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Ouroboros: The Complete Series Blurb

    
        

The complete Ouroboros series. Follow Nida and Carson on their saga through time in this four-book box set.

.... 

No one is born equal. Some exceed every expectation and excel in every task. Some can't get out of bed in the morning.

Meet Cadet Nida Harper – the worst recruit in the Academy. She tries; she's just cursed. Every accident that can happen, does happen.

When she's found unconscious on a field mission, it's not surprising. But it sure is surprising when wild dreams start. Visions of stars falling from the heavens and civilizations crumbling to dust drag her deep into the fight for an ancient power.

The only silver lining comes in golden boy, Carson Blake. The hero of the Academy, she catches his eye. But he'll have to act fast to save her from the epic fight that looms.

….

Ouroboros follows a hero and a bumbling cadet fighting through time to save a dying civilization. If you love your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Ouroboros: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

Ouroboros is the 1st 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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    Ouroboros Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Cadet Nida Harper

    The planet around her was dead. Not a single thing remained alive. There were no trees, no plants, no life. Just the cold colors of rock, stone, and metal.

    Nida took a step forward, forcing herself to take a deep, reassuring breath.

    The rest of the team was behind her somewhere, so she indulged in a moment of solitude.

    She stared up at the horizon. Dusk settled, and with it, a stunning array of colors lit up the sky. There were a few scant clouds scooting through the oncoming darkness, and their undersides lit up with vibrant oranges, purples, and golds.

    Beyond the clouds, the first few stars flickered on like lights in a darkened city.

    It was beautiful, especially when you considered how different it was to the stark, cold view of the planet.

    This was one of her first missions away from the Academy, and she hadn’t expected it to be so confronting.

    She could see the outlines of buildings in the dusty valley below her, hints of what this planet had been long in the past.

    A great civilization had once inhabited this world. Now all that remained was the dust, rock, and rubble.

    Sighing at how sad it was, Nida shook her head and realized she had to get back to work.

    Pushing off, her regulation black boots kicked through the dust until she made it down the short incline in front of her.

    “Hey, Nida,” someone called from behind.

    It was J’Etem, her good friend. The young woman was from an alien race known as the Barkanas. She had lustrous golden hair flecked with flashes of orange and red, like flames licking through a field of summer hay.

    “What are you doing so far from the group?” J’Etem asked with a semi-cross look crumpling her smooth brow. She had perfectly even, shiny skin. Not a mark, not a wrinkle, nothing but silky black flesh.

    Nida made a face and quickly looked behind her, checking to see whether she was about to get in trouble again. “Is the commander around here? Did he tell you to come get me?”

    J’Etem shook her head. “Nope, I just saw you wandering off and figured it was a good idea to come to get you before you get in even more trouble than usual.”

    Nida gave a small laugh, then nodded at J’Etem before turning to follow her back to the rest of the group.

    “Isn’t this planet fascinating? I mean, how cool is it that we’re getting the chance to go on an actual mission? With Carson Blake, of all people,” J’Etem added in what could only be called a squeak.

    Nida had to laugh. She already knew J’Etem was a major fan of Lieutenant Blake. Seriously, who wasn’t? He was a living legend at the Academy, and every cadet loved the guy to bits.

    “It’s cool,” Nida managed after a lengthy pause.

    “Come on, I think you can muster a bit more excitement than that. The Academy is finally trusting us with a bit of responsibility. Considering your track record, that’s a really good sign.”

    Nida had to laugh; J’Etem was right. Nida had one of the worst records of anyone in her class. She was barely scraping by. But she stuck with it. Though she could have quit the Galactic Coalition Academy many times, she found herself coming back every year.

    Soon she would graduate – then a lifetime of missions in space would welcome her.

    … Which was what she wanted, right? It’s what everyone at the Academy wanted. They all worked toward the same goal: space exploration and the honor of forming the group of men and women who kept this galaxy safe.

    “You’re doing it again,” J’Etem announced as she offered Nida a pointed sigh.

    “What?” Nida looked up sharply.

    “Thinking. You always get that look of profound consternation on your face when you are deep in thought, and I have to say, it reminds me of a Nagar toad about to squirt poison on you.”

    Nida laughed. It felt good, but even that couldn’t chase away the melancholy descending upon her.

    With a quick move, she looked over her shoulder at the view. Specifically, the small ridges and bumps that hinted at the remains of some building destroyed long ago.

    This planet had once been thriving with people – with real, live things. Now it was nothing more than a testament to destruction and death.

    It might have sat desolate for over 2000 years according to archaeological reports, but that didn’t matter. It felt wrong to dig up its secrets without mustering just a little respect for its previous inhabitants, no matter how long ago they’d existed.

    “What’s the matter?” J’Etem squeezed her plush, purple lips together as she gave Nida a knowing look.

    “Just… thinking about the people who once lived here.”

    “What’s there to think about? Nothing but the occasional blob of bacteria has inhabited this world for the past 2000 years. All that remains now is dust and a couple of old buildings. I’ll grant you, some of the archaeology is interesting, and Blake clearly thinks this planet is important for some reason. But apart from that, this place is nothing more than dust and stone.”

    Nida offered her friend a smile and remained silent.

    They made it back to the main group. Nida walked over to a deserted corner, trying to pretend she’d always been there when a few people glanced her way.

    “Don’t make me go find you again,” J’Etem whispered under her breath as she strode past.

    Nida nodded, then leaned down on her haunches.

    She didn’t have much to do. Both she and J’Etem were only here as observers. Neither of them was out of the Academy, so they couldn’t be trusted with any real work. Okay, J’Etem could – she had fantastic scores in xenobiology and the study of alien civilizations. Nida, on the other hand, didn’t. She was only here because J’Etem had managed to convince the commander to bring her along.

    Just sit tight and don’t get in trouble, Nida thought as she brushed her fingers through the dust.

    She wasn’t wearing armor or an environmental suit; she was dressed in the usual garb of a Galactic Coalition Academy recruit. A standard black and blue uniform with zero pips on her collar, because she had no rank, and considering her lackluster abilities, would likely never get one.

    Dragging her fingers through the dust, Nida enjoyed it tickling over her skin. It scratched her cuticles and collected under her nails.

    Looking up, she glanced at the rest of the team. Everyone was ensconced in important tasks, their collective expression one of concentrated work. Yet here she was, actually playing in the dirt like a three-year-old.

    Scrunching her lips together and feeling silly, she stood, turned her head to the sky, and stared at the clouds marching over the horizon. Dusk was beautiful, the colors vibrant and exquisite. It was such a contrast to the dull gunmetal-gray and black of the planet. It felt as if all the life and verve of this place had drifted up into the sky.

    With that philosophical thought ringing in her mind, she turned to stare behind her.

    A large broken-down building stretching for approximately 200 meters rimmed the compound. It had a low, flat roof and several large, sweeping sets of stairs leading up to it.

    A small, half-broken path ran around the outside of the building, and even in the dwindling light of dusk she could make out five people standing on it. She recognized all of them. Every cadet at the Academy would. Heck, most citizens of the United Galactic Coalition would, too.

    Lieutenant Blake and his incredible team. They were called the Force, and they were sent on the most important, dangerous missions the Milky Way could throw at them.

    For some reason, they’d been sent to this planet. Though Nida wasn’t ranked high enough to know the details, she could imagine it was important. Otherwise, it wouldn’t demand the attention of Blake and the Force.

    She stared at his team as they stood there, their bodies stiff with concentration as they listened to Blake.

    He rested with his back against a broken statue, his arms crossed in front of his chest. It was too far away to see his expression, but she could bet it was one of disciplined concentration.

    The other four members of the group were Piya, Travis, Sa’oq, and Bor. All the best in their respective professions. They were the top of the top, the absolute cream of the Academy. When they weren’t running off saving the galaxy, they popped in for guest lectures or to test the up-and-coming recruits to assess if any were worthy of entry into the Force.

    Nida would never get a tap on her shoulder and an invitation into that selective group. She was far more likely to get a smack on the back and a swift kick in the butt.

    Pursing her lips and breathing through them, she turned, surveying the compound.

    The other ten or so members of the mission to this planet were dotted around, completing their respective tasks, all against the backdrop of these stark ruins.

    With dusk settling, the shadows gathering along the buildings and under the stairs deepened.

    Though it wasn’t cold, Nida shivered.

    She wanted to be back on the ship. Though it was exciting to be on a real mission, it felt like she was walking across someone’s grave. Who cared if no one had inhabited this planet for 2000 years? It still felt wrong to traipse over these ruins without a hint of compassion or respect.

    Just as Nida looked around for a place to sit, a man cleared his throat gruffly behind her.

    She turned to see none other than Commander Sharpe.

    An enormous man of half-human half-Yara build, he was a brick wall on legs. He had a particularly stony expression to match. “Cadet,” he said, the word sounding like a shot from a gun, “what are you doing?”

    “Ah,” she swallowed hard, “I haven’t been assigned a task yet.”

    Sharpe’s eyes narrowed, and he regarded her with a look that could melt steel. “This is an important mission, and you need to treat it like one.”

    She nodded, bothering to throw in a salute even though it was unnecessary.

    Sharpe rolled his eyes. “Don’t just sit there,” he said, breathing through his teeth.

    “Yes sir,” she snapped. She shuffled her feet weakly. “Um, should I go back to the shuttle?”

    Sharpe grumbled under his breath.

    This wasn’t the first time Nida had come to the unwanted attention of Sharpe. He was the bane of her existence. He threatened her every other day with expulsion from the Academy for being the worst recruit in 1000 years. So he was fully aware that not only was this her first mission, but that she didn’t have the skills to be here in the first place.

    “Look, take this,” he handed her one of the spare scanners from his belt, “and do a mineralogical survey of the ground.”

    She took the scanner silently, not bothering to point out that there was no point in doing a mineralogical survey as it had already been done.

    “Just stick to where I can see you,” he added harshly. “And even if you aren’t doing anything useful, look busy. The Force is here, and you could at least try to pretend you’ve earned the honor of being here with them.”

    She didn’t react to that cutting remark. She nodded, adding another needless salute.

    Rolling his eyes, Sharpe walked away, muttering something under his breath that sounded exactly like, “Worst recruit in a thousand years.”

    Nida wanted to point out that the Galactic Coalition Academy had only been running for the past 450 years, but she held her tongue, turned, and picked a random direction.

    She turned the scanner on and wandered off.

    She had no idea how long this mission was meant to last – presumably until the Force had done whatever they were meant to do. She didn’t like the idea of spending the next several hours walking over the same section of dust, scanning it for no other reason than to appear busy.

    As dusk settled darker around her, she found herself walking further away from the compound.

    She reasoned that if she’d been tasked with a mineralogical survey, she might as well do a thorough job, and the geology of the terrain seemed different the further away she walked from that ring of ruined buildings.

    Once she was safely out of earshot of everyone, she began humming.

    She liked being alone. There was no one to point out she was a failure. Plus, she could explore space the way she felt it ought to be explored – by taking the time to stare up at the stars and to revel in their mystery and beauty.

    It was when she was doing just that, that she tripped. Her boot snagged on a rough protrusion of stone, and she and the scanner went flying.

    Her body slammed against the uneven, dusty ground, her chest smacking into a rock that pushed the wind from her lungs.

    “… Ow,” she managed after a short pause.

    She scrambled to her feet to seek out the scanner. Usually, they were hardy, but Nida was an unlucky soul and seemed to have a talent for breaking everything.

    Sharpe would be furious if she returned with a shattered scanner. As he kept telling her, a good cadet looked after their equipment.

    She turned – then she stopped.

    She could see the scanner. It was several meters in front of her down a set of dark stairs that led into a room sunk low underneath the earth.

    “What on Earth?” She breathed wildly. “Where did that come from?”

    Her heart pounded, the powerful beats reverberating through her clenched teeth.

    She’d already wandered around this compound, and she hadn’t come across this set of stairs earlier.

    How had she missed it? Had she been so busy staring at the sky that a gaping hole in the ground had failed to grab her attention?

    Running her teeth over her bottom lip, she turned over her shoulder to see if anyone was in earshot.

    They weren’t. She couldn’t even see the rest of the group. They were hidden by a slight rise in the ground.

    Oh great. Sharpe had told her specifically not to walk out of sight, and here she was, hidden from the compound and the rest of her team.

    “Right, just go get the scanner. Then get back to the group,” she told herself firmly.

    She could return triumphantly to Sharpe, letting him know she’d found… a random set of stairs that hadn’t appeared on the scans the ship had done from space.

    Her gut twisted with fear.

    Before the team had come down to the planet, they’d been forced to attend a briefing. In it, Lieutenant Blake and Commander Sharpe had explained what they were all to do. They’d also shown everyone an in-depth, interactive hologram of the ruins.

    This set of stairs hadn’t appeared in that hologram – she was sure of it.

    “Right,” she managed again, taking a deeper breath.

    So this was good, yeah? She’d just found something no one else had. Sharpe would be proud of her discovery. Perhaps it would even raise his estimation of her.

    … Yeah, right. As if that would ever happen.

    “Get the scanner – stop stalling.”

    With a deep breath, she pushed forward, her black, standard-issue boots reaching the first step. It didn’t turn into a monster and consume her whole, and neither did it disappear as it was replaced by a seething spatial anomaly.

    It was just a normal frigging step, and there was nothing to be worried about.

    “Come on, get over it,” she commanded herself.

    The scanner had fallen a fair way down, and she had to travel far into the shadow of the staircase to reach it.

    She leaned down and picked it up, ignoring the tight fear gripping her chest and making every breath shallower than the last.

    There’s nothing to be worried about, idiot, she chided herself.

    She held onto the scanner with a firm grip as she turned sharply on her boot to race back up the stairs.

    She knew this was pathetic. She was on an alien planet, granted, but one that had no life, no secret weapons, and no malevolent mercenaries. It had nothing more dangerous than a few treacherous holes that could trip you up. Yet the prospect of descending a set of darkened stairs had her adrenaline pumping as if she were about to dive into the sun.

    She rolled her eyes at her own pathetic stupidity.

    She stopped.

    She felt something.

    A vibration.

