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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Space Ends series.
      

      

      When the shadow of an old enemy rises, the Coalition is plunged into chaos.

      They'll need a savior to have a chance. What they'll get is a pirate dedicated to one thing - lying to squeeze as much out of the galaxy as he can. Jerr'n Taal never signed up to be anything other than a crim. His father laid out a path of piracy for him from birth, and Jerr'n's faithfully followed it, never deviating off course to help anyone other than himself.

      He intends to stay as crooked as possible. Then she comes along. Naomi Ringwald is running from a past that should kill her. A research assistant to the brilliant if eccentric scientist Ruben Stalz, one mistake ruins her budding career.

      When things go wrong, she runs. She's always done it and always will. But running this time leads her straight into the arms of Jerr'n and drags both of them into a twisted plot to undermine the Coalition from within. Soon, Naomi, Jerr'n, and his crew are thrown into a galactic plot that could end everything.

      Can a self-professed crooked crim and a woman running from her destiny save the galaxy? Or are the Coalition's days finally numbered?

      ....

      Space Ends follows a hidden superweapon and a charming pirate fighting a rogue scientist before he condemns the Coalition. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Space Ends today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Space Ends is the 23rd 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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    Space Ends Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Jerr’n

    I stretched my head from left to right, inched my fingers up my modified armor, grabbed the edge of the unit where it connected to my neck, and tried to scratch. It was unsatisfying and unsuccessful. It was impossible to move my prying fingers between the gel seal. Sure, this armor was crap. Sure, I’d cobbled it together from various stolen pieces from across the galaxy, but even it could withstand my prying fingers.

    I said even it. Not much in this checkered Milky Way could.

    A case in point, I strode close behind a Coalition official as he walked like an icebreaker through the center of town. I said town. This was just an outpost. Another in the long list of cookie-cutter, semi-abandoned outposts along the Barbarian and Coalition border. Sure, it was more peaceful these days. The Barbarians had their own problems, and frankly, while they’d been a risk a while ago, now the Coalition was leaping ahead of them.

    This planet and all of its friends would always be backwater places, though. I could never imagine them reaping the same technological and economic benefits as the center of the Milky Way. They’d always have that slightly raw, tarnished edge to them. An edge I liked. An edge that meant out here, you could be yourself. Even if you were me. A self-avowed crooked criminal who would never see straight, let alone walk a path that didn’t deviate into every single person’s pocket he passed. And speaking of that, I suddenly bumped into the Coalition officer’s shoulder.

    The guy was tall, strapping, and broad – making him look as if he’d been rolled off some kind of genetic meat press. While the Coalition said they didn’t engage in unnecessary genetic engineering, everyone knew they lied. Plus, what was the Coalition? What was it really? Yeah, sure, it was technically a cohesive democratic group that ran the largest section of the Milky Way. Sure, it was an army, an apparent peace force that ran around the galaxy – and other galaxies too – staving off threats that could consume all. But what was it at the end of the day? A group? It depended on who you talked to. How about an oath, a principle? Again, it depended on who you talked to.

    Because no group, no matter how cohesive, exists forever. Nor can it exist in every single nook and cranny. The essence of the Coalition might be stronger closer to Earth. Out here, it was just a diluted theory, an emblem you passed on various ships, a muttered phrase – nothing solid. Nothing, importantly, to fear.

    As I brushed the guy’s shoulder, I ensured he teetered to the left. And in doing so, I pushed him right into the path of my trusted engineer, Barg.

    Barg wasn’t your standard engineer. What did that mean? Did he crash my ship every other Tuesday? No. He just wasn’t from one of the recognized races of the Coalition. And what did I mean by that? Turn back a page and remember what I’d told you about genetic experiment meat grinders. The experiments that the Coalition promised you never occurred. Barg was what happened when one of those went wrong, when a rogue Coalition scientist was allowed to do what he wanted, was allowed to experiment on what he wanted, and was allowed to get away with it for as long as he wanted.

    Barg had a solid form, kind of. If I didn’t pump him full of the right kind of drugs, he became decidedly gelatinous.

    He still had a cohesive psyche, but it was pretty inconvenient to have your head engineer incapable of holding a quantum wrench. But it was certainly convenient when said head could form body parts that could slip into anyone’s bags with ease, that could move around even the most cohesive shield, and that could dart into this Coalition officer’s pocket without the guy having a clue.

    Barg stood to the left, though stood was a grand term. While half of his body had cohesion, his fingers were currently melting into water droplets. The officer didn’t notice. Didn’t even feel as Barg’s fingers competently slipped into the guy’s pocket and pulled out the token.

    The officer did however whirl, and he locked his irritated, flaming gaze on me.

    I could even see myself reflected in the guy’s wide, determined stare.

    The equivalent of a galactic bum stared back. I had a flop of dark brown hair that covered one equally dark brown eye. It led to a big mouth, which was perhaps one of my greatest attributes. A thin scar, like a crescent moon, connected the left edge of my lips down to my chin. I always joked that it was a lever. Pull on it, and I’d pull you into the most entrapping smile the Milky Way had ever seen.

    I let my hands jerk up, and I opened them wide. I didn’t have to say anything to Barg, didn’t have to use our neural comms stream to check he had the token.

    Barg, hardly the subtlest creature in the world, started whistling a tune as he wandered off into the popular streets around town.

    There I went, calling this place a town again. What it was was a hub, a group, a dump if you were being particularly brutal.

    Over the years, this Coalition outpost had learned to live on its own. After hundreds of unanswered Barbarian raids, they’d figured out that if they wanted to survive, they needed to provide their own firepower. Sure, occasionally the cavalry would wander in, guns blazing. The Coalition was just as inclined to forget about those who lived on the border as it was to help them, though.

    Various crashed ships were strewn around town. Carcasses that had been ripped apart, half gutted, then just left like corpses on the edge of a battlefield. Some of them made up shops, houses, even the local clinker. The rest of them were just that – carcasses.

    Civilized people deal with their dead. Folks who just have to get on with it leave the dead exactly where they are to rot.

    This was what happened to modern spacefaring races – this was the reality of the galaxy the Coalition would rather forget.

    Lucky people like me were here to remind them.

    “Do you mind?” the Coalition officer asked in a deadly dry tone. Throw a match near it, and it would crackle into life, singeing your eyebrows and taking the rest of you with it. “You knocked into me deliberately.”

    I swayed back, knowing the exact pattern of weakness to use to make this guy think I was drunk. I didn’t hiccup – come on, this wasn’t my first rodeo. I let my wrists go jellylike and spread my fingers only to have my thumb jerk to the left as if someone had a string attached to it. “I didn’t knock into you. Not on purpose. I wanted to, but I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said, talking around in a loop, giving Barg time to slip through the crowd.

    Possibly literally.

    I didn’t have to dart my gaze over to him – this wasn’t my first time on an operation like this. I had a global view, and in the left of my visual field, I watched him lurch behind an old flight manifold.

    He shoved one hand on it only for the hand to lose cohesion. It formed these shimmering droplets, some of them red like blood, some of them this dingy brown – what you would get if you took every single piece of flesh and bone and hair in a body and mashed it together in a blender.

    I winced slightly. That had to hurt. Barg would be fine, though. He always picked up. Especially after we completed a good sting like this. And this would be one of the best we’d done in a long time.

    The token in Barg’s currently melting hand would get us into the Lion Facility. And what was that? Like I’d said earlier, the Coalition had pretty much abandoned this area of space – until they’d found something they wanted. And the Lion Facility had been erected only a couple of sectors away from here in a special area of space that had once been beholden to a dangerous anomaly. What with ultimate spacers and their kind these days, the anomaly was now gone. The effect it had left on space, however, wasn’t. It made it the perfect place to develop and research phase technology. And what was phase technology? Where had you been? Living under a rock or rotting in a dump like this? Whatever your excuse, phase technology was the future. It was based on a realm, on a level of organization right below this one.

    There wasn’t just the real world. These days, there were realms, almost infinite, sitting right underneath this one. If you had the right technology, you could access them. You could call, not just on their power, but on their space-bending qualities to move faster than you could in the real world, to do things you couldn’t even imagine, and, ultimately, to secure the Coalition’s power, yet again.

    Me, I just wanted to access the Lion Facility in case they had gear I could steal and sell.

    As soon as I thought that, I swear I got a crystal clear image of my old man smiling, right there in the middle of my head, his arms crossed, his long head tilted down as he stared at me.

    My old man, if you believed the myth, had once been a Coalition captain. He’d never been a Coalition captain. That had been a front. From the day that crooked jerk was born, he’d always searched for his next mark.

    He’d used the Coalition until they’d found him and, quite sensibly, thrown him away. Then he’d become a pirate, through and through. And I’d been born into his tarnished embrace.

    And speaking of tarnished embraces, I suddenly banged into the officer again, but he was smart, and he was clearly wearing holographic armor. Before my shoulder could brush his, he lurched to the side quickly, almost gracefully. Someone like him, who looked like a sack of meat squeezed into an official tunic, shouldn’t be able to move as if he weighed nothing at all. But that’s holographic armor for you. Without the correct gear, you’ll never detect it. You’ll never even see it. It will just feel as if the person you’re fighting has godlike powers.

    But who cares about gods? This Milky Way cared about one thing. Smarts. And I had those in spades.

    I went to knock into him again but instead fell at his feet. And then, well, turn away if you’re squeamish. On cue, I threw up all over his shined boots.

    “What the hell?” he grunted darkly.

    I grabbed my mouth, lurched around, locked my other hand on my stomach, and went to hurl again, but the smart man jumped back.

    He shook off the muck, cleaning the toe of his boot against the dirty brown sand of the city street.

