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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Final Game series.
      

      

      In a future when augmented reality is the norm, she's the top-rated player in the galaxy. Until she meets an elite soldier who doesn't like playing games.

      Stellaxia is a princess. Not that anyone cares anymore. Three years ago, she committed treason, and her people threw her in jail.

      There, she rots until an old-school soldier takes her to the greatest training station in the galaxy. 

      His mission is to control her as her skills are used to train the next generation, but he ends up falling for her. Which is good. Because apart, the Milky Way has no chance. But together, the games will begin.

      ....

      Final Game follows a punchy princess and her prison guard fighting through real games to save their galaxy. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Final Game today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Final Game Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Stellaxia

    I pushed back, placing all my weight on the balls of my feet. Then I let a smile spread my lips. I slowed down. I knew every single movement to make – every contraction, every elongation. Then? I winked for good measure.

    The massive Glaxon warrior was already enraged. At my wink, his pasty pink flesh became the color of snow that had been splattered with blood. He stood, his massive form towering over the dented metal table. Every other prisoner around him rose to their feet.

    “I warn you, I’ll crush you, soft one,” he snarled.

    I smiled again. I made it even wider. This one would’ve enraged even the most trained prison guard. Sorry, trained prison guard? That was an oxymoron. Hell, around this prison, guard was a fictitious word, too. Technically there were some. And if you believed the prison brochure, this was one of the securest facilities this side of the Galactic divide. But not once had a prisoner fight ever been broken up in my time.

    The guards weren’t about to start today.

    I stood slowly. Locking a hand on my flank, I scratched the side of my ass. There would’ve been a time when such a move would have gotten me in a world full of trouble. Hey, that time was right now. There were several races present who considered touching one’s ass similar to killing their mother. Suddenly the crowd, which had been waiting for a fight, started to beg for one.

    The chaotic chorus echoed through the massive dining hall. The ceiling was high – stupidly so. Presumably it was to allow the swift entry and exit of security drones. Once again, though I was certain a place like this should have them, I hadn’t seen one. I’d been here for three years, and that was a long time for a soft one like me to stay alive without the assistance of prison security.

    Especially considering my history.

    The warrior crunched forward, his prominent row of stomach muscles sounding like loaded springs. He gently placed his bone-white knuckles on the table in front of me. The table that weighed at least a ton and was bolted to the floor with the kind of magnetic clamps they used on cruisers when they came into dock. The table that, theoretically, could not be used as a weapon to bat someone over the head – or just squash them flat like a pancake.

    Slowly, his lips pulled back from his dual mouths, revealing the kind of teeth that would make a shark blush.

    This was where I had to shrink back. I didn’t bother.

    “Soft one will die. No question, no complaint. No pause.” The warrior opened his fingers, clamped them around the table, and wrenched it out of the floor in one smooth move. The crack echoed through the room like lightning.

    I took the slightest step back. I was in a set of standard prison fatigues that scrunched at my small move. It was just this black, almost skin-tight suit. It wasn’t flattering. Nothing was. There was also no one to flatter, unless you considered some of the nastiest people in the galaxy to be fair game.

    “Soft one just transferred into this unit. It’s time to transfer out forever,” the warrior said haltingly.

    “Great joke,” I muttered as I slowly wiped the tip of my nose with my thumb.

    The guy stood above me, the table like a hammer from God. “You have no chance.”

    I didn’t dodge back, even though I could tell that from the energy building in his hands, he was about to bring that table right down on top of me. “You sure?” I said with the kind of collected cool you could only get after three years surviving this maximum-security hell.

    The warrior actually stopped. So did his enraged friends.

    “I’ve been in this jail for three years.” I shrugged down at the three neon stripes on the side of my otherwise completely jet-black uniform. Then I shrugged over to some of the guys closest to me. In my immediate vicinity, no one had more than one stripe. “Three stripes means I’ve been here for three years. It also means,” I looked right up at the warrior as slowly as I could, “that I got transferred into this unit. Do you know how hard it is to get transferred between units in this prison? Why, you practically have to kill someone,” I purred.

    While it shouldn’t technically be possible to make a Glaxon warrior pause, this guy did. For a few seconds. Then his instinct to squash me like a bug took over. He brought the table down.

    Immediately, seamlessly, with barely a thought and only a beat of my heart, I initiated my closed-loop.

    I’d been doing it my entire life. For some people who’d only logged onto the Game in their later years, initiating one took real concentration. For me, it was exactly the same as breathing.

    As I closed the loop, the implant in my brainstem vibrated slightly, heat spreading through my body as a small electrical pulse discharged into the air.

    The world around me and the warrior changed subtly. Lines of light spread out between us, blocking us from the background crowd and highlighting our forms.

    Two seconds ago, I’d had no defense against this blustering idiot and his table-hammer. Now I’d be unstoppable. I’d just entered a side realm, I guess you could call it. A pocket world, an artificial reality – you could pick which descriptor you wanted to use. To everyone in this galaxy, it was referred to simply as the Game.

    And when it came to the Game, I was unbeatable. I could punch harder, kick faster, fly further, and fight dirtier than anyone I’d ever met. As I felt that familiar twinge travel down my neck and into my arms, the same neurological sign that told me my body was now cushioned by the safety of the Game world, the power I missed so much returned to me.

    When this a-hole had initiated the fight, my only option had been to run or beg (sorry, I’d initiated the fight, hadn’t I? Woops. Forgetful old me). Now I had every option under the sun.

    Rather than kick through the table and shatter it as easily as someone snapping a match, I chose to flip – as fast as I could. I went skidding back through the massive mess hall so quickly, I could’ve left steam in the air.

    I landed down on my hands and knees. I tilted my head back and faced the warrior as he smashed the table into where I’d been standing.

    “A game has been initiated,” a disembodied voice rang through the prison. “Games are illegal in this facility. A reminder, games are illegal. Playing them will result in demerits and, in some cases, an extension of one’s sentence.”