    Slight, it came from behind her.

    Her scanner beeped, the shrill warning cutting the once-still air like a knife.

    Her gaze darted down and locked on the bright screen.

    The scanner was registering an unknown energy source.

    … Which should be impossible; there were no energy sources on this planet. Multiple scans had revealed nothing more powerful than a particularly mighty piece of dust.

    Yet as the scanner beeped, she couldn’t deny her eyes.

    “Okay,” she said slowly. “Time to go tell Sharpe what you’ve found.”

    She took another step up the stairs.

    Hesitating, she stopped.

    She turned over her shoulder to look back down the darkened staircase into the tunnel below.

    She’d been instructed to do a mineralogical survey, but she knew Sharpe just wanted to keep her occupied so the Force didn’t question why he’d brought along a soppy, hopeless cadet.

    Sharpe thought she was worse than useless, and he expected her to come back with nothing worthwhile.

    What would he do if she returned with valuable information?

    What if she found something important in this tunnel? That would shut the belligerent commander up.

    So what was the harm in investigating this tunnel herself?

    If she found anything, she could use the kudos.

    As soon as that thought crossed her mind, she shook her head resolutely.

    No.

    It wasn’t safe.

    She ascended the stairs.

    Night had settled by the time she emerged.

    With a sigh and one final glance over her shoulder at the staircase, she made her way quickly back to Sharpe.

    When she reached him, he was locked in a serious conversation with none other than Blake.

    “There’s something more on this planet – I’m sure of it. I don’t think we should leave yet,” Blake said quietly.

    Sharpe was about to say something, then he looked up to see Nida loitering around behind them. “Yes, Cadet? Is there any reason you’re eavesdropping?”

    Nida’s cheeks blushed bright red. “Um, what? No.”

    “Then what is it?” Sharpe snapped.

    “Ah, I found something,” she managed.

    Sharpe sighed heavily. “Leave it to the report.” He turned back to Blake, shooing her away with a sweep of his hand.

    She didn’t move off. She gritted her teeth. “Sir, I found something you should probably see.”

    “I don’t care about the mineralogical survey; it can wait,” Sharpe snapped. “Now go away, Cadet.”

    She knew she should leave before he gave her a reprimand for ignoring an order, but she stood her ground. “I found a set of stairs that lead to a kind of tunnel under the ground. They aren’t on the scans we got from the ship,” she forced her words out in a string of nervous mumbles.

    Sharpe turned his attention back to her, and this time Blake glanced her way as well.

    Blake narrowed his startling violet eyes. “Sorry, what?”

    “Over there.” She pointed randomly over her shoulder. “Or was it over there?” She put more thought into it, turned around, and surveyed the rapidly darkening compound to figure out where the stairs lay.

    “Where?” Sharpe demanded.

    Nida surveyed the compound, looking for a landmark so she could get her bearings.

    “Just use your scanner, Cadet,” Sharpe hissed.

    “Oh, yes,” she mumbled quickly.

    She was flustered. Really flustered.

    For some reason, she couldn’t use the scanner. After several mortified seconds of trying, she looked up at Sharpe and shrugged. “Ah….”

    “Give it here.” Sharpe snatched it from her. He poked at the thing. Slowly he turned it over and realized there was a long crack up one side. “What have you done to this?”

    Oh no, she really had broken it. She was the unluckiest girl in the universe.

    “Oh, that, I fell over, and the scanner tumbled down the stairs. That’s how I found them – the stairs,” she added meekly.

    Sharpe sighed.

    “Sir,” Blake said, proffering a hand to Sharpe for the scanner.

    Sharpe handed it to him while shooting Nida a withering look.

    “Let’s have a look here,” Blake muttered as he typed something quickly. He pulled the operating chip out of the back, stared at it with a frown, and shot her a quick glance. “It just fell down the stairs? Are you sure? It looks like it’s been landed on by a cruiser.”

    Nida pressed her lips together to stop herself from saying something stupid.

    “I think I can still…” Blake trailed off, concentration crumpling his brow. Seconds later, he grinned. “Alright, got it. Thanks, Cadet.” He nodded her way affably, then headed off through the dark compound, Sharpe at his side.

    Sharpe shot her another disdainful look but didn’t say anything as he marched off.

    Which left Nida alone. So much for the stairs winning her brownie points. Now she would have to explain broken equipment to Sharpe… again.

    Everything she touched turned to dust.

    With a rattling sigh, Nida wandered back into the compound.

    She intended to find a nice flat rock to sit on. Sharpe would no doubt shout at her for being lazy when he returned from the mysterious staircase, but she was already in trouble, so she didn’t care if she added another nail to her coffin, as old humans would say.

    Just as she sat down, she saw the unwelcome sight of Sharpe marching up to her.

    She jumped to her feet, stumbling awkwardly as she lost her footing.

    “Cadet,” he spat, “you really screwed up that scanner. It’s given us messed up coordinates.”

    “Sir,” she winced, “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t be sorry, yet,” he added ominously. “Just come and help us find those stairs.”

    Nida scurried forward, Sharpe striding along at her side.

    They both reached Blake. He was standing there, frowning down at the scanner. “I thought these things were meant to be tougher than this?” he muttered as he hit the bottom of the scanner with the base of his palm.

    “Alright, find the stairs, and you better not be mistaken about this,” Sharpe added under his breath.

    Dread coiled up her spine, and Nida grimaced into the darkness. It would be just her luck if the staircase had disappeared as quickly as it had formed. Sharpe would kill her for wasting his and precious Lieutenant Blake’s time.

    She ran forward, twisting her head this way and that as she looked for any sign of a familiar landform.

    Just as genuine worry sliced through her gut, she saw it – a memorable lip of shadow.

    “There it is.” She breathed through her monumental relief. “Just over here,” she added in a far stronger tone.

    She led the two men to the dark opening of the staircase.

    “What the heck?” Blake peered down into it, checking his scanner. “This was most definitely not on the scans.”

    “There’s an energy reading too,” Nida remembered, bringing a finger up as she pointed it out as if she was an excited child reciting some recently learned fact.

    “What?” Blake snapped his head around. “I’m not picking up an energy source.”

    “Cadet Nida is likely mistaken,” Sharpe insisted.

    She hadn’t been mistaken about the staircase, though, had she? Rather than point that out, she bit her tongue and peered past Blake at the dark hole in the ground.

    Her stomach twisted as a kick of fear jolted through her.

    There was something… not right about that tunnel.

    “Alright, let’s go.” Blake waved them forward.

    “Shouldn’t we wait for the rest of your team?” Sharpe asked.

    Sharpe was a commander, and Blake was a lieutenant – Sharpe very much outranked the guy. Yet, like everyone else at the Academy, Sharpe had this sense of awe for Blake that meant the lieutenant was treated like a freaking admiral.

    “We’ll just do an initial check.” Blake shrugged. “The scans suggest everything is fine.”

    “Alright. Cadet, go back to the compound,” he added as he turned from her and headed down the first few steps.

    “Yes, sir,” she managed easily.

    Though she’d found the stairs, she didn’t mind being told to head back to the compound. While she was technically meant to be an explorer, she didn’t want to explore that dark shadow in the ground.

    “Hold on.” Blake put a hand out in a stopping motion.

    A spike of fear rushed through her as she worried whether he was about to suggest she come along with the two of them, anyway.

    He didn’t. He handed her his scanner. “It’s getting pretty dark out there, and considering yours is broken, you’re going to need something to see by.” He held it there until she took it from him.

    She offered a stuttered, “Thank you.”

    He nodded, gestured toward the tunnel, and walked off with Sharpe at his side.

    She stood there for several seconds, watching them descend into the shadows. Though Sharpe turned on the light on his scanner, and the little device threw out powerful illumination, it didn’t feel as if it could match the darkness. It was so cold and black down there.

    Nida shuddered as they both walked out of sight.

    Abruptly, she realized how dark it was out here, and she fumbled with Blake’s scanner until she managed to get the light source working.

    Turning your scanner’s light on was a basic lesson at the Academy, and it happened somewhere around the first day. Yet she had to try hard to remember how to make the device work properly now.

    She really was the worst cadet in 1000 years, wasn’t she? That thought pounded in her head as she turned and made her way back to the compound.

    Except she didn’t make it.

    As she walked along, once again, she stared at the beautiful night sky above. There was no light pollution on this planet, so the starscape had nothing to compete with, and it shone with unmatched brilliance.

    She could pick out the colorful swathes of constellations and gas clouds. It was when she was staring at them, drawn in by the mysteries of the galaxy, that she tripped over something. Again.

    This time she went flying, and she didn’t hit the ground.

    She tumbled down an incline.

    Her body beat against something that felt suspiciously like steps, and she rolled down and down until her back thumped against a cold, unyielding floor.

    She lay there and gasped, pain ripping through her body.

    With a grating groan, she managed to sit, her fingers dragging down her torso and legs as she checked for broken bones.

    She found bruises and small abrasions, but nothing poking out of her skin, thankfully.

    She groaned again as she realized she’d let go of the scanner. She couldn’t even see it anymore; she couldn’t see anything. Wherever she was, it was dark down here. There was barely enough light to make out the shape of the stairs directly to her left.

    Wait, stairs?

    Hold on, seriously? Had she just found another random set of steps?

    Before she could get lost in what a stupid coincidence that was, she began crawling around, searching for the scanner.

    It had tumbled from her grip as she’d fallen, and somehow it had turned off its light in the process.

    That, or it was broken.

    … Knowing her luck, it was most definitely broken.

    Great. She’d just stuffed up Carson Blake’s personal scanner.

    Crawling around, she searched and searched, but she couldn’t find it.

    She sat back on her haunches, swearing hard.

    She turned her head, angling it to what she thought were the stairs.

    After her fall, she’d lost her sense of orientation, and she realized with a pang of fear that she didn’t know which direction up was anymore.

    She crawled until her fingers brushed the reassuring incline of a step.

    She began to pull herself up. Though she could stumble to her feet to stand, knowing her luck, she would trip and fall right back down on her ass.

    With every step she clambered up on her hands and knees, she appreciated just how much her side hurt. It was hard to breathe, and with a groan, she realized she’d probably bruised her ribs.

    Fantastic.

    She was never going to be allowed to go on a mission ever again. She’d broken two scanners and herself.

    Sharpe was going to go mental.

    Or maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe she could pretend she accidentally lost Blake’s scanner, and she could lie about the fact she’d fallen down another set of stairs, pretending she’d bruised her ribs by just… breathing too hard.

    At that stupid thought, she let out a pitiful laugh.

    She soon realized just how dark it was down here, and a new flurry of fear escaped over her back, chilling the skin as it went.

    Crawling faster, she reached the top of the stairs.

    But she didn’t reach the world outside.

    The beautiful starscape didn’t sparkle down to greet her. The looming shape of a room met her instead. One that was lit softly by a faint blue glow.

    Oh, dear.

    The fall had disoriented her, and she’d climbed up the wrong set of stairs.

    Great. Now she had to climb down again and head up the right stairs, still in the dark, and still on her hands and knees.

    Before she turned and headed back down, she surveyed the room.

    There weren’t meant to be any energy sources on this planet, but whatever was making that blue glow wasn’t natural.

    She narrowed her eyes and realized it was some kind of statue.

    She could make out the shape of a body carved out of stone on the far wall.

    The room was empty apart from that statue and several dark, shadowy recesses that hinted at other staircases leading down into more dark, treacherous tunnels.

    She paled.

    “Turn around, head down the stairs, and get back to the group,” she commanded aloud, flinching as the sound of her voice reverberated around the empty room.

    The architecture down here was different from the compound above ground, possibly because this room wasn’t ruined. Now she could see the smooth walls and delicate form of the statue, she started to imagine what this planet had looked like 2000 years ago.

    It was a beautiful sight, mesmerizing even.

    Yeah, that was the right word – mesmerizing.

    Before she could stop herself, she took several steps forward, and then another, and then another. She ignored the pain stabbing her ribcage and strode confidently toward that statue.

    It was as if the thing was reeling her in.

    The closer she got, the more astounded she was by its beauty.

    It was the form of some alien woman dressed in a flowing gown with delicately carved hair tapering down her face and shoulders. She had the kindest smile, and her hands were held out in front of her, clasped around some kind of blue orb.

    The orb was glowing – the sole light source illuminating the room – and the closer she got to it, the more that glow captured her attention.

    Something appeared to be trapped in the orb – something that danced and writhed like bodies through smoke.

    She reached the statue.

    She stared up at it, her mouth agape.

    She forgot all her pain and agony.

    She stretched a hand toward the orb.

    On your first day at the Academy, new recruits learned two things. Never leave your team behind, and never do anything stupid.

    Space is, frankly, not a safe place. Given a chance, it would throw everything from spatial anomalies, to menacing aliens, to booby-trapped planets your way. If you wanted to survive, you lived by the rules – stay with your team, and most of all, be smart.

    She knew it wasn’t smart to touch the orb. It was glowing with such peculiar energy, even a newborn would appreciate it wasn’t something you should grab.

    Yet she couldn’t stop herself.

    As she turned her face up to look at that beautiful, smiling statue, she touched it.

    She stood there for a second before anything happened.

    Her fingers registered no heat, no resistance, no texture. It was as if she wasn’t touching anything – as if the blue orb was nothing but a hologram.

    Then something happened.

    A crack echoed through the room like a rip tearing through space.

    Something slammed into her chest and forced her backward. It had more force than anything she’d ever felt.

    She landed like a rock through glass, and as soon as her head struck the floor, she lost consciousness.

    Just before she did, she thought she saw blue light bursting out of the globe and rushing down to her.

    It sunk into her chest as her mind turned black.

  
    Chapter 2

    Carson Blake

    What a waste of time. Though the staircase was an important find, it didn’t lead anywhere. Through a couple of hallways to a few empty rooms, sure, but that was it.

    Still, it was interesting that the staircase hadn’t appeared on scans. Before the mission, the Coalition ship in orbit, the Orion, completed an extensive survey. Heck, this planet had already been mapped by several other teams. None of them had ever located this staircase.

