconds later. They were a deep gray, resembling the tram, and looked extremely form-fitting. They resembled leotards more than spacesuits. I tugged at the material and found it was stretchy like spandex. The suits had pockets, and the charge pack for the environmental system seemed to be integrated into the torso, with two tubes built into the back and a square pack—likely the charger itself—built into the upper center of the chest.

“I have a hard time believing something this skimpy will protect us in any non-Earth environment,” Sam said, grimacing.

“Looks like we’re not going to get another option,” I said. “Both Jason’s suit and mine are nearly out of charge, and this is all you’ve got.”

“Ever feel like lab rats?” Jason asked.

“Every minute of every day,” Sam said drily.

The printer continued producing items, but we turned when the door opened to see a firefly drone enter.

Jason grinned. “Bug!”

The firefly happily buzzed over to us. I narrowed my eyes as I tried to figure out why it looked different, then I noticed it had a small gray ball built into its body—smaller than the speaker I’d put down but of the same structure. And Bug bore a new stinger… a larger one with a shiny (and sharp) silver tip.

I would’ve turned back to the printer to see what else the sphere’s singular was printing for us, but a familiar layer of light dropped down from the ceiling. We all looked up as it descended toward us.

“Not again,” Jason groaned.

The singular blasted straight into our brains all the information we could possibly need for this mission. This time, we all received the same data. It answered the question of why the light had hit us the first time—the singular was conducting a simple data download. But for bioforms like us, it was like being struck by lightning for ten minutes straight.
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Believe it or not, the singular gave us weapons. Not lethal ones, of course, but weapons, nonetheless. They’re loosely translated as nulling tranquilizers—we called them tranqers. About the size of a small mobile phone, they resembled Star Trek phasers, designed to shoot a beam (presumably some kind of laser) that would knock out a bioform for a long time. However, this was all conjecture based on what the singular showed in the latest “light” data dump, since none of us had fired one yet.

The singular had been true to its word. The data dump gave us all the details we needed for the mission, though I wished it could have given me some courage while it was at it. I’d come face-to-face with a Raptor before and had very nearly died. I wasn’t looking forward to a rematch.

The tram delivered us to the section where the Raptor ships were moored. The two ships that had followed us had managed to connect to the sphere before the force field went up, so they were now tucked inside the field. They were over seventy thousand miles from our section and about twelve thousand miles from the gray ship, which meant that Gray had done a good job losing them along the way. Or maybe they saw where Gray had gone and chose a place where the sphere’s exterior had been breached. The ships themselves were about a mile apart, each a half-mile from the rupture.

The sphere’s singular showed us the two crews walking through the section in which they hadn’t managed to break out of yet. They were obvious competitors, keeping a fair distance apart whenever they happened to appear in the same hallway. Raptors are territorial enough that the crews painted symbols on the corridors they claimed, though they hadn’t “claimed” anything yet. Their cutting tools still hadn’t made it through a door. One crew had noticed the ports in the ceilings near rooms, but they hadn’t been able to do anything about it yet.

If they managed to break out of their section, which was kept at minimal power, defense drones were waiting to steer them back.

Our goal was to get to a ship without facing any Raptors in the corridors. They spent as much time as they could cutting away at every seam they could find, returning to their ship only to eat and sleep while their suits recharged. They had a schedule, and the singular showed us that the Raptors from one ship should be all inside the sphere aside from one Raptor left on board to guard it, presumably against the other ship’s crew.

Before we left, we’d eaten and drunk our fill, as we wouldn’t be able to remove our helmets during the journey. Our suits had straws for what felt like a water bladder on our backs between the two pipes, but we still expected to be parched and starving by the time we returned to the sphere. After all, we weren’t taking a walk around the block; we were jumping to a different galaxy.

“This vehicle is approaching its destination. Please don your helmets,” the singular’s voice came through Bug’s mini speaker.

I sighed and glanced at the others. “You guys ready for this?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Sam said before tugging his helmet on. It sealed with a light click.

“Do we have any other choice?” Jason asked, his voice tinged with resignation.

I shook my head. “Not really.”

We put on our helmets, and I felt it connect to my suit as though it was drawn by a magnet. Our suits were so form-fitting that we didn’t wear clothes under them. It was an odd material—the outside was rough while the inside was smooth against my skin. My HUD gave readings in pictures and numbers. Everything was green—that’s all that mattered. I climbed to my feet—Sam and Jason were already standing—just as the tram came to a stop.

Jason squatted twice in quick succession. “These suits are amazing. I can move as easily in this as I can in regular clothes. I wonder why they didn’t share the design when they gave us all the A-gen tech.”

“Maybe it didn’t exist yet when they shared the A-gen tech,” I wondered. “Or, more likely, this is nicer than they would’ve shared in the basic A-gen package we got.” The Coalition provided us A-gen tech that advanced our space exploration by centuries, but after seeing the gray ship, the rings, and this sphere, I’d begun to realize just how little they’d shared. It really was what they considered the minimum package to enable long-term space travel.

“Hey, did you notice these helmets have comms that actually work?” Sam asked. “We can finally talk to each other even if we’re not in the same room.”

“That is nice. Now, if only I had an armlet with my library on it.”

“Maybe you can sweet-talk Ace into activating your armlet once we bring the core back,” I offered.

“Maybe,” he said unconvincingly.

I checked my tranqer, which seemed magnetically snapped to my waist belt. I wasn’t even sure the Coalition used magnets; with their advanced technology, it was probably something different.

I glanced up at Bug. “You’re going to tell us if you see any Raptors coming our way, right?”

“All corridors in this structure are under surveillance. You will be notified of any threat to your bioforms.”

The new Bug, which we decided to call Bug, didn’t buzz around our heads like its predecessor. This one seemed serious, almost like a drone rather than a traveling companion. It revealed the personality differences between Gray and the sphere’s singular that it had replicated, proof that replication did not mean exact duplication. Even though this Bug had the capability to speak, I preferred the old one. That one had personality.

Both Sam and Jason had their tranqers ready, and Jason had his shield looped over his right forearm. Following their lead, I gripped my tranqer. The weapon had a depression on the underside to read our fingerprints, serving as a safety feature. As long as my finger was on that depression, I could shoot by thumbing a button on the top. It seemed effortless, which I supposed was the point. It felt reassuring to have a weapon, though I hoped it was strong enough to use against the Raptors—it sure didn’t look very impressive.

As if on cue, the tram door opened, and Bug flew out before us. Sam took lead, as he always did, and Jason and I followed. Immediately, my HUD warned me that the atmosphere was not conducive to my survival—a good reminder to leave my helmet exactly where it was.

When we reached the door to the Raptor section, fear tensed my muscles. What if there was a Raptor waiting on the other side?

Sam waved his hand over the door, but it didn’t open. “Maybe it can’t read my hand through the gloves.”

“One moment. Your defense escorts will arrive shortly,” the singular said through Bug’s speaker.

I realized, after this third time, that “moment” meant something different to singulars. Like the other times, a few minutes passed.

Sam spent the time seeing how fast he could “unholster” his tranqer and aim it at an invisible target on the door.

“Well, look on the bright side, at least there aren’t any Raptors in here with us,” Jason said to me.

“Here’s to hoping Bug can find us a route in a ten-mile section that doesn’t have Raptors skulking around,” I said.

“Raptors are birds. I don’t think they skulk,” he said.

“Technically, they’re reptiles,” I said, thinking of how Raptors had an uncanny resemblance to pterodactyls. “Actually, if you want to get technical about it, all birds are reptiles.” I knew I was rambling, but I was nervous, and I tended to talk more when I was nervous.

“They might not skulk, but they sure hunt,” Sam said, slapping his tranqer onto his belt.

“I hate to sound like a thesaurus, but skulking and hunting are pretty much the same thing,” Jason said.

He was like me; he tended to talk more when he got nervous, up until the point of terror, then we were both frozen silent. I was getting pretty close to that—I’d bet he was too. Sam disguised his fear better than we did.

Sam sighed. “Anytime, sphere, preferably before Jason and Liv have a spelling bee.”

Several security drones dropped down from above, and I jumped and then clutched a hand over my chest. “Crap! They almost gave me a heart attack.”

“Your defense escort has arrived. You may continue,” Bug said, and the door before us opened.

The dozen or so drones flew ahead with Bug, and we had to jog to keep up. I’d tried to keep in shape while on the gray ship, but it’s not easy in a five-hundred-square-foot ship. It didn’t take long before I was breathing harder—even in the sphere’s low gravity—but the drones didn’t slow, even as they turned corners. I assumed they had eyes on the entire section and would know where the Raptors were long before they came into contact. And I especially hoped that the drones could kill any Raptors before the aliens could kill us. After being shot by the drones, I knew they had the firepower to take down a Raptor.

We’d covered maybe a mile—with some detours in there—and all three of us were panting. I was sweating, but my suit seemed to absorb it since I didn’t get the wet, sticky feeling common in a typical spacesuit. The helmet even had a breeze that cooled my face and helped dry the sweat. Yeah, I was keeping the suit.

The drones slowed over the next mile; I couldn’t tell if it was for us or if it was because we were approaching the ship. I was relieved because we needed to catch our breath. Then Bug stopped midair before us while the security drones zipped around the corner. A red light flickered in its wings.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sam asked quietly.

The sound of tranqer blasts answered that a second later, followed by screeches rending the air.

“Raptors,” Jason cursed.

The battle lasted barely five seconds before the corridor fell silent once again.

Bug’s red light disappeared. “Contact with bioforms was made, and the bioforms have been neutralized. The remaining crew has been apprised through their interpersonal communicators. We should proceed with haste.”

“You heard it. Let’s go,” Sam said and hustled forward.

When I turned the corner, I counted eight Raptors lying on the floor. Even unconscious and wearing spacesuits, Raptors were intimidating. Resembling pterodactyls, their sharp claws were metal tipped to inflict more damage. Even the outside tips of their wings had razor-sharp metal. Their helmets reminded me of elongated medieval plague masks because of their long beaks. Sharp, serrated teeth glinted in the light. They were roughly twice our size and a hundred times deadlier.

The security drones had all latched onto the farthest Raptor and were dragging it through an open doorway to lock them inside.

Sam cautiously stepped around the aliens. I followed, not taking my eyes off the enemy as I walked forward. Then I realized something: these Raptors weren’t dead. They had no burn holes, let alone scorch marks, on their spacesuits. I rushed around the last two and grabbed Sam’s arm. “They’re still alive.”

He spun to scrutinize the aliens—he’d assumed they’d be dead too.

Bug answered, “The Coalition does not kill bioforms.”

“The drones tried to kill me,” I said.

“The defense network was under automated control at that time. While under automated control, the managing computer may choose to increase security to protect this sphere.”

Bug led us while the security drones continued to hide the Raptors (at least I assumed they were hiding the bodies; I still hadn’t figured out the Coalition’s rationality).

When we turned a corner, we saw a hole in the wall and black space beyond.

The drone continued toward the breach without delay, while the three of us became ever more cognizant that we’d be in open view of both ships the moment we went outside.

Sam poked his head through the hole and looked in all directions. “I see both ships, and the space is clear. The one to our left looks exactly as the sphere showed us.”

Bug flew through the hole and waited on the other side.

“Wait,” I said. “Shouldn’t we wait for the security drones, just in case?”

“The vessel has only one known occupant on board. You have three tranqers. The risk of danger where the security escort can be of assistance is low.”

“But there is a risk.”

“Not a significant risk.”

“C’mon, crew, I’ve never flown a Stork before.” Sam clipped the tranqer to his belt and climbed through the hole.

I could hear the excitement in his voice. Back home, we called Raptor ships “Storks” because their shape resembled a stork. They had a narrow battering ram at the bow that could shred human-built hulls like cardboard, wide (and completely unnecessary) wings, and a tailing landing gear that didn’t fully retract.

Jason and I exchanged our usual “we’re along for the ride” glance, and I stepped through. I took a moment to get my bearings. The two Raptor ships—one tethered to my left, the other to my right—looked ominously close even though each was at least a half-mile away. The faint yellow glow of the force field gave me a sense of a sky above me.

Jason popped out through the opening. He almost always covered the rear. I think he was being protective of me—he was raised to be chivalrous. Or maybe he just liked to go last when danger was often in front of us.

Outside, Sam was learning how to fly in his suit. He was clumsy at first but seemed to get the hang of it quickly. I found out why—the controls were far more sensitive. I over-maneuvered several times before I took a calming breath, relaxed my body, and then moved lighter. Jason picked it up faster than both of us, and he flew toward the Raptor like a trapeze artist.

Once I figured out the flying bit, I enjoyed it. I could maneuver easily, so this spacewalk didn’t stress me out as much as the last one. Plus, not getting dropped out of a speeding ship made it a lot easier to fly in microgravity. David would’ve loved this. He was a medical specialist on board Tereshkova, and he introduced me to zero-G flying.

He’d also been my lover. Then he was killed in a stupid ship accident. I still thought of him often.

Sam reached the ship’s airlock just behind Bug. He grabbed a round handle better suited to Raptor claws than human hands. Jason passed me and grabbed another handle, and I joined them a few seconds later once I spotted a place to grab. I landed hard, but I hoped it wasn’t too hard for the Raptor inside to have heard it. Then again, it probably watched us coming. I’m surprised neither ship turned their guns on us. Maybe our new suits blended in better than I thought.

While we hung there, Bug floated before the airlock’s entry pad. Instead of buttons, there were ten tabs that Raptors could use their talons to move up or down. All were in the centermost position, and Bug used its stinger to adjust the tabs. The airlock light turned blue, and the outer door opened.

We entered, and immediately the ship’s artificial gravity pulled us down. As soon as the outer door closed, the airlock filled with the Raptor’s hydrogen-rich atmosphere. We grabbed our tranqers and aimed them at the inner door. Bug flew to the entry pad. The Raptor inside had no doubt locked down the ship, but that didn’t seem to slow down a Coalition drone one bit.

“Keep to the sides, and shoot anything that moves,” Sam stated the obvious.

“I’m going to shoot it twice,” Jason said, hugging the left wall behind Sam.

“I wish we could amp up the surge,” I said, hugging the right wall.

Then the door opened to reveal a Raptor standing there. It fired its machine gun straight ahead, hitting the center of the door behind us, breaching it with small holes. We all fired, and the Raptor stiffened as if it’d been hit by a taser, and then collapsed. The tranqer had no kick—I was surprised how easy it was to fire.

“Well, that was easy for once,” Sam said.

He was about to follow Bug inside when another gun fired, a bullet pinging off the drone, and it buzzed to the flight deck in a burst of speed.

“There’s more!” I shouted.

“No shit!” Sam dove behind the fallen Raptor and began firing before he even hit the floor.

I crouched at the doorway, unsure if I should provide more cover for Sam.

He called out, “Got ’em. All clear.”

Jason, who’d hung back, still aiming at the door, relaxed somewhat. “How do we know that’s it?”

I called out to Bug, “Hey, drone. Search the ship for more Raptors.”

The singular’s voice came from the cockpit area. “There are no other bioform readings on this vessel.”

Sam came to his feet, scowling. “You said there was only one to deal with.”

“The two additional Raptors on this vessel were never surveilled. They have never left this vessel.”

“I think we should double-check,” Jason said.

“I agree,” I said.

Sam nodded. “On me.” He led the way.

Raptor ships were simple on the inside. There was a single corridor running through the ship. To the left was the flight deck and to the right was everything else. Since Bug seemed safe in the flight deck, Sam went down the right corridor, first stepping out the Raptor at the airlock and ten feet later, stepping over two more Raptors. Beyond them, the open doorway led to the ship’s nest, i.e. their living quarters. It was a round, open space to allow them to stretch their wings, with nest-like beds set up around the outer wall. Beyond the nest were the ship’s engineering areas and storage.

Sam checked the screen to make sure the door was locked from this side and then turned around. “It’s clear.”

We hustled to the flight deck to find Bug with its stinger in their “wormway” system, which we’d since learned was a Coalition quantum tunneling system with limited functionality (thank God).

This was the second Raptor ship we’d boarded. On the first one, we learned that their technology and flight deck were eerily similar to ours, except the ceilings were twice as high and instead of chairs there were weird nest-like pods with computer screens. Even the layout was similar, and it was obvious where the commander sat. Even the screens seemed to display similar shapes, though the colors varied, and the languages were obviously different. Their language seemed to be all straight lines. There were no curved letters; the letters varied by where lines intersected. At least that was my guess. The keyboards were also completely different. Where our keyboards involved pressing buttons, theirs involved pulling tabs with their talons, like the entry pads on the airlock.

“The outer airlock’s been compromised. Is that going to be a problem?” Sam asked.

“A patch is recommended but not required. Upgrading this system requires three moments.”

“Yikes, that’s going to be ten or fifteen minutes,” I said.

“I’ll get started on a patch,” Jason said. “I saw an emergency patch kit in the corridor.” He turned to leave but paused. “Can you double-check that I’m not going to run into any more Raptors back there?”

“There are no other Raptors on board this vessel.”

“You also said there was only one,” Jason reminded it.

“Those two bioforms have never left the vessel. This unit has full access of this vessel’s systems and can confirm that there are no other Raptors on board.”

“All right,” he said. “And you’ll let us know if there are more Raptors inbound, right?”

“Confirmed.”

Sam rubbed his hands together. “All right, Liv, let’s get those Raptors moved into the storage area, so we can keep them under lockdown. I don’t know how long one of those tranq surges lasts.”

I nodded, and we got to work. We started with the two nearest the nest. I tried dragging one but struggled too much, so I joined Sam in helping him move one. Raptors weren’t as heavy as they looked due to having hollow bones, but they were large, and their wings and limbs got in the way.

It took us about five minutes to deposit the three Raptors in the back area. But then we realized they had access to the ship’s engineering and power, so we spent the next five minutes moving them into a storage room that could be locked, which we did.

Finished, we hustled back through the nest, and Sam stopped, grinning. He pointed at the ceiling. “Check it out. We’ve got some real weapons now.”