    Yes, games were illegal. But once again, this prison did absolutely nothing to stop them and even less to discourage them. If prisoners could pick each other apart through a closed-loop, at least it meant they wouldn’t be killing each other in the real world.

    Soft lines of glowing light illuminated the Glaxon warrior and me. They got brighter, further delineating us from the crowd. Technically, anyone here could choose to join the Game if they so felt. They wouldn’t. They wouldn’t see the point. The Glaxon warrior thought he had this in the bag.

    He walked through the crushed remains of the table, clicking his neck from left to right in a classic move of bad-guy intimidation. It was very much lost on me. I’d seen real evil men in my time, and this guy didn’t come close. “You initiated a game?” His laughter throbbed through the room like a giant – albeit angry – heartbeat. “You’re stupider than you look. I,” he bounced a hand off his chest, and the sound echoed through the high ceiling, “am the highest-level player in this entire prison. No one—”

    Enough of this bullshit. I selected my favorite weapon. It was nothing but a simple sword. It didn’t have a gun attached to it. It wasn’t an electro blade. It didn’t have Vibra qualities that would help it to cut through all matter. It was nothing more than a chunk of metal. It gave me what I’d always needed, though – something to funnel my rage.

    Without a noise, without a sorry, without anything, I thrust forward. I propelled myself like a shot. I reached the warrior and cut him down right across his muscly chest long before he could finish his sentence.

    It took a microsecond for our closed-loop to register the attack. Then glowing red lines intersected over the warrior. “Your opponent has defeated you. Your game is over.”

    That’s it. In approximately three seconds, I’d beat this guy with a fatal blow that would have worked on a target twice as trained as him.

    It took him another three seconds for what had happened to register. As the intersecting lines of light that delineated the closed-loop disappeared, he jerked up his hand and patted his chest. He fell. He struck the floor with such weight, he could’ve cracked it or his knees.

    A few of the other – smarter – prisoners were finally catching up to what had just happened. They were staring at me in open-mouth shock.

    I kept my sword out. The game might’ve ended for that Glaxon warrior, but I was still logged in. Pressing the blade over my shoulder, I looked slowly around the room. “Anyone else want to try me on?” I leaned forward, acting cute, even batting my lashes as I stared at them all in turn. There were some seriously hardened criminals in here. A couple I even recognized from when I’d been free.

    I hadn’t been lying. This was the most important maximum-security facility this side of the Galactic divide. There were real celebrities in here with me. Including myself, of course.

    The Glaxon warrior slowly stood. He was panting. Despite the fact I hadn’t killed him in the real world, he could only just hold himself up. There were, after all, physical consequences for logging out of the closed-loop early – which is what happened when you were roundly, completely defeated.

    “What…. How?” he asked, his voice as fragile as his body. Even though he was still on his knees, he could barely hold himself up.

    I took a step toward him, my sword still held over my shoulder. “You ran into a spot of trouble. Specifically—” I reached him and looked down. Slowly, I got onto my haunches in front of him. If I’d done that without winning a game against him, I would’ve been dead meat. “You ran into a player who was much,” I brought up a finger and pressed it against the center of his thick skull, “much,” I pushed his head back, “much,” I said, my voice rising up higher, “more powerful than you. And you lost. You lost without getting a single blow in. You know what that means, right?” I added sweetly.

    Though Glaxons didn’t pale, this guy looked as if he’d just had his throat slit – by me. “You can’t take my points. You can’t take my weapons. I’ll be a sitting duck—”

    “Well then,” I locked a hand on his shoulder and smiled into his face, “it’s good for you that I want neither your points nor your weapons. Instead,” I looked him up and down, “I want your loyalty. As long as I’m here,” I stood and turned toward the door, “I don’t want any trouble. Do you hear me?” I paused and turned to him.

    He managed to make it to his feet – but only with the help of several of his friends. Everyone stared at me in total gut-wrenching surprise. It was something I’d gotten used to over the years. The reasons always differed. But the exact look was always the same.

    I’d seen it when, as nothing but a five-year-old child, I’d logged onto the Game and defeated 20 players in a single day.

    I’d seen it again when, as a teenager, I’d been pipped to become one of the most powerful players there’d ever been.

    Then I’d seen it when I’d headed into the president’s office and threatened to cut his head off.

    I’d seen it when I’d been paraded in front of my people before being thrown into this hell hole.

    And I kept seeing it as I was transferred through unit upon unit. There weren’t many units left in this hole to throw me into. That didn’t matter. I’d keep seeing that look for the rest of my life. It was a look that told me two things. I was far, far more powerful than people expected. But that was a problem. Because princesses like me were only expected to do three things. Marry young, shut up, and let someone else rule through them.

    I walked away, still logged into the Game, my sword still over my shoulder.

    I didn’t look back once.

  
    Chapter 2

    I was lying on my hard as hell bunk, throwing a chunk of metal into the air and catching it again.

    Technically, I was meant to have a roomy, but the guy had immediately asked for a transfer. When that hadn’t worked, he’d headbutted the wall until a medical bot had intervened and taken him to the infirmary.

    “Bit of an overreaction, really,” I muttered to myself. “I’m not that bad.”

    I caught the chunk of metal one last time, my fingers now searing from the pain of its jagged edges. I rolled over.

    I stared at the wall. The phrase I’m not that bad repeated for a few seconds until I grabbed it and strangled it.

    I was right – I wasn’t that bad; I was worse.

    Because that was the only way to survive in this world.

    And why did I bother to survive?

    A good question. I’d never figured it out. Maybe it would’ve been easier to live the life that had been handed down to me. I came from a relatively high-up branch of the Celestian Royal Family. Technically, before I’d gone off the rails, I’d been betrothed to Prince Javan, one of the most powerful men in the Empire.

    But that was in the past. This?