    So of course he’d been hopeful when that awkward cadet had mentioned she’d found it. But the reality was, it didn’t contain any secrets. Just cold stone walls and sparse, empty rooms.

    He indulged in a deep sigh as he walked up the last step and stood on the dusty surface of the planet.

    Commander Sharpe stopped beside him, staring at his scanner as he checked over the results. “Nothing interesting, I’m afraid,” he said curtly.

    Carson hardly needed the report; he’d been there. He nodded politely anyway.

    “I guess this planet really doesn’t have any secrets anymore,” Carson managed as he tipped his head back and looked at the glorious night sky above. You could see every star, every constellation even. If he had the time, he would sit back to enjoy the view.

    Time was the last thing he had.

    They’d been down here long enough, and they had nothing interesting to show for their efforts.

    It was time to head back to the ship.

    “It’s not a complete loss,” Sharpe concluded.

    Carson had to smile at that.

    Sharpe wasn’t a compassionate man. He could in no way be referred to as nice. He was the terror of the Academy. Back when Carson had been a fresh new cadet, he’d run into Sharpe too many times to count. Now they got on well. Though Sharpe was hard on the surface, if you earned his respect, he was your friend for life.

    “Yeah, sure, we got a couple of mineralogical surveys,” Carson quipped.

    “And a broken scanner,” Sharpe added gruffly. “Cadet Nida Harper is the worst recruit in 1000 years, I swear. I have never come across someone as incompetent.”

    “You mean the woman who found the staircase?”

    Sharpe sighed laboriously. “Yes, that’s the one.”

    Carson smiled.

    It was clear from the overwrought frustration twisting Sharpe’s tone that he had problems with Cadet Harper. Carson felt sorry for the woman.

    “She found the staircase, though, and that’s something. Even though there was nothing down there, it is interesting that it didn’t appear on any of the scans,” Carson said, feeling obliged to defend her, even though he didn’t know her.

    “That’s a particularly charitable description of events, Carson. By the sounds of it, she was walking along, not looking where she was going, and she tripped down those stairs. That’s hardly a fact to be proud of,” Sharpe shot back.

    Carson chuckled under his breath.

    They were heading back to the compound, and though the night wasn’t pitch black, considering the starscape above, they still had to navigate by the light of Sharpe’s scanner.

    While the scanner threw out bright light, wherever its illumination couldn’t reach, it only served to make the shadows longer and darker.

    If Carson hadn’t already seen the reports confirming this planet was devoid of life, he would’ve been sure to survey his surroundings more carefully. He would have also taken some proper armor down to this planet.

    But as it was, it was clear this place no longer had any secrets.

    This mission had been a wild goose chase to begin with, and nobody would be surprised he hadn’t found anything down here. Still, it was disappointing to go back empty-handed.

    “Ready to get back to the Academy?” Sharpe asked perceptively.

    “Something like that,” Carson said. He stopped as something caught his eye – a dark lump of a shadow about 10 meters to his left.

    “Come on,” Sharpe mumbled over his shoulder as Carson slowed down.

    “Hold on.” Carson took several steps toward the shadow, his eyes narrowing.

    He realized it wasn’t an ordinary shadow; the closer he got, the more the dark shape resolved into the hunched form of a human being.

    He ran the last several meters, sliding to his knees when he reached it.

    As he scrambled around in front of the body, he realized it was Cadet Harper.

    She had a memorable head of messy, dark hair. That hair was splayed around her, covering her cheeks, arms, and back.

    “Cadet, are you alright?” Carson snapped as he reached her, placing a hand gently on her shoulder.

    She didn’t move, and she didn’t answer.

    “Sharpe, get that scanner over here,” Carson barked as he checked to see if she was alive.

    “What is it?” Sharpe ran up to them. He dropped to one knee. His eyes practically bulged out of his head. “Harper?” he moaned. “What has she done to herself?” He brought the scanner to his face, typed something into it, then hissed. “One broken rib, a concussion, a sprained ankle, and several cuts and abrasions,” he quickly answered his own question, letting out a relieved sigh as he confirmed her injuries weren’t fatal.

    Though Sharpe didn’t get on well with Cadet Harper, the man was responsible for every recruit under his command, and Carson knew he cared for them all, even the crappy ones.

    “So she’s alive, then?” Carson found himself confirming needlessly.

    Sharpe gave a hard nod. “Yes, she is, but she’s going to have one heck of a headache when she wakes up.” He leaned down to Harper’s ear. “Harper,” he shouted.

    She stirred.

    “Harper,” Sharpe snapped again.

    Carson watched as she languidly opened her eyes.

    For the briefest of moments, he fancied he saw a light flashing deep in her pupils. But he dismissed it; it was impossible. It had to be nothing more than a trick of the dazzling starlight above.

    Though he didn’t know the woman, he let out his own sigh of relief and shifted back, removing his hand from her shoulder.

    She tried to sit up, but immediately groaned and latched a hand on her chest.

    “You have broken your rib,” Sharpe noted with disdain, “given yourself a concussion, sprained your ankle, and sustained numerous cuts and abrasions. What exactly happened?”

    She stared at Sharpe, her lips parted gently, her eyes out of focus. She shook her head.

    “She’s confused,” Carson said quietly to Sharp. “Let’s just get her back to the cruiser. Once the doctor has checked over her on the Orion, you can question her then.”

    “Question her? Who am I kidding? I don’t need to question her to know what happened.” Sharpe pushed a breath through his clenched teeth. “She fell over. She is a basket case. She’s in the infirmary every other day for scrapes and bruises,” he added as Carson got to his feet.

    One broken rib, a concussion, and a sprained ankle from falling over? Carson doubted it, but then again, he didn’t know Harper.

    From the brief interaction he’d had with her, she seemed clumsy and awkward, so maybe she could injure herself that much by tripping over a stone.

    She tried to get up on her own but quickly fell flat on her butt when she put weight on her ankle.

    “Here, I’ll give you a hand,” Carson offered as he leaned down and helped her up by the shoulders.

    “I’m fine,” she squeaked in a high-pitched voice.

    “You are not fine,” Sharpe noted curtly. “Now get back to the cruiser before you trip over and lop your head off.”

    She let out a sigh, then hobbled forward.

    Carson pushed his shoulder into her, supporting her as best he could. When he offered to pick her up, considering how slow her progress was, she squeaked a sharp, “No.”

    Soon enough, they made it back to the compound, and several people walked over to see if they were okay.

    When the rest of the team asked what was wrong, and Sharpe bluntly pointed out that nothing was wrong, and Cadet Harper had just fallen over again, his comment was met with several knowing laughs.

    Carson felt Harper tense against his shoulder as she turned her head to the ground.

    “I’m fine,” she said one last time, now pushing free from his grip.

    Though she swayed, she stood, and he watched as she stared at her feet, ignoring everyone as they continued to laugh at her.

    Again he found himself feeling sorry for her.

    Okay, so she didn’t seem to be Academy material, but she’d just injured herself badly and surely deserved people’s sympathy.

    Sharpe just snapped at her to get to the cruiser.

    Cadet J’Etem rushed up to Harper to give her a hand.

    J’Etem was stunning. She was Barkarian, and she was beautiful from her lustrous hair to her plush purple lips.

    She smiled down at Harper, and the two of them leaned on each other as they made it over to the cruiser.

    Well. Hadn’t this been a royal waste of time?

    Not only had Carson found nothing, but one of the cadets had injured herself.

    Dipping his head back, he forced a steeling breath as he stared up at the stars above.

    This planet was meant to hold secrets. That’s why he was here. Though he didn’t know the full story – as his superiors hadn’t deigned to share it – his mission brief was to search this barren rock for any signs of the civilization that had once existed here.

    Though it wasn’t unusual to be sent on missions where his superiors only partly told him what was going on, he felt like this had always been a wild goose chase. What the heck was meant to be down here that could grab the full attention of the Force? Barbarian warriors? Powerful alien weapons? Some spatial anomaly?

    He’d found nothing but dust. And more dust.

    Feeling despondent and downright disappointed, Carson strode back to the shuttle.

    He glanced over to see J’Etem administering to Harper. Harper seemed okay now, and smiled and chatted with her friend, though occasionally she would get a far-off look in her eyes and her brow would crease with worry.

    He wanted to know what had happened, how exactly she had fallen and hurt herself that badly, but before he could ask, the rest of his team distracted him.

    Carson had bigger problems to worry about. He always did.

  
    Chapter 3

    Cadet Nida Harper

    “Holy crap, I’m late again.” Nida bolted up straight in her bed, her pillow bouncing out from underneath her and falling onto the soft carpet below.

    She glanced over at the holographic clock in the corner and swore.

    She’d slept in for an hour. A whole fricking hour.

    Her alarm was blaring, but somehow she’d snoozed through it even though it sounded like a red alert klaxon.

    She raced over to the alarm, waved her hand above it, and turned it off.

    She swore even more as she threw off her clothes, grabbed her uniform from a pile on the ground, and clambered into it.

    She’d already missed half of her morning’s lecture. Unfortunately for her, the lecture was being run by none other than Commander Sharpe. He was her nemesis – a man who hated her and wanted nothing more than to kick her out of the Academy.

    Great. Now he’d have yet another reason to reprimand her.

    Once she dressed, she ran her fingers through her matted, black, compact curls, and grabbed a simple clip off her bedside table. She wrestled her hair into some kind of bun, clasped it, and ran out of her bedroom.

    She reached the kitchen, chugged down a glass of water, patted her lips, and headed for the door.

    The room was a mess.

    It was always a mess.

    Though she did genuinely try to keep it clean, her flatmate – Cadet Alicia Arquette – only ever bothered to help when they had guests coming around.

    Beyond the immediate mess, it was a lovely apartment. It had the best view. It was halfway up one of the numerous high-rise blocks scattered around the Academy’s main grounds, and if you stood at the plate-glass windows that occupied one wall, you could see all the way over the city to the ocean far beyond. It glittered, a sliver of tantalizing blue.

    … Blue.

    The mere thought of that color jogged something in her memory, but she couldn’t recall exactly what.

    She paused before anchoring her palm onto the door control panel.

    The door opened, and with a shake of her head, she pushed through her reverie and ran out into the corridor.

    She made double time, heading down to the Academy grounds and her lecture hall as fast as her feet could carry her.

    She snuck in the back way, sitting down in one of the seats in the last row as quietly as she could.

    Though she hoped no one had seen her, Sharpe looked up from the lectern far below and narrowed his gaze her way.

    Oh boy. No doubt he was pausing to take a mental note to make her life hell after the lecture.

    She ground her teeth, closed her eyes, tipped her head back, and wondered if now was a good time to quit and cut her losses.

    “As I’m sure you are all aware, it takes years of rigorous practice to make full use of your telekinetic implants,” Sharpe continued with the lecture.

    Every member of the Galactic Coalition Academy had a telekinetic implant. Even she did. She took several seconds to bring her hand up and tap the small, hard device lodged just a few centimeters below the base of her throat.

    She remembered being so excited when she’d received it. In her mind, it would let her make objects fly across the room, catch cruisers as they fell from the sky, and generally wield the power of a modern god.

    Unfortunately, it wasn’t that simple.

    Not only were the implants hard to use, some people never got the knack of them. She was one of the unlucky few who had zero talent. Totally zip. Nothing.

    She could do precious little with her implant. She’d been able to pick up a cup with her mind once, but that was it. She hadn’t succeeded in using any of the specialized telekinetic weapons, and she’d certainly never caught a cruiser as it fell from the sky.

    She was, in other words, truly useless.

    “It is rare to find a true master of these implants. Not only does it require years of work, but a natural talent and understanding of the underlying dynamics involved,” Sharpe said. “So we are very lucky to have a true master at the Academy.”

    Nida sighed as she continued to tap her implant.

    J’Etem was a marvel with telekinetic power. Nearly every other member of Nida’s class had a real talent for it, too.

    Nida, on the other hand, had come to the realization she would never be able to use her implant properly. No matter how many hours of practice she put in, she never improved. Lifting a cup was sure to be the height of her less-than heady success.

    Staring at her hands glumly as she allowed them to rest on her lap, she wondered whether she could just sneak out of the lecture. She was already in trouble, so it would hardly matter if she added a fresh, new mistake to her enormous list of misdemeanors.

    Pressing her lips together, she deliberately tuned out as Sharpe continued lecturing the class on the correct and effective use of their implants.

    She already knew the material. Heck, every recruit did; the rest of her class was simply being politely attentive as Sharpe reminded them yet again how powerful but dangerous telekinetic implants were.

    She appreciated the point, but it was hardly as if she needed to heed the warning. Coffee cups aside, Nida was never going to wield a telekinetic weapon, so there was no point in learning the correct way to use them.

    As she tuned out, her mind wandered over what she had to do for the rest of the day, then she mused about whether there’d be any hot dogs left in the cafeteria after the lunch rush.

    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a blue flash. The cadet sitting next to her wore one of the standard-issue Academy watches and had just received a message – hence the sudden pulse of light.

    Though she saw blue flashes like that every day, this one caught her attention and held it fast. A kick of nerves shot blindingly fast up her back, and she twitched forward as if she’d been struck.

    A memory played at the edges of her mind, toying with her.

    The cadet turned, frowning at her odd behavior. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

    She forced herself to nod, pretending her leg had just cramped. Then she turned around and tried to listen to the lecture.

    She couldn’t. That memory kept beckoning her. It had something to do with blue light. Now she paused long enough, she realized she’d been fascinated by blue light ever since returning from the ill-fated mission to Remus 12.

    It had been several days now, and she’d made a complete recovery. Somehow, some precious how, she’d fallen over in the dark, cracked a rib, sprained an ankle, given herself a severe concussion, and cut her fingers and cheek.

    She still didn’t remember how she’d done it. All she could recall was being sent back to the compound by Sharpe after she’d led Blake to the mysterious stairs. Then she recalled nothing until she’d woken aboard the Orion.

    Everyone was sure she’d just fallen over, and to be fair, she was one of them. She knew first-hand how clumsy she could be, and considering she’d already broken a scanner that day on the planet by tripping over a rock, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine she’d broken herself by tripping over yet another rock.

    So she tried to ignore the lights – those flashes of blue.

