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      Blurb

      

      Information is just data, right? Wrong. It weighs something. And when a mysterious entity uses that fact to bring the Coalition to its knees, only two people stand in the way.

      Special Commander Kel Ren is one of the best the Coalition’s got. When an entity appears in a random sector and starts sucking everything toward it, he’s thrown into a desperate mission to save the Milky Way. It takes him to Ringworld 2 and the mysterious Kettie Taro. A once-great sensor tech, amnesia from a shuttle crash has left her as a grunt. That changes when the new enemies throw everything they have at capturing her.

      For Kettie has a secret. Her past – and amnesia – is intimately linked to this mess. And Kel will have to battle amalgams, flee crashing ships, and survive breakneck hoverbike chases to keep her safe.

      It won’t be enough. Unless Kettie can pierce through her amnesia and remember everything, the Coalition will fall to an unstoppable enemy, one star at a time.

      …

      A Ray of Sound follows a decorated soldier and mysterious sensor tech battling a dangerous enemy to save the Coalition. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab A Ray of Sound: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      A Ray of Sound is the 33rd Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each series can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    A Ray of Sound Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    The beep came in that would change the Coalition – one long, drawn-out ping.

    “What the hell is that?” Senior Sensor Tech Barney Tizzle said, sitting back, stretching, and knocking a datapad off his desk with his elbow. “Crap.” Quick fingers fumbled, catching it, then slamming it back onto the desk as he leaned forward. The banks of holographic displays roving in front of him parted, one shifting close. Continuous lines of green horizontal bars showed sensor fluctuations from across the galaxy. One suddenly spiked.

    A frown marched across his lips. “Some kind of disturbance, huh? Bet you’re a glitch.” He poked the holographic bar, but it didn’t disappear.

    “Oh hell, come on. I’m on break in five minutes. Admit it,” he said with a laconic smile. “You’re nothing.”

    Nothing suddenly proved to be something. Another, faster, shriller beep echoed around his small office. A purposefully darkened room, it contrasted the hovering screens better. Now the blue and green light spilled off them, illuminating his frozen face as nearby sensor drones reinforced the anomalous reading, proving it wasn’t just a glitch.

    Barney had shoved a stick of gum in his mouth earlier. As his jaw slid open, his fingers moving faster over his input panel, the gum rolled over his slack tongue. “Computer,” he snapped. “What the hell is going on in the Binson sector?”

    A new hologram shifted, rolling around to the front. It showed an information breakdown of the boring Binson sector. No habitable worlds. No current Coalition outposts or operations. Dead space.

    Now dead space came alive.

    The sensor readings glitched again, showing an enormous increase in gravitational pull.

    Barney sprang to his feet, his fingers clutching his desk hard. “This has gotta be—” he began, about to say a mistake.

    The computer spoke over him, “The long-range sensor array on Ringworld 3 has zoomed in and picked up footage. Playing now.”

    Barney stood there, cold all over, sweat suddenly tickling between his shoulder blades as he watched a tiny black dot morph.

    It looked innocent, nothing more than some dark blob, a shadowy clump. Until it seemed to glitch.

    There might not be much in the Binson sector, but there was a mighty asteroid field. The dot had landed somewhere in the middle. With a flinch like someone learning to punch, it sucked nearby dust toward itself.

    “What the hell am I seeing?” Barney slapped his head, letting a hand fall down his tense muscles. It soon found his rigid trapezius. Massaging couldn’t release it. “This has gotta be faked footage, right? I’m not getting any readings that this is an anomaly. It’s not a black hole, not—” He went to list every other spatial freak show he could think of. No time.

    The black dot sucked smaller rocks toward it. Then larger ones. Then, right in front of Barney’s gaze, an enormous asteroid was broken down. It looked like Thor had hit it with his mighty hammer. The parts drifted around the black dot, then were sucked in. They didn’t disappear into its impenetrable, shadowy depths. They started moving around it, becoming one, almost as if they were some kind of….

    “Amalgamation,” Barney hissed. “This can’t be happening.”

    It was. And he knew what to do. “Computer, contact Coalition High Command.”

    “State the reason—”

    He slapped his head again, staggering a step back, his hovering seat bobbing behind him like an ocean buoy. “I don’t know. Tell them I’m witnessing the end of the world. No,” he stopped, realizing how bad it would be to sass the admirals. “Tell them some kind of anomalous amalgamating structure has appeared in a dead sector with a gravity well off the charts.”

    The computer paused, likely pushing through the message. It left Barney there, dead-eyed, as he stared at the impossible.

    Three seconds later, someone answered. His comms screen shifted, rolling to the front right next to the footage. “If this is some kind of hoax, son….”

    Barney flicked his fingers left, sharing the footage.

    He got to see in real-time how it affected someone else. The admiral paused, frowned, then froze. The man’s wizened face looked like a fist. The tension started from his chin, then wrapped around his eyes in a pulse. “What is it?”

    Barney just breathed. “No clue, but—”

    Before he could theorize, the amalgamation changed yet again. It pulsed, though briefly, almost glitching. It was like looking at a hologram running out of light.

    As soon as it stopped, it sucked another asteroid into it, then another.

    A black hole wouldn’t be discriminating, but this amalgamation yanked the largest asteroids toward it while ignoring the rest. They were broken down into perfect chunks that were pulled into the amalgamation from different sides like an intelligent creature building itself from blocks.

    Barney’s legs fell out from underneath him. His hover seat faithfully scooped him up. His mouth finally opened all the way, and that ball of gum rolled out. It struck the datapad hanging on the edge of his desk, sticking to it with just enough force to condemn it. It tumbled off, struck the floor, and cracked.

    Just before all hell broke loose.

    “Tell no one, and give me every single sensor reading you’ve got, son.”

    “I’ve already sent them through.”

    The admiral paused. Barney had no clue what the guy would add until the old man hissed a quick, “Send a probe.”

    It was far too late for that.

  
    Chapter 2

    Kel Ren

    “I get that, Admiral,” Kel said, striding two steps ahead.

    It wasn’t that Admiral Telly couldn’t keep up. The woman could outpace an Endorian gazelle. She kept a deliberate two steps back, hands clamped behind her, head twisted toward the huge windows staring out at Tellus 2, one of the Academy’s new outposts.

    A continuous stream of hover traffic darted past the window, some civilian, most Coalition. Mid-morning sun glinted off the smooth, white-silver hulls, catching the permanent holographic symbols of crossed swords over shields. A swell of pride touched Kel’s heart. But he had a job to do. “I don’t mean to be forward, Admiral, but this seems like a job—”

    “Any old grunt could do?” she cut in, offering a knowing, scrunched-up smile.

    Kel chose not to respond.

    “I’m sure it is. It’s a simple case on a barely consequential colony world. I’m still giving it to you. Head to the Quellor Sector.”

    “With all due respect, Admiral, I’m sure there are more important cases.”

    “You’re one of my best elite soldiers. You never back down from a mission. You always get results—”

    “And I’m arguably better on the frontline of some war.”

    Telly stopped next to a railing. Old but strong fingers grabbed it, tapping a tune as cadets dashed through the doors below. The huge windows above them let in a continuous stream of bright sunlight that looked like torch beams tracking their every movement.

