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      Blurb

      

      
        6 books. One volume. Binge the complete First Strike series.
      

      

      When Laksha wakes up as a middling recruit on an Academy training ship, she knows something has gone critically wrong. A Barbarian spy, for the past five years, she's been infiltrating the soft-bellied Coalition in the hopes of striking a blow that counts. For too long, the Coalition has lorded over the Milky Way. That's meant to change with her.

      But someone else gets there first. Dale Simpson is a state-of-the-art cybernetic. Half-man, half-machine, it's taken him a long time to come to terms with the accident that almost killed him and the science experiment that saved his life instead. An ex-pilot, he's now a top-level Coalition spy with skills no one else can match. He can seamlessly integrate with nearly all technology he faces - and, when necessary, punch right through it.

      For the past five years, he's been after a Barbarian psychic known only as First Strike, and finally he finds her in the heart of the Academy High Command. But when a glitch occurs in his program, he ends up throwing her mind into another body.

      What ensues is a game of cat and mouse like no other. As Laksha learns the ability to jump into people's minds, Simpson must find her before she strikes. Falling for her along the way shouldn't be on the cards. But he'll soon find out no matter how much he melds with machines, he'll always have a heart.

      ...

       First Strike follows a Barbarian psychic weapon and the cybernetic soldier sent to stop her fighting to save the galaxy from a powerful empire. If you crave space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab First Strike today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      First Strike is the 22nd 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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    First Strike Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    First Strike

    As the body hit the ground, it barely made a sound. The high-level technician crumpled like a tree with no roots.

    He wasn’t dead, though. I’d just knocked him out. For about a month.

    I stepped over his prone form toward the blinking input panel several meters in front of me.

    A thin coating of saliva covered my tongue, the only sense of anticipation I’d let myself feel.

    Finally, I was close to the one task I’d been given these past five years. Finally, I was closer to rendering a blow that would count.

    When my handler in the Barbarian High Command had pulled me aside and told me I was finally ready to take on the Coalition, finally ready to enact a plan 20 years in the making, I’d had to use every trick I knew not to scream with joy.

    A strike weapon, I was a psychic tool like no other. I’d had the fear bled out of me and the emotion trained out over 10 grueling years of nonstop missions. All it had left was a woman with a one-track mind.

    A woman finally close to the end.

    I lifted my hands and counted on the fingers, moving them slowly down toward my palm. They looked like snakes waking from hibernation, lifting their heads out of their holes, and seeing their first prey right before them.

    When you line up your moves correctly, you don’t have to go far for your first strike.

    I stepped over the prone body, reached the input panel, and slammed my palm down against it.

    I said my palm. My real body was somewhere underneath this casing of cybernetic implants, fake skin meshes, and holographic drives. If you were really determined, and I was really soft, one day maybe I’d let you see what I actually looked like. I’d never met someone like that, and I never would.

    “I’ve been waiting five years,” I hissed, voice pushing out of my clenched teeth. “Five years. Or should I say 500? The Coalition has gone on too long,” I said, realizing I was speaking to a wall, that no one was recording this, that there wasn’t a single arrogant Coalition soldier in sight. It didn’t matter. It needed to be said, and as my voice rang out, echoing around the close confines of this corridor, I tilted my head back and felt like I was addressing the whole population of the Barbarian Empire.

    Finally, we wouldn’t be kept down anymore.

    Finally, the continued existence of the Milky Way would not be decided by the Coalition.

    Finally, their arrogance would no longer disrupt our sovereignty.

    Finally, we would have our own autonomy. And finally, we’d strike back.

    As I slammed my palm down against the input panel again, I accessed a small device embedded in the subcutaneous layer of my palm. There was a short sharp beep. Then a whir. It sounded like the smallest machine taking flight, and it whet my appetite. It reached my eyes, squeezing them open wider, forcing me to watch as light played across the input panel in a chaotic dance as if someone had just shoved a flare down its throat.

    As the sparking got worse, as it spread further, it ripped off the holographic cloak that had hidden the door beyond. What had looked like an empty stub of a corridor now revealed a great chamber.

    It was the heart of the brand-new Academy data processing center. A place where their every secret was held, including the true details of the countless recent galaxy-wide incidents the Coalition kept to themselves. Every time they’d dragged the galaxy to its knees and only just picked it up before its head could be chopped off.

    All of that, but more. Every single secret that made the Coalition weak, every single detail of their new prototype technologies – all of them were within.

    I took one single echoing step beyond the threshold of the door and reached the data chamber. It was the size of a small village. It was directly under the Academy main campus on Earth. None of the foolish cadets who were trained in the program above had any clue it was here. Only the most powerful individuals in the Academy top brass knew of this place, let alone had access to it.

    I took another step in.

    I twisted on the spot, staring at the data towers.

    Some of them were solid – most of them were liquid. A brand-new computing technology, they utilized quantum phase states to store information, not just on this level of organization, but on all of them.

    Not only did it add brand-new dimensions to the data, it also meant it was essentially encrypted to anyone who didn’t understand the technology. They simply couldn’t access it.

    I could.

    I slid a hand into my pocket, grasped out a small red data key, twisted it in my fingers, reached around, and grabbed my gun in the other.

    I wasn’t just here for their data. I’d take what I needed, and I’d destroy the rest.

    I took one step.

    The communicator stored in my wrist device suddenly beeped. Slowly, I tilted my head down and stared at it.

    I lifted it. It was a message for Admiral Harp.

    I was Admiral Harp.

    The real Admiral Harp had never existed. She was an identity Barbarian spies had taken the form of for the past 20 years. Like I’d said, we’d been playing the long game.

    But now I was here. Finally here.

    Yet if I didn’t answer this message, someone might become suspicious. And if there was one thing I never did, it was make mistakes.

    I lifted the wrist device, bringing it within range of my breath, and it automatically activated, the screen changing color to green to indicate it was currently recording my voice.

    It took approximately 1.2 seconds for me to draw my lips into a straight line, to control my emotions. That was a record. Usually it only took 0.2 seconds.

    “Admiral Harp here,” I said. I lifted my head. Yes, indeed, I was here.

    Once more, I slowly turned on the spot, staring at the strange data center. If you were used to blinking servers, then this sight would blow your mind. It looked more like I was in some kind of strange water installation that had crawled out of the mind of the galaxy’s most eccentric artists. Droplets of paused information shimmered in the air, then, seemingly randomly, raced either toward the ceiling or down toward the floor.