    It was just her memory playing tricks on her.

    Concluding that, she returned to the important task of ignoring the lecture.

    While the cadet next to her watched with rapt attention, she didn’t, and she couldn’t muster the energy required to try.

    Sharpe already knew she was a complete disaster with her telekinetic implant. While everyone in her class had moved on from coffee cups to actual weapons, she hadn’t and never would. According to Sharpe, she lacked the concentration required to wield even a dust mote.

    Telekinetic implants worked by allowing you to control objects impregnated with specialized magnetic material. The implant was hooked up to your central nervous system, right into your motor cortex. With just a thought, you could command the implant to generate a field capable of manipulating any nearby material constructed from a specialized magnetic substance.

    It was incredible technology and was one of the reasons the Galactic Coalition had become as powerful as it was.

    It couldn’t be used everywhere, though, and it certainly couldn’t be used on anything; implants only worked on objects that had the right magnetized material in them.

    Feeling satisfied that she already knew everything she needed to, Nida indulged in closing her eyes and forcing a quiet, careful breath.

    She waited, listening with only half an ear as the lecture continued. In another hour, it was over.

    She carefully and discreetly made her way out of the back entrance, hoping that Sharpe wouldn’t have the time to race around to catch her.

    He didn’t, and with a small, satisfied smile, she hurried along the corridor. She ran so fast, she rounded the corner before checking to see if anyone was coming from the other direction.

    Someone was, and she bumped straight into him.

    Swearing, she jolted back, none other than Carson Blake above her.

    He muttered sorry and moved to walk off.

    He stopped. “Hold on, you’re Cadet Harper from the mission to planet Remus 12.” His pupils widened with clear interest.

    She winced. “Yes, that would be me. Are you going to get me in trouble for losing your scanner?” she babbled, searching for a reason to explain his sudden interest.

    “My scanner… oh, yeah, we did leave that behind, didn’t we?” He looked thoughtful as he muttered a soft, “Ha.”

    She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized he wasn’t about to add another complaint against her to Commander Sharpe.

    “How are you?” he asked with genuine interest.

    Why did he care? She was just a walking accident and the worst recruit in 1000 years, and he was Carson Freaking Blake.

    He smiled at her encouragingly.

    He didn’t look like he was acting, and with a quick look around her, she realized there was no one around he could be trying to impress by compassionately asking after her.

    “Ah,” she mumbled, realizing her pause had become uncomfortably long, “fine. I mean, they fixed me up,” she added awkwardly.

    “Do you remember what happened?” he asked, dropping his tone as several cadets walked past them.

    She stopped.

    She was about to say she’d just fallen over, and it was nothing to worry about, but as she opened her mouth, the words wouldn’t come out.

    Blue flashes filled her mind like fireflies dancing frantically at the corners of her vision.

    She shook her head, appreciating she couldn’t just stand there with her mouth open looking dumbstruck, and she offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “That kind of stuff always happens to me. I’m really sorry,” she added, “about your scanner.”

    He laughed. It was an odd move. It was as if he wasn’t sure whether he should chuckle at her but couldn’t stop. “It’s okay. It wasn’t exactly mine. I had another one built as soon as we got back to the Orion.”

    She smiled, sucking her lips against her teeth in what was the geekiest move she could make. She couldn’t help herself. Because, well, this… was weird. And awkward, really, hideously awkward. “Sorry again,” she managed, backing off, realizing she had to get away before she tripped over her own legs and crumpled at his feet.

    She heard a voice behind her. One that rumbled up like a volcano splitting the earth.

    Commander Sharpe.

    She winced, this time as if she were about to be chopped in half, because likely she would be.

    She turned to see him marching up beside her.

    “Late again,” he said tersely. “Do you deliberately go out of your way to earn reprimands from me?”

    She wanted to ask whether he deliberately went out of his way to torture her, but she held her tongue. “No, sir,” she answered, knowing exactly what he wanted to hear. “I just…” she trailed off. She could come up with all sorts of outlandish excuses, like being chased by mercenaries or waking up on a foreign planet and having to find her way back to class in a jiffy. They were all lies. But at least they’d hide the truth, because the truth was truly pathetic.

    She’d overslept.

    “Don’t bother,” Sharpe sighed heavily. “Just report to detention – again.” He spoke to her with a long-suffering tone and shot her a look that made it clear he was sick of dealing with her antics.

    She turned around glumly, barely noticing as Blake offered her a friendly, commiserating smile.

    Her heart sunk at how much trouble she was about to get in.

    What was worse, she had a mound of assignments. It had taken her longer than usual to bounce back from her fall on Remus 12. The broken bone had knitted quickly, and the medical team had dealt with the concussion as fast as Coalition doctors could. But it had taken her several days of rest until her mind had come back to her.

    For those several days, a strange fog had descended over her. The doctors had explained it away by theorizing she was just tired and stressed.

    Now she was even more tired and even more stressed.

    Walking to her next class, she settled into a melancholic slump.

    The rest of the day passed, thankfully without further incident, and soon enough she found herself back in her quarters.

    She didn’t enter her apartment to peace, however – Alicia was running around frantically.

    As soon as Nida entered, Alicia snapped up, her expression filling with relief. “There you are. I was worried you would never return. Now you can help me clean,” she announced at once. “This place is a tip.”

    Nida stood there as she raised her eyebrow. She didn’t have the gumption to point out to Alicia that there was nothing stopping the woman from cleaning up after herself. One glance around this room would confirm that every dirty dish, mound of clothes, and pile of datapads belonged to Alicia. Nida cleaned up after herself – she’d even managed to do it over the past several days while she’d been convalescing.

    “Don’t just stand there,” Alicia announced, her irritation clear as she whisked a hand toward the couch and pointed at an enormous pile of clothes. “Help me move those into my room.”

    Mutely, Nida walked over, grabbed the clothes, and marched them into Alicia’s pigsty of a bedroom.

    “Why exactly are we doing this?” Nida asked as she walked back into the main room.

    “Boys,” Alicia answered in a clear, direct voice.

    Nida rolled her eyes. Why had she bothered to ask? There was only one thing Alicia cared about – men.

    There was also only one thing she ever bothered cleaning the apartment for. Men, again.

    Usually, Alicia didn’t invite guys back to their apartment because it was such a tip. That, and Nida hated walking in from a long, hard day at the Academy to find her flatmate rolling around on the couch with her latest catch.

    “Oh, don’t look at me like that.” Alicia stamped her foot. “They are just coming here before we go out. We’ll be out of your hair pretty quick.” She fobbed a hand Nida’s way as she walked over to the enormous pile of dirty dishes in the sink.

    “They?” Nida asked as she narrowed her eyes. “You mean, you have more than one date?”

    Alicia harrumphed. “No, I’ve organized a double date.”

    Nida stood there, stock-still, fear rising through her belly like a tidal wave.

    At Nida’s shocked expression, Alicia tipped her head back and laughed. “Not for you – not for you,” she emphasized as she chuckled even harder. “For Bridget. Don’t be an idiot.” Alicia walked past her and clasped a hand on her shoulder. “I would never organize a double date for you.”

    Nida didn’t know whether to be relieved or insulted, so she decided ignoring Alicia was best, and she picked her way through the open kitchen toward her room.

    The apartment was split into three rooms – the shared living space in the middle with a lounge, a kitchen, and a big table directed at that expansive view through the plate-glass windows. On either side of that room were Alicia and Nida’s bedrooms. Both bedrooms had their own bathrooms, personal computers, beds, and storage spaces.

    If it weren’t for Alicia’s mess, this place would be beautiful, but you didn’t get to pick your roommates at the Academy.

    “Hey, what are you doing? Come back here and help me clean up this mess,” Alicia demanded.

    “Look, I’ve had a really long day, and I’m still feeling kind of… funny,” Nida managed with a swallow.

    “Oh, get over it. I know you fell over and bumped your head,” Alicia gave a surprised laugh, amused that someone could do themselves so much damage by tripping up, “but that was several days ago, and the doctors gave you the all-clear yesterday. Now you have no excuse, so help me clean up your mess.”

    “My mess?” Nida challenged in a rare moment of bravery.

    Alicia opened her mouth to say yes but thought better of it. “Our mess,” she tried instead. “Now hurry.”

    “Why? When will they get here?” Nida turned to look at the door, ready to see several bright and handsome cadets sweep in to vie for Alicia’s attention.

    Alicia was stunning. The kind of stunning that knew it was stunning and leveraged that fact in every way it could.

    “Oh, they’re not coming tonight; they’re coming tomorrow night. But I have to go out soon, so we need to clean now,” Alicia announced.

    Nida closed her eyes, pursed her lips, and blew a breath against her ragged fringe. “I’m tired, and I need a shower. I’ll clean up later.” She winked one eye open to see Alicia standing with her hands on her hips.

    “No, we’re cleaning now. You can shower later.”

    With a fresh new groan at how terrible her life was, Nida didn’t complain any further and got to work. While Alicia faffed around, Nida did all the real cleaning, and soon enough the apartment was sparkling.

    “Okay, fantastic.” Alicia clapped her hands together. “Everything is ready for tomorrow.”

    Nida walked toward her bedroom door but paused before she opened it. She turned around to consider her flatmate. “Why exactly do you care so much? You go out on dates all the time. Why are these guys any different?”

    Alicia’s eyes sparkled with frightening fervor. She took on such a strong, powerful, and triumphant stance that it looked as if she were about to preside over the conquering of the galaxy. “They are graduates. Full lieutenants, in fact,” she said, her smile reminding Nida of a rabid dog.

    Rolling her eyes, Nida now understood.

    “Oh, whatever,” Alicia snapped. “Now go have your shower. And if you can make yourself scarce tomorrow night, it would be greatly appreciated.”

    Nida shook her head. “I promise you, I have no intention of coming out of my room tomorrow to interrupt your double date with Bridget and a pair of lieutenants,” she said sharply as she walked through her door and it closed behind her.

    Reaching her bed, she gave her pillow a firm, petulant punch. Then she hugged it in both arms, squished her face into it, and groaned. Loudly.

    She was lucky these rooms were relatively soundproof. Otherwise Alicia would be pounding on the door and screaming at her to shut up.

    After several minutes of punching her pillow and groaning into it, Nida grew a backbone, sat up, and told herself it was time to get over it.

    Yes, she was unlucky. Yes, she’d gotten in trouble today for sleeping in. But what help would moping about it do?

    The answer was it wouldn’t help at all.

    Forcing herself to at least try to do a few of her outstanding assignments, it wasn’t long until Nida went to bed. She slept like a log, as always. But now and then throughout the night, she would wake, her eyes forcing themselves open as if the lids were being dragged apart by speeding cruisers. Though she couldn’t tell it, flashes of blue light erupted deep within her pupils with the brilliance of supernovas in a starless sky.

    For blue light wasn’t just on her mind; it was now in her body, too.

  
    Chapter 4

    Carson Blake

    He was bored. Completely and utterly bored. He couldn’t think of anything worse than preparing for a lecture.

    He’d never once considered a career as an academic, yet for some reason they continually invited him back to give talks to the undergrads.

    As he paced in front of the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows in his apartment, he tried not to look at his reflection.

    He looked like an idiot.

    “Okay, class,” he began in his fake teacher-like tone, “the correct use of your telekinetic implant takes time. But with the following exercises, and a lot of diligent practice, you will soon find yourself getting better.” He gave a fake smile, then made the mistake of glancing at his reflection and realizing just how dumb he looked.

    Swearing, he took a step back, flopped a hand at the window, and walked over to the couch. With a groan, he let his knees buckle, and he fell with a soft thump onto it. Reaching for one of the cushions, he banged his head against it.

    “I shouldn’t be here,” he whispered aloud, his voice croaky and smothered by the soft fabric around his mouth.

    Though he understood the importance of teaching the new wave of cadets coming through the Academy, surely his skills could be better utilized elsewhere?

    Like back on that cursed planet, Remus 12.

    When the United Galactic Coalition Council had organized the mission, they’d called it a simple exploratory operation. That was crap, because you didn’t send the Force to something as wimpy as an exploratory operation.

    Not unless you expected trouble.

    So why exactly had the Coalition Council sent the Force to that remote, desolate, wasteland of a planet, then? It had been a waste of everybody’s time, and that random cadet with the unruly black hair had injured herself.

    Had injured herself….

    How?

    Not for the first time and not for the last, he pushed up and pondered that fact.

    While everybody else had concluded she’d just fallen over, he couldn’t. It didn’t make any sense. How exactly did you break a rib and give yourself a serious concussion by tripping over your own feet?

    Cadet – what was her name? Cadet Harper, yes, that’s it. Cadet Harper seemed like a serious klutz, granted, but she’d fractured the back of her skull and broken a rib just below the sternum. How? Had she rolled down a rocky incline? Had she tumbled off a cliff?

    No – he’d found her on flat ground with nothing but dust all around her.

    Blake shook his head. He had a lecture to prepare for, and the United Galactic Coalition Council had hinted they were about to send the Force on a critical mission. Yet here he was, wondering how a simple little cadet could beat herself up so badly.

    “Get over it,” he growled.

    The computer in his room beeped, reminding him in a bored, electronic tone that he had half an hour to finish preparing his lecture and get to class.

    He swore loudly. Standing up, he raced over to his room and selected a dress uniform from his wardrobe.

    Yep, a dress uniform. He was giving a lecture, yet they expected him to look like he was about to entertain an ambassador or sign a galactic treaty.

    Grumbling even more, he pulled on the uniform then strode out into the main room. Catching his reflection in the glass, he grimaced.

    Now he’d look even sillier while giving this ridiculous talk. While he could defeat mercenaries and terrorist factions, he had zero talent for teaching. He’d be an awkward mess. With a steely breath, he forced himself to walk out of his apartment, down to the closest lift, and out into the glorious day.

    The stroll across Academy grounds to the main teaching building was a short and pleasant one. A clipping breeze raced in off the bay far away, and he could smell a touch of fresh, salty surf in the air.

    Towering trees lined the thoroughfare between the apartment complexes and the Academy headquarters, and their leaves rustled in the wind.