    Telly was better. It isn’t enough to see something. You need to know what to track. She moved on from the cadets quickly, twisted, found Kel’s shoes, then followed them up to his face.

    “You might think this mission is below you. But I want to find out why somebody would go to so much trouble to trash the data centers of a barely known weapons company and how the hell they did it without leaving any evidence.”

    “I maintain this is an issue for the Galactic Police.”

    “It’s a weapons company with a military contract.”

    He could read between the lines. They must be working on weapons the military needed, information the admiral wouldn’t want to share with civilians.

    “You’re going on this mission,” she began, lips moving, ready to say the conversation was over. The admiral’s head darted up, her eyes locking forward as she received a neural comm. A familiar twitch ran from her lips down to her cheek, suggesting it absorbed her attention.

    Kel stood ramrod straight beside her, waiting.

    The decorated admiral flinched. “Understood,” she hissed aloud.

    Kel stepped closer, but out of nowhere, the flow of traffic outside the window changed. At first, high-level Coalition ships were diverted, then every single military vessel in sight suddenly shot around the side of the building.

    He spun, his regulation armored boots squeaking on the floor. “What is it?” He didn’t have the right to demand the admiral share anything. But his sense of protectiveness overrode the chain of command.

    “Walk with me. A briefing is about to begin.” Keeping her voice low as cadets streamed past, she flicked him forward.

    The admiral didn’t say another word until she spilled into one of the high-level command briefing rooms. Tellingly, it wasn’t on the outside of the building with captivating views of the crystalline ocean beyond. It was central, no windows, one door, easy to defend.

    And it was already packed. This wasn’t Earth or Spica One, and fewer top brass were present, but every admiral in the new Academy sat in hover chairs arranged around a giant floating blue hologram.

    “Sit,” Telly advised him.

    He preferred to stand. An easier position to run from. But he eased his stiff muscles down and sat. The hover chair readjusted to his tall form.

    Telly immediately strode over to the hologram. “Thank you for arriving so soon. The Coalition is under threat again.” No introductions. No platitudes. Straight down to business.

    Telly reached back into the hologram, fingers easily pushing through the light like knives through barely set icing. It morphed and bubbled around her until she found the central section. Then she twisted it like unlocking a key. A hollow beep rang through the room. Then… a thing appeared. Some kind of giant, stretched-out amalgamation of rocks.

    “We’re calling it the amalgam. It appeared in a dead sector approximately one hour ago. Technicians aboard our new long-range sensor arrays on Ringworld Two picked it up. It started as a small gravitational well. Since then, it’s grown.”

    Her hand still in the hologram, she swept it backward. The footage reversed perfectly, no glitches, no shards of light. It made it easy to see how quickly the amalgamation grew.

    “You’ll note it doesn’t suck everything around it up.” There was a pause. “It seems to choose what to absorb. This suggests either intelligence, or a program.”

    Several nearby admirals sat back, shoulders tense, the plush fabric of their hover seats scrunching.

    Kel’s bottom lip twitched, his jaw hard as he watched Telly fast-forward through the footage.

    “It’s grown a thousand times in size in an hour. It has now absorbed most of the asteroid field in the sector. More worryingly,” her breath caught in her throat as she turned to find the right part of the footage, “it seems to have selectively absorbed two dead ships.”

    Kel pushed forward on his seat until he just sat on the edge. Rigid leg muscles kept him up as the footage showed the amalgam pulling two massive dead transporters toward it through the asteroid field. The ships hovered there like carcasses on butcher hooks. Then the amalgam broke them down. It took the nacelles, then peeled open the hull. It stole key systems and left the rest. Then it absorbed them into itself. Giant chunks of asteroid rock moved, jolting around like a planetary system.

    The admiral beside Kel stood. The man’s pale face glowed in the dark room like a moon. “What the hell is it?”

    “We do not know.”

    “Where on Earth did it come from?” another admiral demanded.

    Telly stared directly ahead, lips pulled thin. “We do not know.”

    “Then what do we know?” someone else barked.

    “That the Coalition is once more facing another threat. If we do not respond quickly, we may not be able to respond at all. Commander Ren,” Telly looked right at Kel, “you will head there immediately in a prototype vessel. It utilizes the new range of phase-shields. It should be able to protect you from the amalgam.” Telly’s voice rang low with no confidence.

    Kel knew a suicide mission when he heard one. He still punched to his feet, thankful he could move his itchy muscles. A stiff hand snapped a rigid salute.

    Several people in the room still hadn’t spoken. A conspicuous figure, right in the corner, was sunk back in their chair, shoulders rounded. You couldn’t even see them until they rose slowly and pushed a hand up.

    “Captain Nagas?” Telly paused, lips pulling into a frown.

    “We were warned of this,” Nagas whispered.

    A few of the little hairs on the back of Kel’s neck stood on end.

    Telly rocked forward a step, shoulders momentarily brushing through the amalgam’s footage. It was just as the thing absorbed more asteroids, now acting circumspect. It no longer sucked up the pockmarked exteriors but ripped them apart for the juicy innards.

    Chunks of hotter, denser rock were sucked out and pulled into the amalgam’s outer wall.

    Nagas stared at it, eyes wide, the hologram’s brilliant blue light playing over her face in shimmering sheets.

    “Captain?” Telly prompted.

    “A little over two years ago, one of our best sensor engineers, a Professor Stev Etap, warned that something like this might happen.”

    “Something… like this?” Telly demanded.

    “We all thought he was crazy at the time. Brilliant scientist. Strange family. Said one day, if we weren’t careful, gravity wells would be weaponized against us.”

    “What else did he say?” Telly asked.

    “Described something exactly like that.” Nagas’s shaking hand lifted and pointed at the amalgam.

    Telly straightened, eyes narrowing. “And where is this professor?”

    Nagas didn’t bother turning from the footage. Hollow eyes tracked the amalgam as it absorbed another asteroid, going only for the densest central rocks. Dust and debris kicked around it like a smoke cloud. It had to be digitally altered and removed, lest the amalgam disappear entirely like a voracious diner splattered with too much sauce.

    “Dead,” Nagas finally hissed. “Died in a cruiser crash two years ago.”

    Telly’s cheeks twitched. “Then we go through with the original plan. Commander Ren, you are en route. You will be continually updated.”

    Kel stepped back and snapped the salute of his life, elbow rigid, fingers spread. “Yes, Admiral.”

    It took seconds to tear her eyes off the haunted Nagas. She turned and threw her own salute. “Good luck.”

    Years of muttering he didn’t need luck told him to reject her comment. But his lips twitched, his hands falling to his sides. He nodded once and strode out. Into what, he couldn’t tell.

  
    Chapter 3

    Kettie Taro

    She woke, bleary-eyed from the same repeating nightmare, and sighed. Flopping her hand on her head, covering her eyes with her palm, she grunted, “Get over it, brain. The crash was two years ago. You’re alive. Despite the freaking odds. Move on.”

    Even as she choked the words out, they got stuck in her throat. It wasn’t like Professor Etap could move on. She finally rolled out of bed, yawning. With another stretch, she reached for her uniform, only to realize the console by her bed was blinking with an important message.