    He cursed me and went to walk off. For inexplicable reasons, even though I knew I shouldn’t, I reached out and placed a hand on his boot. I looked up into his eyes slowly, letting my head tilt all the way back, letting my gaze align as calmly as a giant pendulum swinging back around. “Thanks.”

    I said that from the bottom of my heart as I imagined all of the gear we’d steal from the Lion Facility with his token.

    His eyes narrowed.

    A ship took off from the spaceport not far from here, and its blue exhaust reflected in his eyes. It was kind of like having the Milky Way with all its power, all its planets, all its promises, and all its secrets finally pausing to pay attention to me. And what did it see? A criminal.

    A self-avowed crooked crim.

    I paid less attention to the reflection of space in his pupils and more to my wide grin as I picked myself up and swayed on my knees. I locked a thumb against my cheek and wiped off all the sick, then looked into his eyes and repeated, “Thanks.”

    “For what?”

    “For saving the Milky Way, Soldier.”

    He narrowed his eyes. He jerked his gaze off me and clearly got a neural comms, because he stiffened, then finally muttered, “It’s not just the Coalition who can save the Milky Way. Anyone can.”

    With that chest-thumping statement, he wandered off. I let him go.

    I picked myself up, locked a hand on the back of my head, and sighed.

    When he was far out of earshot, I muttered, “Wrong. You have to want to save it first.”

    I went back to trying to scratch my neck. Screw this armor. I had to throw this set out. I thought that, even latched a hand on the shoulder unit to start peeling it off my sweaty skin now, but stopped.

    You never threw anything out. You never wasted a single piece of scrap. Not if you came from the colony worlds. You sold it to some poor sucker who didn’t know what they were getting into.

    I turned, trying to find an aforementioned poor sucker, but I got a quick mental comms.

    I didn’t use the standard mental comms they used in the Coalition. For one, I didn’t have access to that kind of gear. For another, I didn’t want them spying on me. What I used was some amalgamation of tech that Barg and my second-in-command, Lilith, had cobbled together one night.

    If any two people in the entire Milky Way deserved the moniker of evil geniuses, it was them.

    If I didn’t trust them, I’d hand them in to the cops. But I did trust them, and I was stupid enough to let them experiment on me.

    I used one of their psychic-wave neural-comms implants to contact Barg, wherever he was. It was just as he tried to contact me. “We’ve got a problem,” he grunted in the voice he always used when things were about to blow up. Not wanting to be overly dramatic – considering he melted every other half hour – you never heard him screaming. You only ever heard this – that twang of unease that shifted through his tone like ice melting through fire.

    “What is it, Barg?” I snapped in my head, careful enough to keep my expression even. Who knew when I’d come across another Coalition officer – though statistically, that would be rare on a crappy outpost like this. The guy was here because his ship had needed maintenance.

    His ship had needed maintenance, because we’d found a way to sabotage it at the last spaceport, but that was a different story. And who cared about it when Barg took a strained breath that told me my own ship could be seconds from blowing up?

    “What is it, Barg?” I demanded again when he didn’t answer fast enough.

    “We need to get a hustle on.”

    I paled. 1001 reasons why we might need to run ran through my head. They ran, then they sprinted, then they exploded. In detailed, nasty visions of exactly what could go wrong to a crooked crew like us. Sure, I was a self-avowed criminal. Sure, most of the people who worked for me were either evil geniuses, runaways from the Coalition army, or deadbeats in between. But I cared for my crew. And one day, while I knew that I would statistically go down in flames, I didn’t want them to join me.

    I grabbed the back of my neck, fingers cinching in, jolting over the broken back section of my armor until they fell by my side. “What is it?”

    “We just received reports of another pirate outfit going after the Lion Facility. I fear they will get there first.”

    Did I melt? No. I wasn’t Barg. Did I suddenly get angry at him for using that voice on something that didn’t entail the immediate destruction of our ship? No. Because this was bad.

    “It’s them, isn’t it?” I demanded as I forced myself into a frenetic run.

    I looped around the rusted remains of an old heavy cruiser. This was a Coalition design from at least 150 years ago, back when space was predictable, back when the way to win, the way to survive was to drag your guns with you and fire at whatever moved.

    Though someone had of course removed the guns over half a century ago, the holes where the turrets had once been remained. Alien birds nested in their contorted gray and brown remains, street kids, too.

    I leapt right over the tattered strands of a brown sand scarf, twisted to the side, rolled right underneath the jagged native grass used for a nest, and came up fast. I shot around the side of the heavy cruiser, peering through the old bulkheads like someone gazing through the carcass of a rotted whale. I could see the spaceport beyond. Blue and yellow flashes signaled ships taking off. And right at the far end, a purple flash signified my ship.

    The Unicorn.

    Great name for a ship, I hear you say? I totally agreed.

    But I wanted it to stay as a ship for as long as possible. And if I wanted that to happen, I needed to pay my bills. To pay my bills, I needed to get to the Lion Facility first. And I certainly needed to get there before my number one enemy did.

    Were they the Kore? Heck no. The Barbarians? Of course not. What about the latest empire to raise its ugly head and try to take over the galaxy? What were they called again? The Risen? It wasn’t them. It was another pirate group led by a half-cybernetic assassin called Shadow.

    I shuddered to even think of him. I also shuddered to think of what he would do to the Lion Facility if he got there first. Just for a moment, my thoughts were almost moral. I wondered how much blood a violent cybernetic like him would shed. Didn’t need to imagine though, did I? I’d been to the scene of multiple crimes committed by his silver-blue hands. He never left anyone alive. He often cut them right from the tip of their head down to the tips of their toes. He divided them and split them like somebody breaking through an atom to get to the power within.

    But the moral thought didn’t last. It was up to the Coalition to protect their own. It was up to me to get my hands on all of that juicy tech in time to pay my debts to continue my life and my crooked ways.

    I palmed my mouth, clearing the sweat off from underneath my visor. I could’ve worn a full helmet, but then I wouldn’t be able to show off my cheeky smile.

    Plus, on a desert world like this, you needed good reliable armor. If you didn’t wear it, you’d cook underneath the baking rays.

    Cooking was the least of my troubles right now. I saw the Unicorn’s three glowing engine cells rising up off the spaceport ground.

    I said ground. It was a protected, shielded turf-like substance.

    It was replaced every other month, because it didn’t have the power to keep itself solid. I saw a giant crack running down half of it now, and I simply leapt over it. I kept running, brushing past mercenaries, fellow pirates, traders, and everything in between.

    No one got in my way. No one tried to steal my gear – I didn’t wear anything worthwhile.

    Finally, I lurched around the belly of a giant mining vessel and saw the Unicorn. It’d already lifted up two meters. The hatch at the back was open.

    Barg, grabbing hold of a railing, leaned out of it. He reached a hand toward me. “You’ve still got time, Boss. Get on, or you will be left behind.”

    “I’m the captain,” I spluttered indignantly.

    Barg just shot me the kind of look I probably deserved. The captain of what? The Unicorn was a unique ship – it was in the name. But the position of captain, as I always told my crew, was more than me. I would be replaced one day. And the Unicorn would keep shining. But not today, I wanted to splutter. Instead, I threw my body forward, forcing my attention into my limbs, really pushing as hard as possible until I leapt.

    If I wore better armor – if I were in Coalition-grade gear – it wouldn’t matter; I’d be able to fly.

    But if you asked me, when you started to let technology help you fly, you forgot how to run. You forgot how to move and fight with your own fists and feet. And if you forgot that, if you forgot your roots, you started to forget your edge. I used mine now. With a mighty grunt that ripped through my chest, I reached Barg. And that would be when the hand he offered me failed. It became liquid, turned into bloody droplets of rain, and splattered over the rising hatch. “Crap,” he spluttered.

    It wasn’t close to what I screamed as I tumbled backward. Just before I could pitch off, land on the spaceport ground below, and watch my ship leave without me, I twisted to the side and threw out a hand. It was a memorable move. The way my shoulder pulsed, the way my fingers spread. Memorable, because I’d done something like this in circumstances arguably more desperate before. Done something like this when my father had tumbled out of my grip, fallen out of an airlock, and died 10 years ago.

    Just before a cold sweat could break across my shoulders, I grabbed hold of something.

    It was the hem of a tattered sand cloak. Maybe we’d picked it up from the spaceport. Maybe Barg had stolen it because he liked the color. Whatever. It’d gotten stuck in one of the gears that lifted the hatch. Before it could rip, I yanked on it, twisted around wildly, used it like a rope, and leapt up onto the hatch. Then I ran down and rolled just as it closed. I landed in a heap just before Barg’s feet as he managed to pick himself up – or regather himself, rather.

    He shoved his good hand into the bloody droplets of his unorganized self and pulled them back to his body. Then he shot me a mildly impressed look. “Lucky, sir.”

    I clenched my teeth. “You could’ve waited a couple of minutes.”

    “Can’t do. Shadow’s already on his way. We’re tracking him. He’ll get there before us.”

    “But Shadow doesn’t have a token… right?” My eyebrows pulled up and peaked in the middle.

    Barg shrugged. “Does he need one?”

    “Yes.” I locked my hands on my hips, arched my back, glanced toward the hatch, and buried the memory of my father. There was a time to look into the past. There was a time to forge forward. When did you look into the past? When you were dying. You forged forward every other moment of every other day, or you were left behind.

    I thumbed some dust off my chin. A few droplets of gastric juices mingled with them, to put it politely. My stomach still churned, but I ignored it. “It took us six months to track this token down. We’re keeping tabs on Shadow. He hasn’t got one… right?” I let my voice drop down.

    Brian shrugged again. “The reports I heard suggest recently Shadow’s made some powerful friends.”

    I shuddered. Why? Because the coldhearted bloodthirsty cybernetic had made powerful friends. If I were the kind of idiot who ran to the Coalition when I got scared, I’d lurch toward the nearest hotline and warn them they’d soon have trouble.