    If he hadn’t had a lecture to get to, he would have kicked off his shoes, found a nice quiet section of the grounds, and taken a nap under one of those grand old oaks.

    He didn’t have that luxury. Plus, the place was already filling up with students, and he watched them scurry around him, smiling and chatting happily as they got to class.

    He was a celebrity around here – he knew that. Though he’d once loved the attention, it was starting to wear thin.

    During his undergrad years, being popular had been great. He’d been invited to all the parties, he’d always had a date, and he’d generally had one heck of a time. Now, things had changed, because now he had responsibility. With every day, he had more and more.

    Now he wanted people to get out of his way so he could do what he had to. He didn’t need cadets stopping him in the street to ask for holo photos. He didn’t want undergrads running up to him every second to ask for tips on telekinetic implants and deep space combat.

    “Get over yourself,” he whispered under his breath, realizing how arrogant he sounded.

    With renewed vigor, he made it across the grounds into the Academy headquarters. He set his jaw hard and forced himself to find the right lecture theater.

    As the class started to fill with cadets, he tried not to register how excited they were.

    Okay, so he was relatively competent with his telekinetic implant, but he wasn’t the expert everyone kept calling him. If all these kids put in as much effort as he had and practiced for as many hours, they’d be able to do everything he could.

    Commander Sharpe bustled up to him, and the lecture began. With a short introduction, Carson was thrust into the spotlight, literally. He had no problem with public speaking, but he couldn’t help but feel like a fraud as he stood there and pretended he had the right to be teaching anybody.

    Still, he put on a good show, strengthened his resolve, and got through it.

    Thankfully, halfway through, they turned off the spotlight and gave him a bunch of telekinetic weapons to demonstrate. This part he loved; this part he could do in his sleep. There was something so invigorating about the use of his telekinetic implant – or his TI, as most people referred to them.

    When he was commanding it to send objects flying across the room with little more than a thought, he felt so in control. Yet even as he demonstrated a powerful TI weapon known as the 10-pointed blade, it didn’t stop him from looking up to see a particularly late cadet creeping into the back of the lecture hall.

    Though he couldn’t see them perfectly from where he stood, he could see their hair.

    Harper.

    He almost dropped the 10-pointed blade, but with a quick thought, held it steady.

    She was 45 minutes late.

    That was pretty late considering this lecture only ran for an hour.

    Pushing on with the rest of his talk, he soon finished, and before he could get away, he was inundated with questions. Though technically the class was over, and everyone was free to leave, nobody did.

    Nobody except Harper.

    He flicked his eyes up to see her surreptitiously slip out the back of the lecture hall.

    Ha.

    Had he been that boring?

    Clearly not, considering every other cadet in the hall was fighting each other for a chance to ask him something.

    It took a long time to wade through everybody’s questions, but eventually he did it.

    He got free and scooted away from the lecture theater before any more cadets could pick his brains.

    As he half jogged through the halls, intending to get back to his own office before anybody could waylay him again, he kept his eyes peeled for one thing.

    For Harper.

    He now had two things he wanted to ask. Why had she been so late for his lecture, and how had she injured herself?

    He rolled his eyes as he realized he should just drop it. The medical staff aboard the Orion would have already questioned her, and if they’d thought there was anything suspicious, they would’ve looked into it.

    He told himself firmly to get over it, but the more he tried, the less he succeeded.

    Though he wanted to run into her, he didn’t. He reached his office, and with a sigh, considered the mess of datapads and old, ruined TI weapons strewn around the place. He knew he should clean up but always told himself he didn’t have the time.

    Instead of bending down and picking up the junk littering the floor, he pushed over to the windows. He looked down at the unrivaled view of the Academy grounds below.

    Before too long he found himself scanning the lawns, checking every corner for a hint of curly black hair. When he realized what he was doing, he shook his head.

    “Get over it,” he commanded one last time. “You’re just trying to distract yourself from bigger things.”

    Which was true.

    Carson had far larger problems to consider, and just maybe he was using the not-so-mysterious injuries of Cadet Harper to procrastinate.

    There was nothing wrong with her except for a chronic case of awkwardness and truancy.

    Or so he thought.

  
    Chapter 5

    Cadet Nida Harper

    She’d done it again.

    She’d been late for class. She’d just overslept. Despite the fact her alarm was set diabolically loud, she’d somehow snoozed right through.

    Was there something wrong with her?

    She had to get to her next class, but as she walked across the expansive, green grounds in between the Academy complex, she slowed down. Before she knew it, she angled toward a tree on the far edge of the lawn and promptly sat underneath it, pressing her back against its girth.

    She loved this tree, and she loved sitting exactly here. If you huddled up just right, nobody could see you. It was just you, the tree, a slice of blue sky visible through the leaves, and relative silence.

    “Get to class,” she mumbled under her breath, admonishing herself firmly. “You can’t afford any more reprimands,” she added with a grimace.

    No matter how sternly she told herself to move, she couldn’t. She just hugged her arms around her knees and rocked back and forth.

    She’d had some pretty weird dreams last night.

    Strange and deeply unsettling ones.

    She rocked back and forth harder, her shoulders banging into the trunk with a rhythmic thump, thump, thump.

    Every single dream had been about that planet. Remus 12. All had featured odd, dancing, writhing blue light.

    She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force the memories from her mind, but it wouldn’t work.

    Impressions kept forming there like shapes in the clouds above.

    “Come on, get to class.” She clenched her teeth hard.

    She couldn’t.

    She just couldn’t move. She felt immobilized by the flashes of her half-remembered dreams. Impressions, thoughts, visions – they swept around her, curling in like rope wrapping around her middle.

    “It was just a dream.” No matter how hard she tried to convince herself it was nothing, she twitched, her muscles stiffening under the onslaught of her nightmares.

    She rested her head back, closing her eyes and squeezing them tightly shut.

    After several minutes of fighting the sensations haunting her mind and body, she felt herself drift off.

    All thoughts of getting to class flitted away. All she was aware of was her slowly thumping heart and a warm ray of sunshine filtering in through a break in the leaves above. It played against her face like the gentle caress of fingers.

    Before she knew it, she fell asleep. Just as soon as unconsciousness took her, she drifted straight into a dream.

    The surface of Remus 12 stretched beneath her as she stood, staring at it. It was night. The stars glittered high above, dancing and flickering and glimmering.

    She reached a hand up to them, but with a stab of shock, she saw blue light seething over her skin. It jumped up from her wrist, curling around as it forced its way into her fingernails. It traveled deep down into her palm, caressing each bone and pushing through every vein until it erupted through her arm, twisting around every centimeter of her flesh as it burned bright blue.

    She stared at it, fear and surprise coalescing in her heart like a black hole of violent emotion.

    She tried to shove the blue light away, tried to push that dancing, writhing energy off her hand, but she couldn’t move.

    “Help me,” she whispered, barely capable of opening her lips. “Help me,” she pleaded again, panic rising in her heart like a lick of flame growing brighter and brighter.

    She looked up, tearing her gaze off the terrible energy rippling through her, and she saw the starscape above.

    It was different.

    The stars, the constellations – everything had changed.

    In a moment of primal instinct, she knew why.

    It was old.

    This was old. The planet, the stars, the energy.

    Old.

    That knowledge built in her with pounding certainty. As it did, she began to feel ancient. All the youth and vibrancy in her body washed away, and centimeter by centimeter, second by second, she stiffened like stone.

    She was turning into a statue – returning to the earth, returning to the ancient, dark reaches of time.

    She tried to scream. She couldn’t. She tried to breathe, but her chest no longer moved up and down. All that shifted was the blue energy as it continued to rise through her arm, up into her neck, and deep, deep into her chest.

  
    Chapter 6

    Carson Blake

    He was at a loss. He’d finished the paperwork he’d been avoiding for the past few weeks. Now he had nothing to do. Which was unusual, because he was the head of the Force, and they existed to be busy. But right now, he was between missions, and it was doing his head in.

    It gave him way too much time to think. He really didn’t need that.

    So he decided it was time for a walk. Trundling across the grounds, he found himself straying onto the less-frequented paths. He didn’t want to be stopped by any undergrads for photos today.

    He walked along the sides of the buildings, staying under the large trees and enjoying the shade of their canopies. It was when he was strolling past one towering oak that he saw a cadet sleeping underneath it.

    He chuckled under his breath as he walked past.

    He stopped abruptly. He recognized the black, unruly, spring-like hair.

    Cadet Harper.

    While he didn’t know her timetable, he could bet she was meant to be in class and not snoozing under a tree.

    He cleared his throat.

    She didn’t wake up.

    She looked deeply, deeply asleep. Apart from her soft, percussive breathing, the only thing moving was her left hand. It twitched as if she was trying to hold on to something.

    She had an unnatural, restless silence about her, and he couldn’t help but frown as he stood there watching.

    She whispered something.

    He couldn’t hear it properly – it was little more than a mumble – but the quality of her tone lifted the fine hairs on the back of his neck and arms.

    Realizing he could hardly stand there watching her sleep when he knew she should be in class, he cleared his throat again. When that didn’t work, he shifted forward and pushed the toe of her boot with his own.

    She snapped up as if she’d been struck. Planting her hands next to her and pushing her back off the tree, she jolted forward with a full-bodied twitch.

    He actually jumped back, and he stared at her eyes as they shot open.

    For just a second, for one simple second, he thought he saw something dancing in her pupils. Something that shouldn’t be there. A flash of blue light.

    But again, he dismissed it immediately.

    She looked disoriented as she stared down at her hands, around her, up at the tree, then over to him.

    “You were sleeping,” he supplied with a cough.

    “What?” Her voice was far off. She turned from him, staring down at the hand that had been twitching during her slumber. She considered it as if it somehow didn’t belong to her.

    “Are you… okay?” he tried slowly.

    She started to shake her head, but she looked back up at him, realized who he was, and blushed. “Oh… no… sorry, Lieutenant Blake.”

    “I think you should probably get to class,” he managed after a long, awkward pause.

    “Class?” she asked, her confusion apparent. Then realization struck her, and she bolted to her feet. She swore loudly.

    He could have reprimanded her, but he didn’t. He swallowed a small smile. “Didn’t you sleep properly last night?” he asked, realizing the question was lame but figuring he had to say something.

    “I….” She looked at him, then turned around, glanced at her hand, and shook her head. “I have to get to class.” She brushed the grass off her uniform before turning around and staring at the buildings behind him as if she were trying to get her bearings.

    When he realized she was about to rush off, he pushed a hand out. “Hold on,” he began, realizing this was a perfect opportunity to ask her some questions, “there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

    She didn’t glance his way as she brought up her wristwatch and typed something into it. She clearly had no idea where she was meant to be, but with another particularly bitter cuss, she began to rush off across the grounds.

    “Hold on,” he repeated as he jogged to catch up.

    “Oh, no,” she muttered under her breath, “he’s going to kill me.”

    “Who’s going to kill you?” Carson easily kept pace beside her.

    “Commander Sharpe,” she groaned. “I’m already on a reprimand. Oh heck, why did I go to sleep under that tree?”

    “Where are you meant to be?” he asked helpfully.

    “Training Center Alpha-2.” She looked down at her wristwatch again for confirmation. “I’m not very good with directions,” she added needlessly, “and I’ve only been in the training center once before.”

    “It’s this way.” He waved her forward.

    He didn’t know why he was helping her get to class. He’d just caught her napping under a tree, and he knew it was his duty to reprimand her for skipping one of Sharpe’s tutorials. Instead, he led her on, confidently walking through the halls as she awkwardly strode beside him.

    He glanced her way to note that her expression periodically swung between embarrassment and something… else.

    Fear. Panic of some description.

    She kept looking at her left hand – pumping it back and forth as if she’d lost circulation to it.

    “What were you dreaming of?” he found himself asking abruptly and rudely, considering it wasn’t his business.

    She frowned as they entered the long corridor that led directly to Training Center Alpha-2. “Sorry?”

    He cleared his throat. “Before, under the tree, you looked like you were dreaming. You even said something under your breath…. So I was just wondering…. Never mind.” He grimaced at how dumb he sounded.

    “I wasn’t dreaming,” she answered with a dead tone. “Thank you for directing me here, Lieutenant.” She nodded, even offering a salute. Though every other move she made was ungainly and uncoordinated, the salute was snapped, sharp, and proper.

    He felt compelled to give one in reply.

    She scooted off without another word.

    He desperately wanted to know what she’d dreamed of and what was wrong with her left hand and, come to think of it, what exactly had happened to her down on Remus 12, but she turned and ran to class without even glancing over her shoulder at him.

    He stood there, staring at the enormous black doors of the training center she’d just run through.

    “Ha,” he muttered under his breath. “This is just weird.”

    He shook his head. He had things to do, and it was time to stop wasting the day.

    He didn’t get far. Just as he rounded the corner, Sharpe marched up to him. “Blake, just who I’ve been looking for. My other tutor for this session is sick, and I need somebody to stand in right now. You don’t look busy. Are you busy?” he asked pointedly.

    If it were anybody else asking that question, Blake would have brushed them off. He was the leader of the Force, and he could easily come up with an excuse to get out of most things.

    But Commander Sharpe was Commander Sharpe, and Blake owed it to him. So, with a groan, Blake admitted he wasn’t busy, and Sharpe took him by the arm, turned him around, and shoved him forward. “I know this is a bit below your level of expertise, Lieutenant, but I need you to help me demonstrate Class 1 TI weapons to some of my students.”

    Blake’s eyebrows twitched up. “Class 1?”

    “Yes, yes, I know, child’s play for you, but just humor me. I can’t find another tutor, and I really don’t want to cancel the class. I’m late as it is.”

    As Sharpe marched him forward, Blake quickly realized they were headed to Training Center Alpha-2.

    With a soft chuckle, he smiled.

    Cadet Harper was in there, and if Sharpe was late, the class hadn’t started yet, which meant she wouldn’t get in trouble.

    Lucky for her.

    The poor cadet really looked as though she could use some luck right now.

    Once Sharpe marched him through the doors, Blake’s presence was met with instant, excited muttering.