    I rolled back around and continued to throw the metal up into the air, despite the fact my fingers were now bleeding slightly, trickles of bright blood trailing down my hands and splashing onto my front. This was my present. It would be my future, too. So it was legitimate that I get the most out of it. If the least I could do was keep playing the Game that had ruined my life, then so be it.

    I rolled to the other side. Logging into my communication chip, I started to scroll through my messages with a simple blink. None of them were from the prisoners – and God knows none of them were from sources external to the prison, despite the fact that, technically, people could contact me if they wanted to. It’d been three years without a single peep. That did not surprise me. I was persona non grata to my people. That’s why I was in here. Rotting. Oh, and fighting.

    “But rotting is better than marrying.” I threw the rock up. It hit the ceiling. It changed its orientation. It fell down, not toward my hand, but toward my face.

    I let it strike me. It was just a rough bit of metal ore I’d found somewhere that the incompetent security bots hadn’t decided to take off me yet.

    As it struck my brow, it cut me easily. You see, the Glaxon had been right – I was a soft one. Just not in the arena that mattered most to this twisted, broken galaxy – the Game. Once upon a time, the actual characteristics of your physical form mattered a lot more than what you could do with your mind. But times had changed. As technology had become integrated with every single aspect of people’s lives, including their brains, a new world order had risen. It was no longer how hard and fast you could punch a guy that decided if you would win a fight. It was how you could use your mind. The flexibility of your thoughts, the openness of your psyche – these were the new muscles and brute force of the modern galaxy. And it just so happened I was stronger than most.

    You wouldn’t be able to tell that if you saw me. I had an objectively small form for my people. On this rusted chunk of a security ship, I was practically minuscule. There were some warriors here who were over 10-foot tall. I clocked in at precisely 5 feet.

    But like I said, size just didn’t matter anymore.

    You would think on a prison ship that the Game would be illegal. They’d shut it down, right? Wrong. They couldn’t. That’s why they always warned you whenever you started playing that it was illegal and that it might result in demerit points – but they couldn’t actually stop you from playing. No one could. All technology all throughout the modern galaxy reacted to neural implants – and every single person who was born was implanted with one. That meant you could create a closed-loop anywhere. Hell, I’d once read of a case of a space pirate who’d been drifting. His ship had been attacked. He’d managed to save himself by putting on an emergency set of survival armor. It kept him alive for 20 days in the blackness of space. He’d thought he’d been done for – until the chunks of another exploded vessel had tumbled past him. It’d been some kind of engine unit. Enough of it had remained that there’d been a faint electrical charge. That had been all he’d needed to log in. And once he’d logged on, the miracle of modern technology had saved him where nothing else could.

    “The game can do everything. It can lift this galaxy up,” holding that chunk of metal, I pushed it all the way up until my shoulder protested, “and never let us fall again.”

    Despite my words, I let that chunk fall. This time I didn’t take it in the face. It tumbled off the bed and onto the floor with a shaking bang.

    I rolled over.

    Placing my hand under my head, I tried to get some sleep. I couldn’t. Though I liked to think that over the past three years every single thought of goodwill toward my people had been burnt up, that was a lie. At times like this, I thought about them. As a member of the Royal family of Celestia, you were told from a young age that you had the brightest futures of all, and yet the most responsibility. You were there to guide and shepherd your people in the darkest times. You were there to take their burdens. But above all else, you were there to serve them for life.

    I hadn’t served them – at least not in the way they wanted to be served. I’d let my anger get the better of me, and I’d threatened an elected official. But I still… I still thought about them.

    I rolled onto my back again. “I hope one day you can see how screwed this world is and reject the Game before it’s too late.” That was a little prayer I said most days. I’d have to keep saying it – hell, I’d have to keep screaming it at the top of my lungs for anyone to hear me. And even then, no one would do anything about it.

    The game was now completely integrated into every aspect of everyone’s lives. It wasn’t going away, despite how dangerous it was.

    I rolled once more. I finally closed my eyes and pushed my thoughts away. There’d be more threatening to do tomorrow. Yeah, so I’d defeated that Glaxon in a few split seconds. That would not ward off all my competition. Tomorrow, bright and early, the real fights would begin. All the brazen idiots would be pulled out of the weeds. They’d view me as a challenge. I wouldn’t be. If there was one thing I was confident of – one unshakable fact that could never be altered – it was that I could not be defeated.

    Because I’d lost too many times and too much to do it again.

  
    Chapter 3

    I roused in the morning to a blaring alarm.

    Blearily, I opened one eye. I locked it on my door. It was still closed. So it couldn’t be an inspection.

    Maybe there was an intruder?

    I thought that and considered rolling over, but my instincts got the better of me. I pushed up slightly.

    The good thing about having a room that was two meters by two meters was that it was small enough to check in a single glance.

    There was no one in here with me.

    I went to flop back down, but that was when I realized that the blaring was in my own skull.

    I frowned.

    It was a message.

    For a single moment, I wondered if it could be from my family but quickly dismissed that possibility. After three years, it was abundantly clear that no one wanted to have anything to do with me.

    So it had to be the Game. It would be yet another message that I’d risen up the ranks last night. Perhaps I’d unlocked some new skill.

    “I don’t care,” I muttered as I logged onto my internal message bank and tried to shut down the alarm.

    But that would be when I realized I did have a message. And it was from the Celestian Royal Family.

    I rolled onto my side, my back to the door and the rest of my room. I opened one eye and stared forward, despite the fact the message was being displayed into my mind, and regardless of whether I closed my eyes, there’d be no getting away from it.

    I briefly thought of listening to it. Then I laughed as I saw the date stamp. “What is this? Do I have a birthday greeting? Wow. I’d forgotten that was coming up. Well then, happy birthday to me.” I closed my eyes harder.

    But that would be when the door opened.

    I groaned. “Look, boys, it’s way too early in the morning. If you initiate a fight right now, I’m not even going to bother getting out of bed. Losing to a snoozing woman will really ruin your prison cred. You’ll never be able to show your face around here again.”