    … Then again, when did the Coalition not have trouble? These last 20 years had heaped danger upon the Milky Way until it had almost drowned underneath it.

    If you believed the stories, the only reason we were still here was because of one admiral – Forest.

    Did I believe the stories? Yes and no. She was likely central to the Coalition, but no great empire rises and falls off the back of one person.

    Or at least that was what I wanted to tell myself.

    “How long until we can get there?” I finished cleaning my chin and arched my shoulders. I let my gaze stray toward Barg’s pocket. The token peeked just beyond the cream-brown hem, glimmering like gold in silty mud.

    You were probably confused by the word token. Sounded kind of lame, right? Did you think it would be some glowing holographic tag given to kids at some amusement park?

    No. It was a phase token. A permanent phase point in real space.

    You’d have to refer to other sources to understand that statement if you didn’t. I wasn’t a phase scientist, and right now I didn’t care. When Barg did not answer my querying gaze, I lurched forward and tried to grab it from his pocket.

    He lifted a melting hand right in front of me. If you’d never had someone’s hand turn to droplets of gloopy blood in front of you, you probably wouldn’t appreciate how distracting it was.

    I lifted my hands and took a step back before he could melt all over my face. “Is it there?”

    “Yes, it is. And we have a chance, sir.”

    “The same chance you gave me to get here in time before we lifted off?” My eyebrows peaked together again.

    He laughed. Then he finally regained control of his hand and slapped it on my back. “Sir, there are only two universal rules.”

    I began to count on my fingers. There were way more. But really, for an engineer, Barg wasn’t that good with physics.

    Before I could finish counting them on my fingers, he brought up two fingers of his own. The knuckles began to melt, but he held it together long enough to peel one finger back down to his palm as he said, “The universe will one day end.”

    One of my eyebrows twitched up quickly like a horse flashing its tail. “Not a universal rule. Kind of grim, too. Makes me fear the second universal rule. Is it that we all get to die with it?”

    “You, sir, will always get what you want.”

    I looked at him. He looked back.

    I laughed. I reached around, grabbed his shoulder, and patted it. “What I want is everything. Does that mean one day I’ll get everything?”

    He looked at me meaningfully as if he was actually thinking this through. “No. But you will get what you really want.”

    With that opaque statement, he peeled away from me and hurried through the cramped corridors of the Unicorn.

    Before I hurried after him, I paused. Now what did I, a self-professed crooked crim of the colony worlds, really want?

    Easy. Everything. And I would not settle for even a cent less.

    But I should’ve referred back to Barg’s first universal rule. One day the universe would end. One day every single ephemeral object would simply cease to be. And unless I found myself with something that could outlive that, I’d lose.

    And me, oh, I was about to go on the greatest journey of loss anyone had ever dared step foot on.

  
    Chapter 2

    Naomi Ringwald

    A knot formed in my stomach as I approached the experiment platform.

    Come on, Ensign, I tried to tell myself. You’ve done this a thousand times. You were born for this. What’s the difference now?

    I could feel sweat gathering underneath my environmental suit, slithering down my left temple, reaching the tip of my jaw, trembling there, then finally dispersing. It made my skin itchy, my heart, too. And before you tell me hearts can’t itch, try doing what I was about to do.

    The platform was massive, and it was built over a huge throbbing shaft that constantly burned the color of a supernova.

    I was right at the top. There were platforms lower down, but you needed to wear better armor if you wanted to experiment on them.

    The top platform was close to the top of the tower.

    There were windows all around me. Or at least shielded viewing holes.

    As I stared through the golden scaffolding that kept the top of the tower solid, I could see the clouds beyond, even glimpse land in the distance. It wasn’t the land I was used to. I was an Earth girl. Give me crystalline blue oceans and verdant green continents any day.

    We were on a barren world in the heart of a strange sector that had once been beholden to one of the worst anomalies the Coalition had known. For so long, this area of space had been a no-go zone. Then the ultimate spacers had come along, and they’d removed the anomaly.

    It was like having someone bring a giant key and unlock a door in your house you’d never glimpsed through. Now I was here. But I wasn’t glimpsing. I was experimenting. And my shoulders shook as I dragged my gaze back from the view. The laden gray-white clouds could flit past the top of the tower all they wanted. They could obscure the giant, monolithic peaks of this barren world until it felt like I was tumbling through the sky. Nothing could distract me from the sense in the air as the experiment kicked into gear, though.

    The sound of the shaft changed. Before, it had been this low, uneasy pitch, kind of like the static equivalent of someone muttering to themselves. Now it rose. Now the muttering felt like it came from a thousand minds, no, a million. It felt like it came from the psyches of everyone on a world. It’s just it wasn’t this world. It wasn’t a world I was used to. It was something far off.

    “Stop it,” I said to myself through clenched teeth. “Those thoughts are hardly helping you right now, Naomi.” I immediately winced as I said that out loud. It was more effective than chastising myself in my mind, but I was being recorded right now. Anything I said and anything I did would make it back to my supervisor, Ruben.

    Ruben Stultz was a brilliant man. He’d always been a brilliant man. The day he’d set foot in the Coalition Academy, apparently some of his teachers had started asking him questions. From the very beginning it had been clear that there hadn’t been a mind like his in the Coalition for years. I imagine there wouldn’t be a mind like his ever again. Because the more I worked with him, the more I realized his head was like a warren, this tightly wound, knotted maze of brilliance. I just couldn’t tell you what was right in the middle.

    I could tell you that I yanked my mind off the experiment at the wrong point, though.

    You might ask why I had to be standing here in the shaft, right on the edge of the shielded platform. Couldn’t a drone or a robot do this? No. You needed a real live experimenter to track the ebbs and flows of energy pulsing up from the bottom of the shaft below. Plus, Ruben didn’t like robots. He didn’t trust them – because he couldn’t berate them, my nastier side pointed out.

    His genius came with a somewhat gaping personality hole. When he didn’t get what he wanted and importantly you didn’t do what he wanted, you’d hear about it. For weeks.

    A lot of my other friends from the Academy had just quit. I’d stayed the distance. Because this was what I wanted to do.

    And this, staying the distance… it was the first time I’d ever done that in all of my career, hell, in all of my life. I had a nasty habit of quitting things, of running whenever trouble hit. And that was a destabilizing thought, far more distracting than the flitting clouds racing past the top of the tower outside. So distracting that a thick, fat bead of sweat developed right on the tip of my nose and splashed onto my lip.

    It unfocussed me at the wrong moment. My hands were held out, two holographic control balls spinning around my palms. They were perfectly integrated with my armor. I could seamlessly control them, morphing them into whatever form I wanted. They were hypersensitive engineering tools that connected directly to the energy flows of the shaft. In theory, if I was nearly as good as Ruben, I’d be able to instinctively understand what was happening in the shaft and alter the energy flow coming from my holographic tools to match it.

    If I matched it perfectly… I’d be able to grasp the phase realm.

    … But I could already grasp it, a thought rose to remind me.

    I shoved it to the side so hard, it should’ve fallen off the platform. That was my past; this was my future.

    There were plenty of different devices that allowed one entry into and out of the phase realm now. I wouldn’t exactly say that you could just access it like someone walking through a door. It wasn’t that easy, and it would never be that easy. Interacting with the phase realm required a heck of a lot of energy and knowledge. But if Ruben’s experiments worked, the phase realm would become everyday for so many more people in the Coalition.

    And it would change everything.

    I remembered the first time I’d seen the phase realm, the way it had grabbed hold of my heart and squeezed. I’d been a kid—

    No. Don’t think of it, I snapped at myself. The first time I’d officially touched the phase realm was during my training at the Academy.

    The phase realm was like living your life in a dream only for someone to wipe it away. Only for someone to walk you, by the hand, into an even better dream.

    But it was still a dream, right? And what is the hallmark of dreams? You can’t control them.

    Speaking of that particular sin, my left hand twitched. I went to lift my thumb and wipe the sweat off my lip, but it was at just the wrong moment.

    The small speck of phase space that was appearing between my two hands suddenly crackled wildly. It was this single black dot surrounded by arcs of yellow lightning. The lightning grew until it shot between my palms then disappeared. That small speck of black space disappeared with it.

    Ruben roared over the intercom. Not my helmet – the intercom of the entire tower. It echoed down it like someone bringing a tube up to their lips and screaming.

    I jolted and fell to my knees.

    “What are you doing? Ringwald,” he never called me by my first name, “you failed again. Do you have any idea what you’ve cost us?” he began.

    He wouldn’t stop. From experience, when he started screaming like that, he only ever got louder, his accusations only ever getting grander.

    I’d had one friend quit last week, turn to me, and tell me that I didn’t need to put up with that. The thing is, I did.

    The thing is, I had to stop running. The thing is, even though Ruben was a terrible bully, if I could learn from him, I could fix everything… right?

    I might even be able to find… her.

    Except I broke everything.

    I lurched back at the wrong moment, broke right through the shield at the end of the platform, and fell onto my ass with a thwack.

    Ruben continued to scream.

    Judging by his shrieks, he’d just lost the most important thing in the world.

    I hadn’t broken the shaft. I hadn’t destroyed my holographic engineering tools. The experiment could be rerun. It would be rerun. But if you believed the shrieking quality of his voice, I’d pretty much just killed him.

    I picked myself up, wincing.

    I rubbed my butt. It didn’t make it feel better, and it certainly couldn’t alleviate the pressure pounding down on my shoulders.

    I pulled myself away from the shaft as Ruben continued to scream, and I wondered what dressing down I’d get from him in public.

    He never did it in his office. That wasn’t his style. He had to pull you down in front of everyone else to reinforce that we all had to work better. And I got it. I understood the importance of this mission, fancied I even knew why he was getting worse, day by day. Because the situation in the Coalition was changing, day by day.