    This training center was an enormous complex. A room of approximately 200-meters by 200-meters, it had enough space to allow budding cadets to learn the intricacies of TI weapons. It also had enough defensive precautions in place to stop them from harming themselves or anybody else.

    TI weapons, in untrained hands, were dangerous things.

    “All right, listen up,” Sharpe announced as he walked into the center of his class, “today we are lucky enough to have a true master with us.” He gestured at Blake.

    Carson forced himself to lift a hand and wave to the class, but he winced. Why did people always refer to him as a master? He was just a guy, for crying out loud.

    The class practically gave a collective cry of joy. Well, almost everybody did.

    Carson focused on one cadet standing away from the group, shuffling her feet and staring at her left hand.

    Harper.

    She had such a confused expression on her face, and she was still gazing at her palm as if it didn’t belong to her.

    “Alright, class, spread out – you know the drill,” Sharpe snapped. “Everybody, pick up their weapons. Harper, you’re with me,” Sharpe added tersely.

    Harper looked up, her expression crumpling with disappointment.

    As her shoulders slumped, she passed Carson without another look, heading toward Sharpe.

    Carson turned on his foot to watch Harper and Sharpe head over to a different section of the training hall where the simpler TI objects were kept. It was the stuff they used for the first-year cadets – the kids who’d only recently received their TI implants.

    Was Sharpe reprimanding Harper by not allowing her to use the weapons, or had she never progressed?

    Considering that question briefly, he reached the answer all too readily.

    She’d never progressed.

    Though she seemed friendly and sweet, she didn’t come across as a competent cadet.

    All too soon Carson found himself demonstrating Class 1 weapons, and the students did their best to follow his example.

    He was admittedly distracted. He kept staring over at Sharpe as he tersely snapped at Harper to try harder. She was barely capable of shifting a small TI block off the floor. Though her face was deeply furrowed with concentration, no matter how hard she appeared to try, she just couldn’t do it.

    Sharpe looked apoplectic and kept telling her she was worse than she usually was.

    Though Carson kept half an eye on her, he knew he couldn’t allow himself to become distracted. Though he was only dealing with Class 1 weapons, he had to watch the rest of the students in case they had accidents.

    That being said, they appeared to be talented, and one in particular was a cut above the rest.

    Cadet J’Etem.

    He recognized her from the Remus 12 mission. She was a friend of Cadet Harper and had already been selected as a potential recruit for the Force.

    Her command of Class 1 weapons was astounding. Without any tutelage from him, she managed to pick up three blocks and spin them around her with impressive speed. Though he could easily thrust out a hand to catch one, with practice, she’d be able to propel the blocks so fast they’d be able to crash through walls.

    The blocks were about 30-centimeters square and made of smooth gunmetal-gray stone. Well, he said stone – in reality, they were pure telekinetic magnetized material. The very stuff TI implants operated on.

    Even though they were only Class 1 weapons, Cadet J’Etem had a good handle of them.

    “That’s great,” Carson managed as he smiled at her.

    Demurely, she offered a shy smile of her own. “Thank you; I’ve been practicing hard.”

    “That’s great to hear,” he said, realizing he’d said great twice as if he didn’t have the brain cells to think of another word.

    Someone sniggered at his side, and he turned to see it was Sharpe.

    “How’s it going, tutor?” Sharpe asked with a pointed look.

    “Fine,” Blake said.

    “Cadet J’Etem here is one of our finest TI specialists,” Sharpe pointed out needlessly.

    Carson already knew that, though he liked the polite smile J’Etem gave at the compliment.

    “It’s nothing, really,” she managed. “I’m nowhere as good as I should be.”

    “Don’t be humble, Cadet; you’ve put in the hard yards, and it has paid off. Unlike some,” Sharpe said as he shot Cadet Harper a stern look over his shoulder.

    Harper, for her part, looked as if she’d given up. Several training blocks were strewn at her feet, but she didn’t appear to have the ability to shift even one of them.

    “You know, I could try to give her a hand.” Carson nodded Harper’s way.

    Sharpe gave out a laugh like a bullet blast. “Don’t waste your time.”

    Though Carson already knew Sharpe had a temper and a personality like a bulldog, he bristled. Yes, Harper appeared to be incapable, but she didn’t deserve everybody’s ire. She wasn’t incompetent on purpose. She simply appeared to be flaky.

    Before Carson could point this out, J’Etem reached down and managed to activate four blocks by her feet all at once.

    He was impressed, and he offered her a smile that conveyed that.

    With perfect timing, she managed to make them spin around her.

    She really was good, and he realized that before too long, she would undoubtedly make her way into the Force.

    He could use good TI practitioners like her.

    Just as soon as those four blocks began to spin, one of them darted off.

    Quickly. Blindingly fast.

    He had time to stumble forward as surprise slackened his brow before the block powered across the room with the speed of a bullet.

    It slammed into Harper.

    She turned briefly, and he saw her eyes widen as the block smacked into the center of her chest and sent her flying. There was a crack, and it was bone.

    The block didn’t just knock her off her feet. It pinned her to the ground.

    Sharpe was the first to react. The commander sprinted toward her and reached forward, spreading his hand as he activated his implant. A faint yellow energy played across his fingers as he used as much power as he could muster to pull the block off Harper.

    It should have been an easy task for somebody like Sharpe. For all the times he’d claimed Blake was a master, Sharpe was one of the best TI practitioners at the Academy. Yet it was clear he was having trouble pulling the training block off her chest.

    “Come on,” Sharpe hissed under his breath.

    With a snap, the training block released, and Sharpe managed to yank it off her.

    Carson sprinted to his side.

    “Oh no, Harper,” Sharpe said under his breath. His anger was obvious, but so was his compassion. With one look at the man, you could see his features were pale and drawn. He immediately used his wrist device to check her vitals, then called the medical bay.

    Harper was unconscious, her head lolled to one side, her hair a mess over her shoulder as the clip that had fixed it lay broken beside her.

    With a kick of fear, Carson noticed a trickle of blood trailing down the side of her parted lips.

    She’d just been struck by a speeding training block.

    She was lucky to be alive.

    “Blake, you deal with my students,” Sharpe snapped as he stood over Harper protectively, waiting for the medical team to arrive. “And figure out what just happened,” he growled under his breath.

    Carson wanted to point out he could take Harper to the med bay, but he figured Sharpe had no intention of letting him. For all Sharpe’s apparent hatred of Harper, he obviously felt responsible for her, and right now, he looked like a protective father.

    Silently Carson stepped back, watching as the medical team rushed in, placed Harper on a hovering stretcher, and took her away.

    For too long Carson stood there staring at the doors as they closed behind Sharpe.

    He shook his head and forced himself to turn.

    “Oh no, what did I do?” J’Etem croaked as she clapped her hands over her lips. Her eyes were wide and trembling with tears.

    He turned to her and glanced out at the rest of the cadets.

    Everyone looked surprised. Fair enough. Though training accidents occurred frequently, they were scrapes and bumps. That block had shot off toward Harper with unfathomable speed.

    It could have killed her. If Sharpe hadn’t managed to disengage the block and pull it from her chest, it would have.

    “What did I do?” J’Etem whimpered.

    Though J’Etem was a skilled TI practitioner, Carson knew she hadn’t caused the accident. She didn’t have the power.

    “It’s fine,” he tried, giving J’Etem what he hoped was a commiserating nod. “She’ll be fine,” he added under his breath.

    “What happened?” one of the other cadets asked, walking over to the offending training block. It still lay exactly where Sharpe had dumped it after pulling it off Harper’s chest.

    Frowning, Carson walked up to it and looked down. He lifted it up and turned it around in his hands.

    It looked and felt normal, and as he scanned it with his wrist device, he realized there wasn’t anything overtly wrong with it. “It’ll have to be tested. It’s probably just… an imbalance in the magnetized material,” he tried, appreciating his explanation sounded implausible. He couldn’t come up with anything better.

    “I’m so sorry,” J’Etem said, her hands still gripped over her mouth as her stunning eyes widened further.

    “It wasn’t your fault. This was an accident,” Carson said definitively. “Now, I’m canceling this class. Return to your rooms and head to your next class when it’s time.” He nodded at Cadet J’Etem, hooked the training block under his arm, and headed for the doors. He’d take the block to one of the labs to ascertain why it malfunctioned. Then he’d head up to the med bay to see how Harper was.

    Unfortunately, something came up, and by the time he reached the medical facility later that afternoon, Harper had already been discharged. Though the training block had broken several of her ribs and given her extensive internal bleeding, that was no match for the wonders of modern medical technology.

    Feeling disappointed that he hadn’t been able to see her, Carson promised himself that at the next opportunity, he would drop in to see how she was.

    This time he would find out exactly what had happened down on that planet and what exactly she’d been dreaming of.

  
    Chapter 7

    Cadet Nida Harper

    She sat on the edge of her bed, pressing her fingers into her ribs.

    They’d been fixed, but they still tingled.

    Her whole body vibrated with pins and needles.

    Pressing her lips together, she indulged in a groan.

    Wow, hadn’t today been one for the books?

    She was usually unlucky, but this was extreme, even for her.

    Not only had she overslept again, only to fall asleep under a tree rather than getting to class, but she’d been knocked out in the training center.

    At least that hadn’t been her fault. It had been an accident. One no one was able to explain to her. Nobody had made that block go scooting across the training center to wallop her on the chest, so the prevailing theory was that the block itself had malfunctioned. She’d never heard of TI blocks malfunctioning, but she wasn’t exactly the most knowledgeable cadet out there.

    Pushing up, she let out a tense breath, being careful not to extend her chest out too far. Though her muscles didn’t ache, it felt weird to move them.

    Every single thing felt weird.

    For about the millionth time, she brought up her left hand and stared at it.

    She was still dimly aware of the terrible dream she’d had under the oak tree that morning, but it was fading.

    She could recall that writhing blue energy biting into her palm and fingers, and it made her shudder.

    “Come on,” she told herself through gritted teeth, “you have to do your assignments.”

    She couldn’t put them off any longer. She was getting further and further behind. What was worse, she’d missed all afternoon due to her injuries.

    She slowly slouched over to her desk, neatened what she could, then stuck her tongue out as she considered the display on the hovering holographic computer screen. It sat several centimeters above her desk, tipped at an angle so she could see it properly. It displayed an enormous list of stuff she had to catch up on.

    She tried closing her eyes, but when she opened them, the assignments hadn’t disappeared.

    The last thing she wanted to do right now was work. She would prefer to make herself a massive bowl of ramen and fold up on the couch watching holo movies.

    She sucked in a breath, stiffened her back, forced her chin to jut out, and got to work.

    She did what she could, keeping the boring tasks until last. The boring tasks were always the same for her. TI practice.

    Ah, she hated it.

    No matter how hard she tried, she never progressed. Everyone – including Sharpe – believed that with just enough sweat and tears, anyone could master their implant. Well, she’d sweated, and she’d cried, but she was still at the bottom of the pile.

    She stood up, marching over to her bedside table and picking up the tiny, itty-bitty TI cube she was meant to use for practice. Fresh new cadets learned to master the use of this itty-bitty cube in their first week.

    She still had trouble lifting it out of its case.

    Sitting roughly on her bed, she shot the cube a merciless glare as it sat there, offending her by its mere existence.

    Contrary to popular belief, Nida wasn’t lazy. She tried her hardest. It just so happened that her hardest was never good enough.

    She hadn’t given up yet. That was something. But it was still demoralizing every time she had to face her utter incompetence with her TI.

    “Okay,” she breathed dramatically, tipping her head back and rolling her eyes at the ceiling as if it agreed with her that all TI blocks were lame. “Come on.” She reached forward and pressed the button that would disengage the TI block from its pedestal.

    There was a beep then a flash of blue light.

    No, yellow light. She knew it was yellow, yet for a heart-pounding instant, she thought it was blue.

    She pressed her fingers into her eyelids. “What’s wrong with you?” she muttered, winking one eye open to confirm the light was most certainly yellow.

    “You’re tired, you’re stressed, and you spent the afternoon being coaxed back from death,” she answered her own question.

    Feeling relieved at that conclusion, she leaned forward and spread the fingers of her right palm over the top of the TI block. Her hand hovered several centimeters above the block, and with a commanding thought, she tried to force the block to jump up into her grip.

    It didn’t work.

    It never worked.

    Before she could give up and flop back down, something incredible happened. The block began to spin.

    Fast.

    Blindingly fast.

    The force of it rattled the bedside table.

    “What the…?” She collapsed onto her bed.

    The block shot toward her.

    She had just enough time to push her hand out to grab it before it slammed into her chest. She held it as surprise slackened her jaw.

    Had she just… moved the block on her own?

    She brought her palm out, opened the fingers, and stared at the little cube.

    With a tight breath, she set it back on her bedside table.

    She pushed her hand out again. With a silent command, she imagined the block jumping up and flying into her grip.

    It did.

    This time, it was faster than before. The speed of it threw her backward until she banged against the wall behind her bed.

    “What?” she gasped, staring at the block tightly clasped in her fist.

    She offered a quick, nervous laugh.

    She tried it again.

    She set the block down, she commanded it to come to her, and it came.

    The more she tried it, the quicker it came. Pain stabbed through her arm and hand from catching the speeding block, but she paid no attention to it.

    She jumped to her feet, and she laughed.

    Wow. She’d done it.

    She’d mastered the training block.

    It had only taken her years of practice, but right now that didn’t matter. Nida let out a relieved laugh and skipped around the room.

    She had to show somebody. She had to prove to someone else at the Academy what she’d just been able to do. Otherwise she wouldn’t believe it herself.

    With another happy laugh, she opened her door and practically danced out into the living room.

    She expected to see Alicia there, eating in front of the TV, looking bored as usual.

    She didn’t.

    She glanced over to see two men sitting on her couch.

    She’d seen one from the Academy bulletins, and she knew the other personally. You see, it was Lieutenant Carson Blake. In her apartment. Sitting on her sofa. Staring at her TV.

    What the heck?

    He looked up, and so did the man beside him, Lieutenant Travis.

    They both appeared surprised, and she quickly realized she was in nothing more than a pair of flimsy black shorts and a singlet.