Above us hung curved swords as long as I was tall. More rifles hung next to them.

I rolled my eyes. “Even if you can lift one, look at the grips. There’s no way you could swing it without twisting your wrist.”

“Challenge accepted.” He grinned, and we continued to the flight deck, shutting and locking every door behind us and picking up the three rifles along the way.

I tried to hold one and found it as heavy as a rocket launcher. I couldn’t reach the trigger and hold the grip at the same time. We set the rifles down just inside the flight deck. “I think I’ll stick with my phaser.”

“Tranqer,” Sam corrected with a grin.

“I know; it’s just that I think Gene Roddenberry must have met the Coalition before. Too many of his ideas are here.”

“Or maybe the Coalition stole Gene Roddenberry’s ideas,” Jason remarked as he entered.

“Seating is recommended. This vessel is not streamlined for quantum tunneling.”

So we each took a nest. Jason plopped into one like it was a large sofa, grunting. “They look a lot plusher than they are.”

Sam took the commander’s nest, of course, and began scrolling through the screens without even trying to get comfortable. The seating was built for a creature that could tuck its legs under it. I sat cross-legged, which was somewhat better but it still too big and too lumpy to be comfortable.

“Disconnecting tethers now.”

I heard pops and then the sound of lines being retracted on a wheel.

“Departing the sphere. Force field is being withdrawn to allow for departure.”

“I can fly it, Bug.”

“Unnecessary. This unit has full control of all systems, and technoforms are superior to bioforms in pilotage, navigation, and reflexes.”

“Whatever.” Sam sulked as he continued to scroll through screens as if he could read them.

The engines fired up, rumbling through the ship. After riding in the gray ship for so long, I’d forgotten just how loud non-Coalition ships were. I’d never been in a Raptor ship while it was flying, and it was louder than any human-built ship I’d flown in. The singular had chosen this ship since it was a newer model than the other, though I couldn’t tell any difference between them from the outside.

The ship backed away from the sphere and turned as soon as it was clear. It accelerated abruptly, and the artificial gravity gave me a feeling of G-force. On the screens, I saw the force field pulling away to create a hole for us. Behind us were the sphere and the second Raptor ship. I narrowed my eyes, sucked in a breath, and pointed. “Hey, they’re activating their guns.”

“Where are the guns on this crate?” Sam asked.

“Unnecessary. This vessel will be out of range before their weapons are cycled.”

Our ship passed through the force field opening and into the black.

The other ship fired, but the force field had closed in time, and the projectiles seemed to melt upon contact.

“Please secure your bioforms. This vessel is launching a quantum tunnel now.”

I gripped the edges of my nest. The system whined to life. The lights and screens dimmed the instant before the ship rocked and surged. The black around us blurred as we entered the tunnel, and the ship never smoothed out—the entire trip felt like we were a big metal box being dragged behind a car.

Seconds later, the buffeting stopped abruptly, and the black returned to normal. The screens before us showed a cluster of two ringworlds and a sphere. Only all three had been ravaged.
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The rings were shattered, floating in massive, curved chunks, each a thousand miles wide. The sphere had entire portions missing, with more gone than remaining. The star shone through as if it was about to break free.

“Uh, wow,” Jason said breathlessly.

I stared, aghast. I knew how strong Coalition structures were built. Whatever had destroyed this, the structures had proved to be no more resilient than paper against bullets. “What happened here?”

Bug replied, “The Rampage struck this cluster.”

Sam frowned, shaking his head. “But the Rampage hit the other cluster, and it didn’t look anything like this.”

“The Rampage’s swarms attacked the Gar’ii cluster. This cluster was attacked by a Rampage vessel, which is far more devastating.”

“What kind of ship can do damage like that?” I wondered aloud.

“A Rampage vessel,” Bug answered.

“Thanks, Sherlock,” Sam said drily.

“Rampage vessels have quantum destabilization weapons that wreak terrible damage.”

“Is that what the starfire is?” Jason asked.

“The starfire is a stellar-powered energy weapon that emits a single blast of intense power. It is not similar to a quantum destabilization event, which is far more powerful. This cluster suffered a single event. They were unable to activate their weapon in time.”

Bug navigated us through the debris field. Some pieces bounced off the hull with unsettling thuds, and I winced each time, fearing one might slice through the ship. The floating remains were too mangled to make out much… until I noticed a grouping of gray ships melted together as if they’d been hurled directly into the heart of a star.

As we flew through the remnants of the ring, it became clear that nothing could have survived. It was ghastly. If the Rampage could cause this level of destruction with a single shot, what chance did any cluster have? Nothing in the universe could stand against that. I wondered if singulars suffered. Then I began to wonder how many of them had symbionts with them. I knew bioforms felt pain.

I glanced at Sam and Jason. Sam was focused straight ahead, his jaw set in a hard line.

Jason, pale and slack-jawed, stared at the devastation. He suddenly seemed to snap back to reality and clamped his mouth shut. “Surely, the weapon’s core couldn’t have survived all this,” he said.

“Mini probes were sent to survey the wreckage. They provided a full inventory of intact equipment. The starfire’s core is on that inventory.”

“When was that inventory taken?” Jason asked. “Because I know inventories are out of date two seconds after they’re uploaded.”

“Two hundred and ninety-three years ago, roughly translated to your mathematical expression of time.”

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, it’s definitely busted or stolen by now.”

“We’re here; we’re going to at least check it out,” Sam said, then frowned. “But with how bad that sphere’s chewed up, aren’t we going to melt as soon as we leave the ship?”

“Your protective suits can handle extreme temperatures. However, this vessel will be docked in an area where enough structure remains to block direct contact with stellar heat.”

“If you say so.” Jason didn’t sound convinced.

Bug moored to the sphere at an entry point nearest the weapon. The sphere was partially intact: we couldn’t see the star through the structure, but the outer walls were all melted away.

“This unit will guide you. However, caution is urged. The structure is not stable and there is an excess of debris.”

Once the ship was powered down into standby mode, we made our way to the airlock. Bug had managed to dock us within the sphere. All we had to do was walk out onto the floor, though none of the systems would be online, which meant minimal gravity. “Don’t these suits have mag-boots?” I complained.

“Your protective suiting has gravity connectors in the boots. You can select the option in your helmet display by using your eye movement and blinking to select.”

“Oh, that’s cool.” The data dump might’ve shown me that, but to be honest, I was hit with a lot of information in a span of a few seconds. The data felt like memories; while some were as fresh as if I’d experienced them today, some were lost to my short-term memory.

I browsed the menu and found more features than I even knew about. I’d have to ask Sam about them later. For now, he and Jason had already turned on their mag-boots and stepped onto the floor. Since the floor wasn’t metal—it was a composite of some kind—I highly doubted it was magnetic, but since the boots connected, I was going to call them mag-boots.

I went to step down, and Jason held out a hand to help me. It was a long step, and I appreciated the assistance. As soon as we were out of the ship, the airlock closed, and Bug led us through a corridor with no roof. It was strange to walk beneath the stars, literally, but I couldn’t savor the experience because the floor and walls were in rough shape. I had a feeling if I fell through, I’d keep falling until I hit the star, and there was no way my suit was good enough for that.

We passed a doorway, the room beyond filled with symbiont tubes. The shattered tubes contained charred bones and clumps, while the intact tubes contained bodies of burnt sludge. Had they suffered? I tried not to think about it.

We walked for at least an hour, covering only a half of a mile, with how careful we had to move. The floor caved in on Sam once, but since we were in microgravity, he was able to catch himself and pull himself up with minimal effort.

It was obvious when we finally reached the weapon zone. The door was immensely thick and reinforced. Nothing would’ve gotten through that, except that this door was bent nearly in half from the force of a blast beyond all comprehension. We crawled over the door and entered the starfire room. Rather than smooth walls, the area was built with reinforced beams and thick walkways. This circular structure wasn’t broken or melted, but the beams and walkways were warped and bent. In the center of four intersecting walkways stood another round structure of reinforced beams, half of which had been melted inward. The top bore a large round opening facing the space beyond. That was where the power beam came out, I was sure of it.

“So that’s the starfire,” Sam mused. “Thought it’d be bigger.”

“That’s what she said,” Jason joked and then hustled forward with Bug. He carefully walked across the warped causeway to the weapon and stepped inside without hesitation. This was where Jason’s skillset and passion met. He loved figuring out how things worked and then fixing them. This weapon was clearly beyond repair, but that didn’t deter his fascination.

Sam and I followed more sensibly.

“I thought it would look different, maybe more like a rail gun,” Sam said.

“You know the Coalition. They’re the original minimalists,” I said.

When we reached the center, Jason was propped inside the shattered part of what resembled a massive 8-ball, using his small laser cutter on a black box that was roughly two feet tall and two feet wide. Bug was also inside. It had a second stinger that was a laser cutter and was also working on the box.

“Well, don’t you two make a cute couple,” Sam mocked.

“You want to do this?” Jason asked. “’Cause it’s not as easy as it looks.”

“Nope. You look like you’re doing a great job,” Sam said.

Jason had tethered himself to what resembled conduit to keep from floating off while he worked. They were making interminably slow progress.

“The lid won’t open. It’s melted on,” Jason said.

“Then how did the mini probe know the core is okay?” I asked, confused.

“The mini probe scanned the contents through its casing. This unit has also scanned the contents and verified the core is undamaged.”

Sam and I watched for nearly an hour. During that time, I’d asked for a laser torch—something to keep me busy, but the only two cutters were already in use. So there I stood, useless. Sam remained quiet, and I glanced at him once.

I grabbed his hand. “Sam, are you okay?”

He turned to me. “Yeah, why?”

“Your nose is bleeding… it’s bleeding silver, Sam.”

He brought his hand up to his nose without thinking and smacked his helmet. “Oh, well, I feel fine. I guess my nose itches a little, but that’s all.”

“Are you sure?”

He shrugged. “Yeah.”

Jason hadn’t heard us, too focused on his task, and I spent the rest of the time casting glances at Sam. The silver seemed to soak back into his skin, and within a few minutes, there was no sign of him ever having a nosebleed. I began to second-guess myself. Had it really happened?

He frowned at me. “What? Is it worse?”

“No, it’s gone, like it never happened.”

“Oh. That’s weird.”

“Yeah.” I stared at him for a moment.

“Yes!” Jason exclaimed. The two cuts had finally met in the middle, and the top snapped off from the pressure of being bent. Jason peered inside, unplugged several cables, and then pulled out an obsidian orb the size of a human head.

I peered more closely, and it was like I could see entire galaxies within it. “It’s beautiful.”

Jason unslung the cushioned bag the singular had made to transport the core and set the orb inside as carefully as one would a crystal egg.

As soon as he sealed the bag and slung it over his shoulders, Sam clapped his hands. “All right, let’s get out of this graveyard.”

He didn’t have to say that twice. We all wanted out of there and were relieved to be back on a Raptor ship, something I never expected to think.

With the core safely stashed in a nest on the flight deck, Bug piloted us out of the wreckage. We had to fly through the ring remnants again because the ship couldn’t open a quantum tunnel in the middle of a debris field.

We were nearly clear of the debris field when Bug announced, “In a moment, the nulling effect will wear off on the two bioforms who received single doses. The third bioform will remain comatose until after we depart this vessel. This unit advises you to apply another surge on two bioforms.”

Sam stood. “I’ve got this.”

He exited the flight deck and returned a few minutes later with a smile on his face. “I love shooting Raptors.”

“You did not have to shoot them each five times. That is a near-lethal surge.”

“Near-lethal?” Sam frowned. “Damn, I was hoping it was lethal.”

I eyed him. “I was afraid you were going to use one of those swords.”

His lips parted in wonder as he took a seat. “I should’ve thought of that.”

The flight back was uneventful, thankfully, and Bug parked us in a different section than where the other Raptors were. I imagined the three Raptors would be perturbed at being separated from their clan, but they’d survive. After all, the three of us had managed so far.

As soon as we entered the sphere, Bug claimed the bag holding the core and zipped away.

I watched it disappear around a corner. “You know, I think the Coalition used us.”

“They sure love their loopholes.” He mimicked the singular. “We cannot interfere with bioforms. Oh, but bioforms can interfere with bioforms.”

“Exactly. I think Ace had planned this all along and just let us believe we were coming up with the idea.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s all done now,” Sam said. “I’ve got a bigger question. How the hell do we find section 8?”
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We found section 8 thanks to a defense drone taking pity on us and escorting us to a tram entrance. We didn’t hear much from the sphere’s singular after that. Evidently, it had what it needed from us. At least it left us Bug, who went with us everywhere, as a sign it was still listening. Bug would answer basic questions, such as where the Raptors currently were in the sphere (still in their quarantined sections) and the proximity of the Raptor fleet.

We never heard from Gray, though we checked in on the ship every day. Evidently, Gray was still recharging… or really ticked off at Sam. The former seemed more likely, though the latter was understandable. We’d asked Ace if it could unlock the ship for us, but singulars can only control their own assigned structure, so that was a no-go.

At least we had the printer and relative safety in our own section, though we also checked on the symbiont stasis room every day. The dragon never moved, but sometimes its eyes were open, other times closed.

Jason had made us a clock to keep Earth time. After wasting an hour trying to figure out what time to set it at, we randomly decided on noon, when we were eating our second meal bars of the day. The clock was handy in that it displayed not just the time but also the number of days that had passed since its creation.

We were at day eleven, and we were going stir-crazy.

The good thing about having an entire section to ourselves was ten square miles of corridors we could run to get into shape, though with how the section was laid out, there were really only about twenty miles worth of corridors.

Sam had two more nosebleeds. When we asked the singular about it, it told us that, in all likelihood, our race wasn’t compatible with fusion, and his body was rejecting Gray’s essence. If that was the case, Sam would die soon, and Jason and I wouldn’t last much longer. Jason had a slim chance of surviving with how little goo he had, but he’d be alone out here with the constant risk of Raptors or the Rampage… I preferred death. We tried not to talk about the goo and our situation after that. It was our best hope at avoiding utter despair.

We were eating breakfast when Bug announced, “The fleet has reached the cluster. All bioforms should remain in their assigned section.”

We stopped eating and stiffened as if electrocuted.

“But they can’t get through the force field, right, Ace?” Sam asked.

“The bioforms lack the technological capabilities to breach a Coalition force field,” Ace via Bug answered.

We relaxed somewhat, though the knowledge that hundreds of Raptor ships were orbiting the sphere and rings was still discomforting. There had been only a fraction of that number in our home system, and they’d managed to kill billions.

“What are you doing to make sure the sphere stays safe?” I asked.

“The force fields provide adequate defense. All preparations underway are in response to the Rampage threat. Transports are being manufactured in the rings while the starfire is fully operational and will be activated upon the arrival of the Rampage.”

“Be ready to use the weapon against the fleet. You’ll need it,” Sam said.

“The weapon was designed to be used against the Rampage. It will not be used against bioforms.”

“Like hell it won’t.” Sam stood. “Listen, the Raptors are trouble, and if they get access to this technology, you’re looking at a Rampage 2.0 in the making.”

“The Raptors were victims of the Rampage; they understand the value of life.”

I jerked. “What are you talking about?”

“As a seeded system, the Raptors’ home world was targeted by the Rampage. All Raptors in their home system were killed. Following that tragedy, they began to colonize multiple systems in desperation to ensure their race did not go extinct. They have become more territorial since taking to the stars. However, the Coalition will not endanger bioforms, especially bioforms from seeded systems.”

“Sure you do, when it suits you.” Sam balked. “When we were jumping out of our home system, Gray carried every Raptor ship along with us and dropped them right into a black hole.”

“That is not a possible scenario. The Coalition does not harm bioforms.”

Jason grunted. “Sounds like some little singular was a bit naughty.”

Why would Gray have followed Sam’s wishes and jumped to a black hole? Gray had shown us time and again that it only listened when it felt like it. The rest of the time, we were at its mercy. Whatever the reason, it was proof that not all singulars followed the same rules.

“Hey, Ace, how about you get us a video feed of the fleet’s movements outside. We bioforms get antsy and our blood pressure goes up if we can’t see what’s going on,” Jason said.

“This unit senses elevated blood pressure in all three bioforms. One moment.” The singular was probably doing a thousand other, higher priority activities at the same time. It was one big advantage technoforms had over bioforms like us humans. We were lousy at multitasking.

While we waited, I turned to Sam. “What do you think? Will the Raptors break through?”

He huffed. “They’re Raptors. What do you think?”

Jason and I glanced at each other, grimacing.

The printer whirred to life, and Jason’s features morphed instantly to interest. He jumped up and hustled to the output tray. A thin black screen, the maximum width of the tray, was coming out. It continued until there must’ve been ten feet of length.

“Help me with this,” Jason said as he lifted one end.

The screen was so thin that it bent like paper. Sam took the far end, and I grabbed the edges of the center. It was already displaying a video feed of the space between the rings and the sphere. Even looking at the feed upside down, I could see hundreds of Raptor ships dotting the black like ominously dull stars.

“The back’s sticky, so let’s get it on the wall over here,” Jason said as he led the way.

We tried to get it level, but it still ended up crooked.

Finished, we each stood and watched it. The fleet had broken into three parts, and Raptor ships from each grouping were flying toward their nearest structure. Jason squinted. “What do you think these guys are up to?” He tapped the screen, and the video zoomed in. “Oh, hey, that’s handy. Thanks, Ace.” He went through a series of finger gestures, and soon we had four views up across the wide screen: one completely zoomed out, one close-up of Ring One, a close-up of Ring Two, and a close-up of the sphere.

“My guess is they’re scouts,” Sam said. “At least that would be standard operating procedure for the UNSPF.”

The United Nations Space Protection Force was the de facto military that stood between the Raptors and Earth. Most of the troops belonged to various private military contractors based throughout the world. We’d all worked for Aegis Group, a company that sourced from the Americas. That was how Sam, a Canadian; Jason, a Brazilian; and me, an American, ended up together on Tereshkova and on the gray ship after that.