    “Must have slept right through it. Hope it’s not from the boss. Gotta keep this job. Not like you’ll ever get invited back to work on a Ringworld station again.” She slapped her cheek lightly, flinching, only to find out her boss hadn’t messaged her.

    Nope. It was a bolt from the blue instead. “Edward?” she barely pushed that surprised word out of shaking lips.

    She hadn’t seen him since the cruiser crash. Three of them had gone out that day. Two had returned. She couldn’t remember a thing about the crash and the days leading up to it. After two weeks in medical stasis, she’d woken with nothing but her project.

    She turned and stared at it now. Once an incredibly promising sensor engineer, she’d plateaued after the crash. Frustratingly, though she’d been certain she was ready to make a breakthrough on her little project, she’d forgotten how after the crash.

    Slapping her hand on her face now, she frowned. Then she finally thumbed through the message to find out what Edward wanted.

    “Meet me. I’m on the station. Gotta see you. Need to discuss things.”

    “You’re acting like we’re friends,” she whispered, stretching again. But a frown marched over her lips. She glanced back at her project again, padded over to it, and patted it. A small box, about the size of an old handheld scanner, it was meant to measure information density in storage devices. A difficult task. Information does weigh something. When a database is full, it’s technically heavier than when it’s light. But to discern that, a device needs to differentiate almost atomic differences in real-time. All while being only the size of someone’s palm.

    She reached for her uniform.

    Another ping came through.

    “That better not be the boss—” she grunted. But turning, stripping down from her PJs and pulling on her uniform, she saw another message blinking from Edward.

    “I get it. You’re on the station. You wanna see me. Not sure I wanna relive the past. It’s been two freaking years,” she muttered aloud. “Let the dead rest.”

    She zipped up the back of her uniform, ensured her collar was straight, then poked at the single half-pip. It proved she was an ensign. A position she was unlikely to ever rise above. Not unless she could remember the past and break through with her freaking project.

    Shooting it a sullen look now, she strode out into the corridor. Ringworld Two was a huge station. One of the largest sensor arrays, it didn’t have its own propulsion drives, and when it needed a tow, three Coalition heavy cruisers had to help.

    As such, they’d parked it in a safe section of central space. Far from the borders. Far from threats. So why were some techs running around faster than usual?

    She caught sight of one familiar face now. “Rush at the breakfast bar?” she muttered to Barney.

    He didn’t hear her at first. Frowning, she clamped hands behind her back, leaned forward, and practically blew a raspberry in his face. “Hey. Ignoring me because I’m below you? Oh, to be a senior tech like you. Guess I’m gonna have to be happy with grunt status my entire life.”

    “Kettie,” Barney said, shaking his head like a surprised cat. “Where did you come from?”

    She pointed to her door. “My room. You’re paused right in front of it.”

    His brow crumpled. Slightly shaking fingers pushed through his hair. “Yeah. Sorry. Have no freaking clue where I am right now.”

    “Oh, you good? Wait, Randian flu?” Her eyes lit up as she clicked in front of his face. “Hear it can come with lasting neurological effects. If you need to step down from your position and let me take it—”

    She was just kidding. His mouth crumpled faster than a bullet. “Believe me,” that serious voice dropped, “you don’t wanna.”

    She lifted her hands. “Well. Ominous. What’s happening? The world ending again?”

    He shot her a look that could freeze magma.

    Dropping the act, she slipped a step closer. “You okay?”

    He watched her as he walked back several meters, never turning. “Keep your head down.”

    “What’s that meant to mean?” she muttered under her breath as Barney disappeared through the mixed crowd. Some folks rushed, steps practically spring-loaded. Others meandered around like usual. They were far from threats. There were no alerts.

    So what the hell?

    Kettie headed for breakfast. She got halfway there before her wrist device beeped. Standard issue for any Coalition personnel, it was just a thin band with a large screen. She didn’t even tap it. It lit up, a tiny hologram appearing with another message from Edward.

    “Geez, dude, just leave me alone,” she grunted.

    She couldn’t help but read it. “Look, I’m only on Ringworld for one day. I really wanna meet up. Gotta talk about the crash again. Think I’ve remembered something.”

    Her gut seized like somebody injected glue into it. Foot halfway through a step, she froze. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember a thing from the crash. It was like somebody wiped her mind.

    What if Edward could help? She could finish the project.

    Her stomach rumbled, but she sucked in a lip, dragged it through her teeth, and changed direction.

    She thumbed through the message. “Let’s meet at the second observation platform.”

    “Sure, whatever,” she grunted, not bothering to reply.

    Another message came through. “Now. I’ve got a small window of opportunity.”

    “Yep.” She rolled her eyes. But she now walked against the tide. While shifts ran continuously on Ringworld Two, most occurred during the galactic day. More folks should have woken up just like her to head for the breakfast bar. And yet a greater number of harrowed faces walked toward her, away from it, likely heading to key systems.

    One guy ran at breakneck pace, sweat sliding down his glistening red head.

    “You good?” she muttered, trying to catch his eye.

    No reply.

    A little sweat prickled between her fingers, collecting over her palm.

    Another message tore across her screen from Edward. “We’ve got to meet now,” it demanded. “I’m about to leave the station. Come on. You’re the only other person I can talk to about this.”

    “Ever heard of just calling someone?” She rolled her eyes.

    She walked around a corner to bash into another tense tech. This guy didn’t even notice. She plowed right into his shoulder, almost knocking him backward. A glowing datapad flickered in his hands, and he gripped it with cast-iron force.

    “Sorry,” she muttered.

    He half jogged away from her.

    “What the hell is going on?” She took another step, paused, and grabbed her elbow. Her fingers started to pluck at the uniform.

    After the crash, she’d gone through the emotional rollercoaster. Normal with severe amnesia. She adored Professor Etap, too. One thing had gotten her through. Stupid, pathetic, but true. Her project had acted like a lucky charm. She’d spent too many tear-filled nights with it clutched against her chest.

    As the familiar prickle of fear cascaded over her back, she paused, rocked back a step, then turned. “You know you’re pathetic, right?” she admonished herself in a harsh voice, but her feet soon picked up into a jog.

    She made it back to the accommodation area to see it empty. A duty shift was about to change. Folks should be heading back to bed. Instead, it reminded her of a toothless open mouth.

    Finding her room, she pushed inside, waited for the door to close, then pressed her shoulders against it. She flinched and stared out of the tiny programmed window above her bed. It revealed the same view of space.

    “Yeah, of course it does,” she hissed as she rolled her eyes. “This is practically a dead, pointless sector.” With a light slap, she strode over to the project. “And you’re being an idiot,” she hissed. “It’s preferable to giving in to Eddie’s demands. So you need something from me? Get lost, Edward.”

    She sank down against the door, locking the device against her stomach. A voice in her head grew louder. Adults don’t have lucky charms. Certainly not pointless sensor projects. You’re gonna look like a real idiot clutching this like a teddy bear. Yet she still went through with that familiar routine and pressed it hard against her chest. Her shoulders rocked forward, her stomach sucking in. She made space for it like a mother to her child.

    Finally, it calmed her nervous system. Until another message from Edward flashed across her watch. “You coming? You’ve got to come now. Don’t deny me closure.”