    Only six months ago, a terrible empire called the Risen had tried to destroy the Coalition. They’d come terrifyingly close. They had far better control of phase technology than we did. They would attack again. It was only a matter of time. Our only chance to survive was to understand phase technology better, was to deploy new weapons across the Coalition and to strengthen our defenses.

    And I’d just gotten in the way of that.

    I pulled myself away from the shaft, reached the bank of lifts on the other side, paused, sighed, and thumbed the button.

    The lift arrived. I paused again. I locked a hand on the gray-white bulkhead, leaned against it, winced, pulled myself up, and lumbered inside.

    I could hear what Ruben would say. I could feel the adrenaline that would pump through my system, the sour iron tinge that would coat my tongue.

    The door opened to the primary operations room.

    I’d never actually bothered to count how many people worked here, but it was well over a thousand. Most of those, however, didn’t work in central operations like I did. They were techs. They helped keep the electricity on, helped scan this world to ensure it was stable. Heck, some of them were just there to maintain the rooms. That was not an insult leveled at them. It was to point out that they didn’t have to deal with Ruben, and I did.

    I practically slapped myself at that thought. I had the privilege of working with him.

    As I arrived, it was to the sight of Ruben in the middle of the room losing his mind. His face was this particular ruddy red. I knew the CMO had checked him multiple times for any vascular faults, and he’d passed every time. But I didn’t understand how a man could turn that beetroot red and not have his heart pop.

    He was busy screaming at everyone else. Until he saw me. Until he saw the real target of his ire. He spun.

    In a moment, his ruddy red face turned practically crystal white.

    Not a good sign.

    I lifted my hands. “Sorry, sir,” I began, stuttering so badly I couldn’t even hear myself.

    “Which is the only excuse I ever hear from you, Naomi. Why did I accept you from the Academy again? Why did I let you come here? Because you came highly recommended. Because your teachers said that you were cut out for this. Because they said you could help. And why do you need to help, Naomi?”

    “Because we’re standing on the edge,” I began.

    He screamed over me at full volume, “Because we are standing on the edge of war. And if people like you can’t pick themselves up, can’t do what’s necessary, the rest of us will pay for your mistakes.”

    I was fully prepared to be dressed down in front of everyone.

    I placed my shaking hands in front of myself, tilted my head down, and just waited. Then two footsteps echoed through the room, and someone stepped in front of me.

    I looked up sharply to see Lena Sang.

    She was from the Academy, too. She was a lieutenant.

    She was one of the teachers who’d recommended me.

    Now I swore I could see the regret playing in her eyes.

    “Out of my way,” Ruben began.

    She lifted her hand. “You’re done here, sir.”

    “How dare you. Do you have any idea what kind of mistake she made—”

    “We can repeat the experiment. But right now, you need to attend your meeting. Forest is waiting,” Lena said.

    Ruben’s top lip twitched.

    Though most of the time I knew exactly what he was thinking – everyone knew what he was thinking – right now, I didn’t. Occasionally he’d just go into these states where it seemed as if he was hibernating. What did that mean? That the boisterous, brilliant Ruben disappeared and was replaced by this. This blank slate of a man.

    Nobody here thought that he would let this go. But he did. He twisted on his foot and muttered under his breath, “Never make that mistake again. Mistakes will always catch up with you.” He disappeared into his office, his red armor like a speck of blood being washed away by the rain. His door sliced closed behind him with a hiss.

    Lena turned. She looked at me from underneath her crinkled brow. She slowly placed one hand on her hip then the other. “You lost your concentration out there, didn’t you, Ensign?”

    I grabbed my own shoulder, pushed my fingers underneath my collar, turned my short nails in, and dragged them down. I honestly couldn’t do anything else. I was too emotional to open my mouth. I’d probably cry, and if that ever got back to Ruben, so help me.

    Lena smiled. It was short and sharp and matched her bright blond bob. As it sliced in front of her blue eyes, she muttered, “We all make mistakes. We are all overcome sometimes. What matters is not what happens in the past, but how you react to it in the future. You’ve got what it takes to make a difference,” she proclaimed.

    If she knew how distracted I’d allowed myself to become, she wouldn’t say that. And if she knew my past… if anyone knew my past, they’d never think it.

    They’d learn exactly how much of a coward I was. And they’d finally find out why I was really here.

    I couldn’t make eye contact with her. I sliced my gaze to the side.

    She opened her mouth.

    She got a call. I couldn’t tell if it was neural or if it came from her visor. She opened her mouth. Then she closed it. She turned to the side.

    For a moment, worry flashed deeply in her pupils, burning brightly. She soon extinguished it under a mask of control. The call ended.

    Nobody else saw the worry that marked her lips. Nobody else but me. “… Sir? Is everything okay?”

    “It’s fine. Come to my office later. We’ll talk through this incident. But I need to warn you of something, Ensign Ringwald.”

    I stood taller. Everyone else had pretty much been ignoring this conversation until now.

    Now everybody’s eyes swung around. If this wasn’t one of the most brilliant, cutting-edge facilities in the Milky Way, I’d call it a gladiatorial ring.

    What with Ruben’s personality, people were getting fired every other month. It led to a culture of fear. And this. The sense that grew in the air as I realized everyone was waiting for me to be next. Because if Ruben fired me, then he wouldn’t be able to fire anyone else for at least 4 weeks.

    I was like a little lamb being led up to slaughter.

    “Sir,” I said through a dry mouth as I tried to swallow.

    “You will have to address your behavior. If you don’t, you will be let go. That is non-negotiable.” With that, she turned. “This is your final warning.”

    I twitched. “Sir, please reconsider,” I began.

    She lifted her hand. She looked at me seriously. She turned.

    All eyes were on me.

    I couldn’t let this happen.

    I had to work here. I couldn’t fail again. I couldn’t run.

    So I took another step forward. “Sir.”

    She ignored me. She was clearly distracted. She walked down the ramp that led to the circular section around main operations. There was another ramp. I darted down. I got in front of her. She shot me a peeved look. Yeah, she knew me from the Academy. She would not let me get away with being insubordinate. I lifted my hands anyway.

    She went to walk away. I grabbed her wrist. I couldn’t think of anything else to do. My mind was now trapped in a fear loop. If I was kicked off of this operation… I’d go backward again.

    
      I couldn’t go backward.
    

    I had to find out the phase realm’s secrets. Now.

    “Ensign?” she said in a challenging tone. She sliced her gaze to the left. There was a security guard standing there.

    She didn’t think I was actually going to attack her, right? She just needed to listen.

    “Please,” I swallowed my fear, “I just made a mistake. I don’t deserve to be let go so soon—”

    “This is the modern Coalition. We all deserve what’s coming to us. And if we can’t stand in its way, then so be it.” With that opaque, strangely dark statement for her, she yanked her arm back from me.

    I took another step toward her, but the security guard squared off in front of me.

    It was… over. It was freaking over.

    I’d dragged myself through five years of the Academy. Five years of hell. And now I was here, and I’d screwed up again.

    I turned. Not only were all eyes on me now, but people were muttering about me behind my back.

    I wasn’t just incompetent. I challenged authority.

    They had no idea how bad it really was. That was just the tip of the iceberg.

    I wandered off. Technically I wasn’t allowed to. I needed to stay and help others with the next experiment.

    I just had to get some air.

    Shadows from my past were threatening to rise. I tried to cram them back down as I reached the corridor outside, twisted, pressed my shoulders against the thankfully cold metal wall, and closed my eyes. I ground my palm over them.

    Then I let it drop. Could I leave it like this? No. Lena was good. She was much kinder than Ruben. She’d encouraged me to come here. She knew I was… quirky, let’s put it that way.

    If I could just get to her and explain what was happening, I could stay.

    I grasped hold of that, because I didn’t have anything else to pull me forward right now.

    I rushed down the corridor. I knew the way to Lena’s office perfectly.

    I reached a turn in the corridor, took the left section, and heard a strange high-pitched buzz. It lasted for about 1.2 seconds.

    It could’ve been tinnitus, could’ve been in my head, but it echoed too much for that. I frowned and made a mental note to check on the environmental controls around here. Then I reached her office door.

    I leaned against it, bolstered myself, closed my eyes, took a breath, then thumbed the controls. I walked in. Walked in and stood right in the middle of a puddle of blood.

    I froze.

    Froze and took in the dead body draped over the science console right in the middle of the room. Lena’s dead body.

    My mind… everything… all of me shut down.

    It was like I was stripped of all my flesh, of all my defenses, and shoved right out into the heart of the cold, barren world beyond.

    My bottom lip quivered. It twitched down. I tried to scream Lena’s name, but I couldn’t.

    She was dead. She’d… been murdered.

    The last bit slipped into place like somebody with a giant lock just waiting for a key, any key.

    Not only was there so much blood that it covered the walls, dripping down the cream-white paint and over the holographic symbol of the Coalition, but… she’d… been cut. Someone had cut her. Down from the top of her head to….

    I couldn’t function anymore.

    I fell on my ass. I landed with a thwack reminiscent of the same thwack I’d landed with only about 10 minutes ago. But 10 minutes ago, I’d just screwed up. Now… Lena was dead.

    I skidded backward toward the far wall, pressing my shoulders against it.

    My fingers closed around something.

    An energy blade blasted into life right by my hip. It was only because of my adrenaline that I moved fast enough not to be sliced in half.

    My fingers wrapped around the hilt and pulled the blade to the left. Its crackling blue tip sliced through the wall, burning right through some of Lena’s blood and singeing it into nonexistence.

    I screamed.

    And then there was footfall.