Jason took a seat on one of the three mats he’d made for our beds. “Now all I need is some popcorn and a giant soda.” He mimicked sitting in a movie theater, tossing invisible popcorn into his mouth.

I took a seat and mimicked his mimicking. Sam rolled his eyes and took the last cushion. Ever since we’d boarded the gray ship, we lost the luxuries we’d counted on. Now, we only had each other and what we could print off an alien 3D printer. I’d grown used to the same flavored meal bar every single meal and water that tasted flat and off—I now ate out of necessity and habit rather than joy. I guess the only perk of eating the same boring food every meal is that it made bathroom time very reliable. Didn’t have to worry about heartburn or food poisoning.

Instead, we had to worry about aliens trying to take over our bodies.

Jason pointed. “Look, the Raptors are jousting the force fields.”

At all three structures, the Raptor scouts were trying different ways to test the force field. One ship at each slowly approached, its battering ram fully extended. As the tip hit the force field, it instantly melted to nothing.

“Force fields: three; Raptors: zero,” I said.

The ships then sent drones and shuttles at the fields, all of which were burned up as soon as they made contact. After that, they switched to their usual MO and began shooting at the fields with the same result.

Sam closed his eyes and lay back. “Change the channel; this is depressing.”

“Oh, dang, sorry about that. I forgot to pay for the package with all the streaming services,” Jason said drily. “You wouldn’t believe the surcharge they add to get Netflix way out here.”

The Raptor scouts returned to the fleet in unison. I was surprised at how well they worked together. The Raptors that invaded our solar system were extremely individualistic, generally flying in groups of no more than three and were seen fighting one another. Evidently, they had factions and enemies just like countries back on Earth had.

I casually watched the ships fly until something caught my eye. I leaned forward. “Do you guys see that?”

“You mean the giant fleet hogging up our airspace?” Sam said, his eyes still closed.

I jumped up and hustled up to the screen. I chose the feed outside the sphere and zoomed in on the centermost section of the fleet. I pointed. “This. What are they doing?”

Three ships had attached to one another and were fastening large boxy parts they must have transported from their cargo areas. The centermost ships in each of the three groups were assembling the same thing. The components came together like Legos, with jagged edges, stacking upward like a flat-top pyramid.

Sam had opened his eyes and was now on his feet. “I’ve never seen anything like that used back home.”

“What do you think it is?” I asked.

“Knowing Raptors, it’s a weapon of some kind,” Jason said.

“It has to be,” Sam agreed. “Bringing out the big guns to try against the force fields. I doubt it’s going to do any damage.” He glanced up at Bug. “Hey, Ace. What are those Raptors up to out there?”

“The components they are assembling do not match any known devices in our inventory of Raptor technology.”

“Yeah, but let me guess, the last inventory was taken a thousand years ago,” Jason said.

“That assumption is incorrect. The most recent inventory was taken three thousand one hundred years ago.”

Jason chortled. “Yeah, and technology never advances in that amount of time.” He sighed. “We’re so screwed.”

“Calculations indicate that the components will form a weapon or a scanner. The Coalition underestimated the bioforms’ advancement. The cluster is deploying defense drones to disable the components. The first vessel being manufactured will tunnel this fleet to another system and disable their tunneling technology.”

“About time,” Sam muttered.

The video feed showed thousands of fireflies shooting out from the sphere and rings. They looked like ants going up against anteaters. Raptor ships began shooting, but there were too many drones to hit. The drones reached the first line of the groups when the mystery components, now fully assembled, began to glow. There was no barrel, just a flat pyramid, so I couldn’t figure out its purpose.

The glow grew brighter until the first one, in the group nearest Ring One, seemed to explode, and visible shockwaves slammed through the force field as if it wasn’t even there. The ring went dark. The drones continued advancing toward the weapon.

I stared in shock. “Was that an EMP?”

“The force fields are protected against all forms of electromagnetic pulses. Based on initial readings, the weapon is a quantum disruptor pulse. This cluster’s defensive systems are not designed to deflect those energy signatures. Additionally, the pulse may prove hazardous to singular electrical rhythms. In response, the automated defense networks in both rings are implementing terminal events. All systems, pods, vessels, and manufacturing equipment will overload and melt down momentarily.”

The second Raptor group at Ring Two fired, and that ring went dark. Already, both rings were beginning to glow from the inside—not the white artificial lights but the orange glow of fire. The defense drones from each ring also glowed before exploding in flames that were nearly instantly suffocated by space, never making it to the weapons.

“They’re self-destructing?” I asked, almost breathless.

“Good. Then the Raptors don’t get what’s inside,” Sam said.

Jason’s eyes went wide. “Wait! Oh, crap, is that what you’re going to do here? Is the sphere going to self-destruct?”

“This structure cannot self-destruct as the starfire, if overloaded, would destroy this entire system and the three nearest systems.”

“Ouch,” Jason said.

“This structure will enter a full, automated lockdown. The automated defense network will assume control. Most systems, including this singular, will go offline to protect against access. This unit recommends you⁠—”

The third group fired their weapon, and the shockwaves washed through the sphere. It felt like a hot wind blowing over me, and my muscles shook as if fatigued. Everything went dark, and then the hot wind and muscle shakes were gone. Something landed on the floor with a thud.

“Guys! Talk to me,” I cried out.

“I’m here,” Sam said.

Jason turned on the flashlight he always carried in his pocket. He sighed. “Luckily, that pulse didn’t wipe out everything.”

“It wiped out everything that matters,” Sam blurted. “No power, no printer, and I bet we’re locked in here. That means we’re going to run out of atmo soon enough. And we can only wear our suits long enough before we die from dehydration or hunger.”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Jason trailed off.

“Give me your light,” Sam ordered.

“No. Get your own light.” Jason pointed the beam at a spot next to Sam’s cot where he kept his supplies.

Sam found his flashlight, and I rushed to do the same in my small stash. I had brought a large backpack with me when I boarded the gray ship, but most of those supplies I’d left back on the ship so they wouldn’t be damaged during my spacewalk.

Jason had gone to his stash of printed supplies and pulled out several glow lights. He tapped them on and placed them around the room. They cast a golden glow over everything, and we no longer needed our flashlights, but I still gripped mine.

“Oh, poor Bug.” Jason walked over and picked up the small drone that seemed to be a paperweight now. He examined it. “Well, I think it’s safe to say Ace is either dead or offline now. Can technoforms go offline?”

Sam’s features twisted downward. “If Ace is down, so is Gray.”

I made a sharp intake of air. “But if Gray’s gone…”

“We’re stuck here for good,” Sam answered for me. He turned to the screen on the wall, but it was dead.

I looked around and shivered. “How much atmo do you think we have?”

Sam’s features hardened. “I think we should put on our suits. Carry your helmets until you need them. We’ll hunker down here until we figure out our next steps.”

That’s when explosions resounded through the air and floors.

“Uh, I hate to be the one to say it, but I think the Raptors are coming in.”

Sam nodded. “And with the two rings useless, the entire fleet will come at the sphere.”

I tried to force myself to breathe steadily or else I’d hyperventilate.

More explosions. One sounded like it was practically on us.

Sam checked the door, and surprisingly it opened. He popped his head through and then reentered, the door closing behind him. “Suit up now and put together your go-bags. The Raptors are here.”

“Here, as in here in the sphere?” Jason asked.

“Here, as in here in this section. The corridor’s losing atmo fast.”
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Of all the lousy luck… The Raptors could have landed anywhere on a sphere that was significantly larger than Earth, and yet they decided to breach section 8. They’d likely chosen the breached section below and were overzealous in making a bigger hole. I think the Coalition now understood the kind of threat the Raptors posed.

We dressed in a rush. These suits didn’t have all the connector ports for biological needs, making them much easier to climb into. Instead, they had gel-like built-in diapers that seemed to handle everything, which Jason had already tested on our last trip. We loaded all the food and water we could carry in rubber tote bags Jason had made for us, though we’d need to find a room with survivable atmosphere to eat. He even loaded Bug into his bag, though I wasn’t sure why. I had to hand it to him: he was always prepared.

Sam looked us over. “Okay, team. We’ll hang out here until the atmo’s gone. Based on what we saw with the other two crews, the Raptors can’t break into these rooms. By the time the atmo runs out, we can hope the Raptors out there have moved on to a different section. My guess is they’ll blow a hole in every section they can to explore this sphere.”

“Without the sphere’s eyes in the corridors, we could walk straight into a Raptor squad,” I said.

“The good thing is, with the sphere down, they can’t get any atmo either, so they’ll be limited to how much time they can investigate between charging,” Jason said.

“But it’s still going to be risky when we step outside,” I countered.

“Yes, it will,” Sam agreed. “And it’s going to be a whole lot riskier making our way to Gray.”

“Why would we go to the ship?” Jason asked.

“Because it’s the only place that might have atmo for us,” I answered, realizing Sam’s plan. “But Gray’s probably gone, and we can’t get inside without it.”

Sam eyed us. “You have any better ideas?”

“I wish I did,” Jason said. “Because yours sucks.”

We tried to pass the time by not going insane. Even though the walls seemed to be soundproof, we didn’t speak more than necessary, and when we did, we spoke in low voices. We had no idea what types of sensors the Raptors had that could penetrate even the sphere’s walls. The downside of soundproofing was that we couldn’t hear if there were predators right outside the door, searching for anything useful.

I had a case of OCD when it came to my tranqer—I checked to make sure it was on my belt every few minutes—as though it could magically disappear.

Sam caught the movement once, and said, “I wish I’d grabbed those rifles. Jason could’ve customized the triggers so we could use them.”

“I thought for sure you’d take a sword,” I said.

He shook his head. “Nah. They looked way too heavy, and I’d probably cut my own leg off if I tried to swing one.”

“I know I’d cut my own leg off, assuming I could even lift one,” I said.

“I wish these printers would make weapons,” Jason said wistfully.

“It’s stupid that they don’t,” I said. “They could always restrict the types of weapons, like no grenades or something that would be a bad idea in a controlled environment. But there’s no reason we couldn’t have printed off something like tasers… or knives—those are multipurpose.”

“Are we back to the conversation where we try to understand the Coalition’s rationality?” Sam asked.

“I think—” I began but was interrupted when the door opened. A Raptor stood in the doorway, the stinger from a drone looking like a toothpick in its talons. Air was sucked from the room. “Oh, crap.”

I grabbed my tranqer, but Sam shot the Raptor first. It collapsed before it could raise its rifle.

Sam rushed to the doorway and glanced outside. “It’s clear,” he coughed, his words barely audible as the air was quickly disappearing. He dragged the unconscious Raptor through the doorway, and the door closed.

We hurried to put on our helmets. We’d lost our atmo much faster than I’d hoped.

“They figured out the stinger keys,” Jason said, his voice coming clearly through my helmet’s speakers.

“There’s enough of them; one of them was bound to figure it out sooner or later,” I said, then turned to Sam. “Can you try and reach Gray?”

He closed his eyes and concentrated. After a moment, he opened his eyes and shook his head, a clear expression of disappointment dragging at his features. “Nada.”

“If we go to the ship, we’ll be sitting ducks if we can’t get in,” Jason said.

“Then come up with somewhere else we can go that we can survive, because we just lost all the air and pressure in here,” Sam said.

“Give me a minute to think through the map,” Jason said.

I considered. “This entire section was pressurized, so every room should still have atmo,” I said.

“Except for the rooms they checked already,” Jason pointed out.

I thought of the other rooms we’d seen. “I hope they don’t kill the symbionts in stasis.”

“I hope they don’t kill us,” Jason said.

“Shh,” Sam said. “Do you guys hear that?”

I strained to hear something, and soon enough I did. “It sounds like someone’s strangling a cat.”

Jason frowned and then walked over to the Raptor. “It’s his comms. His buddies are talking.” He bent down, grabbed something, and held it up. It was a red blinking dot. “I’d bet my tool bag that this is a tracking beacon.”

Since both Raptors and humans used the A-gen technology the Coalition had provided us, our technological designs were spookily similar. “I think you’d win that bet.”

Sam held out his hand. “Give me that beacon. I’ll toss it in a nearby room.”

Jason was about to hand it over when the door opened again. This time, at least two Raptors were visible in the doorway, and they already had their rifles raised.

“Down!” Sam yelled as he dove behind the printer.

Jason and I leapt by Sam just as the Raptors fired. The printer wasn’t made of the same material as the walls, and bullets tore right through it. Sam crawled over me to shoot around the edge of the printer. He fired nearly nonstop, and I forced myself to join him and fire my tranqer. Jason took the other edge of the printer.

Once we began firing, the Raptors tightened their shots. Any second, a bullet could tear through me, but then the shooting stopped.

Sam peeked. “They’re down.” He jumped to his feet.

We ran out of the room and to the right, but a Raptor stepped around the corner. I squeezed off a shot first, and it went down. Screeches too close sent chills down my spine. The way to Gray was blocked. We were screwed.

Sam yanked me back, and we spun to go in the opposite direction. “Go, go, go!”

We ran. Sam took the lead, though I had no idea where he was taking us. As we turned a corner, more Raptors emerged. There were a lot more than a single crew in this section. Sam waved his hand and opened a door. We were through a split second before the Raptors fired.

Jason closed his eyes and took deep breaths.

I hugged myself. “Where now?”

Sam walked to the far wall where there was another door. “We’re going in one direction I know there aren’t any Raptors.”

He waved his hand over the door. Light blinded me. Beyond was open space… and the fiery star.

Sam leapt out. With the Raptors behind us, we followed.


TWENTY-EIGHT


I’d been scared before, but this was a new level of terror—being just outside the reach of a star’s burning flames. My helmet had automatically darkened, or else I would’ve been permanently blinded the instant the door opened. Even so, I had to face the inner hull of the sphere to keep the light from hurting my eyes. My suit kept me alive, but I could feel the star’s intense heat trying its best to fry me. Inside the sphere, gravity pulled us downward. Outside, it pulled us toward the star, as if it craved to consume us. My body instantly went into a stiff panic mode.

Sam had grabbed a handle when he leapt. I hadn’t thought that far ahead and would’ve flown right into the star if he hadn’t grabbed my wrist and yanked me to him. I fumbled for the handle, which he helped me find. Jason, the most experienced spacewalker of us, left the doorway more cautiously, grabbing a handle across the doorway from us.

I’m not a screamer, but I might’ve screamed during all that.

The door closed, and I found myself reaching for it again.

My HUD was flashing warnings: it couldn’t sustain operations in the current environment and urged me to seek a new environment immediately. It automatically activated an emergency locator, not that there was anyone left to help us.

“Uh, Sam, I think I’d rather be with the Raptors right now,” Jason said. “I enjoy a good spacewalk, but this is scaring me silly.”

“We’re just going to climb up a few sections,” Sam said. “If there are Raptors, we’ll come back out and climb a few more.”

“You make it sound easy,” I managed to squeak out. I was a journalist—really more of a social media influencer—I was no soldier. Sam and Jason had both had military training to become flight crew members on a military transport. The amount of training I’d had could be counted on a closed fist.

“It is. I’ll tether you to me if you want,” Sam said.

I swallowed and faked being tough. “I can manage.”

We climbed faster than I was comfortable with but slower than my suit would’ve liked. Fortunately, the bars that ran vertically along either side of the doors seemed to extend up and down the wall endlessly. We shuffled up. Sam had me go first so he could keep an eye on the crew’s weakest link, and Jason reached the third door above while I was still at the second door.

As he waited for Sam’s magic hand to open the door, his bag started to move, and something wriggled furiously to get out. A couple of seconds later, Bug emerged and buzzed around Jason’s head.

“That’s a good sign, right?” I asked. “That means Ace is alive!”

The firefly flew upward, past door 3, and flitted around it.

“I think it wants us to keep climbing,” Jason said, and so we did.

We climbed eleven levels before Bug inserted its stinger into an external port, and the door opened. Jason entered, and I hustled as fast as I could to join him in safety. If Sam was frustrated with how slow I climbed, he didn’t say anything. Once I was inside, I started to feel a tickle in my mind, just like I did before an interface. I tried to allow it, but I couldn’t connect. I glanced down at Sam. He was climbing slower now, and I could see his eyes had become mostly silver.

“Is it Gray?” I asked.

Jason got on his hands and knees and grabbed Sam’s forearm, pulling him up and helping him through the doorway. As soon as both were inside, the door closed, and my HUD warnings disappeared.

Bug buzzed around. Jason cocked his head—at least as much as you can cock your head in a helmet. “Is that you, Bug?”

The firefly bobbed up and down. Jason grinned. “It’s good to have you back with us, little guy!”

“It’s Gray; it’s got a plan,” Sam said slowly, as if captivated in another conversation.

My breath escaped in relief. “Gray’s alive.”

“Please tell me it’s a good plan,” Jason said.

I looked at Bug. “Is this section clear of Raptors?”

It bobbed again, and I allowed a small amount of tension to leave my muscles.

Bug didn’t head for the door and Sam didn’t move, so we stood there and waited. I glanced at Jason, who gave a noncommittal shrug. If there were no Raptors in this section, we were safe… but for how long?

Soon enough, Sam’s eyes returned to normal, and he turned to us. “Gray’s alive, yeah, but it’s still recuperating. I tried to loop you both into the connection, but Gray’s still too weak. It’s been basically comatose the past couple of weeks—that’s why we couldn’t get back on the ship. It was annoying, but that’s what saved it. Since Gray was essentially shut down, that pulse the Raptors shot that knocked out the sphere’s singular, and just about everything else, washed right over Gray.”

“So, can we get to the ship and get the heck out of here?” Jason asked.

Sam winced. “Not yet. We have to make sure the Raptors don’t get into the systems and steal the tech. They’ve already figured out how to get through locked doors.”

Jason grimaced. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

I took long, deep breaths before responding. What we had to do versus what we wanted to do were two very different things. “I hate it when you’re right, Sam.”

“Yeah, sometimes I hate it too,” Sam agreed.

Jason sighed dramatically. “All right, so what’s the plan?”