    I was told that if you could interact correctly with phase space – one of the lower levels of organization in the universe – sometimes you could actually see glimpses of the information. It would be like walking into a person’s mind and momentarily seeing the data racing along their neurons.

    Every single drop of information shimmered.

    For now, they reflected me as I brought my wrist device higher and grunted, “Admiral Harp here.”

    Usually, if you bothered to call an admiral, especially one as senior as Admiral Harp, you knew what you were going to say, and you didn’t delay. You didn’t dare waste a single second of their time. Especially not these days.

    Did you remember the diatribe I’d given you previously? This was a dangerous time for the galaxy and for the Coalition more so. It seemed that every day they courted new and dangerous threats.

    As one of the senior members of the high command, I could tell you countless numbers of growing problems the Coalition faced.

    I could only tell you one solution.

    Cut it off at the knees. It had grown too fat, too full of itself, too unwieldy.

    It believed it could decide everything on behalf of the galaxy. Now it would never get to decide its own future again. Not once I delivered a blow to the heart of its information storage that would make it forget everything.

    I twiddled the key in my hand.

    I could hear breath coming over the line, but whoever it was wasn’t speaking.

    The key froze in my fingers. My eyes sliced to the left. I slowly inclined my head down toward the watch. I let one breath break its way out of my stiff lips. “Who are you?”

    “I’m the counter intelligence operative sent to catch you, First Strike. And I’m right behind you.”

  
    Chapter 2

    Belinda Smith

    “Just keep it together. Come on, girl, keep it together.” Shaking my hands up and down, I tried to stop my nervous body from pulsing, but I was so jacked up on adrenaline that it was like asking a speeding cruiser to stop without brakes.

    This was my first real training mission. Not one that lasted a day or a weekend – a whole month.

    The Academy was changing the way it did things in the cadet program.

    Because the galaxy was changing. Seemingly every freaking day. And to ensure it produced graduates who could match the speed of change and maybe race ahead, it needed to alter the way things were done.

    “You’re a fifth-year. You can do this,” I said to myself as I lifted my hands and started playing with my fingers, jamming them rhythmically onto my thumb then counting down madly from 10 by fractions of an eight.

    Did it help?

    Nope.

    What did help was the fact there was a beep from behind me.

    The door opened. I spun. I fully expected it to be Commander Sharp – the man in charge of this new mission, but instead it was Harry West. And who was Harry West?

    Oh, he was just a virtual king. The number one student in fifth year, he’d been guaranteed a place on this mission. Me, I’d only gotten here through a wildcard system.

    I wasn’t right at the bottom of the class. I was close, but not right at the bottom, okay?

    He shot me a look.

    What does a guy at the top of the class do when he faces someone at the bottom of the class? Someone who has only gotten on an important mission based on luck? He tells them to walk right out the door, doesn’t he?

    Sure. Maybe. Maybe if we hadn’t been friends since day one.

    Maybe if I hadn’t somehow accidentally saved him during our first mission and stopped him from quitting. And maybe if, since then, he hadn’t taken me under his wing and dragged me forward, regardless of how far ahead he was.

    Leaning against the door, his uniform scrunching, the trim collar dragging across the taut, ropelike muscles of his strong neck, his left lip kinked into a grin. “Does it help?” he asked, and there wasn’t a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

    I was still doing the thing with my fingers. I’d do it in front of Harry, even if I wouldn’t do it in front of any of my other friends.

    And it was kind of rich to call Harry and me friends. Sorry, that sounded mean. What I was trying to say was we didn’t hang out. We came from two very different social groups. It’s just that whenever I needed him, Harry was there. He was more like my guardian angel. Someone who knew the very messy side of me and didn’t seem to care.

    Lifting his fingers, even though someone could’ve walked down the corridor and seen him, he started to mimic the same nervous movements.

    He kept getting his fingers wrong though.

    I shook my head, almost peeved. “You put the little finger down first, then the middle finger, then the little finger, then the pointing finger,” I began.

    He actually copied me. Anyone else would’ve rolled their eyes. He kept those same eyes locked on me. “Working yet?” he muttered softly.

    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Nope.” My voice was a mess. “It’s a month-long mission,” I said, preaching to the converted. He knew every single detail of this operation, and he didn’t need me reminding him of that fact. Presumably, he knew way more than I did. He’d be privy to some of the information only Sharp knew.

    This was like nothing else Coalition cadets had ever done. It was half-training, half-real. Because what’s the point of training if one day it stops, you graduate, and then you are pushed out into the real world? It often means you don’t have the actual skills to get by. If you mix a little of the real world with training, it means you produce better recruits who are ready.

    Ready for what?

    Endless freaking chaos, if you asked me.

    My nervous mind started to throw up examples of crazy incidents the Coalition had been involved in these past 30 years. Those were only the ones I knew about.

    From the Axira Incident, to the countless battles with phase space, it was all too much, and I quickly turned my back on Harry, walked over to one of the small false windows in my quarters, and placed a hand on the glass. Sorry, it mimicked glass. It wasn’t an actual window like you got in old-school houses. You wouldn’t want to have such a fragile thing in a ship that was designed to travel through space at many times the speed of light. It would be a structural problem.

    This instead was a programmable panel that reliably showed what was directly outside the hull. And what was directly outside right now was one of the giant rib-like arms of the Jupiter shipbuilding station. Our vessel – the Argonaut – was currently having the last of the outer hull rebuilt. In about half an hour, it would be ready for takeoff. The ceremony would then begin, and then… yeah, you got the picture.

    Harry grunted softly. He walked into my quarters, and thankfully it meant his great lumbering body was no longer stopping the door from closing. It hissed shut.

    He stopped about half a meter behind me, clamped his hands behind his back as if he was on patrol, or worse – facing someone important – and said, “You second-guess yourself too much, Belinda. You’ll be fine when you’re out there. You’re always fine when you’re out there,” he said in this knowing voice as if he’d somehow already traveled the stars with me.

    I spun around and stared at him, again showing him the full calamity of one of my messiest expressions.

    I didn’t show my friends this soft side. I’m sure they guessed it, but they didn’t see just how crumpled my brow could become, just how shaky my body would always get, and just… how broken I’d always become when my fear got the better of me.

    Harry? Maybe he noticed. Maybe he didn’t. He glanced at me once then smoothly let his gaze slice across to the portal.