    “Who says I’m showing my face now?” a deep voice echoed out. “And who says I’d ever lose to you?”

    Immediately, I realized it was being filtered through an armor unit. None of the prisoners had anything remotely resembling plating.

    Shit – it was a guard.

    I rolled over, stared at the ceiling, then, steepling my fingers over my stomach, glanced down. The first thing I noted was that this guy was in sophisticated armor. Wow, maybe he was the Prison Commissioner himself. “Can I help you?” I asked in a bored tone. “Are you going to transfer me to another unit again? I just got my hands around this one.”

    The guy said nothing. I couldn’t get a read on him. I was familiar enough with people in armor to be able to get an emotional lock on them even if I couldn’t see their expressions. Most people didn’t know how to hide their body language. This guy did.

    I narrowed my eyes slightly. “What? This about my match yesterday? Yeah, so it’s illegal. You can add a couple more years to my sentence. That’ll make it, what?” I made a face. “3892 standard Galactic years? I’ve got to admit – I’ve lost count.”

    “The Empire hasn’t,” the guy said.

    He had a warning tone.

    So this guy wasn’t here to play games, and he wasn’t some standard grunt here to transfer me to another unit. Great. I must have stepped on someone else’s toes, then.

    I rolled back over, inserted my hand under my head, and stared at the wall. “Do whatever you’re gonna do. Don’t just stand in the doorway. I hate people wasting my time.”

    “You are not in a position to hate anything. You are a heinous criminal.” There was something very automatic about the way the guy said that. That didn’t mean there was no punch behind his words. There was. He very much meant what he said. But the way he said it made it clear that this wasn’t his first time dealing with prisoners.

    Maybe he really was the Commissioner of this jail ship. Perhaps I’d be taken off and put on a prison mining asteroid or something. Hallelujah. It would be less boring than this place.

    I still didn’t roll over. He took a step into my room. There was something about the exact way his armor pounded on the floor that made my back arch.

    It brought me right back into a certain memory.

    Adrenaline hit me – so did fear. I controlled them – made sure they weren’t obvious enough that this guy’s onboard scanners would be able to pick them up. Inside, a part of me shrunk back. It was the same part that had shrunk back on that day three years ago before I’d seemingly lost my mind and tried to kill Celestia’s president.

    And it was the part of me that, ever since, had been hiding in the corner, cowering from what she’d learned.

    “Princess Stellaxia of the Fourth Royal Tree – you will come with me.”

    “Look,” I let out a heavy sigh, “there’s really no need to use my official title. Trust me – it doesn’t carry much weight these days. Hell, it never really did.”

    “I assure you – once upon a time, your title did mean something to many people. Just not anymore.”

    I could take a lot of things. That comment got to me. I finally sat up, dropping my hands loudly in my lap. I stared at the guy. I put more effort into reading his emotions, even though he was still as blank as a freshly painted white wall. “And who exactly are you?”

    “Chris Armstrong of the Eighth Royal Division.”

    I stared at him blankly. Then I sneered, quickly turning it into a laugh. “Yeah, sure you are. When you’re done screwing with me and you actually want to tell me who you are, tap me on the shoulder.” I rolled over again.

    He walked all the way into my room – which wasn’t hard, considering its minute size. He didn’t tap me on the shoulder. He grabbed it, locking his hand – and his armor – down around my petite arm.

    I opened my eyes slowly. I glanced down at his hand. “You’re an Eighth, are you?” I asked in a sarcastic, disbelieving tone. “An Eighth has come all the way here to see me. Geez, I’m honored. You do, however, realize that the Eighth Division only completes critical, sensitive, secretive missions, right? The kind of missions that require lethal force, discretion, and autonomous direction? Sure, you’re an Eighth. And you’re wasting your time to come see me. Wow. Next time, go and look up the purpose of each Royal Division before you randomly pick one to impersonate. While you’re there, you can leave me alone.”

    “That is not possible. You’re coming with me.” The guy pulled me up.

    I didn’t have anything to say about the matter. With his hand on my shoulder, I was putty in his grip.

    I sighed in his face. “You serious? What now?”

    “Princess Stellaxia – you have been recalled.”

    I made a face. I couldn’t honestly tell you what that face was. It was kind of scrunched up, spread thin, pasty, and yet red with irritation. “Recalled?” I said, repeating that word in an empty voice. You would’ve had to be a very skilled psychologist to read that under my blank tone was a well of deep, twisted emotion. The kind I could easily drown myself under. “The Royal family wants me back, do they? Gotten over the fact I tried to kill the president and engage in high treason? I doubt that.”

    For the first time, the guy showed emotion. I knew that under that armor, his jaw hardened. He hadn’t liked my joke, ha?

    “Look, whoever you are, you can turn right around and leave. If you want to switch me to another unit in this prison, go ahead. We both know I’m not leaving. Now, close the door. I need my beauty rest before the games begin.”

    “You will not be playing the Game for the foreseeable future,” the guy said in a deep, resonant voice. Though part of its vibrating force would have come from the armor’s filter, I got the impression that a lot of it just came from his own throat. He was clearly a big boy. The kind of massive, strapping lad who – in the old world, at least – would’ve been a warrior no one would’ve messed with.

    I looked at him slowly. “I’m not gonna be playing the Game for the foreseeable future, ha?” My voice was technically blank again. I say technically. This time, any fool would have been able to tell what emotion it was hiding. Disdain.

    As I’d already pointed out, there was now nowhere in this modern galaxy you could go to escape a closed-loop.

    “Yes, Princess. There will be no more games for you.”

    I laughed in his face. “Sure.” With a single breath – and a single heartbeat – I logged on.

    Despite the fact I despised my closed-loop, I couldn’t deny that every single time I initiated it, I felt more alive. I’d rationalized that in the past by pointing out that of course I did – because the Game was the only place I felt power anymore. I was a real queen in my closed-loop – an untouchable force of nature. In the actual world, I was nothing but a dumb, trapped prisoner.