Sam shot us a pained look. “I hate to say this, but we’re going to have to split up.”
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“Did I mention that I hate leaving Liv on her own?” Jason said.

“Only about a hundred times now,” Sam muttered, but he couldn’t disagree. Splitting up in the middle of a Raptor invasion was insane. He’d told Gray as much, but 1) singulars don’t debate, and 2) Gray insisted that this was the fastest, safest, and only way to save the sphere and themselves before the Raptors got too deep inside and inevitably took control.

Evidently, time was of the essence. If Ace had listened to Sam from the get-go, the Raptor fleet would’ve been blasted to hell without a single ounce of damage to the sphere or its rings. But obviously, all singulars were as stubborn and self-righteous as Gray.

If anything happened to Liv, the blame fell squarely on Gray.

He wanted to reactivate their comms and check on her, but Gray was adamant that the Raptors could intercept any comms over distances greater than a few feet. From what Sam understood, he could talk to Jason because they were close enough for a Bluetooth-like connection. Liv, however, was too far, and their comms would switch to a wireless network, risking detection. Liv—heck, even Jason—would understand how that stuff all worked, but honestly, Sam just didn’t care as long as things worked when he needed them to. If he wanted to get into in the wiring and software of a ship, he would’ve been an engineer. He was a pilot for a reason—he just wanted to fly the stuff, not fix it.

“Did I happen to mention that security drones give me the creeps?” Jason said.

“Only about fifty times now,” Sam said, tossing a casual glance at the dozen drones above them. The drones had mini blasters, and based on Liv’s injuries, there was nothing mini about their firepower. The drones didn’t bother Sam; in fact, he was glad for the security details. If they came up against Raptors, the more firepower, the merrier.

Ideally, they shouldn’t make direct contact with any Raptors. However, the defense system had a limited view of the sphere, unlike the singular. It couldn’t see inside any rooms, so if they happened to be walking by a door when a gazillion stinky Raptors were coming out, well, they’d be screwed.

“I wish I’d printed replacement tools,” Jason said. “I kept thinking we’d get back on the ship any day now and I’d have all my tools with me again, but that was obviously too optimistic. Are you sure Gray won’t let us pop by the ship to grab my tools?”

“For the fortieth time, no. We don’t have time to grab tools. You’ll have to work your space janitor magic with the ones you brought. Besides, the sections around the ship are crawling with murder-birds.”

“And that makes me really worried that we’re not going to have a ship to bust out of here if crap hits the fan… hits the fan even harder and messier than it’s already hit, I mean.”

“That’s why we split up, so we can hurry up and get this BS done.” Usually, Sam didn’t mind Jason’s talking, but he was running on a short fuse since the moment they split up from Liv. Bug would get her safely to where she needed to go, but Sam still hated being separated. They were a team, and Liv didn’t have the experience he and Jason had. If there’d been any other way, he would’ve taken it. At least Liv had the far easier and safer job—if anyone was going to get killed, it’d be Sam and Jason.

The drones froze, then all did a perfectly synchronized one-eighty and flew back the other way.

Jason sighed. “Not another detour.”

Sam wanted to say that a detour was a lot better for their health than facing a squad of Raptors, even though he craved some payback for Jess, Samantha, and Chen. Since Jess was his lover, he should want payback most for her, but he had to admit that it was Chen getting shot up by Raptors that irked him the most. Chen had been more than his commander; Chen had been his mentor, and if Sam had to admit it, he might’ve idolized Chen a bit. Commander Michael Chen had been the best pilot and commander Sam had ever met, and Sam was a damn good pilot himself. Sam tried to lead how he thought Chen would, though he knew that he wasn’t as good… yet. Chen never got flustered—Sam was still working on holding back that emotion better.

The drones accelerated, forcing the men to jog to keep up.

“I really don’t like this,” Jason muttered. “It makes me think we’ve got Raptors on our tail.”

“All the more reason to run faster.” Sam pulled ahead, breaking into a run and making Jason catch up. It wasn’t like they’d get worn out in this lower gravity; well, maybe they would, depending on how far the defense drones were taking them.

Sam would’ve preferred to take the tram, but Raptors had already found it. Fortunately, the sphere had put that system in lockdown, so no tram for the Raptors. Unfortunately, that meant no tram for Sam either.

On the bright side, the defense network had its own tram… sort of.

They reached it ten minutes later. The tram was a simple cube that the defense network could send anywhere, including shooting the most violent offenders directly into the star. The purpose was to transport unruly bioforms to a restraining section, but as it was built to support a variety of aliens, Sam and Jason fit in it with plenty of room to spare.

Once inside, the security drones flew away, and the door sealed them inside. If they didn’t have their helmet lights, they’d be in pitch darkness.

“Well, isn’t this cozy,” Jason quipped.

Sam glanced around, but the walls and floors were completely smooth with no sign of an interface pad, let alone a port, anywhere. “All right, tough guy, we’re ready.”

The cube accelerated, tossing both to the floor. If the tram was water, this was whiskey. It jerked and bucked as it flew at what felt like insane speeds. The cube made a hard turn, and Jason slammed against the wall, and Sam slammed into him.

“Oof!”

“Oof!”

Jason shoved Sam off. “I think I cracked a rib.”

Sam was seeing stars. He shook his head. “Can you breathe?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Then you’ll be okay.”

The cube stopped abruptly, sending both flying against the front wall.

Sam groaned.

Jason held an arm around his chest. “I think the defense net is beating us up on purpose. I think it’s got a mean streak.”

“It’s a computer. How can it have a mean streak?”

“I saw how the drones went after Liv and me when we first got here. I think it’s got a grudge against any bios that enter its sphere without an invitation.”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing it’s on our side now.” At least Sam hoped it was on their side now.

The door opened to reveal only darkness. A small part of Sam worried they’d be sent into the star. But the defense system seemed to understand that they were all on the same side in this matter: Raptors were bad for the sphere.

No security drones awaited them—they were too deep into the sphere. It was located nearest the hottest pole of the star, where flares were common. The exterior of the sphere was scorched to sway visitors from trying to enter the sphere’s central command hub, or whatever singulars called their homes. Sam knew about this because Gray had shown him, just like Gray had given him a map from the cube to where they needed to go.

Jason scanned the corridor, his headlamp shining light in the darkness. “Liv would totally comment about how this reminds her of some horror movie. Speaking of which, how far do you think we are from Liv now?”

“I dunno. A hundred thousand miles?”

“A hundred thousand? I can’t even imagine. We could go around the Earth a ton of times to cover that distance.”

“It was just a guess. How would I know how far we are from Liv?”

“Because you’ve got Gray on speed dial. I figured it filled you in on all kinds of stuff.”

“Stuff, sure. Stuff that might be handy to know? Not especially.”

Things like why Gray stuck its essence crap in all three of them when singulars only integrated with a single bioform. Gray had revealed why it let three humans board its ship rather than any of the gazillion Raptors that had built a nest around it. Evidently, Raptors had been tested for “fusion,” and they proved incompatible. Humans had never been tested, so Gray had just been waiting all that time for one to come along, and it got three test subjects.

While Sam wasn’t keen on being a test subject (being a test pilot was more his schtick), it was the only reason Gray had pulled the Raptor fleet out of Earth’s system. With humans identified as possible candidates for symbiont school, Gray didn’t want all the potential specimens killed before it could confirm humans were viable candidates. Why Gray launched those Raptors into a black hole to keep them from finding Earth again was just being thorough.

He hadn’t told Liv and Jason about everything he’d learned. He knew he should eventually, but he figured they’d squirm as much as he had to find out just how lucky they’d been and how easily Gray could’ve condemned humanity to genocide. A part of him wondered how easily Gray—or any singular—could do the same thing to the human space fleet if it wanted. But what would bother them the most—at least it bothered Sam the most—was that they didn’t need Gray’s essence to interface. Gray could’ve picked one test subject and let the other two off. Instead, all three were doomed because of a singular wanting to be thorough in its testing.

“You know, these suits are amazing,” Jason said. “Based on my HUD readings, they never need charging. They’re just like the little tranqers.”

“I’ve never had anything like it,” Sam agreed. “Now, all we need to do is figure out how to eat and drink in them, and then we could live out the rest of our lives here.”

“Don’t forget those diaper filter things. We’ll have to figure out how to change them out once, you know, they need changing.”

“You’re the space janitor; isn’t that your thing?”

“I’m a ship engineer, and I’ve got three years more training than you. But yeah, I suppose as the only hardware specialist in this galaxy, it falls on my shoulders.” He wagged a finger at Sam. “But I’m telling you now, I do not clean up your shit.”

Sam grinned.

Jason continued, “I had a dog once that always took dumps on the rug. I know, without any doubt, poop makes me vomit.”

Sam stopped, the conversation instantly over. “Here we are.”

Jason looked at the wall. Everything here was blackened and scorched. It was hotter here, enough to burn through a regular suit but not enough to distress theirs. In fact, Sam had learned from Gray that the scorch marks had all been added as deterrents.

Sam waved his hand over the wall, and it slid open. “Well, at least that still works.”

They stepped into a room where the temperature was cooler, but still hotter than Sam would’ve expected for a singular’s home. Then again, Gray resembled a star more than any life-form Sam had seen before, so maybe being so close to a star was downright cozy.

Jason did a three-sixty. “It’s weird that a singular is housed in a room that’s identical to the starfire room, right?”

“Yeah, that is weird. Gray didn’t show me this room, just how to get here.”

Jason considered something before saying, “I got it. The two rooms are at opposite ends of the sphere. Ace is at the south pole, which I’d lay bets that the starfire sits at the north pole. I’m betting the poles provide more energy or something, or who knows, maybe they just like to design things that way.”

Everything Jason said made sense, though that was almost always the case. He was smart, smarter than Sam, even though he’d never admit that out loud. There were a lot worse people he could’ve gotten stuck with to live out his life in exile.

“Looks like you’re up.” Sam motioned to the orb in the center. Where the starfire was open beams, this was a solid black ball with a radius of at least ten feet. He’d expected it to be gray, since the Coalition has an obsession with that color. Fifty shades of gray? No, more like five hundred shades.

Jason took cautious steps along the walkway, even though this room looked stable and undamaged. As he walked, he took in the room and orb before him as if sizing it up. Sam followed. As they drew closer, Sam noticed that the orb was covered in one-inch squares. He squinted and noticed each square had a symbol imprinted on it.

When they reached the orb, Jason did a full walk-around. “You sure Gray said we could open up this casing?”

“Gray shows images rather than tells me anything, and it’s up to me to translate, but yeah, this time it was pretty clear: it showed images of you opening up the casing.”

“Did it show how I was going to do it exactly?”

Sam shrugged. “You were on your knees, working at your eye level, and then you opened it.”

“What tools was I using?”

Sam thought for a moment and then pulled the stinger out of his pocket that he’d taken from the Raptor and handed it over. “You had this in one hand and one of your tools with a red handle in the other.”

Jason guffawed. “Almost all of my tools have red handles!”

“Then I’m sure it’s one of them.” He snapped his fingers. “Now, get to it. The faster you crack this egg, the faster I can work my mojo, and the faster we get back to Liv.”

Jason eyed him. “You got the easy job.”

“Maybe. But don’t forget, it’s because of me that we’re even alive.”

“How could I when you keep reminding me? How about we revisit that topic once we’re on the ship and jumping to a galaxy where there’s not a single Raptor or Rampage cockroach to be found.”

“Fair enough,” Sam said.

“All right, I guess it’s time to see what I can do.” Jason opened his bag and rummaged through his tools. He pulled out a flatheaded screwdriver and, using that and the stinger in his other hand, proceeded to walk around the orb again, lightly checking random places for looseness.

Sam quickly grew bored and took a seat. Jason spent more time staring at it than doing anything. “Are you trying to will it open?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Think harder.”

“You know, if you want to try opening this⁠—”

Sam raised his hands in surrender. “Nope. Keep up the great work.”

Jason worked at it for at least a half hour before a six-inch square window opened to reveal an opaque darkness.

Sam jumped to his feet. “How’d you do that?”

Jason held up the stinger. “First of all, I didn’t need this stupid stinger or any of my tools. It was something I saw during one of those light dumps. Ace showed me several different command codes—they were all in those weird Coalition symbols. Anyway, you know that code I gave Liv—the one that I fake-saw used on the stasis computer?”

Sam nodded.

“Well, there was a flash of another scene with this other code displayed, but I couldn’t see the system or anything because everything was dark, so I figured the vision was a fluke. I mean, even the code was hard to read. I think now that was Ace’s way of saying it’s the master code when the sphere’s shutdown. I thought to myself, hey, what if Ace put itself into stasis, and this is just a big puzzle box. So, I decided, what the heck, I depressed each symbol as I remembered it and… voila.” He motioned to the open window.

“That’s it? You just had to enter a code?”

“Well, there’s a bit more to it than that. I had to figure out that I needed to enter the code.”

Sam frowned. “Ace should’ve shown me the code since I had to come anyway. Then you could’ve stayed with Liv.”

Jason chortled. “Ace probably assumed—correctly—that you’d never remember the code. Ace obviously has excellent taste in who it chooses with its personal codes.” He stepped aside and then gestured to the orb. “Now, go stick your hand in and see what happens.”

Sam approached the window and peered inside, but his headlamp couldn’t pierce the opaque black. He took a deep breath and pulled off his right glove. He expected to feel intense pain, but the heat and pressure didn’t seem to impact his hand. He felt warmth and different pressure, but it didn’t seem to hurt him. He stared at his silver hand for a moment and then at the window. “This better work.”

He shoved his hand through the opening, and his hand came into contact with a mesh-like gel substance. He waited for a moment, thinking Gray’s mojo would automatically kick in.

“Anything?” Jason asked.

“Not yet.”

Interfacing with Gray had become so easy, Sam barely had to think about it, but he remembered how hard he had to focus the first few times. He opened himself up, mentally reaching out. There was no response for the longest time, and he was about to give up when he felt the spark. The next second, the spark erupted into a fire. As soon as Ace was awake, Gray connected through the invisible network the singulars used. The pair communicated entire conversations in microseconds. More singulars joined, and he saw that all singulars were interconnected all the time. They were individuals, but they were also a part of a single living organism. As the connections grew, the sensation became too intense, and he pulled free, taking several steps back to keep from blacking out.

Jason steadied him. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just need a minute.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead.

“Whoa. That’s a singular?”

Sam looked up to see Jason staring at the orb. “Yup.”

“I knew you said they looked like that, but to see it in real life…”

“It’s amazing.” Sam was in awe. While he’d seen Gray through the connection, it didn’t have the realness that this did. It was as if they were looking through a window at a god. It glowed like the sun but somehow its brightness didn’t burn. He could just make out the code in the light, and realized the code was their lifeblood. He wished Liv was there to see it.

“Do you think it worked?” Jason asked.

Sam watched as the window closed, enveloping them in the dark once again.

“Yeah, it worked,” he said finally. “I was there when Gray connected. Now, let’s hope the code you gave Liv works.”


THIRTY


Without Bug’s help, I would’ve run into Raptors ten times by now. Bug, really just a drone operated by Gray, was being fed updates by the defense network. Back in automated mode, the security drones were shooting to kill. Phantom pains still twinged in my chest whenever we encountered one with its laser shooter active. Fortunately, the sphere’s singular had identified Sam, Jason, and me as friendlies, so the drones flew right by me. I would’ve preferred having a security escort like Sam and Jason got, but since no Raptors had broken into this section yet, the defense system didn’t seem to think I needed its resources.

I had Bug, which gave me a sense of safety even though it was just one small drone. It guided me down so many corridors and turns that I lost count. I must’ve walked five miles before Bug stopped at a section of wall and used its stinger to open the door.

“Finally,” I sighed in relief.

I stepped inside the symbiont stasis room, Bug hovering just above my shoulder. My headlamp pierced the darkness, revealing a room identical to the stasis room in section 8, except only three pods were occupied. My light illuminated two dragon-like creatures and one elfin figure. They were the same types of aliens I’d seen in section 8, which made me think that singulars were either incredibly fussy or there were very few races that were compatible.

The elf was pale and petite—about half my height and delicate. Her skin—what wasn’t covered by skimpy pastel garb—was translucent and shimmered in my headlamp’s light.

The dragons were as large as the others I’d seen, with muscular bodies and wide jaws. They wore intricate, ornate chains around their wrists and ankles. The chains could’ve been used to imprison them, but they looked more delicate and ornamental.

Thankfully, neither of these were watching me.

I strode by them and approached the interface pad. Bug hovered at my side. I went to remove my glove and waited. I didn’t want to have my hand exposed any longer than necessary. Sam said I’d know when to enter the code that would activate the system. I looked around the room and then at Bug. “How am I supposed to know when to activate the system?”

Bug let out an audible peep, which made me smile. “You have an adorable chirp.”

After an hour of waiting and constantly scanning the room, Bug chirped again. I glanced up to see the drone bobbing wildly. My gaze followed its movement, and I noticed the symbionts in the tubes developing more silver patches across their bodies. Their eyes snapped open.

“I think that’s the sign.” I pulled off my glove. I was ready for the pain, but it still shocked me as I placed my hand onto the pad. The silver grew over my skin quickly, and my hand sank into the pad. The system didn’t welcome me. Instead, it seemed to be a blank slate, almost like a blank screen on a computer terminal. I focused on creating mental images of the symbols Jason had drawn for me. As soon as I envisioned the final symbol, the code displayed, and the system sprang to life. Lights in the room came on, and an engine sound erupted from the three pods.

If Jason’s code worked as Gray showed Sam it would, then I’d just activated the symbionts across the entire sphere, and the symbiont support system would be piping in enough atmosphere for them to survive, although I had no idea what they needed to survive. Air whooshed in from the floors and ceilings, and my HUD read that the room was being adjusted to an environment with too little oxygen—if I wasn’t wearing a helmet, I’d pass out within minutes.