    I still couldn’t find my mouth, my larynx, my tongue – anything. It was like I was suddenly slipping away from the situation, tumbling backward while the real world remained and I plunged headfirst through the heart of horror. This wasn’t the first dead body I’d seen. This wasn’t the first murder—

    Someone stopped outside the door. I heard that high-pitched whine. I was certain of it.

    Then Ruben appeared.

    He looked at me. He looked at the sword. He looked over at Lena. And he screamed one word, right in my face, “Murderer.” His neck extended, his mouth opened wide, and he pointed a deadly straight finger right at me.

  
    Chapter 3

    Admiral Forest

    I strode down the halls of one of the Senate buildings. My hands were clamped behind my back. My gaze was permanently directed to the left, out of the windows at the world beyond.

    There were Senate buildings all around the central sectors of the Milky Way.

    Once upon a time we’d only had one. Then it had been violently destroyed.

    So what had the Coalition done? It had adapted.

    There were at least 10 different Senate buildings that could act as the primary democracy hub of the Coalition at any point in time. You would have to have a full-scale war to destroy all of them. And one was right on our doorstep.

    The office door to my side opened, and I glimpsed a sophisticated room beyond. Plush cream cloud carpet led to comfortable chairs, led to a gold-framed desk, led to an artistic representation of a black hole on the wall, led to a broad-chested, tall man with a mane, golden brown, that hugged his shoulders.

    The mane was nothing compared to the eyes. And the eyes were nothing compared to the man.

    Senator Kilroy stood. He was a good meter taller than me.

    And did that matter? No.

    When you have technology, physicality becomes almost meaningless. Was he taller than a Coalition vessel? No. Was he taller than an Academy tower? No. He was just one man. And ultimately, I was just one woman standing in the path of the Coalition’s destruction.

    I turned. He smiled or did a good job of pretending he did. “Forest. An honor. Admiral,” he added, perhaps referencing his own days as a Coalition lieutenant. Though they’d barely lasted. He’d always been on the career track of a politician. He’d come from a long line of diplomats. He’d briefly served under me. It had been during one single mission. I must admit, it had been so long ago and so forgettable, I couldn’t even tell you how good he was.

    Sorry, I couldn’t tell you how good he’d been as a lieutenant. As a politician? As a wheeler and dealer? As a lobbyist? Oh, he was the best.

    And if he stood in your way, according to modern legend, you’d never get past him. And right here, right now he stood in my way.

    He loomed in the doorway but didn’t move too close.

    He tried to snap a salute. My gaze jerked up to it, noting that it was almost perfect, but only almost as if he deliberately wouldn’t let himself go the full distance and stiffen his wrist properly.

    He smiled. It was all cheeks.

    He dropped his hand and gestured to his office, the golden rays of late afternoon sunshine playing over his ostentatious desk.

    “This negotiation is to occur in the central discussion room,” I said.

    “Please, Admiral,” he said in that tone that suggested we were far more familiar than we were. “Come, have a drink for old times.”

    I did not reinforce the fact that the old times he was referencing had lasted for less than a day. I clamped my hands further behind my back. “This is an important matter, and I do not have time for frivolities.”

    He laughed. His race had such large barrel chests, it meant their laughs sounded like booming klaxons. If he blared ‘red alert’ behind you, I imagined even the least trained cadet would kick into gear.

    But he blared nothing. He simply smiled slowly. “Please do not think any less of me. You have your role, and I have mine.”

    There were many things I could say to that. I had my role as a beacon for the Coalition in these dark times, and he had his as the head of the budget committee. Every time I asked for more resources, he told me we couldn’t have them.

    But the Coalition couldn’t afford to dally. The Risen would rise again. Not only was it in the name – it was in their psyches.

    The Risen had overtaken an original psychic race that had left a virus within them. One that dictated they must rise or sink forever. It was built into their very brains. Though the Risen had been plunged into a civil war by several brave agents from the Coalition, I doubted it would last. Not considering an old enemy was behind them.

    The Force.

    They weren’t just any foe. They were a personal one. I was legendary for having dealt with them years ago.

    But can we ever truly deal with the dark?

    And can we ever truly deal with penny-pushing politicians?

    I quickly pushed that thought from my mind. There was no point in going into these discussions in a confrontational manner. That said, I would hardly pretend to be sufficiently familiar with Kilroy to have a drink with him.

    A fact he well knew. A fact that did not stop him from loudly announcing as several important politicians passed by that the whiskey was waiting on his desk.

    I kept my stance as I always kept my stance, my feet perfectly parted at hip width, my head tilted slightly up, my expression blank, and my body ready for anything.

    And when I said anything, I meant anything. I’d had a career that had taken me from every single corner of the galaxy then out beyond the entire universe. It had brought me back again. But it had left its indelible marks on me. I was never at ease. I was always poised.

    Poised for the next fight, which I was certain kindled in Kilroy’s eyes.

    When I did not agree to his drink, his shoulders deflated. Or at least they clunked down slightly. It was like somebody strategically moving down a rung of a ladder to get a better view of you. They were still above you, however, and they still had the advantage.

    He magnanimously swept his hands around, and he bowed. It wasn’t low. It was stiff. He might have been getting on since his time as a lieutenant, but he still had a honed form. The stiffness didn’t come from any muscle weakness or joint issues. It was simply there.

    He soon straightened up. Then a bell, electronic but still sounding as if it came from some herald ringing it close by, chimed through the corridor.

    It was a throwback to the early days of the Coalition. Back then, back when the hearts and minds of every citizen of the galaxy had been filled with the fervor of space travel and adventure, the Senate had clung to traditions. They’d long since gotten rid of the real herald with the real bell and replaced it with something less likely to break.

    But while you could replace as many traditions as you wanted, stray too close to the heart that kept them whole, and you’d end up with nothing left.

    And I wondered as I stared into Kilroy’s eyes if he was the kind to replace everything, regardless. If you could find a cheaper version, if you could find a version that benefited him and his lobbyists, it would go. And what would be left? A husk of a Coalition that could easily be taken over by our enemies.

    I realized I was in a thoughtful mood. My assessments were usually more direct than this.

    I didn’t know what I’d face in the budget meeting. I did know, however, that unless I got out of it with everything I needed, the Coalition would be at a significant detriment at a time when it could not afford to lose.

    I’d told you I’d personally fought the Force. That was the old Force, a version that had been left in this universe. If the real Force, the full Force, were ever to invade the Milky Way, it likely wouldn’t matter how many ships I managed to squeeze out of the budget committee. We would die.

    Or at least that’s what conventional thinking dictated. With countless battles and impossible victories under my belt, I could tell you one thing. Get ready as best you can before war looms. Take every advantage you can. Inculcate your people with a proper sense of duty. And keep trying. You may have a chance.

    Or it might be extinguished long before you get to the battlefield.

    Kilroy took several steps beyond me, using his far faster, larger form. I even felt the air breaking against me as he shifted forward and got to the discussion room door before me. It was just as a steady stream of other politicians and lobbyists moved past. Anyone affiliated with the Coalition Academy stopped to salute.

    I saluted them back.

    Meanwhile I felt Kilroy’s eyes on the back of my neck. Why did it feel like a targeting laser?

    Why did it feel like, if it were up to him, I’d be stripped of my position, thrown from the Coalition, and abandoned at the doorstep of the galaxy?

    … These past few years, especially these past few months, I’d heard a few whispered mutters that I was getting too old. I was no longer the same sharp admiral I once was.

    Age, however, is always irrelevant. As long as I was medically fit for my tasks – and the Coalition now had a host of technology that could help me – what was the problem with being old?

    It brought with it a wisdom green-eared cadets couldn’t match, even if they tried to make up for it with enthusiasm. It brought with it rugged, wizened hands that had been there and done that and, importantly, survived.

    And it brought with it a sense that even if you threw death at me, somehow I’d live through it. The last part, of course, was nothing more than wishful thinking.

    To survive in reality, I’d have to survive this meeting.

    The discussion hall was massive. Importantly, it was reprogrammable. Currently, the ceiling was a good 30 meters above. I imagined that was because in the previous discussion, there had been a number of floating holograms. Not everybody important to meetings could be physically here on the planet, so they would have to call in. You couldn’t have all of the holograms sitting around the table, nor did you need to. It would be a waste of chair space. Often they floated around amphitheater-style behind the seated guests.

    But this budget committee was small, and only those who were physically present would attend.

    Out of a force of habit, I went to take the seat at the head, but Kilroy got there first. Just a few centimeters before I reached the armrest, he placed his hand on it, his patterned white-gray skin pushing it in with a scrunch, the old, traditional leather squeaking like someone suddenly turning hard on their foot. He smiled. “This is usually kept for the head of the meeting. It can be you… if you prefer?”

    The question was obvious. He was challenging me to see who was really in charge.

    I looked at him. I looked at the others looking at me. There was a split in the room. Those from the Coalition Army hadn’t bothered to sit yet. Decorum dictated they usually waited for the commanding officer to sit first. All of the politicians, however, had sat long ago.

    I hadn’t come here to play games. I’d come here to save the galaxy.

    I took the chair, pulled it out, and went to sit, but at the last moment, I gestured to Kilroy. I kept my position close to the chair, meaning I could stare right into his beady black eyes. They moved quickly. They were wetter than standard human eyes, meaning I could see my reflection up close in them. Or rather, the reflection his rounded eyes provided. It was thin and bent, and if I paid attention to my face, it looked as if it was bending further back like someone was trying to erase it or leave it in the past.

    A curious thought.

    But perhaps an apt one. If Kilroy were to get his way, I could guarantee you I would be replaced. Though I hadn’t heard him muttering about my retirement, he didn’t need to mutter.

    He was not a man who ever left you guessing what he thought about you.

    Before he could sit, he pointed. “I come from a land with grand traditions, and we always look after our elderly.”

    Elderly?