    She rolled her eyes. “Deny you closure, huh? After the crash, you wouldn’t even talk to me.”

    Edward Trench had almost immediately quit the Coalition and moved on to a new job. She couldn’t quite remember in what. Weapons company, right? Wasn’t even a big one.

    Another message came in. Then another.

    She turned them off and would have stayed there, but curiosity plucked at her spine. “Go find Barney. He should be off duty. He’ll tell you what’s going on.” They were good friends. She shouldered out of the door and walked away.

    A few more people filled the hall now, all of them either harried or confused. As she strode over to the nearby lifts, the doors closed slowly. She thought she caught a glimpse of Edward himself striding toward her door. An odd, tall cadet in a kind of lumpy uniform stood behind him.

    “Go to hell, Edward,” she grunted, happy he hadn’t seen her.

    Then the doors closed, and she pressed her hot face against the metal. The lifts were usually instantaneous. They rose to their destination in a blink. She waited for the doors to open. Maybe they didn’t like her face pressing so close. Grunting a pointless, “Sorry,” she shifted back.

    They didn’t open.

    Rolling her lips in, she tapped the input panel. “Open,” she added in a clear tone.

    Nothing.

    “Hey,” her voice rose, “you can open. We’re at our destination.” Peeling her hand off her device, she gestured at the doors.

    Nothing.

    “Are you seriously glitching? This station is freaking new. State-of-the-art. It possesses fricking phase shields—”

    She barely got through another breath when a shake tore beneath her feet. It rippled over the floor, reached the doors, and momentarily made them look like water.

    Gasping, she jerked back.

    A second later, a blaring alarm echoed through the station. “This is a general red alert. Ringworld Two is under attack.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Kel Ren

    He never made it to the right sector. All hell broke loose halfway there.

    A sensor alarm blared on the bridge. The prototype vessel was only small. The internal layout was alterable. Walls could move, and devices could rise from the floor like life support, matter calibration units, and weapon generators. He didn’t need that kind of space. Or those distractions. He’d pared it back to a single black hover seat that floated in front of a bank of screens.

    Now the holograms lit up, light spilling over him like blood.

    “Computer—” he began to demand an update.

    “The Bellos Sector is no longer a viable destination.”

    “Viable—”

    “The amalgam is moving the star in that sector.”

    His jaw joints popped, an audible click echoing through his mouth. “What?”

    Footage appeared on screen, grainy, so blurry he pushed to the edge of his seat to see it. It indeed showed the Bellos star moving. The gravitational waves bent around it like semi-visible fingers. The coronas sucked to one side, the massive flaming ejections like a huge candle near a vacuum.

    “All travel to that sector is now banned. The sectors directly next to it are being evacuated.”

    “Population?”

    “Ten trillion people may be affected.”

    He slapped his hand on his mouth, fingers trailing down the fine array of stubble he hadn’t shaved yet. He punched to his feet. His reactive chair shifted, moving backward, giving his long legs space. “Where am I headed?”

    The computer didn’t have a directive to order him. But Telly did. The screen blinked, showing an incoming message. The admiral, looking ten years older, appeared on screen. “You’ve received the sensor readings by now. Bellos Sector is no longer viable.”

    It sounded like a cold, accountant’s way of describing it. “Yes,” he grunted.

    “You’re being redirected to Ringworld Two.”

    His brow knitted. “The sensor station that originally detected the amalgam?”

    “Correct. We have not detected amalgam activity anywhere except for Bellos and Ringworld Two.”

    “Admiral?” Alarm punched through his tone.

    The view of her shifted sideways, and footage appeared of Ringworld Two. It showed a single gravitational dot appearing in a corridor, then sucking wall plating toward it.

    Kel’s hand dropped to his side and cupped into a bloodless fist. “When’s this from?”

    “Approximately five minutes ago. We’re still connected to the station and still currently have control of it. But three small amalgams have appeared on it.”

    “What are they after?”

    “No clue. You’re closest. With your prototype phase-drives, you can get there—”

    He cut her off, eyes darting left as he read his propulsion readout. “Five minutes. It’ll be a long time for Ringworld Two.”

    “The amalgams aren’t moving quickly yet. Prep for battle.”

    What kind? Kel had fought barbarian warlords, Scarax Galaxy gods, holograms, and smart spiders. What did you take to an amalgam fight?

    His answer was everything.

    Stepping backward, he commanded in a confident tone, “Activate the weapons platform now.”

    The screens shifted backward. A pulse of blue phase-light rippled around the walls. They undulated like a beating heart, then expanded. Units rose out of shifting metal plating. Glinting silver-white and stark, gunmetal gray, they held every weapon he could think of, upgrades to his armor units too.

    Out of the corner of his eye, he tracked the countdown. Four minutes and thirty seconds left.

    With a jolt, he thrust his arms out wide. “Upgrade my armor with the best modular set you’ve got. I need something I can pull off, integrate with nearby tech, and externally control.”

    “Is that a good idea?” the computer interrupted. “If your enemy can suck up near devices and pull them into itself, you will essentially be handing it more weapons.”

    “Anything I do will be handing it weapons. It depends how strong its gravity well is. But if I can externally control modular chunks of this armor,” he gestured at the chest unit as it was transported onto him, “I might have a chance to control it when it’s inside the amalgam.”

    “That seems unlikely,” the computer warned.

    Yeah, it did. But Kel would take any chance he could get.

    He wanted to take every single gun. He kept it at five. As an array of long-range, short-range, and mid-range weapons spread around him, he picked a Dandian space rifle – something that shot almost frictionless bullets that, once fired, would continue unless they struck something hard enough to stop them.

    Then he selected a pair of phase-pistols. They fired small concentrated blasts of phase energy. As they pushed through a target, it would momentarily disrupt its organization.

    After that, he picked two telekinetic weapons, one blade and one dividable dagger. In its original state, it was a long truncheon-like weapon. Divide it up, and it could become five independent daggers that rose around him, controlled by his mind.

    Two minutes left.

    The admiral had gone dark. She appeared again in a flicker of holographic light. “Ringworld Two is holding on. The amalgams haven’t destroyed it yet.”

    A frown crumpled his lips. “If a single drop can absorb most of a sector in under several hours and move a star, why can’t they run through one simple Coalition station?”

    “Unknown. Ringworld Two is one of our most advanced outposts.”

    “Nothing’s advanced to an enemy that can fight with gravity.”

    “True. That’s why you’ll find out the truth. One minute and thirty seconds,” she read the readout on his screen. “Good luck.”

    Again, he wanted to say he didn’t need it. Rising pressure twisting through his gut promised he did.

    One minute.

    He went through his weapons, compulsively checking them.

    Thirty seconds.

    Ringworld Two finally appeared on screen. A strange outpost, it lacked propulsion drives and looked more like a steel worm someone had slapped into space. Long, it was dotted with multiple small hangar bay doors there to release independent drones.

    Every one was open now, escape pods ejecting out like confetti.

    “Twenty seconds,” the onboard computer warned.

    “Get ready to transport me—”

    “Unwise. We can sense the amalgams’ gravitational wells from here. They will soon disrupt the ship’s internal layout. We could transport you only for your destination to move subtly. You’d end up—”

    “In a bulkhead. I’ll risk it. Transport me and land in one of the hangar bays. Now.”