The symbionts had been in stasis because their singulars were too badly damaged. Ace had just sacrificed most of itself to feed enough essence into the symbionts so they could function. Normally, singulars would never harm bioforms, but if their treasured symbionts were in jeopardy, the metaphorical gloves came off.

Done. I put my glove back on and waited.

The first pod opened with a pop, and the elfin alien stepped out. She seemed dazed as she got her bearings. When her oversized black eyes fell on me, she cocked her head.

“Uh, hi,” I said.

She smiled, revealing sharp cat teeth, and her fingernails elongated into claws. She crouched, ready to pounce, her long limbs tensed to spring. Bug zipped between us, but she didn’t seem the least fazed.

“Oh crap.” I reached for my tranqer, knowing I’d never shoot in time.

At that moment, the first of the two dragons, a brown-scaled beast three times my size, let out a deafening roar. The elf cowered, hissing, and retreated, casting one more glance my way, licking her lips as she did.

The dragon stepped out of its pod, landing on all fours, and leveled its golden, snakelike eyes on me. It crept closer, its claws clicking on the floor. Bug hovered nearby but didn’t intervene. I wanted to back away, except that I was already pressed against the interface pad.

Behind the first dragon, the second one, a green-scaled alien, seemed to be in a standoff with the tiny elf. I gulped as the first dragon reached me. Bug rose out of the way, the coward. The dragon was so close, its breath fogging my helmet.

“Please don’t kill me,” I said softly, wincing away.

It didn’t kill me. Instead of attacking, it pressed its forehead against my helmet and… purred.

A moment later, the eyes of all three symbionts glowed with more silver. They seemed to be listening to something. Then they turned in unison toward the door, leaving me alone with Bug.


THIRTY-ONE


Who would’ve guessed that the sweet-looking, petite Sylphs were bloodthirsty while the reptilian Thernex were gentle giants? The fantasy novels had clearly switched them around.

Back in our safe room in section 8, with life support restored enough to remove our suits, Sam, Jason, and I watched the symbionts battle the Raptors on the video feed. I almost felt sorry for the Raptors. Almost.

We weren’t out there in the fight because, as Gray showed Sam, we were too fragile. I could believe it watching the symbionts in action on our video feed. They were near indestructible, taking bullets and not even slowing down, the silver in them sealing over wounds. It reminded me of how the silver kept me from dying when I was shot, but this was seriously leveled up.

We had ten different feeds playing: one displaying the menacing fleet waiting outside, and the rest showing hot zones in the sphere nearest section 8 or Gray. Defense drones by the thousands relentlessly attacked Raptors, but the enemy gave as good as they got, with more drones falling than Raptors. There were also at least three hundred symbionts battling the Raptors, and they made fighting look like an art form.

In one battle, a single Sylph took on a squad of eight Raptors. He sped through the enemy ranks, leaping off walls and slashing suits open before any could get a bead on him. The only Raptors who’d managed to shoot a Sylph had sprayed the entire corridor with bullets. This group was either short on ammo or not smart enough. This Sylph bore a maniacal grin as he hacked and slashed his way through the ranks. Raptors had steel-tipped gauntlets, but they couldn’t match the Sylph’s speed and ferocity. They tried to flee but couldn’t fly through the tight corridors. The Sylph stabbed his claws into their necks just below their helmets, causing blood to spurt. When no Raptors were left standing, he methodically ensured each was dead, pausing to drink their blood and chew into their skin.

“I think I prefer the old Netflix better. These guys are always, uh, interesting to watch,” Jason said. “Remind me never to get on their bad side.”

“I don’t think they have a good side,” I said, then cocked my head at the gore. “You know, for being stalwart pacifists, I’m surprised the Coalition would even consider bonding with such a rabid race.”

Sam took a drink of water. “I think they did it out of necessity. There aren’t many races out there compatible for symbiosis. For the past million years or so, their choices were limited to the Sylphs and Thernex. That’s less variety than a ship’s cafeteria. I’d bet singulars would prefer a Thernex over a Sylph any day, but when the Thernex take a hundred years to reach maturity and only produce about one kid every century, there’s not exactly a lot of them, while the Sylph breed like rabbits.”

“Gray showed you all that?” Jason asked.

“I didn’t read it on Wikipedia,” Sam replied.

I thought for a moment. “I can see why the Coalition tests new races for compatibility. I just wish Gray had asked us first.”

“He kinda did,” Sam said.

“He mostly didn’t,” I countered.

“I’m not denying that,” Sam agreed.

On another screen, a pair of Thernex barreled through a squad of Raptors. The dragons were slower, but their scaled skin deflected bullets effortlessly. The Raptors, still stuck in spacesuits, only had their claws to fight with, while the Thernex had both teeth and claws. Raptors sliced at the Thernex, but silver filled every cut within seconds. The Thernex’s preferred method of killing involved rearing on their hind legs, grabbing a Raptor’s neck, and snapping it like a pencil. They seemed to have a dislike for blood and used their teeth only when necessary. Finished, they stacked the dead in a manner that felt respectful rather than abusive.

“I wonder if Ace commands them to fight, or if they choose to,” I mused.

“You mean like free will?” Jason asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, are they essentially drones, or do they have free will?”

“Free will, for sure,” Sam said. “I mean, obviously the Sylph fight for the sheer joy of it. But the Thernex…” He shook his head. “And singulars might be pacifists, but obviously they’ve got no problems letting bioforms do all sorts of violence. They’re sneaky like that. Plus, these guys are as dependent on singulars as the singulars are on them. If their guys die, then they die or end up in those stasis pods again. So they’ve got a pretty good reason to fight.”

“Better them than us,” I muttered.

“If we have to hang out with any symbionts, I vote for the Thernex,” Jason said.

“I’m hoping Ace will let us back on the ship by the time this is all done,” I said.

Sam chortled. “That’s not likely. Look outside. Over half the fleet is still out there. Once these symbionts whip the Raptors in the sphere right now, the Raptors will send in more, and these will probably have bigger weapons. We’ve already lost a few symbionts, and there are plenty of others with a whole lot of injuries.”

I grimaced and slunk down further on my cot. “So, we’re back to square one: stuck here while the Raptors end up winning.”

“They’re going to use that disruptor weapon once it recharges, I’d bet my life on it,” Jason said.

Sam scowled. “Ace should’ve listened to me and used the starfire on the fleet.”

“Which you’ve said already.” Jason leaned forward. “But if Ace won’t use the starfire, how about the old core from the starfire? I’d say toss it on a Raptor ship, send it to the fleet, and blow it up. If it powered the superweapon, it’s got to be one heck of a big bang.”

“Except that Ace is a pacifist, remember?” I said. “It wouldn’t lob a grenade out there.”

“And it’d likely be more than happy to help us mischievous bioforms do it,” Sam said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Jason grabbed his bag and began packing tools. “So… another mission to save the world, huh?”

Sam grinned. “Of course.”


THIRTY-TWO


Sam rejoined us after spending a full hour connected with Gray. It was still too weak to wirelessly connect with Jason or me, so we had to rely on Sam as our translator, and I wasn’t always sure he got Gray’s images translated correctly. But we had no other option, so whatever Sam said, we had to go with.

He put his hands on his hips as he looked at both of us. “All right, we’ve got a plan.” He glanced up at our firefly. “Right, Bug?” It chirped in response.

I groaned. “Don’t tell me we have to split up again.”

His face brightened. “Nope. In fact, this is an easy smash and grab, without the smashing.”

Jason leaned back and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “All right, enlightened one… enlighten us.”
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For being a Coalition-built system, I was surprised at how willing the defense network was to spill blood in order to protect its sphere. I think it was more about protecting the sphere than the singular too. Maybe it viewed singulars the way we viewed politicians. Regardless, it fed Bug the current stats of all known Raptor sightings. The system didn’t provide us with a security detail which would’ve been nice, but it did offer to let us use its “cube-tram from hell,” as Jason called it, to get to the warehouse holding “valuable broken stuff,” as Sam called it.

Ace was no help; in fact, it couldn’t help us. As it turned out, the sphere’s singular was feeding too much of itself to “patch” the symbionts, which, from what Sam said, meant blanking their pain from being without their singulars and providing a constant interface. It required a lot of the singular’s essence to maintain the symbionts, and it struggled to keep the sphere under even the most minimal life support. When Sam told us that, we decided to keep our suits on and our helmets connected to our belts at all times.

Bug guided us through miles of corridors and corners. We came across a hallway with bloodstains on the walls and floor. Bug continued as if nothing was different, but the rest of us slowed. I imagined a Sylph had introduced themselves to some Raptors here. The sphere’s fireflies had removed the bodies, but cleaning bots had yet to activate.

The floor was sticky under my boots, a sickly reminder of the recent violence that took place here. Bile rose in my throat.

“Yuck,” Jason said as he hopped over a puddle on the floor.

“Better to have Raptor blood than Raptors,” Sam said.

“Thank you for those words of wisdom, Captain Obvious,” Jason said drily.

I chuckled, but it was as much from my nerves as from Jason’s humor.

We continued in tense silence for another ten minutes. Suddenly, midway down a corridor, Bug did a quick one-eighty and flew back the way we’d come. We turned to follow, but then it stopped again, hovering uncertainly.

“Oh, crap,” Sam muttered, raising his tranqer and scanning the ceilings for an interface port, his scowl deepening. “No doors in this hallway.”

I mirrored his actions, raising my tranqer, and Jason lifted his shield and tranqer. We scanned both directions, tension mounting as we waited for the imminent arrival of Raptors. A screech sounded in the corridor ahead, so we began to back up.

“Bug,” I whispered. “Find us a way out of here.”

It flitted through the air but didn’t move. Another screech—this time closer.

“Are you saying both directions are screwed?” Jason asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Bug bobbed and then hovered close to the ceiling, as if trying to make itself as small as possible.

“Just great,” Sam mumbled. “Jason and Liv, get down and take that corridor.” He nodded behind us. “I’ll take the screechers.” He got down on a knee and held his tranqer at the ready.

I did the same, getting down on one knee and huddled next to Jason. His shield wasn’t big enough to cover both of us, but even a couple of inches of coverage made me feel safer.

The screeching turned into a war cry followed by the sounds of fighting. Then I heard the threat that had been coming behind us. Footsteps pounded the floor as something was running toward us.

Three Raptors turned the corner, their beady eyes widening in surprise as they saw us. They must’ve been rushing to aid their comrades, but they froze, momentarily off guard. We fired at them and kept firing until they were down. None had managed to squeeze off a shot.

I closed my eyes and let out the breath I’d been holding. Just then, two gun barrels emerged from around the corner. “There’s more!” I yelled and flattened as bullets tore through the air.

Jason lay practically on top of me, covering us with his shield as best he could. I couldn’t see if Sam was all right. Bug zipped toward the barrels. It didn’t have a laser gun like the security drones, so I had no clue what it was doing until I saw it dive-bomb the barrels, knocking the tips downward. The distraction was just enough to draw the two Raptors around the corner to confront the threat. They kept firing as they emerged, but they were aiming too high, and I managed to hit both from where I lay.

Bug chirped and motioned.

“I think it’s saying it’s clear,” Jason said.

“Let’s hurry,” Sam said.

We jumped to our feet and took off running. I leapt over the Raptors, having a sudden unbidden fear of one grabbing my ankle, and I almost tripped in my anxiety. We kept running. I glanced over my shoulder and noticed Sam was lagging behind.

“Sam?” I called back, concern lacing my voice.

“I’m fine. Keep going.” He winced, clearly in pain but determined to keep moving.

I slowed and noticed then that he had a hole in his suit. “You’re shot.”

Jason skidded to a stop and turned. “Sam!”

“Just a through-and-through. I think I’ve got enough goo in me to stop the blood. Just hurts like a sonofa—I’d prefer not to get shot again, so how about we hustle, right, team?”

And so we ran, and Sam somehow kept up. The Raptors behind us must’ve lost the fight because we didn’t seem to have any pursuers. Bug led us down more corridors until we reached the cube.

“It looks kind of cool,” I said.

“Oh, just wait until you ride in it,” Jason said.

Sam sat down inside and visibly relaxed. He kept his left leg bent slightly, and he examined the gunshot.

Jason and I went to him while Bug hovered overhead. I frowned when I noticed his suit had no hole in it. “You were shot, right?”

He nodded. “I guess the suits are self-healing. My HUD warnings went off in under a minute.”

“Gotta love Coalition tech,” Jason said, impressed. “Saves us from having to carry a patch kit. But you’re going to have to strip so I can get a look at your leg.”

The cube accelerated, and there was no way Sam would be able to get his suit off or do anything except try not to get tossed around.

By the end of the trip, I thought I was going to throw up, and I hustled out of the cube. The first time I’d entered orbit, I discovered I get motion sickness. Today, I realized that I still get it. Luckily, the cube from hell stopped about a minute before nausea won, and I puked in my helmet. I spent the next few minutes lying on the floor, trying to convince my stomach to stay down.

Sam sat next to me, his leg clearly hurting more after the ride, but we couldn’t remove his suit here—there was no life support or lighting turned on in this section, possibly because the corridor was at least twenty feet high and thirty feet wide.

Bug chirped, and we grudgingly got to our feet, Jason assisting both of us.

Sam limped, wincing at his first steps. “You know, those symbionts seemed to shrug off bullets. That doesn’t seem like such a bad thing right about now.”

“Except that you also give up your individuality, freedom, and the American way,” Jason said.

Sam shot him a side-eye. “I’m Canadian. Everything’s federalized.”

“Whatever. Liv gets my point,” Jason said, then frowned at me. “Are you okay?”

I swallowed back more bile and nodded miserably.

“Geez, I see that I’m going to have to carry the whole team on this mission,” he said wryly.

Bug stopped.

Sam approached. “This must be it, then.” He waved his hand over the wall, and it slid open.

No lights came on inside. We stepped through the wide doorway, stopping just inside. Our headlamps sliced the darkness only to be swallowed by the distance.

“Wow, this room goes on forever,” Jason said. “I feel like my words should echo, but wearing helmets kind of ruins the effect.”

“I guess warehouses are the same in whatever galaxy you’re in,” I said, though this warehouse was definitely higher tech than any I’d imagined. From what our lights revealed, there were shelves upon shelves of items, some of which were in clear crates.

“Uh, did Gray happen to give any hints on where this old core might be located?” Jason asked.

“Nope,” Sam said.

I glanced up at Bug. “Can you look for it?” It chirped and zoomed away. We would’ve lost the firefly in the dark except for its light, giving it a look that resembled its namesake.

We each approached the shelves, Sam taking the row to our right, Jason the row to our left, and I went for the center. From what I could see, it looked like random shapes of gray stuff. Nothing stood out as anything in particular.

“Hey, check this out,” Jason called out.

I hustled over to see him standing before shelves containing black orbs, their radius roughly my height. “What are they?”

“Singulars,” Sam said as he limped over. “Ace’s casing looks like this, only it’s a lot bigger.”

I took a step closer and scrutinized one. The black surface was covered in small squares, each with a symbol on it. “You think there are actual singulars in here?”

Sam shrugged.

Jason said, “I bet these are the singulars bonded with the symbionts out there. At least, that’s my guess. The number seems about right. But for all I know, these are empty casings.”

Bug chirped, and we looked up to see it had returned to us.

“Did you find it?” I asked.

Bug chirped again and flew down the row. We had to hustle to keep up. There, several hundred feet down the row, sat a nondescript black box about two square feet in size.

“Yep, that looks about right,” Sam said and reached for it.

Jason blocked him. “Allow me, gimpy leg.” He grabbed the box and opened the lid. Inside was an obsidian orb. It looked just like the other orb—containing infinite galaxies within it—except this one had a long crack through it.

“Be careful. It’s extremely unstable. Drop it and we could all say bye-bye,” Sam said.

Jason gently closed the cover and lifted the crate like it was a delicate egg. We exited the warehouse. I would’ve loved to have toured it sometime when the lights were on, but I knew we had pressing matters, which made lingering a bad idea.

At least my stomach had returned to normal, but Sam still limped. As we strolled back down the corridor, Jason frowned. “Uh, how are we supposed to survive a cube ride with this?”

Sam paused. “I don’t know. Gray showed us taking the cube.” He looked up at Bug. “Is there another way?”

Bug continued toward where the cube was parked.

“Great. We’re all going to die,” Jason muttered.

“At least I won’t have to worry about throwing up in my helmet,” I said, trying to be lighthearted but feeling pretty glum.

We entered the cube and sat around the cube on the floor, trying to secure it as best we could. Since the cube had no handles or straps, and the floor was smooth to the point of almost being slick, there wasn’t much we could do.

The door closed, and the cube accelerated… slowly. It barely rocked us as it gained momentum and traveled through the sphere.

“Well, I see the defense system can make the cube not feel like I’m in a bumper car rally if it wants to,” Jason said. “You know, I don’t think the defense system likes us very much.”

The journey was shorter than expected since we were clearly going much slower. The defense system was bringing us to a Raptor ship it deemed as fully secure and ideal for getting back to the fleet. We emerged from the cube to find several security drones waiting for us. I jumped, startled, but quickly calmed when I reminded myself that they were on our side. They turned and led us down a corridor.

There was more blood—and some chunky bits—which I was careful to avoid as we walked to where the ship had docked so close to a hole in the exterior wall that we didn’t even have to spacewalk. It was a simple case of Bug opening the airlock and us stepping inside.

We let the drones go first. We’d learned the hard way that some Raptors didn’t leave their ships. Fortunately, once the drones had searched the ship, we stepped through the airlock.

Jason looked up at the drones. “Uh, where should I put it?”

The drones went to the flight deck, so we followed. A drone hovered above the commander’s seat, so Jason ever so gently lowered the crate into the cushioned nest. All but one security drone flew off the bridge, and Sam said, “We’d better get going before the defense system decides to take us for a ride.”

We hustled. Luckily, the defense system didn’t feel like killing us today, and we exited the ship before the doors closed and the engines powered up.

“It’s too bad the defense system has to sacrifice one of its drones to pilot the ship,” Jason said. “These things should have an autopilot.”