    He took one small step up to me.

    Sorry, up to the window. His gaze locked on it, and the slightest smile tugged at his lips. All he could see was one of those massive arms holding the giant belly of the Argonaut in position. Occasionally, we saw flashes of light from further up as the technicians welded on the last sections of the hull. Though welded was an old term. What they were doing was something far more complex. They were affecting the very phase level of it, ensuring the way it adhered to the rest of the metal and bulkheads in the ship meant it could withstand some of the strongest weapons the galaxy could throw at it.

    That smile only got deeper. Only got deeper as Harry finally turned, leaned against the glass, and looked at me.

    … Why did it sometimes seem as if he could see something in me that wasn’t really there?

    I scrunched my lips together. I glanced down at the floor, let my brow crumple, then looked at him through one half-closed eye. It would’ve seemed as if someone had poked me in the face, stamped on my foot, then given me a sour lemon to chew on.

    Harry just laughed softly. Then he pressed his fingers into his head. “Don’t worry. There’s nothing to worry about. And even if you have to worry, you’ll still be fine in the end.” He didn’t take a step toward me, just angled his large torso my way. Even then, it was only by a centimeter. He never invaded my personal space.

    Harry was always the gentleman. Harry, with his deep, dark, soulful brown pupils. Harry with a smile that was legendary among the fifth years.

    That was their Harry, though, and this was my Harry.

    I dropped my shoulders forward. “You always say that.”

    “And I’m always right,” he added authoritatively, even lifting a finger as if he was proclaiming a point. “You managed to get to fifth year—”

    “You just said managed, as if statistically I shouldn’t be here.” I whirled on him after taking a step toward the door, knowing he’d slipped up and had finally revealed what he actually thought.

    Arms crossed, he just sauntered close to me. He paused by my side to say, “I’m not finished yet,” then walked over to the door and placed his hand next to the input panel. He turned slightly and shot me one of those looks.

    Harry and I had a two-way relationship. I got to show him my messiest side, and he got to show me that look. It was a look that didn’t match the poster-like, artificial version of Harry that most of his fans in the course believed in.

    It was the complicated guy who sometimes made mistakes and kept kicking himself about them. It was the guy who couldn’t always turn off the voice in his head telling him he had to try harder. It was the guy who could never get a night of sleep if he felt like he’d left someone behind.

    And it was with one of those stiff-lipped, furrowed-brow looks that he faced me. “It’s always okay, Belinda, because you have this strange habit of making it okay.”

    I stared at him out of the corner of two very contracted eyes. “Strange habit? What does that mean? Do I gloss over mistakes—”

    He laughed. He finally let his rigid shoulders drop, and his arms floated beside him until he lifted one and, rather than hold the hand out to me, just gestured toward me with two fingers. “Come on. The future awaits. I’ll let you mull over that thought. It’ll give you something for your fast mind to think of during the ceremony. The ceremony that’s in two minutes,” he added with a grin.

    My mind exploded. “Two minutes?” My hands shot up, and they started jittering right in front of my face. “I’m not ready—”

    “You were born ready.”

    “Ready for a month-long training flight that will take us on real missions, that will give us real responsibility—”

    “Yep. Trust me. I’m the number one cadet in fifth year. These past five years, I’ve been your acolyte, even if you haven’t noticed. Now lead the way, Belinda. I’m ready to follow anywhere.”

    I paused in front of the door just as I opened it. I looked at him once. He stared back, leaned over, placed a hand on my head, ruffled my hair, and strode out of the door, side-by-side with me.

  
    Chapter 3

    Dale Simpson

    I knew exactly where she was.

    I’d finally found First Strike.

    I pushed one finger against my palm then another. To be fair, none of them were my actual fingers. They’d been replaced by the quick, blindingly fast digits of a true cybernetic. I’d lost most of my arm during the accident. Now… it was half my arm, half the property of the Coalition Intelligence Corps.

    A perfect representation of the lower levels of the Academy appeared in front of my face.

    It didn’t look like footage, and it didn’t need to. It was a topographical map that showed me every single minute textural change in not just the smart concrete walls, but the girders beneath that protected the floor; in the pits and trenches where the neural gel and power conduits ran – in everything.

    I could even see the minute temperature differences in anyone I passed. I could detect it in the breath that slipped from my lips.

    Breath I could turn off at any point. I could choose to run on it. I could choose to abandon it and run on the energy crystal located to the right of my stomach.

    While anyone else who faced a representation like this would probably close their eyes as tightly shut as they could until they bled, I ran, following the unique signature that would take me to her.

    First Strike had been a legend for 10 years – the best operative the Barbarians had ever created. A psychic spy, she could be inserted into any situation, and she would always remain hidden.

    She could overcome anyone, copy their body with a fancy combination of holographic and cybernetic technology, then seamlessly slip into even the most complex situations.

    If my bio on her was correct, she’d been everything from a phase scientist to a combat soldier, always using her psychic skills to perfectly mimic whoever she’d replaced. She’d worked her way around the Academy until finally she’d taken on the position of Admiral Harp.

    And it was only in the past five days that I’d finally realized Harp wasn’t who she was meant to be.

    Harp was one of the admirals at the heart of the new Academy data science division.

    I didn’t profess to know much about how the galaxy worked. I didn’t have an analytical brain, never really thought about the big picture – just picked up my gun and went where I was meant to. But information was everything, especially these days. How you handled it, how you stored it, and importantly how you synthesized it and kept it from others was the difference between how fast you could react to the future, or how far it would put you behind.

    These past 30 years, the Coalition had been swept into fight after fight. It had survived. But it had also thrived. From the Andarnian Storeroom to the discovery of the multiverse, our walls had been kicked down, and a brand-new universe had been revealed in front of us.

    We’d adapted to every fight, learned every lesson, and developed technology as a reward. Technology the Barbarians and the other dark players in this galaxy would kill to get their hands on.

    I reached the right corridor. Right in front of me was a technician. At first sight he was dead, but the complex scanners embedded in the left side of my brain confirmed he’d just been knocked out. In a nonstandard way. If he was anything like First Strike’s other victims, he’d be in a coma for a month.

    I smoothly moved over him, gun in my hand. Two guns in my hand, in fact. There was the prototype phase-lock rifle with the glowing blue muzzle. There was also the gun inside my palm that could be activated at any point. In fact, most of my body could resort and become a weapon if it needed to be. It meant no matter where I was, I’d always have a tool. A tool for what? The only mission a spy like me would ever have.