    I had a second to feel that exhilaration once more. The way it rushed into my sternum. The way it powered up into my jaw. The way it felt as if I had wings, and I’d just opened them to fly away.

    Then something happened.

    It was like a blanket was thrown over my neural implant.

    It quickly turned into pain. I jerked my head to the side, that pain quickly turning into agony. As it stabbed through my brow, I gasped and crumpled.

    “As I already said – there will be no more games for you – for the foreseeable future,” the guy added again. He pulled me out of bed.

    There would’ve been a time when I would have resisted. I could do nothing now. I was nothing but a limp doll in his arms. I flopped against him. Before my legs cut out, he picked me up and started to carry me.

    More bleary shots of pain ricocheted through me. They got progressively worse as I was taken out into the main section of the prison. Chris’ dull footfall echoed out on the metal gangway.

    I could see doors opening. I was vaguely aware of the fact prisoners were staring at me again. This time it wasn’t in surprise. It was in glee. Not a single soul would care that I was being kidnapped. This guy could pull out a gun and murder me dead – no one would bat an eyelash. They’d probably cheer. Because that was my life. A life pulled between the juxtapositions of pure power and pure submission. The life of a once cherished princess that had soured.

    But that life? Was about to change for good. And it was precisely the arms of the guard who now carried me resolutely through the prisoners that would change it.

  
    Chapter 4

    In prison, the lights were always cut to half. I’d never gotten behind the reasoning of it. Maybe they thought it would be more likely that prisoners would fall over and stub their toes and, considering they were prisoners and all, they would deserve it. Facetious answers aside, I’d wondered if it had something to do with cost-cutting savings. Why bother illuminating the lives of those who had proven themselves less worthy?

    The point was, however, that over the past three years, I’d been living my life in the shadows. As Chris reached the massive, reinforced airlock that led out of the prison section of the ship, I braced myself.

    There was a high-pitched whir as the airlock disengaged and opened. Gas ejected around the bulk of Chris’ body as he walked me through. Then the light struck me. It felt like a thousand punches. I was already in agony. I twisted my head to the side. With nowhere else to hide to get away from the illumination, I was forced to bury my head against Chris’ chest.

    He kept walking, his footfall the only sound, because he sure as hell didn’t have any intention of explaining what was happening, apparently.

    I started to hear voices. I’d assumed they’d be the kind of gruff, angry tones you’d get on security gigs like this. They weren’t. They were – if anything – reverential.

    I doubted that reverence was directed at me.

    “Your ship is ready. It is cleared. May grace be with you, holy soldier of the Empire,” someone stammered.

    Soldier of the Empire – now that was something I hadn’t heard for a while. It was a title given only to senior members of Celestia’s Army.

    Which Chris couldn’t be, right? Because this still had to be some kind of game – some kind of mistake. People were just screwing with me. They had to be. If Chris really was an Eighth….

    The Eighths were everything I was not. In many ways, they were the last true soldiers of the galaxy. They didn’t play the Game. While technically they all had neural implants, and at any point they could create a closed-loop, if the legends I’d heard were true, none of them did. As soon as they became an Eighth, they vowed never to play again. Instead, they honed their real bodies.

    Chris walked me into an even brighter section. I groaned. It wasn’t just at the overpowering illumination.

    I couldn’t get a feel for Chris under his armor, but the closer I came to his chest unit, the more chiseled I realized it was. That shouldn’t mean much. He could have just booked an appointment with some med bot to get defined abs in about two minutes. Something told me that this guy’s muscles were real, though. He hadn’t picked them out of a catalog. He’d carved them into his body with sweat, grunt, and sheer power.

    … But he couldn’t be an Eight. Right?

    “We have received a message from Celestia,” someone muttered quickly. Their hurried tones gave me the impression they were some kind of technician. “They wish to know if you have secured the package.”

    Chris grunted. “Yes, she is secured. You can let them know that we will be back in two days.”

    My mind might’ve been shutting down, but I hadn’t slipped far enough not to follow that conversation.

    I was the package.

    And I was… I was going home.

    God.

    I hated this prison – every damn centimeter of it. But home…?

    The adrenaline and fear I’d been trying to hide from Chris struck me. Even if he’d been holding me without armor, he would’ve been able to detect my fear.

    “Don’t hyperventilate, Princess,” he muttered to me. “It will only bring you more pain.”

    I thought that was some reproach. It wasn’t. It was an actual warning. As I lost control of my breathing, more pain arced through my head.

    “God,” I stammered. “What’s happening to me?”

    “Firstly, I would not bother pleading to a higher power. Trust me when I say that no one is going to help you. You are not worth it. As for the pain? That is a consequence of your closed-loop being shut down. I suggest you calm down and submit to justice.”

    The phrases calm down and submit to justice were mutually exclusive. I wouldn’t be submitting to some objective justice, would I? I wouldn’t go before some just, rational court – nor a fictional celestial being with the omniscience to know what had really gone on in my life. I’d be judged by the same people who punished me three years ago. The same people who only knew half the story and would never learn what was really happening.

    And as for justice? Trust me, that didn’t exist in this universe. If it did, most of the Royal family would be disbanded. The president of Celestia would be in prison, and the Game… would be shut down for good.

    Despite my pain and the fact I was still hyperventilating, I managed to grunt before I sucked in another unsteady breath. “You mean revenge, not justice. Get your words right.”

    “I know precisely what I mean,” he spat back, his voice hard.

    I was carried through more brilliantly lit sections of the ship.

    I lost track of where I was taken. My mind kept spiraling out of my control. It wasn’t just fear and pain anymore. This weird, heavy pressure pushed down from the top of my skull. It made it feel as if something was trying to explode inside my head.

    “I’d stop fighting it, if I were you,” Chris growled. I knew he reached another airlock. It announced itself and told him to pause as he was decontaminated before exit.