    He was only buying himself ten seconds. Ringworld Two needed it.

    A blast of transport light circumscribed him, yanking him sideways through reality. He fortunately appeared down on one knee in a corridor. But a bulkhead was only three nanometers from the side of his face.

    He powered up to his feet to watch the floor shake from underneath him. A scream echoed out, and someone pounded down the corridor.

    A red-faced Narian alien shot past, staring at Kel. “Get the hell off the station now before it’s ripped out from underneath us.”

    Scarcely was the warning out when another great shake powered through the floor. Kel just rose to thrusters. Hovering several centimeters above the undulating plating, he chose a direction and flew.

    Reaching the next corridor, he was in time to see the lighting blink out. Embedded in the floor and ceiling, it looked like someone sucked the light right out of it. The ones closest to him blinked off, then turned off in a long line toward the end of the corridor as a black mass pushed through it.

    More shrieks filled the air. Not as many as before. Barely many techs must be left aboard.

    The amalgams were.

    Kel swore he could feel one. A great disruption ran through the floor just underneath his feet. Yanking out his giant rifle, he pointed it down and fired a single shot at the already taxed floor plating. It exploded, blistering chunks of superheated metal splattering around him in a red arc. Tucking his knees against his chest, he jumped down. He landed and twisted in time to see… something.

    A shape took a lurching step out of the darkness. A metal foot clanged down against the floor, as loud as thunder. The lights above glitched, then turned on properly to illuminate a… thing.

    Kel faced a giant, mech-like warrior made out of random ship parts. The boots were armored, likely stolen off a combat officer. The legs were twisted and bent floor plating. A chunk of a power conduit thrashed around in the stomach, rising up and down like a worm meandering through dirt.

    The head was made from mashed-up pieces of a console. Two small holographic emitters were embedded for eyes. They glowed. Then a line appeared along them like a smile.

    The amalgam took one last lurching step, then thrust toward Kel. Its legs didn’t pound the floor – they sliced right through it, creating hairline fissures that shot out toward Kel. Still holding onto his gun, he powered back and pumped the neural trigger. Three bullets shot out, brighter than supernovas.

    Two missed their target as the robot flipped, whirled, and came up beside Kel. The other struck home, but a glancing blow. It sheared off the tip of the amalgam’s arm. Not for long. Superheated metal splattered backward. Kel saw the gravitational wave that sucked it back in.

    He stood in the same corridor. Reason dictated it should pull him toward the amalgam too. It didn’t.

    It just sucked up its lost material. The molten chunks soon resolidified, sealing the gap shut on the shoulder unit.

    So far the amalgam hadn’t said a word, likely couldn’t. It could scream. It opened that slit-like mouth. Then the sound of metal chunks grating against each other, as loud as a hurricane, pierced the air.

    Kel took a lurching step backward. But the wall behind him started to undulate.

    Right in front of his eyes, a section was peeled off. It revealed a maintenance tunnel behind. A fancy scanning console was embedded into the wall. Not for long. With a roar, the amalgam stole it with the flick of its head.

    It shot through the air, the console splitting apart. The outer casing fell against the floor with a clang. The wires, data crystals, and control units were pulled into the amalgam’s body. Its chest opened like waiting hands, the precious cargo soon disappearing.

    The amalgam’s body shifted like someone kicking at a wet sheet. Shapes pushed against the shoulders, the face, then the back. A bulge appeared behind its neck, and it started to glow, casting an eerie red light up over the cracked walls and shattered floor.

    “God,” Kel had a chance to mutter.

    Then the amalgam leaped. Pointing the gun behind him, Kel fired at the wall, forcing it to break apart. He leapt through before the amalgam swiped at his chest. Long, bending fingers almost caught his armor plating.

    He could feel it shift just a single micron off his chest. A prelude of what would come.

    He rolled backward into a trashed mess hall. Breakfast had just been served. Fresh bowls of varied food sat in a glistening line along a well-lit bar. Now some of the food was sucked up into the amalgam’s gravity well. It drifted into the air like languidly moving hands. Then it shot toward the amalgam, shooting past him and splattering against the wall. The amalgam wanted the tech under the floor instead.

    It just had to open its mouth and scream, and the floor plating lifted.

    Enough of this.

    Kel started firing with one hand, then retrieved his truncheon from his back holster. He flipped it, and it extended to its full length, glowing a brilliant, dazzling blue.

    “Here goes nothing,” he grunted, knowing this wouldn’t work. Locking on with his telekinetic implant, he started to move the truncheon apart. One dagger appeared from the tip, re-sorting from the metal silently.

    He thrust it toward the amalgam. It penetrated the shoulder. It even cut off another section. Only for the amalgam to grab hold.

    Telekinetic objects were controlled by an implant in a practitioner’s sternum. Kel’s began to shake. Unbearable pain stabbed through his chest as he fought the amalgam for the dagger.

    In a snap, he lost.

    A little blood splattered across his own chest, his implant superheating. The dagger soon disappeared into the amalgam’s torso units, matter re-sorting as it was sucked deep within.

    Another triumphant roar tore from its lips.

    In a snap, Kel realized he couldn’t win. Sweat started to drip across his brow faster than his armor could dry.

    He was still connected to his computer. “You landed yet?” he snapped as, foolishly, he turned his back to the amalgam. Flinging himself across the room, he charged over tables as they started to lift off the ground. His mag-boots were made of metal. He could still move fast enough and hard enough to slam into them and push off before they were sucked backward.

    “Yes,” the computer responded.

    “Get ready for takeoff.”

    “You haven’t stopped the amalgam—”

    “No one can defeat those things.”

    “You haven’t answered why it attacked Ringworld Two.”

    True. It didn’t seem to be doing anything other than running through the corridors, ripping things to shreds. But it was intelligent. He could see it in those holographic eyes. It wouldn’t come here for no reason. And Kel couldn’t afford to leave until he found out what that was.

    His hand pulsed into a tight fist as a quick swearword tore from his lips. He flung himself left, not right. He headed back around toward the amalgam, turning over his shoulder to glimpse it again.

    It always watched him, those beady holographic eyes never blinking.

    “Get to a safe distance and watch what it does,” the computer snapped.

    Safe distance, huh? Even diving across the galaxy wouldn’t save him.

    The amalgam screamed once more, the sound of metal fatigue so excruciating it would permanently deafen anyone without armor.

    Kel fought the urge to slap his hands over his ears. Then he powered through a cracking hole in the wall, easily shouldering it open with his powerful armor.

    He struck a warped corridor. He thought everyone was dead or gone. A scream pierced the air.

    “Think,” he spat at the computer. “Why would the intelligent amalgams come here unless they wanted something?”

    “This is the first station that picked them up.”

    “True, but—”

    “What if it inadvertently picked up important information that could be used against the amalgam?” the computer finished.

    Kel had just thought the same thing.

    His cheeks paled, blood running cold. Another scream rang out, closer this time. More than one amalgam hunted in the station. Another screech of metal fatigue blasted through the corridor, close to the screaming man.

    Kel moved.