    First Strike had no idea I was in the room with her.

    She’d let her guard down. Which was only possible around someone like me.

    If the intelligent corps had sent anyone else after her, they would’ve just become a victim to her mind.

    Psychics were few and far between in this galaxy, but we’d heard tale that 20 years ago, the Barbarians had figured out a way to take a normal person’s mind, throw it through a technological meatgrinder, and spit out psychics.

    With the added burden and trauma of Barbarian training, they’d be the kind of soldiers who’d strike first and never ask questions.

    I’d already called her on her wrist device. I could see her right in front of me, even though she still had no clue I was in the room with her. “Who is this?” she demanded when I didn’t answer her.

    I didn’t need to lift my wrist device and speak into it. My entire mouth was the equivalent of a comms device. Any part of me could communicate, sending nonstandard messages that would breach the very subspace level.

    In other words? If I wanted to be heard, nothing could stop me.

    “I’m the counter intelligence operative sent to catch you, First Strike. And I’m right behind you.”

    She spun.

    For just a second I saw something in her eyes. You can’t see a psychic’s force. Even if you’re also a psychic, you’ll never actually see their power. You’ll just feel it.

    I swear I saw flashes of determination. This spark of someone who refused to go out, regardless of how many times you stamped on them.

    It reminded me of one memory. I said one. I had others. I wasn’t an amnesiac, though maybe that would make me a better soldier, and I should look into it, should reprogram my brain’s cybernetics until they filtered out all other memories.

    The recollection I recalled was the day that had made me.

    I could still feel myself behind the controls of my prototype ship, still recognized the moment when the engines had given out and everything had slipped sideways.

    I’d been a different man back then, a young fool. Someone who’d wanted to prove to the universe just how powerful he was. An idiot who’d taken chances, and then those chances had blown up right in his face.

    I don’t know what it was about the piercing look in First Strike’s eyes as she stared at me like a tiger facing a wolf, but it brought back the exact moment my craft had exploded, the second that the flight controls in front of me had blown up, the shrapnel striking my chest and the side of my face.

    I’d spun, hit the cockpit wall, and lost a good fraction of my skull.

    But the explosion and the ensuing crash hadn’t killed me.

    The Coalition’s best scientists had dragged me out of the rubble, thrown me into their cybernetics program, and produced this. A soldier who’d never give up.

    And that soldier’s fingers tightened around the gun. I toted it at her, hoped she could see the determination glinting in my eyes, and fired.

    A pulsing blast of phase power erupted out of the front of the gun. This bullet didn’t just move through ordinary matter. It dipped in and out of the phase realm, and every time it did, it made it much harder for it to be tracked. Even the most sophisticated Coalition technology would have trouble predicting its path.

    Barbarian technology would have no chance. But First Strike remained where she was just a split second more, appeared to take a gamble, then thrust to the side. She powered down to her knees, flung one arm back, planted her hand behind her in an extremely agile move, then flipped. Her feet kicked over her head, landed down between two wet technology drives, then twisted to the side again. She darted behind one.

    So I darted to the other side.

    “A cybernetic?” she hissed, voice like a whip.

    I’d read her file. I’d been responsible for adding to it. These past five years, I’d tracked her down through every single mission she’d completed. I knew everything except who she’d once been before the Barbarians had snatched her out of her old life and beaten her into a psychic.

    Unlike all of the other strike program psychics, she was the worst.

    She was the most brutal.

    A coldhearted soldier, she was almost my exact opposite.

    Or were we the same? She might use psychic power to block her emotions off, but I had something far more functional. A computer.

    It kicked into gear now, and I felt the memorable hush moving through my mind.

    There wasn’t a real whisper. This was just the complex process of my brain re-integrating with its computer, of it trying to understand spatially and bodily what was ultimately a mechanical process.

    My fear, half a second later, was controlled within acceptable parameters. It was rediverted to my adrenal system to push out more force. My heart beat, but not so hard that my grip on my gun would change.

    My focus was funneled forward just as First Strike leapt to the side again. Agile, she could move her body more like a cat on steroids.

    She rolled and finally brought her own gun around. She fired off a bullet. I wasn’t surprised when it slammed into one of the wet data centers.

    At first, nothing happened. The bullet tunneled into what looked like a mound of water stuck in a gravity stream, then was simply suspended there. A few sparks became visible, and I watched as a flash or two of paused footage was reflected in them. Then they spun wildly, and finally the bullet regathered enough momentum to punch out of the other side.

    The datacenter exploded. I was forced to yank up an arm and create a shield. Little shield emitters along my forearm pushed out of my fake layer of skin, created a shimmering wall of a bright blue force field, and ensured the hyper-energized drops of water couldn’t burn through my mainframe.

    “You’ll never catch me. Not for long. You might be a cybernetic. I can still sense a soft mind underneath all that technology. I’m gonna start digging in it now,” she said in the kind of cold voice that was programmed to make people’s blood chill. The problem for her was I didn’t have any blood left. I had a highly programmable substance made out of neuro nanoparticles instead. Each one of them was programmable not just by my central processing unit, but by my mind. It meant I could shunt it away from an injury site, or I could push it into a limb to help it propel me forward further and faster.

    I could also ensure First Strike never came good on her threat. “Dig away. There’s nothing to find inside me anymore,” I warned coldly.

    She grunted once, then flipped again.

    She twisted and started running, but trust me, this wasn’t her giving up. She was buying herself time to start using her psychic skills.

    I’d interviewed one of her victims. Someone she’d put into a coma for a month. The poor guy had taken about another month to be ready to talk to me. He’d had such a lost, distant look in his eyes. He’d been a good technician prior to that. But whatever she’d done, it’d almost destroyed him.

    In a lucid moment, he’d made direct eye contact with me and told me having First Strike in his mind was like swallowing a bomb – a bomb that would explode, but you had no clue when.

    It was like sitting on a live explosive.

    She left little presents in your emotions for you, and when you stumbled across them, they spiked you in the heart.

    Do you worst, I wanted to taunt her. I didn’t have a heart anymore. I had a highly sophisticated innervated power pump instead.

    She hissed, twisted, and let her gray hair fly over her face. It wasn’t really hers. I’d seen an actual impression of First Strike’s real face. Half-human, half-one of the Barbarian slave races, she had a deceptively small stature and little features to match. She had a slight button nose, large eyes, narrow lips that peaked in the middle, and two rays of spots that traveled down the side of her face to her neck. Seeing her, you’d have no idea that she’d turned into one of the greatest Barbarian soldiers there’d ever been. The berserker Merk warriors couldn’t match her.