    A laser started to rove over us. It concentrated on me. I was the dirty one, after all. But I was no criminal. While Chris thought he knew exactly what he meant, he had no clue what was actually going on.

    I did. I’d hidden from the reality of my situation for three years. Now I’d be taken back…. Back….

    My hyperventilation became worse. That pressure in my skull only increased. I couldn’t speak. This ringing shook between my ears.

    I started to black out.

    The airlock opened in front of us.

    I caught a glimpse of a sleek, seriously expensive two-person vessel – then the last thing I wanted to see – the crest of the Celestian Royal Family.

    That was driven into my head as I lost consciousness in Chris’ arms.

    When I awoke, I’d be back.

    And this time, there’d be no running away.

  
    Chapter 5

    Chris Armstrong

    I leaned over the ship’s controls, inputted the correct communication band – by hand – then settled back as the message was sent.

    For about the ninth time, I inclined my head over my shoulder to check on her.

    Though this ship had a fully-appointed medical bay to keep her in, while it was old-fashioned, I wanted her somewhere I could see her.

    “No, it’s not old-fashioned. It’s a necessary security precaution,” I muttered as I ran my fingers over my stubble-lined jaw. I’d been briefed on this princess. Even before I’d read the exact details of her case, I’d known about her. Every single member of the Celestian Empire did. She was a bright, shining star who’d turned black overnight.

    Except she hadn’t turned black overnight. Now I was privy to her history, I realized her psychopathy had been there from birth. The general populace of Celestia had never known anything about the fact that Stellaxia was one of the highest-rated closed-loop players in history. They’d digested the images that had been given to them – of a kind, loving, just princess who’d struggled from a young age to get over the premature death of her father. A princess who had always given her time selflessly – and one who had willingly taken on the burden of being betrothed to Prince Javan. At his side, she’d been destined to assist him in ruling one of the most powerful arms of the Empire.

    But that had never been the real Princess Stellaxia.

    All you had to do was watch the footage of her trouncing anyone dumb enough to challenge her to a closed-loop to see the predatory glint in her eyes.

    The fact she’d snapped one day and tried to kill the president was logical. Her egomania, which had been fed by her unparalleled success in the Game, had spilled out into the real world.

    The rest should have been history.

    Should have been, I repeated as I turned and stared at her one more time.

    She was locked down. There were control cuffs over her ankles and wrists. She wasn’t conscious, anyway – nowhere near.

    She’d done a number on her brain.

    “You should’ve listened to me, Princess,” I said as I turned back. “There’s no point in fighting.”

    “There’s always a point in fighting,” she muttered. Her words were a whisper, but they were there.

    I didn’t second-guess them and assume I’d imagined them as I slowly stood. I’d removed my helmet and most of my armor pieces. They were sitting on the navigator’s chair beside me. I could call on them in a microsecond. They would spin over to me, connect, and cover me long before she had a chance to try anything.

    I took a step toward them and squared off in front of her.

    She was on a hovering medical bed. Her eyes were open. She managed a stuttering laugh. “You thought I was unconscious, didn’t you? Guess I fooled you.”

    “Congratulations,” I said in a dry tone that was pregnant with warning.

    “I’d take that congratulations if it was sincere.”

    “It isn’t.”

    “Thanks for being honest with me, then.” She let out a bitter laugh. It was choked. She was clearly having trouble speaking. No doubt her lips were parched and her throat was as dry as the vacuum of space. There were several things I could do to assist her. I would, however, do nothing.

    I crossed my arms and stood in front of her. “I will only answer some of your questions,” I warned. “So do not bother pushing me.”

    She laughed. There was something about that laugh. When I’d first watched footage of her, I’d been foolishly brought in by it. It was falsely light. It gave you the impression she could deal with anything. She couldn’t. All she could do was cause trouble.

    “Really? Let’s see if I can find a question you’ll like, then. Why are you such a jerk?”

    I just crossed my arms harder.

    “What, you don’t want to answer that? Maybe you don’t have the self-awareness required to understand why you’re a cruel, mindless machine. Fine. Let’s see if I can give you an easy one. How’s the Empire?” There was the slightest fluctuation in her voice. No doubt it would be an attempt to emotionally manipulate me.

    “That is not a question you care about. Try asking another,” I said darkly.

    “Wow, you sound like you know me. Wait, have you read my file?” Her voice was singsong. She sounded like she was showing me something she was proud of. “What are they calling me these days? A sociopath? A madwoman who couldn’t take the pressure of being betrothed to the most important man in the galaxy? No. They’re probably just calling me a monster, aren’t they? Good on them. But it sure is hard to spot monsters in this world, considering we let them into our minds and base our tech on them.”

    I didn’t follow her comment. I didn’t need to. “I’m going to put you back under,” I stated flatly – realizing I had that option. I’d offered her that I’d answer her questions, but why bother? She’d find out why she’d been recalled soon enough.

    “You don’t have a lot of patience, do you? What was your name again? Chris Armstrong? I’m guessing you’re from the human side of the Empire, then. Unusual for you to have made it as an Eighth. You must work hard.”

    I walked over to the main control console, typed something into the screen, and waited for the correct drug to be synthesized. It would be pumped into the room as a selective gas that would only affect her.

    She laughed. I now hated that laugh. I’d only heard it twice, but it grated on my nerves. It was like it was trying to be let in.

    “I’ve only got time for another question, ha?” Her voice became sleepy. “Why am I being recalled?”

    That was the only question I was permitted to answer.

    Rather than answer, I crossed my arms tighter.

    She laughed once more. She sounded as if she was on the edge of death and she didn’t care. There was something very lonely about the move. “Why do I get the impression that even though you’re allowed to tell me, you don’t want to? You know, an attitude like that isn’t becoming of a soldier of the Eighth Division. You’re meant to be impassive, loyal soldiers of the Empire.”

    “Only one side of that equation is accurate.”