    Powering over a fissure in the floor, he switched to thrusters. Punching both arms forward, looking like a swimmer in a dive, he shot through the corridor.

    Any light objects, like wires or discarded junk, started to jitter. A chunk of somebody’s uniform lifted up like kelp in a swaying storm. Then it was dramatically sucked backward. By that time, Kel had already powered around a corridor to see a tech down on his side.

    On the trip to the Bellos Sector, he’d watched everything he could get his hands on, including the original footage of the call between the sensor tech and the first admiral notified of the attack.

    Senior technician Barney Tizzle now lay on his side as an amalgam loomed above him.

    The creature critically didn’t attack.

    The computer was right. They’d come here because Barney had inadvertently figured something out.

    Kel shot forward, guns literally blazing. He switched the function of his primary rifle to a continuous pulse, and a blast of laser-like brilliant yellow force slammed into the amalgam’s chest. It would power through the gun’s reserves quickly. But it did the job.

    Metal turned into a molten rain of melting drops. It splashed close to the tech’s legs, but the guy wheeled backward, shaking with another scream.

    Kel reached him.

    The amalgam punched out a hand.

    Kick it, and he might lose his armor, but Kel still twisted and slammed his boot against the amalgam’s hand. It immediately switched directions, twisting the wrist around, its fingers elongating. They clutched Kel’s boot, but he slammed his other one into the amalgam’s face, forcing it back. He broke its grip, dropped to his side, scrabbled forward, and grabbed the tech.

    “What the hell is happening?” the guy screamed.

    “No time to explain.”

    Setting thrusters to full, Kel powered out of there. But he headed down the same corridor that led to the trashed mess hall.

    The other amalgam screamed, even louder than before, the pitching cry like air splitting.

    “We’ve got to get out of here,” the tech hissed. “They’ve come after me, haven’t they?”

    “Looks likely,” Kel snapped.

    “All the escape pods are already taken,” the guy gulped, “or completely pulverized. What are those things? Where did they come from? Nothing can control gravity like that.”

    “The amalgams beg to differ.”

    “We’re screwed, man. Just drop me.”

    “I’ve got a ship.”

    “Bet you it’s not there anymore. There are four of them.”

    “Scanners detected three—”

    “I watched one split in front of my eyes. The gravity well just sheared off in the middle. That’s impossible. Quantum physics—”

    “Stop trying to explain it. Save your breath. Stay alive,” Kel snapped harder.

    It silenced the quaking Barney.

    Now Kel had to make good on his promise and keep this tech breathing. A hard task.

    The guy was right. Four amalgams did haunt the station. One powered through the wall behind Kel so fast he couldn’t react in time. It sucked the bulkhead in front of his face toward it, ramming him with it. But he pivoted with his feet, twisting them up and around. His truncheon was still activated in his holster. He connected to it mentally, causing two more daggers to peel off the base. He didn’t uselessly throw them at the amalgams. They twisted around and pushed into his feet, giving him greater thrust.

    He pirouetted again, like a leaf in a hurricane, finally dodging the bulkhead. It left a gaping gap.

    Not for long. Another amalgam punched up through the floor. Its hand appeared first. It split the floor plating, then sucked it back, the palm growing twice as large.

    “Oh God. The Coalition’s screwed this time, isn’t it?” Barney stammered.

    Kel could offer no response.

    “Move quickly,” the computer suddenly warned him. “The hangar bay is distorting. Soon we will not be able to leave.”

    Kel spun left, always moving erratically, never slowing down. But his armor started to register a drag, slowly pulling him backward. It was like someone using a modicum of strength to pull a spiderweb across a table. You just had to wait until they tugged with everything.

    The guy became quiet. “Did everyone get out?” The haunted look in his eyes promised he already knew the answer.

    They punched down another corridor, flying faster now only to see dead bodies. Just one or two. Hard to tell. They’d been torn apart, limbs tangled in bloody uniforms.

    Barney wrapped a hand tight over his mouth and gagged against his palm.

    “Concentrate on staying alive. That’s all you need to do,” Kel snapped.

    He just needed to fly.

    They shot into an empty, almost unharmed corridor. It was visually at odds with the rest of the ship, like a blank slate the amalgams hadn’t trashed yet.

    Yet being the operative word.

    More metal-fatigue shouts ripped through the air, and wall plating peeled back from beside him, sounding like someone flaying skin off a corpse.

    Kel hunkered closer over Barney, calling on an emergency shield to flicker over the tech. It was just as the floor plating tried to wrap around them, a remote hand there to pull them back.

    He punched right through.

    “You can’t keep this up,” Barney hissed.

    Kel locked his gaze on the elevator at the end of the corridor. The unharmed doors looked like closed eyes. Until he punched right through them.

    A woman knelt cowering in the corner. She screamed at his sudden appearance. He intended to punch right through the back of the elevator, head through the shaft, and dodge the amalgams.

    … Time slowed.

    Her hands covered tear-filled eyes, but she dropped them breathlessly.

    Barney knew her, and recognition pulled his cheeks thin. “Kettie—”

    She clutched some kind of scanner box against her chest. Bloodless fingers were trying to force it close enough so it could meld with her torso wall.

    Time sped up again.

    Two amalgams screamed, and they started to rip parts of the elevator off. It was held with mag-clamps. They disrupted them. The whole thing lurched down a few inches, then another, seconds from freefall.

    Kettie reached out to Kel. She’d slow him down. The tech clearly had usable intel the Coalition needed.

    His cold mind told him to turn away, punch right through the wall, and do his mission.

    His hand refused. He reached down and wordlessly grabbed her. With a pulse, his armor’s shield spread to her, and he kicked through the back wall just as the elevator fell.

    It tumbled past them, wind buffeting against his shield. Rather than push through the shaft, he punched into a maintenance tunnel. He flew horizontally through it. It might be cramped, but they fit.

    Until the amalgams shook the tunnel and started to peel it back like a knife to an orange.

    “God, Kettie, you’re alive,” Barney hissed.

    She said nothing, just clutched that scanner box against her chest with wide eyes.

    “You are currently two decks away from the hangar bay,” Kel’s computer told him.

    “Suggest a route to it.”

    “Be as chaotic as possible. If the amalgams realize where you’re going, they will get there first and destroy the ship.”

    True. And Kel could do chaotic right now. Sensible and rational he could not. He might have survived wars, but this fight was pure chaos.

    The floor beneath him suddenly fell away. It revealed three decks that had lost their floors and ceilings too. It looked like a deep puncture wound from a thick, fat knife. The station’s energy still ran, and disrupted power conduits cracked, bleeding blasts of light up over his dark armor.

    It caught the woman’s face. She still hadn’t said a freaking word. Nor had she dropped that box.

    Kel would have torn it out of her hands, but it wasn’t like the thing weighed him down much. Nor like he had time.

    Above him, the ceiling was ripped back. Then the ceiling of the deck above that.

    The amalgams were pushing in. They no longer screamed, switching to silent mode. As much as something could when it could tear through the very room around you.

    “Oh God. Oh freaking God,” Barney hissed. He locked both hands over his eyes.

    Kettie kept hers open. Didn’t blink once, in fact. Strained skin led to tiny, sucked-in lips. She finally whispered, “We need to do something unpredictable.”