    I took a step back, ignoring him completely and staring at the Coalition officers in the room. “This meeting will be quick.”

    “The meeting, as per tradition, should begin when we’re all seated,” Kilroy tried.

    If he thought that he could sass me and get away with it, good luck to him. I’d dealt with people like him my entire life.

    I took another step back. Not a single one of my officers sat. They could all stand. We all had legs strong enough to run around to save the Coalition – and they were certainly strong enough to get us through this meeting.

    I swiped a hand to the side, activating the holographic receptors in my wristwatch. It wasn’t standard Coalition design. This watch had been with me, even through my last battle with the Force.

    I thumbed it thoughtfully now as I activated the far-off holographic receptors, communicated with the computer consoles embedded in the wall, and used them to create a large hologram right over the middle of the table. It played over the old varnish. Because it was wood – real wood. It came from across the Coalition races. From every important planet that made up the current Coalition, in fact. There was even a section, not too far off from me, that came from an old oak that had grown in the ground where the Academy stood.

    I had a small carving from that same oak tree in my office. And I intended to get back to it, intended to get back to the real work of the Coalition Army.

    The hologram that appeared over the table, its blue light playing across the varnish and the wide-open eyes of everyone present, showed our current intel on the Risen Empire.

    I said current. Not because the civil war could end any day, but because the Risen Empire was a warren.

    We still didn’t know exactly how old it was in its current iteration. We could say, however, that it did have a distinct advantage over almost every other race it encountered. Not only were they backed by the Force, but they had an understanding of phase technology even we couldn’t match. I shuddered to think what would’ve happened if we’d encountered the Risen before we’d encountered the phase realms. It would’ve felt like fighting the gods.

    The hologram, currently a large blue ball with a 3D representation of the Risen Empire within it, shifted, and several planets right in the middle expanded. “In the past six months, the Empire has rebuilt its primary communication satellites around its home world. There are three, but from reports, they have three others ready to deploy from the heart of the planet at any time.”

    Kilroy was still stuck on the fact I wasn’t seated yet.

    And he still had that look in his eyes. Stare into his pupils, and I might get caught by the distracting sight of my face bending away into the past. So where would I stare instead? Forward. For I never looked behind for long.

    I took a step up to the hologram, grabbed a section of it, and twisted. It changed. It started to show all of the data we had on the Risen Armada. It consisted of ships so large, we had nothing in the Coalition fleet that even came close. Sorry. We had an armada ship, and it was currently being pulled apart on Jupiter Station. Jupiter Station itself had been rebuilt to accommodate it. It had taken three weeks to make it large enough to even allow the Armada ship to dock there.

    And in the past five months, what we’d found out had blown everyone’s minds.

    The Risen had access to a far deeper level of the phase realm than we had thought possible.

    The technology we’d taken from the Armada ship was currently being used to further our research across the galaxy.

    Research that, if it could just get a little more funding, could finally secure the Coalition the edge we needed.

    I thought Kilroy had given up. Sorry, I wasn’t that pointlessly wishful. Kilroy had become quiet, and I’d hoped he’d stay that way until the end of my presentation. I was a fool. He cleared his throat. His hand still sat protectively on the armrest of the seat. I thought he’d swing it around and try to force me into it. I could confidently tell you this. I might lose in a budget estimate battle with him – I would never lose in a physical fight.

    He cleared his throat louder this time. “These past 20 years, the Coalition has faced assault after assault. We need to rebuild.”

    I sliced my gaze toward him. Several officers in the room bristled. Decorum stated that he should wait until I was finished.

    But men like him never waited when they saw something they wanted. He twisted. He grabbed hold of a part of the hologram, logged onto it with his own wrist device, and altered it. It showed our current phase facilities across the Milky Way. “I have personally been updated about the status of multiple of these. I know at least three of them are on the brink of incredible discoveries.”

    “Then you agree with me,” I said somewhat cheekily. I’d long ago lost all patience with this man.

    But the dance would continue, unfortunately.

    He smiled. He had a habit of letting his smiles meander across his face. I never had time for anything other than a brief twitch of my lips. With Kilroy, you had to watch the left side twitch, then the right side, then finally the middle. It was like an intricate pulley system dragging some grand piano up the stairs.

    In other words, it was a waste of everyone’s time.

    “Admiral Forest, let’s cut to the chase, shall we? The Coalition is requesting at least 14 quadrillion credits to build a fleet of 20 more heavy cruisers.”

    “The Coalition is requesting more forces on the edge of war,” I clarified, voice hard.

    I was done being polite. Why keep up the pretense when he hadn’t bothered with manners in the first place?

    He did not react to my biting tone. He did, however, zoom in on one of the many phase facilities dotted around the Coalition. This one I knew. This one had the greatest chance of succeeding and creating technology that would actually make a difference in the coming war.

    “From reports, this facility is close to making a breakthrough in accessing the very same phase level the Risen can. It will happen, as far as I’m aware, in the next month.”

    “Then you are aware of more than I am, Kilroy. The experiments continue. One must never count their eggs before they are hatched,” I warned.

    “Indeed, but one can make statistical decisions based on current data. And our best estimate from Ruben and his team is that within a month, we will have technology that we could not have previously dreamed of.”

    “All the more reason to release the funds so we can start building our ships now—”

    He lifted a hand. He looked at me. His gaze darted across me, and I got the impression that he was in the wrong business. He should’ve been an accountant, though of course, he technically was one. Other than that, he should’ve been a butcher – someone who stripped other things down to find out what they were really worth. Or rather, what you could sell the parts for. “You act prematurely. We may find out that the discoveries Ruben and his team will make will change everything.”

    “Excuse me?”

    “We may find out that these discoveries will mean that we already have an automatic advantage over the Risen. Why release these funds early? Why build old, outdated ships when we are on the edge of a technological revolution? This is how the old Coalition thinks. The new Coalition must be smarter.” He turned from me in a sweeping move. I got the impression of an old Roman orator with their purple robes striding through the town square, their force in their voice, not their sword.

    But trust me, Kilroy had a sword, too. It’s just he always started his fights with his lips.

    Everyone paid attention to him. He certainly had the kind of stature that automatically snapped your eyes onto him, no matter what else you were doing.

    He suddenly leaned forward, pushing the chair to the side. It teetered and almost fell, but he hooked it with his foot and pushed it down as he grabbed the edges of the table and crunched close. His hands slid along the old varnish until his fingers crinkled against the beveled edge. It was very much as if he was bringing himself down to everyone else’s level, not that they could see that. They could only see the determined glint in his eyes. “The Coalition cannot afford to make the same mistakes it has made in the past. The Risen has the technology to destroy every ship we currently have. We got lucky last time.”

    I bristled. Lucky? Yes, the last battle could’ve gone differently. It wasn’t luck that had seen us through, though. It was the Coalition itself – its training, what it stood for. It was the secret ingredient I’d spoken of earlier – the strands that actually bound together every single soldier who’d gone through the Academy. It was the oath, the living oath.

    Either Kilroy couldn’t see that, or all Kilroy could see were dollar signs.

    “Why would we build 20 new heavy cruisers when we know they are no match for the Armada ships? Does that mean we give up? No,” he said in a deep voice that reverberated around the room. “It means we fight smarter this time. It means we wait until Ruben has finished his experiments, until Jupiter Station has finished stripping down the Armada vessel. We wait, and this time, we rise smarter and stronger.”

    I could’ve jumped on that. Rise? That was the very same word our enemy used.

    And these were the very same tactics our enemies wanted us to use.

    Fools wait for the perfect time to move. Because there will never be a perfect time to move. Kilroy could try to mesmerize everyone with the fiery look in his eyes. It didn’t mean he was right.

    We had no idea when the Risen would attack again. We had no idea what the Force would do next.

    14 quadrillion credits would not sink the Coalition. Waiting and ensuring we didn’t move when we could, would.

    “He has a point,” one man muttered.

    The comment was soon picked up, and it spread around the table like wildfire. Not one of my Coalition officers repeated it.

    All eyes were on me, though.

    Kilroy continued to spout nonsense until finally it was over. He straightened. He smoothed the purple sash down the left side of his breast over his muscled chest, then turned to me. “I’m sure you agree, Admiral—”

    “There is only one thing I agree with,” I began. Long before the words could push out of my mouth, an alarm pitched through the air.

    Everyone at the table reacted and jolted. Unlike Coalition officers, they weren’t used to klaxons blaring through the air with no warning.

    Everyone who was standing stood their ground. And that importantly included Kilroy. He was on his feet again. He didn’t twitch. He didn’t blink. He didn’t move his gaze off me.

    The second-highest ranking Coalition officer in the room jolted toward me. “That’s a security alarm, sir.”

    “Yes, it is.” I reached behind me, activated a holographic pocket, and pulled out my telekinetic sword.

    The hilt was made out of a specialized metallic substance that an implant in my throat could interact with. I could move it with my mind. The real beauty, however, came in the energetic blade. It blazed into life, this brilliant blue-green.

    Behind me, all of my officers grabbed their weapons.

    In front of me, Kilroy simply stared my way.

    Several politicians at the table went to leap up. He spread a wide hand toward them. “Don’t worry. The Coalition Army is here to help. The Coalition Army will never fail. As long as we guide it.”

    I let him get away with that, let him get away with the concept that he was guiding us like he was somehow in charge. I spun on my boot and headed out into the corridor. Because even though I didn’t like it, he was right.

    The Coalition Army would guard.

    Until it fell into a heap. Because nothing lasts forever. Including me.

  
    Chapter 4

    Jerr’n

    I sat in my flight seat, hands secured around the armrests, thumbs cinching in. I needed to rip this seat out. I’d stolen it off a fellow pirate – a real piece of crap. The guy had been a pirate far worse than me, and that was saying something. He’d actually sold his old grandma’s legs, good cybernetic legs, to be fair. Which wasn’t the point. You don’t sell your grandmother’s freaking legs. And this flight seat had been through so much that finally my thumbs perforated the gel padding. It was just as the Unicorn shook so wildly, it was like we’d been shoved into the heart of a comet shooting through an asteroid belt.