    But no matter what trick she had up her sleeves, she couldn’t match me.

    She made brief eye contact. Even as the exploding data center from behind me finally stopped sparking everywhere, I saw her eyes more starkly than I saw anything else. They didn’t glow. They were just there, staring out at the world with a rage that couldn’t be matched. With a rage that said it would squeeze, dig, pry, and kick until it had every mind at its feet.

    I just stared back.

    I felt her trying to latch hold of the remains of my mind, but they were already so buried far under technology it would be like somebody trying to dig through bedrock to get to a needle hidden far below a city. Good luck. Maybe, just maybe if you were incredibly lucky, you’d find it. More likely, you’d break your fingers trying.

    I grunted and threw myself forward. I activated the thrusters in the balls of my feet, leapt over three data centers, dodged the information droplets raining through the air, and landed beside her.

    She spun, her gray hair now flying over her bright blue pupils.

    Was there any point in describing Admiral Harp, though? By the sounds of it, she was just a puppet that Barbarian spies could step into whenever they saw fit.

    She was meant to have had a long and illustrious career. She was meant to be highly trusted.

    Until five days ago, I would’ve rattled off every single one of her significant achievements. Then I’d finally found out what she was. It’d taken me five more days to find out what she was after.

    “It’s over, First Strike,” I grunted. “This data center is about to be shut down. You’ll never fill that subspace data stick of yours. And you’ll never destroy this place.”

    “You,” her voice shook like someone had tied a rope around her throat, “have no idea what I am capable of.”

    I did it again, made eye contact with her, let her lock onto me, let her try to force her way through my eyes to my mind.

    It was almost thrilling, and to a man like me who’d been nothing more than a glorified machine for too long, that sure was interesting.

    She failed again. She spun. I saw the first indication of desperation painting itself over her features like someone throwing a bucket of acid over a statue.

    I pushed forward harder. I could fly if I wanted to. I wasn’t in armor, was just wearing a standard lieutenant uniform. But I could still fly in space. I could survive there, too. Indefinitely.

    It didn’t matter where you took me, how far away it was from human company, and how long you left me there – I would finish my mission.

    First Strike suddenly spun, flattened herself on the ground, grabbed something from her thigh, and threw it into the air. It was a kind of fracture grenade. It would blast apart into increasingly smaller pieces. Because each piece would keep breaking down.

    They were designed to break down the air around them, then create a small implosion field. They’d suck the subatomic power of the area into it, then let it explode. And should it explode in this fragile data center, it would take the entire thing with it. If she didn’t program it correctly – or she was brutal enough – she could take the entire Academy above down with her.

    I’d had no clue she was carrying such a weapon – and my scanners hadn’t detected it. It didn’t mean I couldn’t shut it down before it got a chance to deploy, though.

    Grunting and meaning it, I threw myself into the air, chest-first.

    Underneath my thick navy blue and white uniform, you could see a pulse of energy from the right side of my body. It was my power pack. And what was my power pack? Some of the most sophisticated technology the Coalition had. It was a gift from the Andarnian Storeroom – an ancient treasure trove on the far side of the universe. A place where stolen alien technology from countless civilizations and countless galaxies had been sequestered.

    As the power pack glowed, a field erupted over my body. It was also an implosion field. And as my chest struck the grenade, just as it began to fracture, it was pulled into me.

    First Strike’s head twisted up so fast, it looked like she’d lose it. Those eyes – that I was almost getting addicted to staring into – narrowed once. She was like someone playing chess who’d just sacrificed one queen for another.

    I had no intention of dying to a simple move like this.

    Grunting, I crossed my arms in front of my chest, folding the imploding grenade into my field.

    There was another flash of light from my power pack. It blasted out wide, momentarily more brilliant than this strange data center. It was accompanied by a suitably throaty roar that bounced off the walls.

    “Idiot,” she grunted once.

    Sure. Idiot.

    With one last throaty roar, I closed the implosion field down and forced it toward my power pack. It now glowed brightly enough, it looked like a small supernova. But nothing exploded.

    The power pack sent out a wave of energy that controlled the last fragments of the grenade and pulled them in, condensing them down until they were nothing but a pulsing lump of red energy.

    Finally First Strike got it. Finally that apparently sharp mind of hers caught up to the fact I wasn’t going to die today.

    I fell down between two data towers, onto one knee and foot, head dropping forward, but only for a single second. I reached around, grabbed the imploded remains of her grenade, squeezed them in my hands, crushed them until bands of electricity traveled up to my elbow and discharged around my face, then looked at her once. “It’s over,” I said, taking pleasure in making eye contact with her one last time. This would be the end of a five-year-long mission.

    Or at least that was the plan.

    She raced forward, between data centers, tilting to the side gracefully like that aforementioned tiger.

    Tigers might, on paper, always win against wolves, but I’d never lost a single mission.

    She flung herself at me just as I forced my hand forward. Long before I could wrap it around her arm, she slapped her palm down against the side of my face. I watched her eyes, saw them for the first time up close, and just for a nanosecond, I thought I could see something beyond the Barbarian weapon – a mind far more fragile, a personality that had survived only by burying itself down underneath the layers of crap atop.

    A single tear squeezed out of her eye. It was like a desert reacting to its first ever drop of rain. But the tear wasn’t joined by others. The tear was her last weapon.

    I felt her force her mind toward mine, and it was like standing in the path of a giant tidal wave. Not one made out of water, mind you – one made out of thoughts. Every single one of them was programmed to do maximal damage, but they couldn’t reach me—

    My head jerked to the side. A single droplet of my specialized blood slipped out of my left nostril.

    I stared up at her as she clamped her other hand down on the other side of my face. Her palm squeezed in, her fingers dragging desperately over my skin. “I can’t lose,” she said in the fragile voice of someone who really couldn’t lose.

    “And I can’t let you win,” I replied, finally forcing myself up to my full height. I stood above her by a head-length and stared down into her tear-filled eyes as she tried one last time to overcome my mind.

    Then I reached forward and clamped my own palm against the center of her brow.

    I wasn’t a psychic. You knew that. You’d seen that. I was something better.