    “Ah… what are you doing here?” she squeaked as she positioned herself behind the kitchen bench.

    Blake actually looked flushed, but his friend just shrugged. “Your flatmate Alicia is in her room. We’re just waiting for her.”

    “Oh,” Nida muttered, realizing that Travis and Blake were the two lieutenants Alicia had mentioned last night.

    What with one thing and another, Nida had forgotten Alicia had invited guests around. “Ah, right,” she managed, turning around to head back to her room.

    She realized she was being rude, but she didn’t care. She just wanted to get back into her room before she blushed an even more incandescent shade of blue.

    No, red.

    She meant red.

    Blue was on her brain.

    As she shook her head to dislodge the thought, Blake got to his feet.

    “How are you?” he asked quickly. “I didn’t get a chance to see you after the accident.” He looked genuinely concerned, and as he crossed from the lounge to the open kitchen, he appeared to assess her for any sign of injury.

    Which was kind of embarrassing considering she was still in her pajamas.

    “What?” she asked stupidly as she tried to hide behind the bench.

    “Your accident,” he said slowly as if he were talking to a child, “in the training center. The block.” His eyebrows knitted together as he swallowed.

    “Oh, that? It’s fine.” She flopped a hand at him.

    A small drop of blood flew from her palm and landed on the clean white bench before her.

    “Hey, are you cut?” Blake took several sharp steps up to her side.

    “No,” she answered automatically, then brought her hand up to stare at it.

    It was bruised and cut, and blood dripped down her palm and fingers.

    … The cube.

    Every time she’d caught the training block, it had been moving with such force, it had lacerated her hand.

    Yet… she hadn’t noticed.

    The excitement of being able to move the cube had somehow blocked out the pain of injuring her hand.

    “Um,” she managed dumbly as she continued to stare at her palm.

    Looking up to see Blake’s clear shock, she quickly cleared her throat, closed her hand into a fist, and nodded. “Um yeah,” she managed. “Just a little. It’s fine,” she added.

    He looked at her askance as if she was mad. “That looks pretty bad.”

    “It’s fine,” she insisted.

    “How did you do it?” He kept trying to shift around the bench to get a closer look at her, but she wouldn’t let him.

    She just ducked further around the bench to keep her threadbare shorts from view.

    “Ah… fell over?” she tried, knowing her questioning tone was unconvincing.

    Before Blake could call her bluff, the main doors opened, and Alicia’s friend Bridget walked in.

    She gave Nida a pointed look.

    It was time for Nida to make a discreet exit before she could get in any trouble.

    “Right,” she squeaked, “enjoy your date.” She turned and practically threw herself at her door.

    Once she was through it and it closed behind her, she leaned there, shaking her head hard.

    “Oh… oh, that was just… perfect,” she managed sarcastically.

    Carson Blake of all people had been in her living room. What was worse, she’d acted like a complete idiot by not realizing she’d cut herself.

    With a heavy swallow, she brought up her right hand and stared at it.

    It was badly bruised. She could see the familiar mottled pattern of purple, black, and murky red.

    The bleeding was slowing at least.

    She took a breath as she poked her injuries with her good hand.

    They didn’t… hurt. Not like they should. A dull ache radiated from them, sending a mild cold sensation pushing through her wrist, but that was it.

    She’d bruised herself before, and she’d cut herself – multiple times – and it never felt like this.

    It was as if her brain was preoccupied with something else. Like her central nervous system was too busy processing the tingles burrowing into her flesh to bother with the pain from her latest injury.

    She grated her teeth back and forth, still poking at the bruise, then she pushed up from the door and stared over at her computer.

    She wondered whether she should try to contact one of her doctors, just to let them know what was happening to her… in case it was serious. But with a sigh, she realized there was no point. They’d already checked her over thoroughly, and she had a reputation for being a walking accident – one she didn’t want to keep adding to.

    As she turned her attention back to her hand, she decided she would definitely see someone in the morning if her weird symptoms persisted. Right now, she would have to bandage her hand.

    She walked over to her bedside table, grabbing a top from it and holding it tightly against her bleeding hand.

    She glanced at the training block.

    She’d placed it back in the cradle once she’d finished practicing with it.

    It sat there, locked in place by several strong metal clamps.

    She felt sick as she looked at it.

    Horrible nausea started to lift through her, making her shiver and sweat.

    As she stared at the training block, she swore she saw the yellow light on the cradle flash to blue.

    The intercom on her door beeped.

    She jumped, letting out a yelp.

    “Ah, Harper?” someone asked hesitantly.

    It was Carson.

    She was thankful for the soundproof walls. She didn’t need him thinking she was any more pathetic than he already did.

    “Harper?” he tried again. “Are you alright?”

    She clenched her teeth and sucked a breath through them.

    She shook her head.

    She was starting to realize that just maybe she wasn’t alright.

    She couldn’t feel her hand. The pain… it just wasn’t there.

    And those flashes of blue….

    She shook her head again, the move sharp and desperate.

    “Harper?” Carson asked once more.

    She stood up.

    She had to go back to the medical bay. Okay, so the doctors would likely tell her she was just being a hypochondriac, but she had to check.

    She walked to the door.

    Alicia and Bridget would kill her for coming out and interrupting their pre-date, or whatever it was, but Nida didn’t have a choice.

    Plus, if Alicia didn’t kill her, this cold, stone-like sensation would.

    Reaching for the door, Nida was about to open it before she realized she was still half-dressed.

    “Woops,” she mumbled to herself as she cast around for her clothes.

    She walked over to where she’d dumped her uniform.

    She didn’t reach it.

    “Harper?” Carson tried once more. “Seriously, are you alright in there?”

    There was a crack.

    A loud one.

    She had just a second to look up as she saw the training block tear from its cradle.

    It shot toward her.

    She stumbled back, throwing herself at the wall and pushing out her hand to catch the block.

    She managed to catch it, but the force of it bowling into her served to slam her against the door.

    It also broke her wrist.

    She could hear it, but she couldn’t feel it.

    The block kept on moving.

    Though she’d caught it, it didn’t stop.

    It twisted in her grip, flinging her with it as it smashed into the door. Her knuckles slammed against the unyielding metal of the door frame, and she screamed in horror as blood splattered from them.

    She still couldn’t feel it, though – she couldn’t feel a thing.

    The block still didn’t stop moving.

    No matter how hard she tried to let it go, she couldn’t.

    It felt as if her fingers had turned to stone.

  
    Chapter 8

    Carson Blake

    “Come on, Carson,” Travis said from the couch, “she clearly doesn’t want to talk to you. Just leave her alone.”

    Carson turned over his shoulder to shoot Travis a silencing glare. “She’s injured.”

    “She’s always injured.” The woman called Bridget laughed. “Travis is right. She’ll be fine.”

    Carson looked at them both. Then he promptly turned around, jammed his thumb into the intercom button by Cadet Harper’s door, and asked to be let in again.

    “Carson, come on,” Travis tried as he finally got up from the couch.

    “Nope,” Carson answered. “You guys can go, but Nida is injured and needs to go to the med bay. Plus, after the accident today, I owe it to her to check,” he added under his breath.

    “What accident? You mean the one in the training center? Did that happen to her?” Travis asked conversationally.

    Carson didn’t bother replying.

    He heard something.

    A thump.

    A loud one.

    It came from Harper’s room.

    He stepped back sharply.

    Then he jolted forward and jammed his finger back into the button. “Harper, Harper,” he snapped, “open the door. What happened? Are you alright?”

    “She probably just tripped over,” Bridget tried from behind him, but her voice wavered.

    Travis now walked quickly to his side.

    There was another resounding thump from Harper’s door.

    “Okay, this isn’t right.” Carson breathed quickly.

    Then he did something he probably shouldn’t. He invaded Harper’s privacy by overriding the lock on her door.

    It was easy, especially with his level of clearance. All it took was a code typed into the panel on the wall.

    The door opened with a swish, and Nida flew out.

    He had time to duck to the side, furling an arm out to grab her around the middle.

    Her torso slammed against his grip as something propelled her forward.

    Everything happened so fast.

    He kept his arm around her, but he had to use every gram of his strength not to let her go.

    With a crack that sounded like bone snapping, something erupted from her hand.

    Small and black, he realized it was a training cube. The tiniest and easiest of the training cubes, in fact.

    It sprung from her grip like a bullet, then shot across the room.

    He had barely a second before it changed direction abruptly and headed straight back for Nida, traveling at blinding speed.

    Travis jumped forward and grabbed the cube, his right arm exploding in yellow energy as he turned his TI onto full.

    Though he managed to catch the cube, he couldn’t stop it, and it dragged him forward, his boots squeaking dramatically across the floor.

    “Turn it off,” Carson commanded, spitting his words desperately.

    “I can’t.” Travis spoke through clenched teeth, tension making every muscle in his neck protrude outward. The tiny training cube in his hand kept pulling him forward, right toward Harper.

    “Turn it off,” Carson screamed. He still had an arm around Harper. She was limp in his grip, her right arm hanging loosely against his, blood covering it and splashing over his boots.

    “I can’t,” Travis managed, yellow energy cascading up his arm, indicating his TI was at full capacity.

    It would ordinarily take little effort for someone like Travis to turn off a TI cube, let alone such a small one.

    But he couldn’t, and he gave it everything he had.

    The cube kept dragging Travis forward as it forced itself toward Harper.

    If or when Travis let go of it, the cube would punch forward with such speed, it would rip through Harper’s chest. Realizing that in a cold wash of dread, Carson thrust Harper back and through her open bedroom door. He reached up and closed it.

    He watched the door shut with a whispered hiss.

    He stared at it.

    He had barely a second to turn toward Harper. She lay still, his arm still pinning her to his side.

    She was awake and breathing erratically, but her right arm was a bloody mess against her stomach.

    Before he could reach down to check on her, something slammed into the closed doors, forcing them to buckle inward.

    He jumped, doubling back.

    He watched the metal bend and twist as a small cube-shaped dent appeared in it.

    The training block was forcing its way in, right through the closed, reinforced door.

    He swore loudly, then snapped his attention back to Harper. She couldn’t be doing this. Not only did she have precious little ability with her TI implant, but she was also practically out cold, and yet the block was still moving.

    He stared at her quickly, realization dawning on him.

    Her implant.

    It had to be malfunctioning.

    It was the only thing that could explain what was happening and what had happened earlier today.

    He reached down just as the doors gave a groan.

    As quickly as he could, with sweat covering his brow and building up between his fingers, he pushed the top of her singlet down.

    All TI implants were embedded just below the throat, and he quickly found hers with trembling fingers.

    He commanded his own implant with a quick and powerful thought, sending a pulse of yellow energy through his palm. It pushed down against the small, round, silver implant that was flush with her skin.

    He would try to turn it off. If that didn’t work… he’d have no option but to rip it from her throat.

    It wouldn’t kill her, but unless he stopped that training block, it would rip through her like hail through a spiderweb.

    He waited, unable to breathe, barely capable of thinking, and poised with so much tension raking his body, his bones could have shattered.

    He waited for the implant to turn off. With a click, it finally did.

    But the block didn’t stop.

    He turned his head in a snap to see the doors still buckling under the cube’s force.

    He stared at the sight, surprise ripping through him.

    Just as the doors threatened to give way, the groaning stopped. Silence filtered in.

    He heard Travis swearing from the other side, and with a heavy breath, Carson realized it was over.

    “Are you alright?” Travis screamed.

    “Fine,” Carson shot back.

    He turned. He stared at her.

    She was still awake but only barely.

    She was on her back, her body twisted in an uncomfortable position, her head lolled to the side as she stared at her bloodied right palm.

    “It’s okay.” He dropped to his knees beside her, his hand hovering over her badly injured arm.

    She looked up at him, wheezing as she laboriously turned her neck.

    She would be in incredible pain.

    “A medical team will be here soon,” he promised. He sat back and screamed at Travis to get the door open and get a doctor here now.

    When he returned his attention to Harper, he saw how strange her expression was. It wasn’t twisted in agony, only confusion.

    “You’ll be okay. Your implant malfunctioned. I’ve turned it off. You’ll be okay,” he repeated, possibly for his own benefit. “Just lie there and try not to think about the pain.”

    “It doesn’t hurt,” she answered, her voice filled with a far-off quality.

    He bristled, the hair on the back of his neck standing straight. “What?”

    “I can’t feel it,” she mumbled, still breathing hard. “And I can’t move it,” she added, still staring at her hand.

    “You’ll be fine. You’re just injured.”

    “It feels like stone,” she whispered.

    He shivered.

    There was a gut-wrenching, sorrowful edge to her tone.

    “Hey,” he leaned down, ducking his head close to hers, trying to distract her, “the medical team is coming. Everything is going to be fine.”

    She looked up at him, her hazel eyes wide.

    Her expression stilled him. No, it reached into him and imprinted itself upon his mind. If he closed his eyes, he’d still be able to see her horribly pale cheeks and drawn, thin, blue-tinged lips.

    “It’ll be alright,” he said one last time.

    “No, it won’t be,” she whispered.

    She blacked out, her head slumping to the side.

    He checked her, confirming she was still alive. He stood up and stared at the door.

    It was destroyed.

    Completely warped.

    In a second, there was a thump, then another, and it buckled in.

    Travis rushed through, a medical team just behind him. “What just happened?” He stared at Carson with pale shock slackening his usually confident expression.

    Carson placed a hand on his mouth, locking it around his lips. It took him too long to realize his fingers were covered in Nida’s blood, and it was only the distinct tangy smell of iron that made him shiver and pull his hand away.

    The medical team set to work immediately.

    Carson was struck with the realization this was the second time he’d seen Harper packed gently on a hover stretcher today.

    This time, he was going with her.

    As a thin-lipped doctor surveyed her arm, she stood and nodded at him to get out of her way.

    “Hold on, I’m coming too,” Carson announced. Before the doctor could protest, he put his hand up and shook his head. “That’s an order.”

    “What’s going on?” Travis breathed heavily as he stood out of the way and let the stretcher and doctor pass. He shot Carson a pleading look. “I couldn’t stop that training block. I mean, I used everything. I couldn’t turn it off. I couldn’t even slow it down.”