    “We really need to work on the internal gravity field,” my second-in-command, Lilith, grunted.

    She stood. She never sat. She had legs of steel, I swear, and she had a sense of balance so precise, you could throw her in a wind tunnel, and she’d never even move.

    “Yeah, sure. Do whatever you want – as soon as we get to the Lion Facility and steal everything we can touch.”

    “Do you really want to steal everything you can touch, sir?” she challenged, bothering to waste time to turn and arch one of her perfectly manicured blue-white eyebrows. She didn’t care a hoot about her looks. But she did care about her eyebrows. She crafted them every single day, sometimes even dyeing each individual hair. There were two parallel cuts on the left side and a dangling Benoni ring on the other.

    I kind of got the appeal. It brought everyone’s attention off her frizzy gray hair and down to her eyebrows, down to the permanent challenge she stared at the universe with.

    Now that challenge locked on me. I would’ve preferred it to lock on my waning gravity field, to be frank. A shake powered through the Unicorn, one so violent, I was certain I was going to spit my toes out of my mouth. “Lilith. The fields. Work on the fields. The Unicorn won’t survive.”

    “The Unicorn will survive. The gravity tremors aren’t that bad. It’s nothing compared to what we will face when we finally get to the Lion Facility.”

    “I thought it was going to be smooth sailing? There are just a couple of guards, one evil eccentric scientist, and a lot of phase gear.”

    “I wouldn’t call Ruben Staltz an evil eccentric scientist.”

    “I thought it takes one to know one? Aren’t you exactly the same?”

    She lifted her hand, and her fingers were perfectly steady even though the small bridge of the Unicorn shook so badly, a chunk of the light fitting fell off and smashed into smithereens on the floor by her feet. “Ruben is a madman.”

    “So are you—”

    “No. I’m mad. I’m a woman. I’m an eccentric genius. Those are not the same thing.”

    I shrugged. Now was not the time to get into semantics. Now was the time to get through the gravity eddies that separated us from our find.

    Oh yeah, and hope that Shadow and his mercenary pack weren’t there already.

    I’d managed to stave off even a hint of moral thoughts previously, but now as I grabbed my chin and forced my fingers in, I couldn’t ignore the visions of blood-splattered walls that filled my psyche.

    I’d been to too many crime scenes after Shadow had left, seen too many bodies he’d carved up with that electro samurai sword of his.

    The man was psychopathic. Sorry, he made psychopaths look like tame kittens. He was what happened when you took someone who’d always been tortured, tortured them some more, tortured them even more for good measure, then gave them a cybernetic body that could withstand anything.

    And now he had a powerful backer. That’s the thought that really wheedled into my mind as the shakes got so bad, I think my eyeballs started to get bruised.

    Who the hell would align themselves with him? The Barbarians? No. Even they weren’t that masochistic. Who could it be?

    And what would happen to that facility of a thousand people if he got there first?

    Lilith suddenly lost her balance. She did that, because the floor split right underneath her, and even the amazing scientist couldn’t ignore that.

    I leapt up, moved fast, moved freely, moved with my own muscles and not because of the crappy armor I still wore. I locked a hand on her back, forced her forward against the console, and settled my palm on the console beside it. I wasn’t a whizzbang genius engineer, but I knew how to coax more out of a gravity field. As my fingers flew across the console, I looked up at the cracked viewscreen just in front of us. The current shakes hadn’t cracked it. I’d bought it broken. I’d never bothered to fix it. I mean, seriously, did it matter? You could see around the crack.

    Now it gave the view an eerie sense as if I was suddenly staring at two different worlds – no, two different versions of the same world. One where we got there first, and one where Shadow got there first.

    “Sir?” Lilith could see I was distracted.

    I drummed my fingers on the side of the panel once I was finished. “Screw it. Give me my armor.”

    Her eyebrow arched. It was the one with the ring, the ring that glinted with its own light. It made her expressions look like someone was waving around a glass dagger. “I’m taking it you mean your real armor and not the novelty knight set you bought at the last space station?”

    I shot her a look. “My real armor.”

    “Sir, do you honestly expect you will face a fight down there?”

    “Sure. We’ll face something,” I muttered, not willing to tell her the thing I was going to fight with was my own conscience.

    There was one more shake. Then we were through. Through what? Through what happened when an anomaly sat in a sector for God knows how many millions of years. The anomaly itself might’ve been removed by ultimate spacers, but its effects on that area would remain. Flying through it was like sailing over an ocean that was continually producing tidal waves. But our ship had made it. Just. And now… now we faced the Lion Facility, or rather the world it was built on.

    If you’d just rocked up to this world, you would’ve rocked right on past. You got a lot of planets like this one in the furthest reaches of the Milky Way. Barren rock worlds. Every single one of them was exactly the same. Maybe they didn’t have the exact same flora and fauna. Mostly they didn’t have any life whatsoever. But they sure had rocks that had been beaten into various shapes by millions of years of geological movements and meteor strikes.

    It was like coming across a painter who was obsessed with painting the very same picture, just from different angles with slightly different shapes.

    But this barren world had one key difference. The Lion Facility was built over a good track of a massive continent. I could see it from orbit. For now, they couldn’t see me.

    “The subspace pocket cloak is working… right?” I grunted.

    Lilith just looked up at me from under one of those shining crinkled eyebrows. She pointed at the screen, then pointed at her throat and pretended to cut across it. “You see those security satellites in orbit? If they’d detected us, they would’ve shot us to smithereens by now. What do you think that means?” she asked in her best schoolmarm voice.

    I gestured wide. “That we are still alive and everyone’s still got a chance, ha?”

    Lilith never missed a single thing. Her head tilted to the side. “Everyone, sir?” She peeled her hands back from the console and crossed her arms. The Unicorn was done shaking like the hand of a career alcoholic. “Are you talking about us or them? Sir,” she said in her best aggrieved voice. “You aren’t actually starting to grow a heart somewhere in that dark cave in your chest, are you?”

    I looked down at my chest and patted it. “Don’t worry. There’s nothing in there. There’ll never be anything in there except maybe a vault where I can shove my most precious stolen items. Happy?”

    I turned. I walked over to my command seat and accessed the only part of it that I’d keep once I threw it in a heap and burnt it. It was the transporter.

    Lilith leaned against the console. The console was only at hip height, but she always had this talent for being able to lean on anything, including thin air. “Don’t you need your fanciest armor? Aren’t you going down there to save everyone, sir?” she said, voice twanging with sarcasm.

    I scratched my throat. I could never push my fingers far enough past the gel seal of my armor to get to the point that bothered me. I tried anyway. “I’ve changed my mind—”

    She spun. She accessed a console to her left, and soon enough, it used ship transporters to bring my armor up from the weapons locker.

    It floated there in a beam of light, materializing like someone carving it out of sparks.

    It was my favorite set. It was Coalition. And no, I hadn’t even stolen it. My father had.

    … It still had his scent on it. At least I kept telling myself that.

    I straightened. I stared at it, then darted my gaze away before I could think of my old man. “I don’t need it.”

    “Put it on,” she growled in a voice that would make even a rabid dog tuck its tail between its legs.

    I shot her a peeved look. Then I rethought things again, and even though I didn’t want to admit it, I gave in to my better conscience.

    All I had to do was reach out and touch the left wrist unit of the armor, and it resorted. First the hand unit moved over mine and cinched into place with a barely audible hiss. Then it was the arm unit, then the shoulder, then the chest, then the rest of it. By the time I was fully inside, it was like having a world of my own, like I’d been thrown into a snow globe.

    It’s just that this snow globe wouldn’t keep me trapped. This snow globe would keep me strong.

    I moved my hands around, even formed fists and bumped them together.

    I wouldn’t admit this to anyone, but sometimes I snuck into the weapons locker and put this thing on just to feel what it was like. And what was it like? Being a miniature god. You put on a real set of Coalition armor, and it’s like separating yourself from the world with a giant wide wall. A wall that will take every shot, every punch, every insult too.

    “Stop salivating in there,” Lilith snapped. “I think we got here before Shadow. It’s hard to tell, though.”

    “Why?” My worried voice spat that out as quickly as the crack of a whip.

    “I can detect the fact that guards are mobilizing in the main section of the facility,” she snapped.

    That was good enough for me. This was a protected facility. Short of some kind of internal war, the only reason guards would be mobilizing was if there was an external threat.

    I looked at Lilith once. She met that gaze, even saluted, though it was a deliberately weak move, then accessed the transport beam. It picked me up, dematerialized me, and placed me down right in the heart of the Lion Facility.

    The token we’d stolen from the Coalition officer had gotten us into the right sector. Our own technological prowess had gotten us into one of the most protected Coalition facilities in the Milky Way.

    How, I hear you ask? Evil geniuses, of course. Oh yeah, and luck. If you want to survive as a pirate, you’ve got to steal the right stuff. Not so long ago, I’d stolen sophisticated subspace cloaking gear from a soldier who’d claimed to have visited the Andarnian Storeroom. If you didn’t know what the Andarnian Storeroom was, seriously, you must’ve been living under a rock, right? Or maybe it was your first time in this universe. The Andarnian Storeroom was a place where all of the greatest technology from across the universe had been stored for countless years.

    Who knows if the story was real, if this cloaking gear really had come from there, but I could tell you after having tested it successfully for five years that the Coalition couldn’t detect it.

    I landed down in the corridor, and the cloak attached to my armor initiated. It shimmered into life like a giant eraser.