    And as I felt the computer in my mind kick into gear, as it shuddered in my very skull, I accessed my neural implants and got ready to knock her out with a blast of power that would practically melt her mind.

    But the second I locked my hand on her brow was the second the fragment of the imploded grenade beneath me twitched.

    “Now,” she screamed.

    And before I could do a thing, it exploded. It slammed into my side, forcing me forward. I tumbled on top of her, torso-to-torso, head-to-head, eyes-to-eyes. An emergency shield appeared, and it saved me from the explosion, but not from the blast of energy that preceded it. It ripped into my hands, up into some of the most complicated devices I had, and down into First Strike’s head.

    Her skull jolted backward and slammed into the data center floor. And one last time I looked into her eyes until the light behind them went out.

    Sorry. Until the light behind them left.

    If I thought I’d just defeated her, I had another thing coming.

  
    Chapter 4

    Cadet Harry West

    I kept hold of my nerves. Always did. And it was always easier by her side, not that I’d ever admit that. Too much of a coward, see.

    She was several cadets away, further down the line.

    We’d arrived at the same time, but she’d broken away from me, always stupidly thinking that I wouldn’t want to stand by her side in public.

    Maybe it was her who didn’t want to stand by my side. I came with… baggage. Expectation, responsibility – you name it. They were all as heavy as each other. But whenever I stood beside Belinda, it always felt lighter somehow.

    All she’d ever have to do was one of her strange nervous dances, and a grin would warm my lips.

    Now, even though I knew no one else was aware of it, I twisted my gaze surreptitiously to the side and saw her, equally as surreptitiously, playing that game with her fingers. They were beside her and a little behind. It meant that no one could see it from the podium above.

    We were in one of the largest cargo bays in the belly of the Argonaut, and Commander Sharp, our direct officer for this mission, was standing, chest puffed out, hand clenched behind his back. The captain of the Argonaut – Emmanuel Embaga – stood beside him.

    “This is the first mission of its kind. So it will be a success,” Sharp said in his familiar no-nonsense tone. A lot of cadets had trouble with him. I didn’t. I understood him. He was a lot like my old man. When you’d been beaten down by this galaxy enough times, you realized that to stand up and to thrive, you had to tell it what you wanted. And when that wasn’t enough, you had to go after it with as much help beside you as you could gather.

    Because you needed the help. You could never walk alone. Guys like Sharp knew that. It’s why they were obsessed with teamwork, why they always pulled aside anyone who didn’t look like they were playing the right game.

    Now I could see the look in his eyes, and it finally yanked my mind off everything that could go wrong. And there was so much that could go wrong. I’d bravely – stupidly – looked into Belinda’s eyes and promised her it would be okay.

    Would it? This was a real mission. Yeah, on the Argonaut we’d be assigned training missions, but regularly, we’d head down to planets that needed us as we completed actual missions for the Coalition. Missions that would mean something to people. And missions that, if we failed them, would hurt the same people.

    I felt the pressure again, felt it like it was a real set of hands suddenly weighing on my shoulders and shoving them down, down, down.

    I yanked my gaze off sharp and onto Belinda.

    She was moving her fingers more ferociously now, and she was bothering one of the cadets beside her.

    The guy was about to lean in and snap something at her, but Sharp swept his alien eyes over the crowd, and the cadet changed his mind.

    Belinda straightened too.

    Me, I didn’t need to straighten. I always knew how to hold my body in the exact right way, always knew what to say, always knew what to do in my assignments. It was a gift, but it was also a curse. Because when you know what’s expected of you, you just have to do it. Regardless of how hard it seems and regardless of what you’re actually up against.

    What was the Coalition up against? The entire universe. Every time it seemed like we overcame an obstacle or an enemy, we realized there was a far worse enemy just in the distance. Once upon a time, the Milky Way was explicable. We’d fought the Kore and Barbarians, but we’d always been powerful and connected enough to keep them at our borders. Now we had another galaxy to contend with – the Scarax Galaxy. And beyond that, there wasn’t just the universe – there was a multiverse.

    Every day, it seemed that the boundaries had to be rewritten, and as they were, our expectations fell to be replaced by nothing but uncertainty.

    That knot of worry I always kept crammed down in the middle of my stomach threatened to rise like an uncoiling snake. A little sweat covered my top lip, and my shoulders crunched together like somebody trying to crack a walnut.

    All I could do was swing my gaze over to Belinda.

    Just watching her, locking my eyes on her, always calmed me down. It reminded me of the genuinely goodhearted cadet who’d stooped down to help me, day one of the training program. Everybody else had streamed past on our first assignment. Me, I’d been so confused, so weighed down by the expectations of my family, that I’d screwed up.

    I’d taken the wrong turn during one of our holographic trials, I’d freaking run into a wall, and I’d faceplanted the floor, even breaking my nose.

    I’d been ready to throw the towel in, and I would have if a soft voice hadn’t echoed by my ear, “You are meant to get up when you fall over. Or so I’m told. That advice has worked for me so far. And I fall over a lot.”

    The comment had been so non sequitur.

    She’d muttered it out in her usual style, half breath, half grin. Then she’d wrapped her hand around my arm, pulled me up, muttered, “Belinda,” in that cheery voice, then yanked me on, hand hard around my wrist.

    I thought of that… look, I’m gonna admit to you that I thought about it daily. It was like a rope I could use to pull myself up out of any emotional blizzard.

    And I thought of it now, even let it clamber toward my lips and force them into a smile—

    “We expect nothing less than greatness from you, Cadets. And if any one of you falls behind—” Sharp began, his characteristically powerful voice echoing out through the massive cargo bay.

    But before he could finish his sentence, Belinda lurched forward and fell on her knees.

    Everyone stopped speaking, and all eyes shot toward her, even the captain’s eyes.

    Immediately, my hackles rose. The jerk beside her must’ve pushed her over.

    She was gonna freak out.

    She could usually pull herself back from most things, but not large-scale social embarrassment. She always cringed at it, and it would often take her weeks to get over even the smallest mistake.

    Now Sharp straightened, realized who it was, and visibly rolled his eyes in front of everyone. “Yes, Cadet—”

    Far from freaking out, Belinda placed one hand on the floor, and she rose.

    You can tell a lot about someone based on how they pull themselves up when they are pushed down.

    If they shake, if they complain, then maybe they don’t have the right attitude, though I didn’t think like that. But if they rise like Belinda did now, it would seem like they had the power to rip through the freaking heart of everything.