    “Well, you better hope it’s not loyalty to the Empire, Chris Armstrong. Because trust me when I say they aren’t worth it. They are not what you think.” With that, I heard her head loll to the side.

    I remained there for too long, staring at her, wanting her to finish the rest of what she was saying, but she was already unconscious. A dull, echoing beep confirmed that fact.

    Then there was another beep.

    My communication had finally been picked up.

    I wrenched my gaze off her, pulled myself down into the flight chair, and cleared my throat before thumbing the button on the com panel that would accept the communication.

    The viewscreen flickered, and footage of an admiral was transmitted onto it.

    I snapped a salute. “Admiral Falas. She’s secure. We are en route. We will dock with Academy Alpha in approximately 49 standard Galactic hours.”

    “Good. Was she much trouble?”

    “I imagine she believes she was, sir.”

    “An interesting observation. Was she, however, objectively an issue? Your assessment right now will dictate what we do with her when she gets here. If you have any reason to believe that she has the capacity to open her closed-loop, even when we shut it down, you might as well turn around and take her right back to prison.”

    I usually didn’t mind being put on the spot. That was the nature of being an Eighth. You didn’t run standard security missions. Though I didn’t want to admit this, Stellaxia had hit the nail on the head. We were sent on critically important operations that required not just standard force, but autonomous thinking. We couldn’t wait around for a superior to tell us what to do or think – we did and thought. And right now the admiral wanted me to make a reasoned assessment. One that, quite possibly, could change the future of the Empire.

    I turned over my shoulder and looked at her. I turned right back around. “No. She knocked herself out, but she did not appear to have the capacity to locate what was shutting down her closed-loop – let alone fight it.”

    The admiral let out a sigh. “That’s what we need to hear. Now, you can’t get her here fast enough. The training will have to begin soon.”

    “Yes, Admiral.” I snapped another salute.

    I knew some of the details of this mission. The rest would never be shared with me. And nor should they be. They were state secrets of the highest kind. You would require something of great, unparalleled importance to have one of the worst criminals in the Empire’s history released from prison.

    “Keep her sedated until she gets here.”

    “I intend to do so, sir.”

    “And when you get here, I want you to stick around for a little bit.”

    I’d been ready to automatically respond to the rest of this conversation. I was conversant enough with debriefings like this. My superiors would ask a few operationally relevant questions – then they’d salute and send me on my way. It was the nature of an Eighth that you never hung around in one place too long. We were deployed across the galaxy. We specifically undertook quick missions. You didn’t want your most elite soldiers burdened by long-running operations that would be more effectively undertaken by others. We were for fast, sharp, clinical attacks.

    Obviously the admiral had momentarily forgotten that fact.

    “Sir, I need to get back to the Sicevast Expanse,” I began.

    He lifted a hand quickly.

    If anyone else had just done what I had, it would’ve been labeled insubordination. But we Eighths did not have a clear relationship with the chain of command. Technically the admiral was above me. But when it came to existing operations, I was only answerable to the admiral who had given them to me. I already had a mission to go on with after this one.

    “I have cleared it with the upper command.”

    I had to control my expression. I regretted the fact my helmet was off. It had been one thing speaking to the princess without a mask, but I couldn’t afford to let Falas know exactly what I thought of that plan.

    “This is a critical mission.” Briefly, Falas glanced down at something that was off-screen. He looked up sharply. There was something about the exact look in his gaze. It was something I’d been seeing in the sharpened stares of a lot of my senior commanders in the past several months.

    It had been a long time since Celestia had gone to war. The modern galaxy was meant to be far too peaceful and connected for that. There were still countless skirmishes. True, complete peace could not exist in a real, complicated universe. There were too many factions and too much self-interest. But full-blown war hadn’t been seen in the Milky Way for at least 300 years. The precise itch climbing my back told me that unparalleled window of peace was about to close.

    Unusually for a well-trained admiral, Falas grabbed his mouth and ran his fingers hard over his dimpled chin. It took him a long time to let his sharp gaze rise up and meet my eyes once more. “This training mission may be the last chance we have, Chris. We’re going to need someone with an extraordinary range of skills – like yourself – to give this mission a chance. And if it doesn’t have a chance,” his voice dropped as fast as someone tying your legs and hands and throwing you off a bridge, “then everything is over. The Empire will be lost.”

  
    Chapter 6

    Stellaxia

    I was still partially awake. I knew I shouldn’t be. When that a-hole Chris had drugged the air in the bridge, it had gone straight to my head. But here’s the thing – something I’d learned long ago as a child. The more you threw yourself into the Game, the more it made long-lasting changes to your mind.

    I barely slept these days. Sure, I went back to my tiny little prison cell and rested my equally tiny little head on my nonexistent pillow, but I was never truly unconscious. Part of me was always scanning my environment. And the few times something had happened and I’d been sedated, I’d been marginally aware of my surroundings, anyway. Enough to remember people’s conversations, but not necessarily enough to get involved.

    Right now, even though I could, there’d be no point in getting involved. I didn’t need to launch up and try to wrap my arms around Chris Armstrong’s meaty throat. There was no point. Without the Game, I was… what was that old human saying again? Oh yeah, nothing but a damsel in distress. But this damsel could still find out information that would assist her later.

    The one thing that struck me most was Admiral Falas’ tone. Toward the end, it dropped like a hand that had been trying to hold an impossible weight. I couldn’t really feel too much emotion in this dulled state, but what little I could process struck me like a bat to the head.

    They wanted to train me, and this was the Empire’s last chance.

    I hadn’t wanted to believe that I was being recalled. Now, things started to slip into place. There was only one reason you would pull me out of that hellhole. My people, to a T, hated me. They were betrayed, not necessarily by my actions, but by how different they were to the princess they’d imagined. I’d always had strong image control. There’d been a whole unit of people dedicated to crafting my public persona. They’d decided when I would be seen. They’d decided what I would say when I went out in public. Every photo, all footage – every sanctioned interactive hologram. All that had been crafted. The image the populace had been fed had been so wholly different from who I really was that when they’d found out what I was willing to do for my Empire, they’d turned on me.