    “We need to stay alive,” Kel bit back, the first words he’d said to her.

    “No. They’re intelligent, aren’t they?”

    “You would have seen them—”

    “I was stuck in an elevator when the attack began. Got everything over live cam feeds.” She shook, her wristwatch still on, showing she’d logged into the Ringworld’s public feed.

    “You’re distracting me,” Kel began.

    She was. There was… something about her. Big amber eyes lit up under a flop of hair like a shaggy mop. The locks mostly covered her face, but round cheeks stiffened as she stared at him imploringly. “I’m not much, but I think I know the kind of distraction you need.”

    “You’re just a low-level tech,” Barney began.

    “They’re doing two things at once: growing by absorbing key systems but also hunting us. Disrupt their ability to find key systems. Get there first. Destroy them.”

    “We’ve got to escape,” Kel snapped.

    “Your ship will be parked in one of the hangar bays, right?” she pushed.

    “Correct.”

    “Get it to shoot through one of the walls and attack any nearby systems, clearing a path for us. If you destroy enough sophisticated gear, the amalgams won’t get any bigger.”

    True. He should have thought of that first. Rather than acknowledge it out loud, he mentally logged onto his computer, instructing it to start the attack.

    Now the station shook even worse. An alarm roared, only immediately to turn off with a flicker and a buzz. It wouldn’t be long until the lights went off. Then life support. Then gravity.

    Not like he’d notice the last one.

    Sure enough, life support was the next one. Without armor, he’d freeze. And if he didn’t continue extending his shield to Barney and Kettie, they’d freeze faster.

    The cat-and-mouse game continued. One of the amalgams almost reached them. But Kettie’s plan was coming into effect.

    They powered down a corridor only to see huge holes in the wall. These were not created by amalgams stealing tech. They smoldered, still smoking from his ship’s attack. Swinging left, he flew through one, heading straight toward his ship.

    “Left,” Kettie suddenly screamed.

    “What—”

    She insistently tugged his shoulder, pulling him to the side.

    His gut told him to follow. He lurched left, though his brain insisted he get to his ship as fast as possible.

    Something suddenly burst through the wall in front of them.

    An amalgam. Smaller than the rest. And faster.

    It must be the fifth.

    It had a vaguely humanoid form. Scraps of something that almost resembled a Coalition uniform hung to its bulging metal muscles.

    Kettie’s cheeks twitched, almost in recognition.

    “Fly. Fricking fly,” Barney roared.

    Kel did.

    He twisted further to the left. Still connected to his computer, he commanded it to fire at anything. Huge phase-torpedoes now tore through the ceiling and floor underneath them. Without armor and shielding, the heat would have burnt them all to ash.

    It kept the amalgam back, but it swiveled its eyes over to Kel, then ticked left.

    Barney was to the right.

    “Move,” the computer now commanded him. “An amalgam has reached the hangar bay.”

    No more time for fancy plans. Kel twitched, spun, and continued down the blazing hole his ship made.

    Glimpses of the hangar bay were visible ahead. Strong lights blinked through it, likely leftover shielding. When hangar bay doors opened, powerful force fields sealed the front so the ships wouldn’t depressurize. Now that blue light surged, then disappeared for good.

    Kettie’s hand found Kel’s shoulder and held on for dear life as Barney said his last prayers.

    The more human-like amalgam screamed from behind them. It could fly. It pushed into the air, powering close. It almost reached them, but they burst through the hole into the hangar bay.

    Two amalgams were rounding on Kel’s prototype ship. The hangar bay was open, and they were starting to suck weapons out of the back.

    “Computer,” Kel roared aloud, not having to finish the order.

    It knew what he needed. It initiated takeoff, shaking off both amalgams, though only just. One had almost pushed its fingers through the hull.

    The prototype vessel was no larger than an old human car. From the outside, at least. With a shudder, it lurched into the air, the twin blue nacelles at the back producing a stream of vapor that shimmered like a mirage.

    The computer was still in complete control. It swung the ship around, setting both nacelles to almost full power. They glowed a searing, blazing blue. The energy struck one of the amalgams. It melted right through half of it.

    It shuddered, trying to hold onto its bits, but they broke away… only to reveal that little gravity dot.

    The prototype vessel lurched higher into the air, starting to move toward the open hangar bay doors. They’d warped. Impossibly, they started to bend inward. They were reinforced hull plating. A sensor station like this could be parked next to a black hole and not deform.

    But now, almost effortlessly, the amalgams started to bend the hull plating, squeezing it backward, trying to seal it shut.

    “Set the ship’s thrusters to full,” Kel roared. “We’ll catch up.”

    He had one second to make good on that. His armor was fast. The ship was faster. But if it didn’t punch through that warping plating, it would never escape.

    Everyone held on. Kel squeezed that little bit more out of his thrusters—

    And he finally powered into the open hatch door at the back of his ship.

    He struck the closed door leading to the bridge hard enough he almost punched through, but he stopped his thrusters cold. The hatch door closed.

    It was just as that human-like amalgam flew into the room, almost reaching the hatch in time to jump inside.

    But they punched through and left the Ringworld behind.

    A small input screen next to the door glowed, showing footage of them escaping just in time.

    He held onto Barney and Kettie a second too long. Barney pulled back first, lurching down to his knees, pivoting, and throwing up.

    Kettie remained exactly where she was, staring at the footage, a haunted look in her eyes.

    Carefully, Kel placed her down and stepped back. He moved directly over to Barney, waited until the guy had spilled his guts, then pulled him up.

    “That was insane… but we survived,” Barney spat.

    “Yeah. You did. And now I’m gonna take you back to the Coalition where you’re gonna tell us how to defeat that thing.”

    Barney blinked. “I’ve got no clue.”

    Kel ignored the protestation, opening the door with a flick of his fingers.

    His small cockpit, while perfect for him, needed an upgrade. With a throaty rumble, he demanded, “Space enough for three.”

    The computer complied immediately. Electric fizzes of blue energy chased over the walls, expanding the cockpit with a silent hush. It was eerily close to what the amalgams did – but the opposite. This was an ordered, creative approach. The amalgams only knew how to break things down and absorb them.

    There were now three seats.

    Kel helped Barney into one.

    Kettie found the other on her own. Though she waited in front of it, the backs of her knees pressed up against the plush fabric. She still held that strange box against her chest.

    Kel’s eyes flicked down to it, then focused on Barney. He loomed over the tech, locking a hand on the guy’s shaking shoulder. “You’re gonna need to tell me everything you know about them.”

    Kettie twisted around. “Are they the reason you were so freaked out this morning?”

    Sweat slid down Barney’s brow in globs that glistened under the bridge’s powerful downlights. A blue glow permanently emanated from the bank of holo-screens behind. It cast the guy into a sickly, almost corpse-like hue.

    “No. Yes,” he said, swallowing hard, Adam’s apple like a fist. “I was on my duty shift. Got strange readings in the Bellos Sector—”

    Kel stiffened, realizing this was top-secret. But he doubted sharing it with Kettie would leak much. Soon the entire galaxy would know about this. If only because soon, the amalgams would come for all.

    “You need to tell me everything you know immediately,” Kel said, voice gathering speed.