    Every single one of her muscles moved in coordination.

    She took a step back into the line behind her, slowly swept her gaze from left to right, lifted a hand, and appeared to wipe something off the corner of her mouth. Then the slightest smile plucked at her lips.

    Fear, the kind of fear I’d never felt before, jolted up my spine, reached my mouth, and forced me forward.

    I knew the game she wanted to play. When we weren’t hanging out – and we didn’t hang out nearly as much as I wanted – we vaguely pretended not to know each other.

    That said, if she was ever in trouble, I always came to her side. And now I couldn’t stop. “Belinda,” I said in front of everyone.

    Now all eyes were on me.

    “Are you okay?” I demanded.

    “Step back in line. She’s obviously fine,” Francine, a technical friend of mine, but my number one competition, too, snarled from beside me.

    Belinda stood straight, swiveled her head over to me, looked at me up from my feet to my face, then twisted. “I’ve never been better, Harry,” she said after a pause.

    “Cadets,” Sharp leaned forward, placed his stiff hands on either side of the podium, and snarled at us, “if you’re quite done interrupting me, I will see you when the ceremony is complete. And the ceremony will be finished,” he said, every one of his words drilling through the room. But nothing could drill through my fear. It was like, in a single fractured moment, Belinda had changed.

    She now stood completely straight. Her hands were beside her as if she’d stood on patrol most of her life.

    The guy behind her – the guy known for bullying – muttered something under his breath. She didn’t even react.

    Slowly, her eyes darted from the left to the right as if she was surveying the cargo room and everyone here.

    I couldn’t help it, and I took another step forward. I was the one making a scene now. “Belinda—”

    “Enough,” Sharp said as he pointed at me in a way he’d never done before. I was always the head of my class, not the one falling behind, not the one making a scene. He pointed at the door. I heard him mutter the words demerit points.

    The old me would’ve freaked out at that.

    Get enough demerit points, and I would no longer be the head of my class. And if I wasn’t the head of my class, I couldn’t demand as good a position once I graduated. I’d fail everyone from my old man to the expectations of my commanders.

    And I didn’t care. I took one step away from the line of cadets, looked at Belinda, then turned. Turned with a knot in my stomach that would no longer be controlled. Turned and stared at her over my shoulder. Stared at her as she glanced at me once, this cold force behind her eyes.

    “You too,” Sharp said as he pointed at Belinda.

    She snapped a salute, perfect down to the tips of her fingers. She spun on her foot without saying a thing and walked toward me, then right past me.

    It… wasn’t her.

    I’d known this woman for five years, and whatever the hell had just happened, this wasn’t Belinda.

    This… was something else.

  
    Chapter 5

    Laksha Strike

    I stopped in the corridor, twisted my head, and assessed where I was. Then, quickly, knowing I’d soon have company, I ran my hand down my face. I wasn’t simply touching my new body. I was getting a feel for how it moved.

    I could access the mind within. But the mind is also held in the body.

    I touched every feature, from the eyes, to the chin, to the small nose. Then I smiled and let my hand drop. Smiled and tried to figure out what had just happened.

    My mind was hazy. I remembered the explosion—

    The grenade. The grenade and the cybernetic man. He’d been half a second from knocking me out with a neural blast. The explosion had done something to the blast – and now my mind was in another body.

    My body had not been transported. Trust me. It was just my psyche.

    … This was theoretically possible. Transporting minds across large distances had been spoken of for some time in the Barbarian High Command.

    And, somehow, it had just happened.

    “Belinda, what the hell is happening?” A man called Harry jolted toward me as the door closed behind us.

    I turned slowly and stared at him.

    I was taking a little longer to sift through the thoughts of my host, because I’d never had a host before. Usually I read people’s minds from afar.

    It was a strange experience being inside this cadet.

    Strange, but fortuitous.

    I paused, buying myself time. “We would not be expected to speak in this corridor. We must wait for punishment,” I said.

    I hadn’t gotten a chance to read this man well. I’d read the minds of the two cadets on either side of me almost instantly, and they’d filled in his name.

    “Sorry?” Harry said. He tilted forward, close but not too close. His eyes started to scan mine, and it was easy to tell he was suspicious.

    I followed the suspicion into his thoughts. And then, with a virtual click, I finally got access to his mind.

    He knew Belinda. He had feelings for Belinda. In fact he knew Belinda better than anyone else on this ship. And he’d seen the second I’d risen off the floor and knew something was wrong.

    I angled my face high toward his, let my chin jolt out, and forced my lips to wobble. “I can’t believe that just happened. I can’t believe it actually happened. I didn’t know how else to react. Harry, I’m screwed,” I said, using the exact right register, accessing the correct emotions, and dialing them up until their intensity could not be ignored.

    I even let tears touch my eyes.

    I watched him through them, read his mind and emotions, and waited for the second he mellowed.

    It didn’t come as quickly as it should have.

    He tilted as if trying to get a better view of me. “What just happened?”

    “The man beside me pushed me.”

    “Cadet Jones,” he said.

    I went to answer yes. Then I accessed my host’s memories further. It was a trap. That was Cadet Bryce. And my host was scared of him.

    I forced my face to scrunch. “It was Bryce. Bryce pushed me.”

    Harry straightened slightly. He had the smallest frown on his lips.

    If you let doubt remain, it will propagate. Doubt is a very powerful emotion, especially among humans. For much of their evolutionary existence, they were such fragile things. Without evolved suspicion, they would’ve all died long before they ever had the ability to build tools and travel through space.

    I needed to eliminate his doubt immediately. I could not pass up this opportunity.

    I’d had no idea that the intelligence operatives of the Coalition were on to me. But I could guarantee you this – that coldhearted cybernetic with the eyes like polished steel would have no clue I was still alive.

    I might have fallen into the head of a middling cadet, but this was the Argonaut. Admiral Harp knew about the Argonaut. It was a training ship, but it was one that also had a secret.

    A new kind of propulsion drive was being trialed within it.

    A propulsion drive that would give me enough technology to take back to the Barbarians – and something that would give me the bargaining chip I needed. Do enough damage to it, start digging, and not only would I find its secrets, but I would find another soft belly the Coalition would do anything to protect.

    I thought all of these thoughts while half crying, while wringing my hands and doing everything my host would do.

    Harry leaned back. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. He didn’t put them in his pockets, though he tried to for a few seconds. They soon flopped behind him. He couldn’t keep his worry contained.