“Better one of the drones than me,” Sam said. “Now let’s get back to our safe room before it blows.”

Bug led us back to section 8. We saw plenty of gore but no bodies—and fortunately, no Raptors or even symbionts—and I wondered if there were any Raptors left in the sphere.

Once we were safely inside, we took off our helmets and Sam went straight to his cot to sit. I went to check on Sam while Jason went to the viewscreen. He enlarged the video feed of the fleet, and I saw the lone ship flying toward it.

Even Sam forgot about his leg momentarily while we watched the ship.

“Please work, pretty please with sugar on top.” Jason crossed his fingers.

I noticed movement in the fleet. “Wait, what are they doing?” Two ships had broken off from the front line and were approaching the incoming ship.

“No. They’re intercepting, damn it,” Sam said.

I took a sharp intake of breath. “It’s not close enough to the fleet yet.”

“Speed up, little drone. You can do this,” Jason said, holding up a clenched fist as if he could cheer on the drone.

The two interceptors fired, hitting the lone Raptor ship dead center.

I gasped. “No!”

The ensuing explosion temporarily blanked out the entire video feed.

Jason slapped the screen. “C’mon, get back online.”

“That was a big blast,” Sam said.

“Do you think it worked?” I asked hopefully.

That’s when the shockwave hit us. We were thrown to the floor, and the sphere’s lighting blinked before coming back on, albeit dimmer than before.

“Okay, that was a really big blast,” Sam corrected, sitting up.

Jason and I each jumped to our feet, and I helped Sam up. The screen displayed static but pixelated images began to appear. The images morphed back into a stable video feed, which we stared at blankly. The fleet was gone, decimated. Beyond the fleet, both ringworlds had shattered, broken into billions of pieces.

“Well, it worked,” Jason said.

“That’s the understatement of the century,” I said. “I’m surprised we didn’t blow up the sphere.”

“The lights are on. That means it’s okay,” Jason said, adding a quiet, “I hope.”

I spun to Sam. “How about the ship? Is Gray okay?”

Sam closed his eyes for several long seconds before jerking them open. “Well, shit.”

I gasped. “We lost the ship.”

“No, Gray’s fine,” Sam said. “But it said the sphere got screwed up pretty badly, and there’s no way the Rampage would’ve missed an explosion that big.”

“Good thing we got the replacement core for the starfire,” Jason said.

“That’s the problem,” Sam said grimly. “The starfire was one of the things that got damaged in the shockwave. We’ve got no weapon, and Gray thinks the Rampage will be here any minute.”
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Jason rolled his eyes in exasperation. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We went through all that trouble to get that stupid replacement core, and now the weapon’s busted again?”

“Look on the bright side: we took out the fleet,” I said, pointing to the video feed.

“Yeah, until the next fleet shows up or the Raptors still in this sphere find us,” Jason muttered.

Sam gave us a hard look. “Gray wants us to get to the ship and make a run for it.”

Jason clapped his hands together, relief evident on his face. “Finally. The best news I’ve heard all day. Let’s get out of here.”

I glanced at the screen, at the debris scattered outside the sphere. It reminded me of the other sphere we went to for the core and of what the Rampage had done to Coalition structures… and to systems seeded by the Coalition.

I frowned. “What’ll happen to the seeded system?”

Sam shrugged. “They’ll probably all die.”

I winced.

“But I’m sure they won’t suffer,” he added for my sake.

“There could be billions of intelligent life-forms there, not to mention all the other life—what if there are dogs or cats there?”

“I love cats,” Jason said wistfully.

I straightened. “Ask Gray what can be done to help them.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “I’m not a cell phone.” When I didn’t back down, he sighed. “Fine.” He stared off into space, his frown deepening and jaw clenching.

Finally, he turned back to face us. “Gray wants us to come to it, and we’ll get out of here. Ace won’t keep us here any longer; it’s sending what’s left of its energy to the symbionts and drones to move the singulars and stasis pods into empty Raptor ships since the evac transports were in the ring.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what good that’ll do since it looks like the pods are just plug-and-play things—Gray thinks they’re screwed. And then there are the Raptors still in the sphere, so that’s not helping.”

I cringed, wondering if our actions had doomed the symbionts.

“How many Raptors are left?” Jason asked.

“Gray seems to think there are plenty still out there. I had no idea there were about fifty ships orbiting the sphere—they were on the far side when the explosion hit.”

“Great,” Jason drawled. “All that work, and we still have Raptors out there.”

“Not to mention another fleet could show up at any time, following Gray’s beacon,” I said.

“Not helping,” Jason said.

“So you can see why Gray wants us to get to the ship.” Sam looked like the words left a bad taste in his mouth.

I studied him. “But you don’t want to leave, do you.”

He grimaced, then shook his head. “No. If only the weapon was live, then we could stop the Rampage from killing everyone here and in the next system.”

I frowned. “Did Gray offer any ideas on how the weapon could be fixed?”

“It kept avoiding the subject; just told me to get us all to the ship.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “What if you tell Gray that we refuse to leave until we try to fix the weapon?”

Suddenly, a searing pain shot through my brain. It wasn’t as intense as what happened on the ring, but it was enough to drop me to my knees.

“Liv!” Jason yelled.

Someone wrapped an arm around me.

“Stop it, Gray!” Sam yelled.

The pain relented enough that my vision cleared, I found Jason holding me, and Sam glaring at Bug.

“What the hell was that?” Jason asked.

“It’s Gray throwing a tantrum,” Sam muttered. “I told you not to do that again. You could kill us.”

He turned. “Gray obviously wants us to evac.”

“No,” I said as I struggled to my feet with Jason’s support. I looked up at Bug. “Maybe we just need to grab another part from that old sphere. If the Rampage shows up while we’re gone, we’ll already be out of the system. And even if they show up while we’re still here, we’ll have a few minutes to get to the ship and run before they attack, right?”

Bug remained motionless.

“I hate to say it, but I think it’s a risk worth taking,” Jason said. “Assuming the weapon’s even repairable.”

When Bug made no motion, Sam said, “Hold on.” He stared off into nothingness once again, returning to us a couple of minutes later. His features contained less tension this time. “Turns out, the weapon’s just offline because of the shockwave. Things got jiggled around enough to come loose, so it shut down to prevent another explosion like what just happened outside.”

“Jiggled around, eh?” Jason asked. “I can fix that easy enough.”

“You know what you’re agreeing to, right?” Sam asked.

Jason nodded tightly. “I’m going to fix the weapon. If the Rampage gets here before I fix it, they get here. I’m not going to worry about that until it happens.”

Sam tilted his head at Jason and then turned to me. I nodded. “I’ll help out Jason with whatever he needs. We have to fix that weapon.”

Sam gulped. “I should let you know that Gray threatened to leave us behind if we don’t head to the ship.”

I burst out laughing. “Fine. Tell it to leave if it wants to. We’ll manage this on our own. We’ll hotwire a Raptor ship if we have to.”

Sam’s lips curled upward in a smile, and he nodded. “Okay, then we’re doing this.”

“We’re doing this,” I echoed.

“We’re doing this,” Jason echoed.

I looked up at Bug. “Are you going to help us or not?”

Bug hovered there, unchanged.

“You help us fix the weapon, and we’ll head to the ship straightaway, no detours,” Sam said to the firefly.

Bug chirped.

Jason blew out a breath and rubbed his hands together. “Well, I guess we’re committed now, huh?”
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We were out of our safe room in under two minutes. Jason had wanted to print an extra set of pliers and some kind of flexible loop wrench, but the printer was down. The atmospheric conditions in this section were deteriorating quickly—Ace must have shut down all nonessential systems across section 8, knowing we had suits. Lights remained on, but I wondered if the power was all fed by the star and managed by a power system rather than by Ace.

We loaded as many of the food bars and water bottles that we could carry, just in case Gray changed its mind and abandoned us. But I found that hard to believe. We were its test subjects. Then again, it knew where to find ten billion test subjects just like us. Once I considered that, heartburn gnawed at my gut. Gray had no reason to wait around for us. Sure, we had some of its essence inside us, but it could likely clone all that. If it couldn’t do the cloning itself, that seed library had the system for it. Which reminded me…

“Sam, we need to get you to the seed library to heal your leg,” I said.

“No,” he said, keeping pace despite his limp.

Jason glanced at Sam’s leg. “If you don’t get it fixed now, you’ll probably get an infection, and the ship doesn’t have a med bay.”

“There’s not enough time,” Sam gritted out. “We’ve got to get to the weapon.”

“But—” I began.

“No,” he said firmly, making it clear the conversation was over.

Bug led us to the nearest tram station. Even though Raptors had entered the tram bays, it was a risk we had to take. That was, until fifty defense drones showed up and escorted us to the cube-tram. The defense system was very protective of the only ones who seemed serious about fixing the weapon. And being a defense system, it made sense that the starfire was near and dear to its electrical heart.

Surprisingly, our security detail even rode in the cube with us, hovering effortlessly overhead while the cube tossed us around.

Trying to keep from sliding, Jason said, “So… Gray’s the one that fried our brains back on the first ring?”

Sam replied, “Yep. In its defense, it thought it was protecting us since some of the rooms proved hazardous to our health. Gray didn’t say how they were hazardous, just that we needed to stick to the safe rooms.”

“With a friend like this, who needs an enemy,” I remarked, paraphrasing an old quote before sliding across the floor on an aggressive turn.

“No kidding,” Jason said as he tried to hold himself against the wall. “Let me guess, Gray caused your nosebleeds too, because it was being ‘helpful.’” He air-quoted the last word.

“Nope,” Sam said. “Those only happened when Gray was completely shut down, so its connection to its essence inside me was lost.”

I tried to understand. “I take it that it’s kind of like those symbionts with their singulars offline, except since they’re fully fused with their singulars, they had to be in stasis to survive?”

Sam shrugged. “That’s my guess. I’ve got a lot of Gray’s essence in me now, so maybe I’m in the early stages of becoming a symbiont and dependent on a singular. But like I said, it’s just a guess.”

The cube-tram decelerated abruptly, and we all slid forward. Throughout the trip, we’d managed not to dump our bags. As soon as the door opened, I lurched into the large corridor. I wasn’t as nauseous this time, likely thanks to adrenaline-laden nerves, though I could still feel my stomach in my throat.

The swarm of drones zoomed down the dark corridor, with Bug hovering protectively over our heads. With a grunt, Sam started running to catch up with the drones, and I sprinted to stay with him.

“You sure you should be running on that?” Jason asked as he ran alongside.

Sam’s jaw was clenched too tight to answer.

Like the south pole, there were no signs of violence in this corridor, and we encountered no trouble… but we did encounter symbionts. My steps faltered as I realized we’d been through this corridor before. The warehouse was in the same section as the weapon.

Sam and Jason stopped as well. Inside, the dim lights shone on symbionts struggling to move their singulars onto floating platforms. The symbionts, both Sylphs and Thernex alike, moved sluggishly and jerkily, as if exhausted and in great pain. There were no drones helping them. Ace’s drones must have been out of commission, and the defense drones must not have considered helping an evacuation as part of their job description.

Jason whistled lightly. “No wonder Ace didn’t send the symbionts to the weapon. They’re in no condition to work on a piece of high-tech equipment.”

“Good thing you can,” I said.

He hmphed. “I’m a space janitor. I can fix anything.”

The symbionts seemed to be expending every ounce of energy they had loading their singulars. “I wish Ace could help them.”

Sam’s expression turned somber. “Ace is beyond helping anyone. It’s dying.”

“That’s awful,” I said softly. If Ace could no longer support the symbionts, then they were dependent on their singulars, but their singulars were offline. If they didn’t make it to their stasis pods in time, what would happen? Sadly, I already knew the answer.

Would I become like them if I survived at all? I still felt normal—maybe I didn’t have enough silver inside me that I’d be okay.

Bug’s chirp snapped our attention back to our job, and I reluctantly turned away from the symbionts, and we ran to rejoin the drones. We found the drones hovering at a wall. Sam barely glanced at it before waving his hand to open the wall. Jason took the lead, rushing inside without hesitation. The drones flew in and hovered above us, high in the room; whether they were guarding us against harm or serving as our prison guards, I couldn’t tell the difference.

This room was identical to its twin in the other sphere. Evidently, once the Coalition found a floor plan they liked, they stuck with it. This room was in better shape. None of the metal looked bent or even damaged. Everything looked to be in perfect condition. I was surprised that the weapon was offline.

As soon as we were inside, Sam backed up against the wall and slid to sit on the floor. I knelt beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder. His face was pale, tight with pain.

“What can I do?” I asked.

“Just need time to catch my breath,” he gritted out.

I glanced at Jason who already had his tools laid out on the floor next to the weapon. “How much time you get depends on how fast Jason works.”

He forced a thin smile. “I don’t mind Jason working fast in this case.”

I smiled and squeezed his shoulder before assisting Jason, which entailed handing him tools as the top half of his body was working inside the weapon’s cage. There was something reassuring in the old routine. I’d gotten to know Jason by helping out as his assistant during the boring ride onboard Tereshkova. It had been far better than the alternative of hanging out in my private sleeping pod and doing nothing for six months. I’d learned a lot about tools and fixing things. More importantly, I’d gained a friend.

As Jason worked—and mumbled to himself—I regularly glanced back at Sam, who had his eyes closed. He could’ve been sleeping, but I knew he was having a conversation with Gray. I wondered what Gray showed him; I wondered if Gray was even still docked. I assumed it was since Bug was still here with us, which gave me hope that we could get out of this mess. Bug hadn’t changed position since we entered this room, which I took as a good sign that the space outside was still at the status quo.

“No, that’s not it, dang it,” Jason said.

I clenched and unclenched my fists, wishing I could do more, either to help Jason or to help Sam.

As time passed, Jason mumbled and wiggled more frequently. He’d even begun cursing, which he never did.

“Do you need a break?” I asked.

He ignored me, or he didn’t hear me. I didn’t repeat the question. He was in his own world now.

I glanced upward. The defense drones remained floating, motionless, and I assumed they’d make some sort of movement if the Rampage had arrived. Watching them made me consider how this weapon could have been fixed eons ago if only the singulars trusted the systems they created to access a singular’s physical embodiment or a superweapon. The defense drones kept a good distance from the weapon, yet any of them easily could have fit through the openings in the cage around the weapon.

“Tie straps,” Jason called out abruptly, his gloved hand sticking out through the metal bars. I rummaged through his bag for the fasteners he still carried from working on Tereshkova. I placed one in his hand. He pulled his hand back inside, and after another minute or so passed, and he said, “Duct tape.”

I handed him the roll, and he said, “Start tearing off strips about six inches long each.”

I did as instructed.

The process continued. After the duct tape came a request for a roll of sticky putty, then more tape. I thought we were going to run out of tape when he announced, “Got it. Help me out.”

“Thank God,” Sam muttered.

Our suits had bulges and belts that made them harder to squeeze into tight spaces, and I grabbed Jason’s waist to help pull him out. The weapon inside started to move.

“Hurry!” Jason called out and started to struggle.

I yanked, but the tubes on his back hit a bar. I threw my strength into it and lifted him and pulled while he scrambled. Inside, the core was now levitating, and an inner cage was spinning faster by the second. I yanked Jason out just before the inner caged expanded and spun faster. Jason lay on the floor, eyes wide, and breathing hard. Inside, the core glowed, and the inner cage was nearly as expanded as the outer cage. It would’ve decapitated Jason.

The defense drones flew around the weapon before zipping out of the weapon room. We each glanced at them. Jason’s brow furrowed. “Why’d they have to leave in such a hurry?”

“We did our job. They don’t need to protect us anymore,” I said and then grinned and slapped his arm. “You did it!”

He held up his hand and I pulled him to his feet. “Told you I can fix anything. Now let’s get out of here.” He scooped up his tools, tossing them uncharacteristically messily in his bag, and we rushed to meet Sam. Sam was dragging himself to his feet, his face paler than ever.

“Sam, we need to get you to the seed library,” I urged.

He shook his head. “We have to get to the ship. The Rampage disappeared from their last known location. Gray says they’re on their way.”
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I wrapped my arm around Sam’s waist, supporting his weight as we ran, with Bug leading the way. He limped, groaned, and grunted but kept pushing. As we passed the warehouse door, the symbionts were still inside, laboring to load the black casings holding their singulars.

Jason waved frantically at them. “Get to your ships! The Rampage is coming! The Rampage is coming!”

They eyed him, seemingly confused, then resumed their work, ignoring the warning.

“The Rampage is coming?” I asked, incredulous. “Who are you, Paul Revere?”

“Who’s Paul Revere?” he asked.

“Forget it. It’s an American thing,” I said, dismissing the reference. “I don’t think they speak English.”

When we reached the cube, the drones were nowhere to be seen, and the door wouldn’t open.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Jason groaned.

“They probably know we’re leaving,” I said, then turned to Bug. “The Rampage haven’t arrived yet, have they?”

The firefly moved in a tight left-right pattern.

“It can shake its head now. That’s kinda cute,” Jason said.

“Looks like we’re taking the tram after all.” Sam gestured. “Get us to the ship, Bug.”

Bug guided us down a corridor to our right, then stopped, hovering an inch above the floor.

“What now?” Sam asked.

I tilted my head, studying the floor. “I think Bug’s saying the floor opens here. Jason and I went through something like that when we first arrived.”

“All right, here goes nothing.” I helped Sam bend over to wave his hand, and the floor slid open just beyond where we stood.

I exhaled in relief. “Thank goodness that worked.”

Bug zipped down first. Jason followed, landing gently in the low gravity. He held out his arms. “Okay, Sam, I’ve got you.”

“I’m not a frickin’ baby, Jason,” Sam grumbled before he jumped. He tried to land on his good leg, but the impact made him cry out and collapse.

“Well, you sound like one,” Jason scolded. “Now, are you going to let me help you or not?”