    Barney flopped further back in his seat. Quaking, sweat-glistening fingers tried to pull his floppy fringe from his eyes but kept failing. “I’m sure you’ve seen the footage by now. Come on, man. That’s all I’ve got. I was on duty shift. Got anomalous readings. Saw the footage, called the admiral. What the hell do you think I know that I’m not telling you?”

    Kel stepped back, tight-knuckled fist beating his armored thigh. He pointed one strong finger at Barney. “Something. Those amalgams were there for you.”

    Another wave of stress struck Barney, and his shoulders gave out. “Yeah. I guess. But I didn’t see anything I haven’t shared. It was sent to the Admirals immediately.”

    Kel started to pace. “Maybe you got some kind of psychic impression?”

    Barney’s face crumpled. He gestured wide. “If I did, it was hidden from me. I’m not from a psychic race, dude.”

    “It’s still a potential.”

    Kettie hadn’t said a thing. At least she sat. She had more coordination than Barney, suggesting she’d been through highly stressful situations before. A haunted look still crumpled her cheeks and made her eyes wide and unblinking.

    Kel suddenly realized he was paying too much attention to it out of the corner of his eye, and he turned fully from her. “I’m going to take you back to the closest highly protected Coalition planet—”

    “Spica One,” Kettie volunteered.

    He didn’t grunt thanks. He knew. The ship would already be en route.

    “By the time we get there in the next hour, you will need to have told me what you know,” he warned.

    Barney threw his arms up. His shoulders collapsed inward. “I don’t know,” bloodless blue lips spat that out of the air. “You know everything I do. Hell, you probably know more. I’m just the guy who found the readings. Honest.”

    “You’re the guy the amalgams came after—”

    “How do you know that?” Kettie asked in a soft but insistent tone.

    No longer capable of ignoring her, Kel turned hard on his boot, a long squeak echoing through the room. “Because it’s obvious.”

    She stared dead ahead at the screens, not at him. They showed propulsion information, destination ETA, and a few other sensor readings. Quick eyes darted between the readouts, suggesting she knew her job. “You’re fighting an unknown enemy, with unknown abilities. Isn’t it safe to assume they also have unknown motivations?”

    “Leave this to me. I’m the commander.”

    “Yep.” She finally eased herself further back, but she never flopped like Barney did. “And I’m just a simple tech. But I used to work with the Coalition’s foremost expert, Professor Etap—”

    Kel didn’t think anything could get him to pay attention to this woman. Those two words rang through the room like a bell.

    His quick feet pivoted again, and he shot over to her in two long steps. She stiffened at his over-the-top reaction. “What are you doing—”

    “Professor who?”

    “Professor Stev Etap. I worked for him for years. Until the crash.” She flinched, hugging the box harder. But her fingers found her wrist, tracing a specific line up to her knuckles. The shadow of a phase-scar was visible, slightly rippling over the skin. Phase damage could be healed, but the cosmetic changes were permanent.

    “Who are you?” Kel demanded.

    “Like I said. Just a low-level sensor tech.”

    “How well did you know Professor Etap? When did you last see him?”

    A huff of short breath escaped tight white lips. “Last saw him on the day he died. Not that I can remember.”

    “Excuse me?”

    “What she’s trying to tell you is she was in the crash that killed him,” Barney supplied, worried eyes darting over his friend.

    Kel rocked back one step. His brain couldn’t catch up.

    The computer could. “This sensor tech is correct,” it said out loud. “You have made an assumption. The amalgams may not have been there for Barney.”

    It left the rest of the statement unsaid. They could have been there for her instead.

    Kel slowly grabbed the arms of Kettie’s seat, pulling it forward, ensuring she was as close as possible.

    Her legs brushed up against his knees. He was tall enough that he could bend forward and still look her in the eyes. “You tell me everything you know about Stev. And anything,” his voice dropped, “you know about the amalgams.”

    “She’s just a low-level tech. Leave her alone,” Barney protested too lightly.

    Kettie didn’t protest at all. Kel was right there, but her wide open eyes tracked his gaze – left and right, a steady, confident metronome. “He was a genius. The Coalition never took him as seriously as they should. Family politics, I guess.”

    Kel’s brow scrunched. “Family politics?”

    “Everyone knows this bit,” Barney cut in. “His brother, Chason, used to head up one of the Coalition’s most important weapons companies. They got into a spat and tried to tear each other’s careers apart. Chason was a genius—”

    “Who maligned his brother at any chance he got,” Kettie cut in. “It doesn’t matter now. Stev is dead.”

    “And you were the only other person in the crash that killed him—” Kel began.

    Her lips tightened. She hadn’t shown fear at Kel’s domineering position. Now her head tilted left, eyes shimmering.

    “What is it?” Kel demanded.

    “Wasn’t there some other guy?” Barney cut in when Kettie wouldn’t answer. “Eddie… Edward Trench, right?”

    She flinched again, fingers finding her wrist device.

    “Don’t make me grab it,” Kel warned in a low tone, realizing in the back of his head he shouldn’t be menacing this woman so much. But he also couldn’t let her go. If the amalgams were there for her, she was now the most important person in the galaxy.

    “He contacted me… out of the blue,” she whispered, voice just loud enough to pick up.

    Barney was now focusing on something other than his own fear. He sat on the edge of his seat. “Eddie? Don’t you hate him? Treated you like shit after the crash, right?”

    “Always avoided my calls.” She pressed her fingers through her hair, pulling it away from her face and tucking it neatly behind her ear. Her skin might be pale, but her hand didn’t shake once. “I lost my memories in the crash. For three days leading up to it. Then I woke up out of a medically induced stasis two weeks later. Eddie said he remembered more of the days leading up to the crash. I always tried to reconnect, just wanted him to help me get my memories back. He just fobbed me off.”

    Kel hadn’t blinked once. Now his eyes narrowed like lasers as his stiff lips parted to whisper, “Until today, right?” His voice ticked up at the end.

    It got her attention, sucking her gaze toward him, just like he wanted. It helped loosen her lips. “Yeah. Until today.” She hesitated, still pinning the small device against her chest, then she quickly peeled both hands off it and tapped on her wrist device. Soon a slew of desperate messages appeared, all tagged with Eddie Trench.

    They demanded she come and meet him on the station. Immediately.

    That was the evidence Kel needed. He crossed his arms, though he never stepped back. Kettie pressed her lips together and swallowed hard. “Why the hell would the amalgams want me?”

    “Not the question you need to ask.”

    Before he could tell her what that was, she pushed up to her feet. Barney was so nervously fatigued, he probably wouldn’t move for hours.

    The seat floated back, giving Kettie space to stand without doing it on top of Kel. Because he didn’t budge a muscle.

    She sucked in a breath. “I saw him… heading for my door. When I didn’t respond to any of his messages, Eddie came to get me.”

    “How the hell would he know where your room was? You didn’t tell him, did you?” Barney demanded.

    “No. No way. That’s not the important thing. I think….” She scrunched her eyes closed, trying to remember something.

    “What?” Kel prodded. He wouldn’t call his voice gentle. It teetered on the edge of demanding, just soft enough it didn’t punch through the room.

    “I think I saw that… thing. The amalgam that wore
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