    Carson tried to nod, but he couldn’t. He stood there and shivered. “It was her implant. It malfunctioned,” he said, but his voice sounded hollow.

    “Implants don’t malfunction,” Travis croaked back, “not the new ones.”

    “Well, this one did.” Carson swallowed, his Adam’s apple pushing hard against his high collar. “That block only stopped once I turned her implant off.”

    Travis looked sickened from his shock, but he nodded and pushed a trembling hand through his hair.

    It was his right hand, the one he usually used to manipulate TI objects. It probably hurt a lot.

    “You should get that checked out.” He nodded at Travis’ hand.

    Travis looked at it. “I intend to. But right now, I need a real stiff drink.”

    Carson gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “So do I. But it can wait. You stay here and—”

    “Explain to anyone who asks what happened to that door.” Travis nodded at the badly warped metal.

    “Yep. I’m going to go to the med bay with her. I want to be there when she wakes up,” he added needlessly.

    He didn’t have to be there when she woke up; Carson barely knew Harper, and their interactions to-date all revolved around her injuring herself.

    That didn’t matter. He wanted to be there.

    Travis shrugged and shot Carson a knowing look. “Alright then. You run off, and I’ll deal with the aftermath.” He poked the warped door with his boot.

    Carson gave his friend a quick nod, then picked his way out of Cadet Nida Harper’s room.

    He briefly glanced around at it.

    It was neat and clean, or at least it would have been before a training cube had smashed it up.

    There were several paintings on the walls and a holo photo of Nida with a smiling man and woman who were probably her parents. She had a big, friendly grin on her face, and her arms were scooped around both of them.

    He turned away from the photo sharply, realizing it was an invasion of her privacy, and he walked out of the room.

    Alicia and his date – Bridget – were standing in the lounge room, their faces ashen with fright.

    He barely knew them, and he’d only agreed to accompany Travis on this double date because the guy had twisted his arm.

    He offered them both a sedate smile. “We’re going to have to cancel.”

    “What… what happened?” Alicia asked quickly, her words barely audible as she spluttered through them.

    “Accident,” he mumbled, his tone reserved. “Everything will be fine. Harper… is going to the medical bay, and Travis will stay here to clean things up. Everything will be fine,” he added needlessly as he backed away through the room.

    “What, you’re leaving?” Bridget demanded.

    “Sorry, I’m going to see how she is.” He lifted a hand in goodbye, then practically ran from the room.

    He headed as fast as he could to the main medical bay of the Academy.

    There he waited as doctors saw to Cadet Nida Harper.

    He had a lot of time to think. Yet all he could think of was the moment she’d burst from her door, straight into his arms, blood covering her right arm as her hand clutched that speeding cube.

    It took longer than usual for the doctors to fix Harper up, and the hours drew on and on.

    He didn’t leave. He just waited until she finally woke up.

  
    Chapter 9

    Cadet Nida Harper

    She woke with a start.

    She’d been dreaming again. That same dream. She’d been back on the planet, her hand covered in writhing blue energy.

    As her eyes shot open, she stared at the ceiling, breathing hard.

    It took her way too long to realize the ceiling wasn’t hers.

    She heard someone stand sharply by her side, their shoes squeaking against the floor.

    She turned to see Carson Blake.

    She swallowed her surprise.

    “You’re in the medical bay,” he said directly and slowly. “You were injured. You’re fine now, though.” He actually sighed with relief as he noted that.

    “What? What do you mean I’m in the medical bay?” she asked, her tone high with disbelief.

    Then she realized with a quick glance past Carson that she was indeed in the medical bay. She’d been here enough times to recognize it easily.

    “It’s okay.” He reached her side. His hand hovered awkwardly above her shoulder as if he wanted to rest it there reassuringly. “There was an accident. Do you remember what happened?”

    She stared at him, trying to push past the remnants of her dream. They fogged up her memory, making everything else seem indistinct and far off. But slowly it came back. “The training center,” she managed. “That block that hit me.”

    He nodded, but he pressed his lips together hard, the flesh crumpling and turning white and blue. “Yeah, that happened, but do you remember what happened in your apartment?”

    She stared at him.

    She tried to recall something, anything.

    After a pause, she shook her head. “No.”

    His shoulders sagged, and he grabbed his mouth, breathing hard through his fingers. “Okay, one of the doctors should probably tell you this, but they aren’t around. You… ah… your implant malfunctioned.”

    She couldn’t do anything but stare at him. She knew she looked like a complete idiot, but she couldn’t help it. “What do you mean?”

    “It malfunctioned,” he breathed. “The doctors have confirmed it. It sent… a training block….” He stopped as he tried to select his words carefully. “You had an accident with a training block.”

    “I don’t understand.”

    “You don’t remember what happened in your room? You don’t remember the small TI block you keep on your bedside table?”

    She went to shake her head. She stopped.

    A thrill of excitement raced through her, immediately followed by dread.

    She remembered sitting on her bed and succeeding for the first time in her life at controlling her TI block. She recalled commanding it to come to her and the small thing zipping through the air with incredible speed.

    With a chill, she remembered the block slamming into her hand and bashing her against the door.

    She collapsed her fingers over her mouth and whimpered.

    He winced. “It’s okay. Everything is fine now. Nobody got hurt. I mean… nobody but you,” he corrected awkwardly.

    She kept her fingers pressed hard against her lips, forcing the warm flesh against her teeth. She jerked it back as she realized it was her right hand.

    She stared at it in horror.

    “They fixed you up,” he assured her. “No permanent damage. And your implant has been recalibrated. It won’t malfunction again.”

    She clutched her right hand into a fist, closed her eyes, and tried to control herself.

    Carson Blake was standing by her bedside after having saved her from another training accident, and here she was, falling apart like the pathetic cadet everyone thought she was.

    Winking an eye open to see him still staring at her compassionately, she cleared her throat. “Thank you,” she managed.

    He laughed. It was a frustrated, disbelieving move and not one of mirth. “Don’t thank me. I should have realized there was something wrong with your implant after that incident in the training center,” he admitted, his tone tight with guilt.

    She looked at him, assessing him as carefully as she could.

    He didn’t look like he was lying, which meant he somehow genuinely thought this was his fault.

    “Why?” she asked.

    He considered her, his surprise evident. “I just should have realized. That block in the training center checked out as normal… so I should have at least considered the possibility your implant had malfunctioned.”

    “No, you shouldn’t have,” she told him evenly. “None of the doctors thought my implant could be acting up, and neither did Sharpe. And Sharpe thinks of everything.”

    Carson considered her quietly, then offered a half-smile.

    “So you can hardly blame yourself, not unless you want to blame Sharpe too. And let me tell you, he’s faultless. Blaming that man will get you nowhere.”

    Carson laughed. It was a soft move, and the sound of it echoing through the empty room was a welcome one.

    Briefly, it made her forget what had just happened to her.

    But its effect didn’t last.

    All too soon, she brought up her hand to stare at it again.

    It wasn’t her right hand – the one she’d damaged in her room – no, it was her left palm. The one that danced with energy in her dreams.

    She frowned at it as she considered the marks in her flesh and the whorls on her fingertips.

    “What is it?”

    She let the hand drop and tried to ignore it. “Nothing. I’m sure it’s just stress. The doctors keep telling me I’m just stressed,” she closed her eyes, “because I’m so far behind on my assignments and so unlucky and accident-prone.” She laughed bitterly. “And now I suppose I’m going to miss tomorrow’s classes and get even further behind.”

    “Today’s classes,” he corrected gently.

    “What?”

    “It’s 6 A.M.” He gestured to a window behind him.

    She stared at it dumbly. She could see dawn streaming in through the glass. “How long have I been out?” she croaked.

    “10 hours and 45 minutes,” he answered, his tone tight.

    “Wh… what?”

    “They had trouble rousing you.” His cheeks twitched as he spoke. “Your injuries were more extensive than they first thought.”

    “Oh. Right… okay,” she forced a smile, “so it’s tomorrow already, and I get the day off, again,” she couldn’t hold her smile, “which means Sharpe is going to be on my case for missing too many classes.”

    “No, he won’t be. He knows what happened here. I told him myself.”

    She looked up at Carson Blake. With a few rays of light filtering in from the window behind him, he looked otherworldly. He stood with such poise and confidence, he could take on the galaxy.

    Carson Freaking Blake – the finest graduate of the Galactic Coalition Academy in years.

    The most popular man around.

    He was standing in her hospital room, trying his hardest to reassure her everything would be fine.

    What exactly had she done to deserve this? How had she captured the attention of someone like Carson?

    Despite the rumors, Nida wasn’t soppy, and neither did she have low self-esteem. Though she appreciated Carson was popular and realized he was objectively handsome, that was it. She wasn’t the kind of girl who would go pink at the prospect he’d smiled at her. It just confused her deeply.

    Girls like Alicia commanded the attention of men like Carson Blake, because they were made for each other. She hoped they’d be happy together.

    Nida, on the other hand, wouldn’t be able to keep up with someone like Carson. He was too flashy, too important, and too well known.

    She liked a quiet life. Or at least she usually did when she wasn’t tripping over and almost dying, that was.

    So she had to wonder what he was doing in her hospital room looking so deeply and genuinely concerned.

    “They’ll let you go soon,” he promised, sighing hard. “But I’m going to get them to check your implant one last time.”

    “Okay,” she answered, incapable of thinking of anything else to say.

    Was this the bit where she was meant to throw herself at him and thank him for saving her? Of course she was grateful, but she wasn’t going to do it.

    Someone like Bridgit might do it, but someone like Bridgit would want the attention of Carson Blake.

    With a sigh, she shifted her head back until she stared at the ceiling. She closed her eyes.

    “You’re probably tired,” he muttered.

    “Hmm.”

    “You should get some rest. I’ll have one of the doctors look in on you later.”

    “Ah ha.”

    “You’ll be okay,” he said one last time.

    It was as if he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He’d repeated that exact same phrase like ten times already.

    Realizing she shouldn’t be rude, she muttered a quick thank you, then let her head sink back down into her pillow.

    She felt sleep creep toward her again, drawing a sheet of perfect black over her mind as it did.

    There, within the black, she saw a glint.

    A blue flash.

    Light, like water lapping and trickling over a stone, washed around her, escaping from her left hand and plunging deep, deep into her chest….

  
    Chapter 10

    Carson Blake

    Without another word, she turned around and promptly fell asleep.

    He swallowed back his surprise.

    Then he saw it.

    Her left hand twitched as if it were trying to catch hold of something.

    The move was slight, but it was there.

    His expression compressed with confusion and suspicion.

    Just what was wrong with her?

    How had her implant malfunctioned?

    What exactly did she keep dreaming of?

    Before she’d woken up, he’d sat dutifully in her room. As he had, he’d seen her dream.

    It had been fitful. Her hand had kept clutching back and forth, catching nothing but air.

    He’d pointed it out to a passing doctor, but they’d dismissed it as random nerve activity.

    Carson couldn’t dismiss it.

    He couldn’t dismiss anything. All he could do was sit there and remember – in perfect, agonizing detail – what had happened in her room.

    He tried to reassure himself that her implant had just malfunctioned, but it was a small and bitter consolation.

    He wanted a better reason.

    He wanted this to be more than an accident.

    Yes, that was it. That was why he couldn’t ignore her twitching hand. That’s why he couldn’t pull himself from her side, even though she was asleep again.

    He needed this not to be random. Though he didn’t know why.

    Cracking his back, he realized he was tired and confused.

    He’d had one heck of a night, and he couldn’t really spend the rest of the day sitting by a random cadet’s bedside.

    Seriously, he hardly knew her.

    People would start to talk.

    Reluctantly, he got to his feet.

    He tried to make it to the door, but he couldn’t.

    So he turned, and he sat back down again.

    Her left hand kept twitching as she slept.

    A restless silence descended on her, and he sat there uncomfortably on the edge of his chair as he listened to it.

    She shifted her head to the side, sighing heavily. She didn’t wake up, though.

    A part of him felt wrong for watching her while she slumbered.

    Again he pushed to his feet. This time he walked toward the door resolutely.

    He didn’t reach it.

    She whispered something.

    “Help me.”

    Just two little words.

    He could barely make them out, but they locked him to the spot.

    She shifted again, her left hand clutching harder at the air.

    He stood there in the doorway, staring at her, waiting to hear it once more.

    Just as his heart started to calm, she whispered those two little words again, “Help me.”

    She was still unconscious; the computer panel lodged in the wall above her bed confirmed that.

    She was just talking in her sleep.

    She said it one last time. Then she shifted, rolling over and wrapping her arms around her middle.

    She stilled.

    Her left hand stopped clutching at the air, and she didn’t whisper another word.

    It took him a long time to leave. It wasn’t until a doctor walked in beside him that he managed to shift back from her.

    He told the doctor she’d woken up. Then he backed out of the room.

    As he walked through the corridors of the medical bay, he felt numb.

    Her whispered words kept echoing in his head.

    She’d been asleep, and they had meant nothing, but he couldn’t stop them from reverberating through his skull.

    It took a long time to shake off their effects, but he couldn’t forget them, no matter how hard he tried. Work, however, got in the way. Soon enough Carson found himself pulled into one distracting task after another.

    He didn’t get a chance to go back to see her that day. By the time he went to check on her, she’d been discharged again.

    This time he didn’t wait to chance upon her naturally. He went straight to her apartment.

    True, he hardly knew her.

    Yeah, people might start to wonder why he was paying ‘the worst recruit in 1000 years’ so much attention.

    That didn’t stop him.

  
    Chapter 11

    Cadet Nida Harper

    She tried to concentrate during her classes; she couldn’t. Her attention kept on drifting.

    She swore she was seeing things. She even rang the med bay, but they reassured her it was nothing.

    She just needed rest.

    They released her about midday, and though she’d been given an order to return to her apartment for bed rest, she ignored it.

    It wasn’t a direct order, and she couldn’t afford to miss any more classes. So she’d headed to her next lecture.

    She slipped in the back of the lecture hall, yet again, just as Sharpe finished some prosaic talk on the history of telekinetic implants.
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