    But it didn’t erase the real me – just the sight, sound, and detectable movement.

    I’d picked the right corridor, or rather Lilith had.

    I could hear the sound of thundering footfall, and soon guards jolted past.

    They weren’t armed, and you’d expect them to be armed if Shadow had appeared amongst them and started cutting them down like someone with a lawnmower to clover.

    My eyes narrowed.

    I waited, the taste of iron filling my mouth.

    I stared at the walls. There was no blood splattered across them.

    Because Shadow wasn’t here.

    The conclusion snapped into place just as I heard someone scream from down the corridor. At first, I thought they were being cut in half, and I spun, hand going toward the holster on my back. My favorite gun was locked there. My favorite gun that, coincidently, had come from the same guy who’d given me this cloak. Reluctantly, of course. Trust me, it hadn’t been a gift.

    But long before I could pull the gun around, I heard the pitch of the scream changing. That wasn’t someone shrieking for their life – that was someone shrieking for yours. “Murderer, murderer,” a man roared.

    My eyebrows shot down low.

    “You cut her in half. Why? Because you were always too weak to rise to the standard we demanded of you, so you let your anger consume you.”

    Whoever was speaking, it was a guy, and the voice… look, it did things to my spine, entirely unpleasant things. It was like someone had shoved flaming ants right down in my coccyx – then they’d run up in between each vertebra, nibbling on every chip of bone they could reach before they surged toward my head and consumed my brain in one fiery dance.

    That was the voice of someone who was so unstable, the only way for them to feel stable was to destabilize everyone else.

    I stood there, just to the side of the corridor as the guards came back into view. They were dragging someone with them. Just before them stood Ruben Stalz. I’d done him the dignity of looking up his face before I’d decided to trash his facility.

    The guy sure did look like an evil genius. He had floppy hair a little reminiscent of my own. The hair was irrelevant, just icing on a cake. The eyes were what mattered.

    They stared out at the world unblinkingly, with this kind of ferocity that suggested they would break you down, they would find your secrets, then they would not bother to put you back together again. You existed to satisfy their drive to understand everything. And if you could not satisfy it, you would either be swept aside or cut down. And speaking of someone being cut down.

    “I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill her. I found her. Why would I kill her? I wouldn’t even have had time—” the woman blubbered.

    I stood right there to the side of her as she was dragged past me.

    Tears covered her face. Her skin was blotchy from crying. She couldn’t hold herself up, which was hardly a problem, because two guards dragged her forward unkindly. They were taller than her, and every time she tried to take her own step, her feet would fail, bend underneath her, and probably sprain as the guards never stopped moving. And in front of them, Ruben raved. “Murderer, murderer,” he called in his grandest voice. Sorry, that was an assumption. I could make a quick scan of his lungs and a quick assessment of his personality and conclude that if he wanted to, he could roar until the sun fell from the sky.

    People were coming out of offices. They were staring, shocked.

    The woman, whoever she was, was covered in blood. But not what you would expect if someone had actually cut someone else down. Remember, I’d seen that enough times. She looked as if she’d slipped in blood. It covered her legs, her knees, and the left side of her body. It was on her hand, too. If she’d actually cut someone down, it would’ve covered her face, would’ve splattered over her short red hair and green eyes.

    … And why did I care about this?

    This was the perfect opportunity to head into the vault and steal everything I could. And yet I waited, riveted to the spot, stuck there like a strand of hair glued to the wall.

    She was dragged right past me.

    Nobody could interact with me. I wore a subspace cloak. They just walked right through me.

    It meant that I could see the side of her face as one of the guards stepped through my chest. Nothing could get in the way of my gaze as I watched her.

    Her expression broke with real fear. Not the fear of someone who’d just been implicated in a murder they hadn’t committed. Real fear. The kind of fear I’d only ever seen a couple of times.

    Being a pirate gives you a certain perspective on people, on despair, on loss.

    I’d seen the particular haunted look in her eyes only a handful of times, regardless of how many terrified folks I’d come across.

    Just as she was dragged past, she turned her head toward me. Right toward me. For a heart-sinking moment, I thought she could even see me. Then she twisted her head around again, made a face as if something was bothering her, hiccupped, and started to cry once more. “Why would I kill her?”

    Ruben brought up a finger dramatically. He was like an actor hamming it up on the stage. There was no one to appreciate this act, though. The guards were concentrating on dealing with the suspect. It was as if Ruben was playing to a crowd in his head. “Everyone in the main operations room has already attested to the fact that you were physically violent toward Lena before you killed her.”

    “Physically violent?” the woman blubbered. “I grabbed her wrist. That was it. I didn’t kill her. The murderer is still out there. They slipped an electro blade into this facility. You’ve gotta do something, gotta scan to find out who it is. They cut her from head to toe. Why would I do that?”

    “Because you are weak, and you are a murderer,” Ruben concluded.

    … It was like there was a kid driving his brain. Yeah, sure, he was a brilliant scientist, but his consequential thinking was about as complicated as a toddler. There was no nuance, no gray, just black and white. And I suddenly got the impression that this woman, even if she was patently innocent, would never escape.

    Maybe no one else in the facility would escape, either. Because two facts struck me like a hammer to the center of my skull. An electro blade had been snuck into the facility, and someone had been cut from their head down to their toes.

    I opened my lips. The word Shadow slipped out of them, falling like glass from a broken window.

    “Crap,” I spat through clenched teeth and spun. Now I really did go for my gun. I yanked it off my holster and held it tightly in my hands.

    The woman had already been dragged past, but suddenly she twisted her head all the way around, and I swear she stared at me again.

    She got this look on her face as if either she could see something or hear something, and it was intensely bothering her.

    The guards had no intention of letting her pause. They dragged her forward again.

    I paused, though, paused, turned, and stared at her, then heard something myself. It was a slight thump.

    No one else detected it, even though the Coalition guards were in sophisticated armor. Now, what did that tell me? That told me that it happened in the subspace realm and that whoever made the sound was wearing a cloak just like mine.

    I swore in my head so loudly, any nearby religious saint would’ve burst into flames.

    Shadow was here. Or one of his emissaries was here on his behalf.

    I was not alone, and this facility was now a war zone.

    I spun. I didn’t have training like some Coalition golden boy. I didn’t know exactly what it was you were meant to do with your fear when you were thrust into a violent situation. I did know, however, you didn’t think. You acted.

    And I acted.

    I could follow these fools. Or I could head back to the scene of the crime.

    Or I could go straight to the vault, my far smarter side pointed out. If Shadow was here, there was nothing I could do. The best-case scenario was to steal whatever he couldn’t get to first and run.

    And I did run, just back in the direction of where the woman had been dragged from.

    It didn’t take long to find the right office. I could track the blood that had covered the woman’s boots, tunic pants, and hand. It’d dripped and smeared across the floor.

    It was like following lines on an old human road. They led straight to a small office with a single window that stared out onto a particularly barren section of this dull world. It was just gray-brown rock as far as the eye could see. That was outside, though. Inside? This cream-white room with simple computer consoles, a seat, and not much else was covered in blood.

    The body was gone. Clearly they’d already transported that away. The blood remained. And so did an electro blade that had been picked up and placed on a console.

    I stared at it and knew immediately who it belonged to.

    You see, it wasn’t hard to conclude anything. Because someone was still nursing the blade.

    Had I forgotten to mention that? The room wasn’t empty.

    Someone sat, half enshrouded by a deep, sophisticated subspace cloak, right next to the blade. Currently, they were cleaning their fake metal nails. As soon as I skidded into the room, they looked at me, and I stared back.

    It wasn’t Shadow. It was his second-in-command. A man Shadow had trained with everything he knew – every single brutal trick, every single psychopathic skill.

    The guy, Hank Whittle, had once been an up-and-coming cadet at the Academy, apparently. A bully through and through, he’d even made it to ensign. Then his particular sins had caught up with him, and rather than pay for them, he’d found Shadow. And Shadow had brought him under his particularly crooked wings.

    Hank’s eyes widened. “Now, look here. Why, if it isn’t everyone’s least favorite incompetent pirate, Jerr’n. Who said you get to screw with this facility? We were here first. And we’re almost finished. You,” he snapped up the electro blade, activated it, and pointed the crackling tip toward my throat, “Jerr’n can stay here. I’ll even bury you here if I’m feeling in a good mood. Right before I burn this place down.”

    With that, he launched off the console. He ignored his cybernetic hands and whatever dirt and blood was underneath the nails, and simply sliced at my throat. The electro blade swung through the air, sounding like what you’d get if the air started to scream.

    The crackling hiss shot toward my jugular, even if it was currently protected by my armor.

    I moved, jerked back, disregarded the advice of the onboard computer of my armor, and just twisted to the left.

    That meant the blade almost caught me. The computer was far more sophisticated and better at dodging. But maybe the computer didn’t think as far ahead as I did.

    It was time to catch two birds with one stone.

    And how would I do that? I would defeat this guy and get him to advertise his position all at the same time.

    As the blade swung toward my stomach, I jerked back, leapt into the air, and kicked. My foot smashed into the hilt and forced it to deviate off course. It slammed into the console just behind him. It cut right through it. It exploded. Fire engulfed it. Sparks blasted up onto the ceiling above, burnt it, then rained back down like gifts from a volcano.

    I waited for the second this facility’s sophisticated scanners would pick everything up and warn that hell had broken loose.

    … They didn’t. And Hank came for my throat again.

    He was in armor, kind of. It was a sophisticated subspace set. I imagined once upon a time, it had belonged to a spacer. It had been retrofitted for his cybernetic body. Even though it looked as if it didn’t cover his face, it did.

    It meant I could see his expressions. That was great, right? Because it meant I could read them. I could make detailed psychological assessments of what he was about to do and build it into my prediction model of him. But no. It wasn’t great.
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