Sam cursed but allowed Jason to support most of his weight. I dropped down, landing easily on my feet. Bug flew down the corridor, and we moved as quickly as Jason and Sam could manage. I stayed close to Bug, jogging ahead until we came to a T-junction that I recognized as a tram station. “Almost there,” I called back, glancing over my shoulder.

I spotted the Raptor before Bug did. It had just rounded a corner and was creeping up behind the men. It must’ve run out of ammunition at some point because it held a curved blade in its claws.

“Down!” I yelled.

I instinctively grabbed my tranqer. The Raptor, realizing it had been seen, launched its attack. Jason and Sam dove forward as I fired. My shots hit the Raptor in the chest, and its momentum caused it to crash inches from Jason’s foot.

“Hurry!” I pleaded, scanning for more Raptors.

Jason scrambled to his feet, pulling Sam up with him, and they hurried to the hidden door. Sam worked his magic, and we rushed through… into an empty station.

“Crap,” Jason muttered.

Sam was in too much pain to voice his thoughts.

I looked at Bug. “Help?”

Bug chirped several times, but I couldn’t make out what it was trying to say. Then the floor vibrated, and the tram came to a stop. The door opened, and two utterly exhausted Thernex trudged out, hauling a floating transport behind them.

“Uh, hi,” I said, stepping aside to make room for them.

They barely glanced at us as they passed. I couldn’t read their expressions, but it was obvious they’d pushed themselves beyond all limits.

The tram door remained open, and Jason helped Sam board.

“We should help them,” I said, lingering.

“We need to get to the ship,” Sam said.

“But—”

Sam cut me off. “We need to get to the ship.”

The urgency in his voice scared me, and I hurried inside. Bug, having waited for me, zoomed in. The door shut, and the tram accelerated smoothly.

Jason, still supporting Sam, asked, “What aren’t you telling us, Sam?”

Sam gingerly placed his hand on his leg, wincing. “I talked with Gray while you were working on the weapon.”

“And?” Jason asked expectantly while I watched nervously.

“The starfire can only be activated by a singular,” he replied.

“So?” Jason prompted.

My blood froze. “And Ace is dying.”

Sam gave a small nod.

“What? You’re saying Ace can’t shoot the big gun?” Jason asked.

“Ace can barely keep the symbionts on their feet. And activating the starfire takes a lot more energy,” Sam said.

“Gray’s a singular,” I said. “Why can’t Gray activate it?”

“The singular has to physically touch it. Ace was the only singular in this sphere that’s physically connected to everything.”

“All right, then where do we move Gray?” Jason asked.

“Gray can’t be moved. It’s permanently encased in the ship,” he replied.

Jason closed his eyes and inhaled deeply as though trying to prevent a panic attack. “You gotta be joking. We fixed the stupid weapon twice and now there’s nothing to shoot it.”

“There’s one option,” Sam said. “Gray has a plan. It’s had this plan all along.”
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“What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded.

Sam squeezed his eyes shut, took in a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. He eyed us with caution. “Gray wants to fuse into us.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, we kind of figured that out with all the symbionts we’ve seen around here.”

“No, Gray wants to fuse into us, all three of us,” Sam said.

Jason cocked his head at Sam. “If you weren’t wearing a helmet, I’d check your forehead for a fever.”

Sam brushed him off.

“I don’t understand either,” I said. “We already knew Gray wanted to make you its symbiont. What’s changed?”

Sam shook his head in frustration. “You don’t understand. It’s hard to explain. Gray wants to fuse with all three of us.”

Jason frowned. “But singulars only have one symbiont.”

“Exactly. We’d be Gray’s symbionts, but we also wouldn’t be Gray’s symbionts.”

“You mean like Schrödinger’s cat?” I asked.

“What? No. We’d be—gah, I don’t know how to describe it. We’d be different.”

A chill ran down my spine. “Sam, I don’t understand.”

He slapped the wall of the tram. “I can’t explain it. Only a singular can physically access Coalition weapons, right?”

Jason and I nodded. “Right,” I agreed.

“Well, a symbiont isn’t a singular. They’ve only got a part of a singular in them.”

“No duh,” Jason said.

“Well, Gray’s got this theory that it can pour all of its essence into the three of us, and then we can use the weapon. It says it’s the only way.”

“And, let me guess, it gets Gray what it wanted all along,” I said.

Sam nodded tightly.

“Why does it want to put all of it inside us? Won’t that kill Gray? And what about us? It sounds like it’d certainly kill us.” Jason’s questions tumbled out in a rush.

“I don’t know,” Sam said as the tram came to a stop and the door opened.

Just like Jason, I had a million questions to ask Sam, but it wasn’t safe to talk in the corridors. Bug, after missing the Raptor sneaking up behind us, had shown it was no longer getting updates from the defense system.

Luckily, a tram station was only a few hundred feet from where the gray ship was docked, still safely hidden. The airlock opened before we reached it, and we hurried inside.

As soon as the doors closed behind us, Bug disappeared through its access point in the ceiling. Jason settled Sam into a chair and stood in front of him. “All right, lay it out straight. What are we dealing with?”

Sam took deep breaths, trying to push through his pain. “We’ve got two options,” he began. “We don’t fuse with Gray, and it takes us out of the system now, pronto. Or we fuse with Gray—and yeah, there’s a buttload of risks in doing that—and we can activate the weapon when the Rampage get here.”

“And if we don’t fuse, billions die,” I said bluntly.

Sam nodded. “Even if we try to fuse but the fusion fails, we die and billions die. To me, the choice is simple: If fusion is our only shot at using the weapon, we have to decide if we want to take it.”

“Have they tried this on anything else before?” Jason asked.

“I don’t know. I get the feeling that this is Gray’s wacky idea.”

“So, we’re guinea pigs,” Jason said.

Sam nodded. “Listen, I’m not any more comfortable with the idea than you are, but I also know I can’t live with myself if I could’ve done something to prevent genocide.”

My nerves were so frayed, I wanted to sit in a corner and cry, but time didn’t allow for that luxury. “You think we should do it,” I said.

He nodded. “Gray did the math. It can’t send all of its essence into one of us. Even two aren’t enough to hold it and survive.”

“So it’s all three or nothing,” Jason said.

Sam didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

I gave a humorless laugh. “We’ve already long outlasted our sell-by date. If I die with my two best friends trying to do the right thing, then I guess that’s a pretty good way to go.” Tears blurred my vision, and I pulled off my helmet to wipe them away. The others removed theirs as well.

Jason rubbed his eyes, though I couldn’t tell if he was wiping tears or just rubbing away the stress. “What the hell. Let’s get this over with.”

Sam nodded. “Gray needs us at the interface port. We need to be physically connected.”

Jason and I assisted Sam to the command deck, where we all stood before the interface.

“All right, we each place a bare hand in the interface pad. We just need to open up to Gray and it’ll take it from there.”

I looked up at Sam and Jason. “I love you guys.”

They both turned and smiled. Jason said, “Love you too.”

Sam and I placed our right hands on the pad, and Jason placed his left. The interface was instant, and I felt myself yanked deeper than I’d ever been before, through what felt like a symphony of systems, electrical currents of bytes washing over me. I was pulled deeper into the dark, where there was nothing, and then I felt Sam and Jason with me. I couldn’t see them, but I reached out with my mind, and I brushed against them like a thread of hair over skin.

Then a light appeared. It wasn’t like the light at the end of the tunnel; this was a star in a dark galaxy, and I was being drawn toward it. Fear paralyzed me as though I was asleep and couldn’t move. We drew closer and closer until the light was almost too bright.

Energy rippled outward from the star, and it was a familiar energy… it was Gray’s energy.

We were drawn into a layer of glowing, pulsing geometric patterns. I felt analyzed, judged, as we were pulled through, and I realized this was a firewall. Allowed to pass, we pressed through a thin layer of crimson energy, beyond which we were pulled into Gray itself. The swirling, pulsating light was overwhelming yet didn’t burn. I could feel Sam and Jason with me, but I couldn’t find them.

Gray welcomed me inside itself and all I saw was acceptance and hope. I let the energy envelop me, and it soaked through my skin and into my very soul. The intensity was too much—it was as if I was being torn apart and put back together, over and over. I couldn’t do anything but exist as every fiber of my being was rewoven into something new.

Through the iterations, I began to understand Gray at its most intimate level. It had lived for forty million years. I could feel more than see its lifetimes of experiences. It was almost always alone but yet never lonely. As my vision adjusted to the light, I could make out galaxies in the black beyond. There was a connection to each of those trillions of stars, and I realized that each star was a singular, connected at all times to one another. Thoughts, ideas, and experiences were shared as if they were a part of a hive mind. They didn’t think or feel like humans did, let alone in any way that made sense to us, but they did think and they did feel.

Gray had grown tired. It had reached a plateau in its learning and wanted to achieve a self-actualization beyond what any singular had ever achieved before. Singulars had looked to symbionts to reach their personal self-actualization. Gray craved for more. The other singulars accepted Gray’s ideas but didn’t believe them. Gray sought the next step in the Coalition’s evolution. It wanted to create a new form of life.

Gray’s emotions, while alien, filled me. Yearning for more. Fear of change. Sadness in reaching an end. But, most of all, hope.

The star was splitting apart into three smaller stars but together, as bright as the original. I felt Gray’s presence fade. It no longer overwhelmed me, but it was still there, like an echo in a cavern. Gray had sacrificed itself for the chance to create something new. I reached out for the singular, but its presence became wisps in the galaxy.

There was another presence—no, two presences—there as well. I reached out for my friends, and they reached out for me. We strained to touch, but as soon as we connected, we fell out of the galaxy and back onto the ship. I blinked awake, gasping.

“Wow,” Jason said breathlessly.

“That was intense,” Sam said.

“You’ve both got silver halos around your pupils,” Jason said.

“You too,” Sam countered.

I became more aware of my surroundings, and looked up at Sam and Jason. “Whoa. Sam—your face. Jason—your hair.”

“What’s wrong with my face?” Sam asked.

“You’ve got a big line of silver going through it, like a gold vein in rock.” Jason drew a jagged line down his own face from his right forehead to left jaw.

Sam scowled. “That sucks.”

“Well, it’s not like you’ve got ladies around here to pick up. No offense, Liv.”

“None taken.”

Jason’s gaze went to my hair. “Does my hair look like yours?”

I grabbed a handful and pulled it up to find the dark brown had become pure silver. “Oh, wow. Uh, no, yours just has streaks.”

“Streaks aren’t so bad, I guess.” Jason shrugged. “But hey, we’re alive. I wasn’t really expecting that.”

“But Gray’s not,” I said softly. I shouldn’t have missed the singular. It had withheld information from us and fried our brains, but I’d seen its soul, and I missed it terribly.

“Yeah. That… sucks,” Sam said. “But we’ll have to process all this later. Are you both feeling okay?”

I considered for a second and then nodded. “I feel great. In fact, I feel better than great. This is the best I’ve ever felt.”

“I feel like I could run a marathon,” Jason said.

“Me too.” Sam touched his leg. “It doesn’t hurt any more. It feels completely healed.”

I took a deep breath. “So, you think we’ve got what it takes to use a Coalition weapon?”

Sam gave a crooked nod. “Let’s find out.”

It’d taken us only a minute to don our helmets and gloves. I called out for Bug, but the drone didn’t respond. I felt a tinge of sadness. And we approached the airlock.

“Uh, we might have a problem. Gray always opened the doors for us,” Jason said.

“Gray’s inside us now, so we should be able to do anything Gray did,” Sam said.

I closed my eyes and opened my mind. “Oh!” A wave of dizziness nearly overtook me.

“Liv!” Jason grabbed my arm.

“It’s okay, just be careful about opening your mind up, because it’s an instant interface to everything.” I looked at the airlock and willed my intent, and the door opened. I grinned. “Easy peasy.”

We stepped inside.

“Easy for a computer nerd,” Sam said.

I realized I had to close the inner airlock and then open the outer door, and it took a moment to unravel my thoughts. Once we were through, I imagined the door locked, though there was too much “noise” that I couldn’t even tell if the doors had locks.

Outside, a security drone watched.

“What’re you looking at?” Jason asked.

Sam narrowed his eyes as he focused. I could see his body tense when he felt it too. Gray had been a technoform, and it had a special wireless connection to every piece of Coalition-built technology. I didn’t know what that all meant yet—there was a lot to unravel.

“I’ve connected with the defense system,” Sam said. “It sent the drone to see if we were evacuating or staying to die. The Rampage are here.”
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“The Rampage are powering up their weapon. We have three minutes,” Sam announced urgently. “The defense system’s looped me in. Let’s go!”

We sprinted full speed down the corridor. The security drone led us to the cube-tram, likely because it was faster and more direct. The thought of Raptors still lurking in the sphere stayed in the back of my mind, but I refused to let that fear surface. If we didn’t get to the weapon in under three minutes, we’d be dead anyway.

It was fortunate that Sam’s leg was healed, because we didn’t have a second to spare. More drones joined us as we ran, emerging from around corners and dropping from panels in the ceiling. Within a minute, we had a hundred defense drones protecting us.

That was when an unfortunate Raptor stepped out from around a corner. It didn’t stand a chance. The drones all fired in unison, and the alien was dead before it even saw us.

When we reached the cube-tram, we dove inside. About half of the drones could fit, and the door closed as the cube accelerated. I thought the cube went fast before; now it felt like near light speed. I would’ve broken my neck if the drones hadn’t settled lower to hold each of us in place.

Even at this speed, it took thirty seconds to reach the weapon level. The door opened before we fully stopped, and I shook my head clear from the abrupt changes in motion. Sam and Jason were out first, but I kept up with my shorter legs. We’d jogged together for months, and I’d grown accustomed to their longer strides.

As we ran by the warehouse, I glanced inside. Several symbionts sat or lay by the remaining singulars. They hadn’t gotten them all out in time, and they knew the Rampage were here. The sight of their sad acceptance would haunt my memories forever.

Sam reached the door to the weapon first, waving his hand to open it, then raced inside. Once we all reached the weapon, we stopped to watch the parts spinning inside, the core in the center. The metal cage around it was the only thing not spinning. There was no interface pad in the room, as it was designed to be used by the sphere’s singular. We needed an interface pad, but how did the singular interface with the weapon? It had to be physical contact. I scanned the area but found nothing.

“What do we do?” Sam asked Jason urgently.

“I fix things, I don’t operate them,” Jason replied. “And it’s not like this weapon’s designed for humans.”

“We have less than a minute, Jason,” Sam said.

I then peered around the floor’s edge. Part of the cage emerged below the floor, and a thin metal column touched the lowest edge of the cage. I spun, stepped between Sam and Jason, and placed my right hand directly on the metal cage. “We just have to be in contact with the cage.”

They each placed their silver hands on the cage too, and we closed our eyes, focusing on opening an interface. After several seconds, I felt the cage morph into a black surface that enveloped the sphere. Our hands sank slightly, not so much as to go through the black but enough to be fully “plugged in.”

I felt the interface then. Sam, Jason, and I were in the system together, just as we were physically together. The system operated similarly to the ship’s interface. I’d always thought I was just interfacing with Gray on the ship, but now I saw how connecting with singulars and systems was very different. Computer systems existed to accept input, perform actions, and provide feedback. This one was no different. Inside, we were each demanding it to deal with the Rampage, but it ignored our pleas. It recognized us as symbionts, not singulars. I mentally reached out and touched Sam and then Jason. I felt their minds—and Gray’s essence—snap instantly to mine like magnets. Our three separate stars merged into one infinitely brighter star.

Together, we were whole. It was incredible. I wanted to sink into that experience and savor it, but there was no time. I reached out to the system.

“Show us the Rampage,” I said, though I couldn’t tell if the words came from Sam, Jason, or me.

An image formed of a black ship larger than a planet and shaped like a donut with numerous engines protruding from the back. Its design was angular, covered in panels. The donut’s “hole” had lightning flashes shooting across the center, growing in frequency and size by the second.

The weapon system relayed a warning. It was in the language of the Coalition, but we understood it as easily as English. Danger: quantum destabilizer ejection imminent.

“Destroy the Rampage ship,” we ordered.

The system replied, Confirm authorization.

“Authorized.” Even if we voiced the word in English, it read our intention, and we felt its acceptance, and the weapon began spinning faster and faster.

We felt the power build, and we saw that the weapon was a grid that went through the entire sphere. Where we stood was only the heart of the weapon. The star within the sphere dimmed as the starfire pulled energy from it. But the Rampage ship’s center had filled with a charge of lightning-like particles. It was a faceoff with energy I couldn’t begin to fathom. Were we too late?

The lightning became so frequent and large that the center was solid energy. Ripples ran through it as it formed a funnel in the opposite direction of the sphere, and we somehow knew that the energy behaved that way in the five seconds before release.

The star was down to thirty percent of its energy, with its power surging through the sphere. The weapon, at maximum capacity, shot a stream of starfire so intense it sucked in the debris within hundreds of thousands of miles. The blast struck the Rampage ship just as the funnel was at its cusp of springing back and out. The starfire slammed into the vessel. Its hull fended off the starfire for a second, but then the energy from their own weapon reacted to the immense beam, and the ship imploded in an unfathomable show of power. Everything was sucked into what looked no bigger than a beachball. Fires can burn in space if they’re hot enough, and this burned brighter than any star until the energy exploded in what we could only imagine as a star going supernova.

The energy released in shockwaves that washed out through the system in all directions. The sphere was the nearest, and the first shockwave slammed through the sphere, hitting it so hard our bones and teeth felt like they shattered. Air was gone from our lungs, and we wondered if our helmets had shattered.

Planets in the star system were knocked out of orbit, breaking into rocks. If we hadn’t been inside the sphere, we would’ve been vaporized.

More shockwaves followed, each causing pain but not as severe as before, and the weapon wound down with a single message:

Success.
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We disengaged from the weapon system and collapsed, gasping for breath. No longer connected through the interface, my bond with Sam and Jason dimmed—it was still there, but it had eased enough for me to feel like me again, no longer one-third of a single entity.