    It was an extension of the rest of the complex emotions he had around this woman.

    Pointless, futile, dangerous emotions.

    He grabbed the back of his head, pushed his fingers in hard, looked down at the floor, then slowly tilted his head back to me. I watched him expectantly the whole time. I mirrored every single thing this host would do. And meanwhile, as for the host in question… I had no idea if she was still in my mind or whether she was dead. As I’d said, this was a theoretical process. One that shouldn’t be possible. One the Barbarian High Command had been looking into for years. While it was indeed possible for extremely powerful psychics to take over others’ minds, head jumping was a completely different prospect. Who knew what was currently happening to my body?

    Presumably, that cybernetic spy had it.

    Perhaps it was dead.

    I thought that with the kind of emotional energy you would invest in finding out what the weather might be like tomorrow.

    It was a fact. A slightly interesting one. Because why should I care about my body when I now had the ability to move my mind wherever I saw fit? Yes, I now lacked the physical training that I had invested over a decade in. No. It would not be problematic. Because if it was possible for me to jump into one head, it was possible for me to jump into another.

    I suddenly sized up the man called Harry. I looked at him from his feet, up to his head, then back again. He had no clue what I was thinking.

    He spun. He stopped. The door opened.

    I was aware from the shift in emotional energy in the cargo bay room that the talk was over.

    I straightened, then immediately let my shoulders drop and shake with bursts of fear. That is what my host would do.

    And for now, I would play her game.

    As Sharp strode out to remonstrate with us, I sized the man up.

    He would be a perfect host.

    I had gleaned from the other students in the cargo bay that he was technically in charge of this mission.

    Admiral Harp had been aware of it, too.

    But Sharp might not be the perfect host. The captain would be.

    I waited for him to come out of this doorway. But there were multiple entries and exits into the cargo bay. He would likely pick another.

    “Cadets,” Sharp said as he locked his hands on his hips, lowered his gaze, seemed to stare at the floor as if he wanted to chew a hole through it, then finally lifted his head and faced us. “Do you have any idea how historic this mission is? Do you have any idea how hard it was to get it approved with the Coalition High Command?”

    That was a lie. I did not sense it from his emotions. I knew it from the information I had downloaded as part of Admiral Harp’s bio.

    When somebody assumed Admiral Harp’s position, they were given detailed reams of information that would take ordinary minds years to get their heads around. With me, it’d taken approximately 2.5 days. I knew every secret Admiral Harp was meant to be privy to, and I knew that this mission had been approved easily. It was by now becoming clear to the Coalition – regardless of how soft-headed and soft-hearted they appeared – that their current training program was inadequate for the rigors of the modern galaxy.

    When you trained your soldiers away from the battlefront, they never understood how to shoot to live. Let alone how to shoot to kill.

    “Sorry, sir,” Harry said as he snapped a salute. It was perfect down to his stiff wrist and slightly pliable fingers.

    He had a good physique. He’d make a good host.

    But exactly what ingredients would I need to get into that body?

    Sharp swung his gaze toward me, and just for a moment, his eyebrows twitched. As did mine. He was an alien. You might think that meant it was hard to read his mind. And sometimes, with certain aliens, it was. Especially if they didn’t think the way that humans and other ordinary races thought.

    Some aliens eschewed symbolic language for instinctual drives that could become quite murky to sift through if you were dancing in their thoughts.

    What Sharp thought, on the other hand, was so very obvious.

    This cadet, Belinda, was skating on thin ice – his term, not mine. And unless she altered her behavior soon, she would be kicked off the mission before it began.

    “I unreservedly apologize for my behavior,” I said, saying the kind of thing that had been said to commander Admiral Harp multiple times. “I overbalanced and fell. It was nobody else’s fault but mine. And I will receive full punishment.” I kept my salute as I faced him. I ensured that my voice did waver as if I could barely control my emotions – a nod to my host.

    But if I wanted to stay on this mission – and I needed to stay on this mission – I would have to get past Sharp first.

    Harry should have stayed quiet. Harry, for clear reasons, could not stay quiet around this woman.

    He had a strapping physique, and I could tell by the way people stared at him – when he wasn’t making a scene – that he was meant to be one of the best up-and-coming soldiers that the Coalition had.

    And yet around Belinda, he had a critical weakness.

    He could not keep his mouth shut for long. “It wasn’t her fault. She was pushed—”

    Sharp swung around and made eye contact with Harry. “You know why you’re on this mission, unlike Belinda here. You were chosen from the very beginning. Because you are meant,” Sharp let his voice drop, “to have what it takes to make a difference.” He took a step back and appeared to reassess the suddenly gulping Harry. “Do you have what it takes to make a difference? Or do you have what it takes to make mistakes, Cadet?”

    I swiveled my gaze between the two. It was clear Harry wasn’t used to dressing downs like this. My current host, however, seemed to get them all the time.

    There was only one way out of this. Sharp was not a Barbarian commander, but he clearly wanted to exact a pound of flesh before he backed down.

    I let my salute drop. “The exact details of what occurred are now in the past. I will accept the punishment on behalf of the cadet here. I was the one who first drew attention to myself. I can lead myself to the brig.”

    I turned.

    This was an emotional gamble. What Sharp wanted to see was that I was prepared to be punished.

    But maybe Sharp was in a strange mood. He twisted his gaze, stared at me, then stared over at Harry. “No, Cadet. You are to immediately head to engineering to start your first assignment. You, Harry, you can head to the brig.”

    He pointed at Harry.

    As you already knew, I had never been in a host before. I had controlled my own body and other people’s minds but from afar. There was one thing I was not prepared for. One thing that happened next and that felt like a small volcano opening up in the middle of my chest wall. Emotion, a powerful surge of it, one I almost couldn’t control, raced from my heart up into my lips and yanked them open.

    It wasn’t me.

    It was her, Belinda.

    Before she could say a thing, I stopped her. I clamped my lips together. I looked at Harry.

    He looked back. And once more I saw the suspicion playing in his gaze. It darted like a new fire over dry twigs. It started to burn one or two, and in a few seconds, if I let it, it would engulf everything in sight.

    I spun to Sharp. “You are a commanding officer, and you get to decide who is punished, but he is far more critical to the mission than I am—”

    He pointed at me. Sharp didn’t need to face you. Good commanders never did. They should have a presence to them, this force that made you follow them, and he reminded me of one of my
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