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      They would fall into the swarm of the nursery, and fate would decide.

      A distant sun called Novum gave the arena of the nursery volume enough light for naked eyes unassisted by augmentation. And to see was to know, this place killed the weak.

      “Morden is our best hope for success this day. But God’s grace and assistance to you all.”

      They all heard his voice in their helmets. Futen, their guiding sage and teacher. His affection for the cold Morden was something Jarrod tried to ignore.

      “Sensors show a swarm is coming,” Futen said. “Prepare yourselves, your integration is at hand.”

      As one, they all said. “The ships decide.”

      A prayer, and a reminder of what was to come.

      Split by the inexorable forces of gravity and extreme geometry, a thin skein of light and gas stretched across the light-years in the distance. The lifeblood of Novum swirled away and ever down into the gaping collapsar maw of his people’s divine god incarnate, the Archon Samael.

      When the bottom of the drop ship opened, the five gazed into the bottomless fall of endless void.

      Jarrod could hear the others on their unified communication link. A few were hyperventilating as they gazed upon the wild open of unforgiving vacuum.

      “This ain’t no simulation,” Drevar said.

      His voice squeaked in Jarrod’s right ear, via the comms link.

      Jarrod checked the seals on his suit one last time. It was stripped to nothing but pressure and radiation protection. Nothing more than an under-liner for a bulky proper exosuit. No armor, no guidance, and minimal thrust packs.

      He felt naked before the deathless face of their distant god. As it should be.

      When the ship rolled, listed, and began its retreat up and out of the volume, the five occupants were hurled from its belly and scattered across the airless sky.

      Jarrod heard Futen’s voice.

      “Remember your training. Others have gone before you. Learn from them.”

      “I heard the last class is all frozen meat chunks,” Morden said. “Not a single integration.”

      Jarrod winced internally at the cold indifference in Morden’s voice. He was an educated young man, but he chose to be crass far too often.

      “Fate plays its part,” Futen said.

      Jarrod felt the gentle tug of the gravity well guiding him with persistence. A quick burst from his suit’s guidance nozzles, and he entered one of the whirling eddies of gravity flow within the arena. His classmates would be seeking them too.

      “Locked in the flow,” Rella said.

      Jarrod’s heart swelled with joy for a moment; he wanted her to succeed today as badly as he wanted Morden to fail.

      “I’m in a good current,” Kalar said.

      “Same,” Drevar said.

      Morden didn’t report in, but Jarrod had no doubt that an agile and capable acolyte like him was firmly unified with the forces at play.

      Everything here sought the distant eddies and currents of Samael. All roads led to the singularity given enough time.

      When he glanced left, focusing for just a moment, Jarrod saw the fragmented remains of a former acolyte. He was falling fast toward that body.

      “Coming up on remains,” Jarrod said.

      “Same here,” Kalar said. His voice was steady and calm. The comms on his suit made his voice sound flat. “I think it’s Kessler, remember him, the guy who made his own beer.”

      Jarrod reminded himself that the looming remains were those of someone who shared the same dreams of success he now held. Half of the dead person’s blue suit had been ripped away, and gray and pink, frozen flesh protruded from the rending in the material.

      He saw a flaring hip exposed to space, the flesh frosted and cracked. A gaping hole in the line of ribs had sealed fast in the super-cold around them. The shocked face, eyes freeze-dried into an endless stare, Mella. A friend.

      To imagine her not achieving integration was painful.

      “I can see the swarm, it’s massive,” Drevar said. “Morden is close, he’s almost there.”

      There came a sense of stillness, neither falling nor moving. But Jarrod knew the tidal forces were pulling them all toward the swarm of the nursery.

      His mind reached out, as he’d been taught. He felt, and he listened. There had been suggestions that the voices of the ships were so profound you couldn’t miss them.

      Their silence in your mind equaled failure.

      “It’s amazing,” Rella said. “Jarrod, adjust your trajectory to your right relative so you don’t overshoot.”

      Nothing, Jarrod sensed nothing. No contact with anything but his own fear. He tamped it down and focused on integration.

      “Your souls will buy my passage, I am the chosen,” Morden said.

      “We can all succeed,” Kalar said. “That’s not blasphemy.”

      
      “Nonsense, some of you are burnt offerings to the gods. Some of us are the anointed.”

      Jarrod adjusted and spread his arms, turning on the small jets of his suit, and there it was, the width of a moon, a vast swirling net in the dim light of Novum. The swarm.

      “Something’s coming, watch out,” Rella said. Her voice had grown excited.

      Jarrod used a flare of thrust to vector a turn, and a juggernaut-sized shadow passed by. He watched the shadow, fast as a glance, slide by, and then it was gone.

      “A small vessel broke past,” Jarrod said. “It just passed me.”

      “You didn’t claim it, fool,” Morden said. “Probably your only hope.”

      “It wasn’t open to me.”

      “Small fry, just like you,” Morden said. “I let it leave the swarm without trying. I’m here for the score.”

      As he fell closer and faster to the swarm of the nursery, Jarrod saw the bulging ocean of forms, parts, structures, ligaments, planiform, and city-sized blisters of warship creations, incomplete and coalescing into their final, definitive forms.

      It had all been simulated up until now. Until this moment. Now, the sublime terror of the nursery lay growing before him.

      To fall into the nursery itself was assured death, but that would take a full day.

      Long before that, he had to summon, and he had to meld, or he’d be gone.

      “Jarrod, I have joined with a behemoth. My body, my mind, the ship of a god, we are one,” Rella said. “Goodbye, I’ll never forget you.”

      “Impossible,” Morden said. The acidic rage in his voice on the comms was easy to detect. “I had prayed for her failure. But I accept that the Gods have their reasons to ignore us.”

      Jarrod surged with the joy of knowing her victory cut at the loathsome teacher’s pet. But this was it; she was gone, and a love unrequited was never to be. It killed him a little to see her go. It also restored him.

      On his left, a surging, glowing purple and blue orb formed. That was Rella’s integration with the behemoth-sized ship that had coalesced and formed in the matrix of the nursery swarm.

      “I am one with the war-mind and power of this ship,” Rella said. “I see you all now, keep coming, find your match.”

      He had to keep his distance for self-preservation. It was hazardous to get too close. A claimed ship, once integrated with one of them, might lash out and kill others defensively even if there was no threat.

      Jarrod saw the blister of the spiraling doors reaching up like
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