We were safe. The first seeded system was safe. We did it…

My HUD displayed no warnings, which surprised me, since I felt like hell warmed over. I lay there, letting the pain throughout my body fade into the background. Slowly, I propped myself up on my elbows. Sam and Jason were still panting, lying on the floor. Sam stared at the ceiling while Jason glanced over at me.

“Wow, right?” Jason said.

I nodded slightly, not yet finding my voice.

“Wow,” Sam agreed.

“So…” Jason began. “It worked.”

“Yeah… it worked,” Sam said.

Sam managed to sit up, looking at the weapon and then at us. “We did that.”

Technically, the weapon did that. We just interfaced with its system like we’ve done with other systems. But I said, “Yeah.”

“That’s one heck of a weapon,” Sam said. “I can see why they didn’t use it on the Raptors.”

“I think there was a chain reaction with that disruptor thing the Rampage were using. Made a bigger boom,” Jason said. “That shockwave, though… I don’t think we would’ve survived if we hadn’t, you know.”

“I know,” Sam said. “I think my organs would’ve ruptured if I didn’t have Gray’s goo… well, Gray, inside me.”

The system had shown us the impact. The Raptor fleet debris was gone, vaporized into dust. The rings’ remnants remained, but many pieces weren’t larger than a car. Any Raptor ships in orbit or tethered to the sphere were vaporized.

“I hope our ship’s okay,” I said. “With what that shockwave did out there…”

“Yeah,” Sam agreed, then his brows furrowed. “Let me try something.”

Jason sat up with a groan, and we both watched Sam as he closed his eyes and concentrated.

“Be careful,” I warned. “If you open up too much⁠—”

He winced. “Ow, yeah, I see what you mean. There’s a crap ton of systems in this sphere, aren’t there?” He maintained his focus, pushing through the noise, and then smiled. “Oh, there you are, sweetie.”

“Sweetie?” Jason asked.

“The ship’s fine. It needs a reboot, which I’ll leave up to Liv, but it’s otherwise ready to fly,” Sam said.

“You connected to the ship from here?” Jason asked.

Sam nodded. “It was hard at first to sift through all the system noise, but then I kind of saw the ship through it all. Since it was more or less Gray’s body, it was easy to find the signal. And it recognized me right away. I don’t think it’d let anyone else connect who wasn’t one of us.”

Jason blew out a breath. “We’ve got a lot to learn about our new…” He held up his left hand as though he couldn’t quite find the right word to describe our changes.

Sam got to his feet. “Let’s head back to the ship for a bit. I need some time to decompress, and I feel safer there than in section 8.”

He held out a hand and helped me up while Jason pushed to his feet.

“Hey, Sam,” Jason began. “Are you still connected with the defense system?”

Sam thought and then shook his head. “No. It dropped me when the drones left.”

Jason said, “Well, can you reconnect? ’Cause I don’t know about you, but I’m beat and don’t want to get eaten by a Raptor on the way back to the ship.”

“It was a lot easier with a drone right there. How about you try,” Sam offered.

“Like I said, I’m beat,” Jason countered.

Sam scowled at him. “Well, so am I.”

“Fine,” I said, exasperated and exhausted myself. “I’ll try.” I closed my eyes to make it easier to concentrate and began to open my mind up to the systems. It was a weird sensation—almost like I was dreaming while awake. I felt systems out there, but they all looked mostly the same outside their firewalls. Then I saw Ace, or I assumed it was Ace. There was a singular out there, but it was dim—so very dim—Sam was right about it dying. It was like a frail, ninety-year-old man trying to carry too many groceries.

I couldn’t resist. I cautiously pinged it. Ace?

It struggled to understand what was out there, like it was blind, but when it recognized Gray, its color brightened to a cheery pale yellow. It felt joy even in its decrepit state, though it couldn’t sustain the emotion. Sadness and dread overcame it.

I reached out and touched Gray’s glow to it, and it warmed in the connection.

You must evacuate, it said in its own language, which was nearly completely numerical yet lyrical in its complexity.

The Rampage are gone. You’re safe, I replied.

Urgency grew in its emotions. The sphere’s no longer safe. The star is dying. You must evacuate. Save the symbionts and singulars. The seed library will be lost. If singulars could cry from loss, Ace was doing it. For being so young, it carried the wisdom of its replicator, and it knew its purpose was to provide a safe place from the Rampage for the seed libraries and for its brethren. It felt like it had failed.

My heart grew heavy. You didn’t fire the weapon. I did. It’s not your fault.

The Coalition didn’t understand the concept of blame. Things either were or weren’t. It was responsible for the sphere, and the sphere was failing.

Evacuate. Save who you can. There’s not much time, it said.

How much time? I asked, growing alarmed.

Enough to evacuate the symbionts and their singulars, no more.

Not the most helpful response.

We will help, I replied. Then I felt a shift—it’s hard to describe—but it felt like all the sphere’s systems became more transparent to me.

I’ve granted full authorization of all systems to you to aid in the evacuation. Hurry.

How do we evacuate you? I asked.

You can’t. It seemed confused that I’d even asked. I wasn’t even sure Ace knew it was talking to me and not Gray. Hurry. I cannot sustain the symbionts much longer. They must enter stasis. And do not bring them to another sphere. They’re not safe.

It cut me off, either too exhausted to continue or forcing me into action. I opened my eyes to find Sam and Jason watching me.

“Well, did you connect to the defense system?” Sam asked.

I shook my head. “I talked with Ace.”

“Ace?” Sam echoed.

I nodded. “We need to evacuate the symbionts and singulars. The star’s about to go supernova.”
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“It gave Gray full access to the sphere’s systems to help with the evac, so we should all be able to connect easily enough,” I explained as we exited the weapon room.

“What’s the plan?” Sam asked, setting a brisk pace.

“It asked us to evac the singulars and symbionts, and there wasn’t time for anything else,” I said.

“All right, but did it give us an actual plan? Like how to evacuate? Where are the transports? Where are we going?” Sam rattled off.

I shook my head. “Ace had a hard enough time communicating what it did.”

Sam grimaced. “Sounds like a typical military op. Someone higher up has got a plan, but no one with boots on the ground sees it.”

As we passed the warehouse, we stopped. Inside, six symbionts were still there, lying next to their singulars. They looked dead. I hurried over to the first one, a Thernex, and found it still breathing.

“They’re alive,” I called out.

“I’m surprised they survived the shockwave,” Sam said.

Jason knelt by the same one. “Big guys, aren’t they? It’s going to take some work to move them.”

Its eyes opened halfway, and it stared weakly at us.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said, then frowned. “Wait, they don’t understand us.”

Jason cocked his head. “They’re symbionts, though, right? They connected to Ace, which you just connected to, so I wonder…” He placed a gloved hand on the dragon’s scales and closed his eyes.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked.

“It’s probably a stupid idea,” Jason said.

“Ace said we have to move fast,” I added.

“Shh,” Jason said without opening his eyes.

A few seconds later, the Thernex’s eyes widened slightly.

Jason said, “Ace gave them an evac plan. They pulled twenty-seven Raptor ships inside—just enough to hold all the symbionts and singulars—and retrofitted them with stasis pods. Ace’s drones installed an instance of the stasis system in each ship. Phase two was moving the offline singulars into the ships. These were the last few to go. As soon as each singular’s symbiont was settled into a ship, that symbiont entered a stasis pod to lower the strain on Ace. These are the last symbionts to go into stasis.”

“Then let’s get them to their ships,” Sam said.

I looked at the hovering flatbed transports and then at the black casings and the Thernex. “Even in this low gravity, we can’t move them.”

“Ace’s drones,” Sam said. He concentrated for a moment and then frowned. “They’re offline. The sphere’s starting to shut down.”

“Maybe the defense system is still up. It was still up when everything else was shut down before,” I said.

Sam closed his eyes again, and after a few seconds, his features changed as though he was in a conversation. He opened them. “All right. Drones are on their way.”

Seconds later, firefly drones began appearing. They zipped over to a singular and latched on. Soon, the top half of the casing was completely covered by drones, and even then, they struggled to lift it. Sam stepped forward to help, but they managed to move it over to the transport.

They continued with the five remaining singulars. Then, with more ease, they picked up the two Sylphs and three Thernex and deposited them on the transports.

Sam focused intently and then looked at us. “All right, the defense system’s been keeping an eye on the ships. Its drones will get them loaded and situated. They’ll also fly the ships out of the sphere. We’ll take over from there.”

“We can do that?” I asked.

“We will do that,” Sam said. “Now, let’s get to the ship. We have to make a stop along the way.”

We ran to the cube-tram and hopped inside. I was surprised that the defense system was giving us a ride now that our job was done… again. “The defense system is being awfully helpful right now,” I said, suspicious.

“I made a deal with it,” Sam said.

“What kind of deal?” Jason asked.

A hint of a smile shone on Sam’s face. “You’ll see.”
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Thirty minutes later, we set a black Rubik’s cube in the last Raptor ship to be loaded. The interior was packed, with stasis pods lining the walls and singulars filling the central space.

Jason shook his head at the box. “I can’t believe the entire defense system fits in that little thing.”

“Coalition tech,” Sam said.

“Gotta love it,” Jason added.

As soon as it was secured on the flight deck, which was already swarming with a hundred drones, we sprinted to the gray ship. We didn’t worry about running into Raptors—not living ones anyway. But we came across plenty of corpses. The shockwave had killed them, shattering their hollow bones and splattering green across their face shields. I felt a pang of sorrow for the agony they must’ve endured in their final moments.

The sphere rumbled, and metal creaked ominously. The star was in its death throes, twisting and writhing. A deafening crunch echoed through the sphere, like a giant had crushed the galaxy’s largest beer can, and the sphere’s lights flickered and died. Our helmet lights automatically activated as we raced down the final corridors to our ship.

Before we even reached the airlock, Sam narrowed his eyes, and the door opened. We crammed inside, and Sam opened the inner door before the outer door was fully closed. We tumbled into the ship.

Relief washed over me. “All right. Fly us out of here, Sam.”

Sam hustled to the control deck. “Where are we headed?”

“Ace said the spheres aren’t safe,” I said.

“Why aren’t they safe?” Jason asked.

I shrugged. “Ace didn’t say.”

“All right, leave it to me.” Sam interfaced with the ship, and we each took our seats.

Outside, restraining cables popped off, and the viewscreen showed us turning and emerging from the sphere. Along the exterior, twenty-seven Raptor ships were launching as well.

Then I saw the sphere. Its exterior was riddled with holes, with fire from the star shooting out through them. One entire segment was dented in, resembling the Death Star.

“Need any help up there, Sam?” Jason asked.

“Leave the flying to the pilot,” Sam replied curtly.

“All right, but don’t forget we’re taking twenty-seven other ships with us,” Jason added.

Sam ignored him, completely focused on the ship. I wondered if he needed us connected to fly, but I knew he’d say if he did.

The flames outside grew brighter and larger. My eyes widened in alarm. I grabbed Jason’s hand for support as I looked up at the control deck. “Sam…”

A quantum tunnel opened, and we shot into it just as the sphere exploded. The star went supernova, erasing all evidence that the Coalition had ever been there.


FORTY


We emerged from the tunnel with twenty-seven Raptor ships in tow. The tension left my body like a trickle of sweat. I released Jason’s hand, and we moved to the viewscreen to take in our surroundings.

Outside was a healthy red dwarf star. There were no signs of Rampage ships or Coalition structures. Sam had brought us out about a day’s orbit from a world that looked a lot like Mars, except it had patches of green and blue.

“Where are we?” I asked, marveling at the view.

“Heck if I know,” Sam said, disconnecting from the ship. “Gray left ‘safe’ coordinates in the nav system, so I just grabbed the first one. The note on this one said it was a seeded system that the Rampage destroyed some time back. It’s been long enough that the planet has started to recover. I figure it might have enough resources for the stasis system to rebuild the singulars, so they can then help their symbionts. And I figure the defense system can start building them a home here.”

Jason frowned. “You really think the defense system will build anything?”

Sam smiled. “The deal for its help with the symbionts was to evacuate both it and its drones. I figured it might as well get put to good use out here. But Liv’s the one with a degree in computers. What do you say, Liv, can you modify a defense system?”

I eyed him and realized he was serious. “I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything.”
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“And you don’t think the defense system will turn into Terminator?” Jason asked as the Raptor ships descended through the atmosphere of their new home.

“It won’t,” I said, dismissing the idea with a chuckle. “I modified its parameters. It’s a protection system, not just a defense system. It’ll do whatever it takes to keep its dependents safe.” There was so much to learn about our new abilities. For instance, I had wirelessly connected to the defense system, and it had allowed me—with complete trust and willingness—to modify its source code. It was a slight change but meant it could do so much more than defend. I hoped it would be enough.

I sat down by the printer where Jason was working on lunch. He handed me a food bar, and I frowned. “This looks the same as all the other bars we’ve eaten.” I smelled it, then took a small bite. “It is the same.”

He gave an apologetic shrug. “Turns out the printer has limitations based on the nutrients it extracts from its environment. I’m thinking if we add in different minerals, we’ll be able to print different stuff. Probably not pizza, but maybe, I dunno, chocolate.”

“And that’s why I’m glad we’ve got an engineer on board,” Sam said, squeezing Jason’s shoulder as he took a seat with us.

Jason talked while he chewed. “You know, we really lucked out. We have everything we need: a pilot to fly the ship, an engineer to fix things, and a computer geek to take care of all the systems around here. I’m thinking Gray thought this whole thing through before injecting us with its goo.”

“Gray was planning this long before it met us,” Sam said, grabbing a bar. “Besides the list of coordinates, I’ve come across some other stuff. There’s even a library tucked in the interface. I don’t know if it’s as extensive as the archivist; I’ll leave that up to you two nerds to dig into.”

“Gray wasn’t all bad, was he?” Jason said, then frowned. “I just realized Gray’s body is still in this ship somewhere. We’re flying with a corpse on board. Do you think it’ll stink?”

“Ew,” I said. “I don’t want to think about that.”

“That sounds like a job for a space janitor,” Sam said.

“Ha ha,” Jason laughed drily. “But really, we should have a funeral or something, don’t you think?”

I thought for a moment and then shook my head. “I think Gray is still with us.”

Sam glanced at the viewscreen before turning back to us. “They’ve touched down. I’d say that means our job’s done here. Now we’ll have to figure out what we want to do next.”

I wrinkled my brow. “I guess it was easier letting Gray make all the decisions, huh?”

“Yup,” Jason agreed.

I thought back to the sphere and everything we’d seen. And how close we’d come to dying… more than once. “The Rampage…” I began. “They scare me. I mean, we took out one ship. One.” I held up a single finger. “What if more had shown up? What if they find Earth?”

Sam took a drink of water. “The only things you get from what-ifs are headaches and ulcers.”

Jason held up his cup. “I’ll drink to that.”

After Jason set down his cup, he spoke. “Listen, the Rampage is a serious threat, and I don’t know what we can do about that. If there’s something we can do to help even one planet, count me in. But right now, I need a freaking vacation. Somewhere nice and warm, with umbrella drinks. Sam, I want to see the Coalition’s first seeded system, the one they seem so proud of.”

Sam considered and then smiled. “Yeah, I like that idea. Hang on.” He returned to the control deck. Within minutes, he’d turned the ship around and opened a tunnel. Moments later, we emerged from the other side.

We stood at the viewscreen, staring out at the system before us. Our smiles faded. Outside, a planet that must’ve been lush was completely scorched. Fires still burned in what little atmosphere remained.

That was why it had taken the Rampage so long to reach the sphere. They’d stopped by here first.

“Bastards,” Jason said on a breath.

“They need to be stopped,” Sam said, his jaw tight.

And we all agreed.
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Redline Corps continues in Book Two:

VANGUARD

[image: ]


Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING BESIEGED


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: Besieged 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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Also in series:

Redline Corps

Expendable

Besieged

Vanguard

[image: ]


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

Looking for more great books?
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An elite soldier. A new armored weapon. The invading aliens have finally met their match. First Lieutenant Mike Sandhurst led an elite infantry platoon on a rescue mission to Tycho-3. Wearing state-of-the-art ATLAS powered armor, Sandhurst’s unit faced down a relentless, wasp-like enemy who tore through them and left Sandhurst for dead. Rescued by ground forces, Sandhurst gets reassigned as humanity races to war against aliens they call Buzzers. To fight the Buzzers, humanity turns to the modernized Centurion main battle-tank. Sandhurst must quickly learn the lexicon of “shoot, move, communicate” and lead his fast, self-sustained, and very lethal armored forces. When the Buzzers appear again to threaten colonized worlds, Sandhurst’s regiment moves forward to hold the planet Heske by force. But they aren’t alone. The orbital carrier Yorktown and its space-capable wing dominate the skies while tanks take the fight and put Steel on Target. Join the fight against the Buzzers in this new rollicking Science Fiction thrill ride from Kevin Ikenberry. With realistic military action, space and ground battles, and a vicious bug alien invasion, it's perfect for fans of Starship Troopers, Hell Divers 2, and Rick Partlow's Drop Trooper!


Get Steel on Target 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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The galaxy's deadliest man never planned to be a savior... Meet Vesuvius: the galaxy's most feared bounty hunter with a blood-soaked past. His mission? Protect a kid. But he’s not just any kid—Adam is the prophesied savior. Vesuvius’s contract mandates safe delivery to the religious sect that believes this, navigating a perilous universe where every faction seeks to exploit the boy. There are enemies at each corner and a betrayal from within his own order. Vesuvius must outwit foes. Ensure Adam's survival. All while wrestling with a past that he thought he'd killed. Stakes have never been higher. If he fails in delivering Adam, the universe is sure to plunge into chaos. If he succeeds, perhaps he can find redemption. Will this unexpected hero deliver salvation or destruction? Find out in Shadow Contract by bestseller David Beers, the start of a rollicking science fiction adventure steeped in danger, loyalty, and a flicker of hope for the future.


Get Shadow Contract Now!
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For all our science fiction books, visit our website.
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