    I, to them at least, had been the quiet, kind, dutiful bride in waiting to be married to the most important man in the Empire.

    Now? I was the betrayer.

    I made the mistake of shifting. Falas had just ended the conversation. Though I’d like to think that Chris was too stupid to pick up my movement, he wasn’t. He turned quickly. I could practically hear his neck muscles snapping.

    I didn’t think I could move too much more, but I surprised myself when I let out a throaty, rasping laugh. “You might want to up your dosage next time. Your sedative is crap.”

    “How much did you just hear?” he snapped.

    “Oh, nothing important. Just something about the fact the Empire is on its last legs. I really wouldn’t believe that trash. It’s always on its last legs. That’s how they manipulate you into doing whatever they see fit.”

    He rose.

    Though it took a lot of energy, I blearily opened one eye. I locked it on him as he loomed above me. I’d give him one thing – the boy was very good at looming. It would come hand-in-hand with the fact he had such a strapping form.

    He had a face to match. That was no real surprise. Though I’d only felt him through his armor, I’d already got the impression that Chris Armstrong was a soldier the likes of which you’d see in a programed holographic film. All jaw, all blazing gaze, all muscles, and all grunt.

    Sorry, I was missing one important ingredient – the fact that all of him, at all times, was pissed off with me.

    He turned and went to type something into the primary console again.

    I just chuckled. If there was one thing I was proud of, it was my laugh. Regardless of what I’d gone through, it was free. Even back when I’d been a trapped princess, waiting to be wed and burdened with a secret like no other, I’d always laughed like I was free.

    Maybe it had some effect on Chris, because he stopped. Or perhaps he was smart enough to know that if he kept sedating me, he’d either do me some permanent damage, or he’d do nothing at all until he figured out why I was still conscious in the first place.

    His helmet was off. I could see his rigid neck. The line of his tight trapezius muscles was like a Richter scale. As it rose, I could tell things were about to get rocky for me. He took an echoing step up to me. He looked me up and down. “You’ve got tech on board, don’t you? That’s why I couldn’t sedate you properly.”

    I laughed again. It was still throaty, but dammit, it was free. No matter what anyone did to me – what they said, how they acted, and what they thought – in my head, I would never let it get to me. That was a little lesson I’d learned from my father. This had been his laugh. That was, until he’d been murdered.

    “I thought you Eighths were always up for any mission? Why do I get the impression that you have absolutely no idea how to handle me?”

    He snorted. “I’ve already handled you. Why do I get the impression that you’re too arrogant to admit defeat?”

    My expression soured slightly. I didn’t intend to show emotion, but I couldn’t control myself in time. Being on the edge of sleep like this meant I had lowered control and the solid mental wall that usually separated people from the real me wasn’t as strong.

    “Did I just get to you, Princess? Even without my armor’s onboard computer, I’d be able to tell that you don’t like talking about defeat. Makes sense for an egomaniac like you.”

    I spread my lips slowly. I quickly got over my fear. I laughed. It was dry and had a real edge to it. “Egomaniac, ha? Did you come up with that yourself? Or is that what’s written on my file now?”

    “I don’t need a psychological assessment to understand you. It’s written all over your face – every action you make, everything you say, and in that god-awful laugh of yours.”

    I really did laugh now. It was just as free as my father’s guffaws had once been. It brought up the memory of him momentarily – me bouncing in his lap, of him regaling me with the wonders of the galaxy. But all too soon, it brought up his violent death, too.

    I pressed my lips together slowly and tried to get a handle on my emotions. I could not – and would not – wear my heart on my sleeve around this git. “You are very good at two things, Chris,” I used his first name. I had to. Soldiers of the Eighth Division didn’t have titles like other members of the Army. They weren’t lieutenants or admirals. If you knew them personally and you were above them, you referred to them by their first name. If you were beneath them, you called them by their last name. I was assuming a familiarity I did not have by calling him Chris. Hopefully that pissed him off.

    “It’s Armstrong to you,” he replied quickly, his tone assuredly pissed off.

    I smiled slightly. “And it’s princess to you,” I said without a snarl in my tone.

    He snorted. “Alright – it’s lights out, Princess.”

    He turned back to the main console. It would probably be better for me if he tried to drug me again and thought I was unconscious. Who knew what I could find out? I’d already ascertained one very important fact.

    “Who will I be training? Or will they be training me?” I asked before he could command the computer to sedate me again.

    He stopped. I might not be able to see his shoulders, but I could tell they tensed like clenched hands.

    “You’re taking me to Alpha-1. I’ve only heard a few things about it recently, but aren’t their plans to turn it into a training facility for the Game? Now there’s only one reason you’d be taking me back there. Do I suddenly have a purpose to the Empire again? Do they need my skills? Interesting.”

    He turned to me slowly. It was as if he was molten metal that was setting. For an Eighth, this guy didn’t bother to hide his feelings. Or at least not around me. “You will do what you are told. You will assist your people – the same people you betrayed. This will be your chance to redeem yourself.”

    I laughed lightly. “There’s a lot of emotion in your voice, Chris,” I said, putting a real kick into my tone, making the way I said his name personal as if we’d been long-time friends and not casual acquaintances who’d been brought together by him kidnapping me. “Wait, you weren’t one of my fans, were you? Gosh, you weren’t stupid enough to believe the image management the Palace did on me, were you? An Eighth like you should be a lot smarter. My whole life was controlled to give me an image that was palatable to the rest of the Celestian Empire. I was to be Javan’s bride. Pretty, pure, kind, but overall, never a threat.” My voice bottomed all the way out on the word threat. I put all my emotion into it, because I was done hiding what I truly felt from this idiot. He thought he was the loyal one in this room, but the thing about loyalty is it depends on what you are loyal to. If you do not understand who you are serving, then you are not loyal. You are blind.

    He slowly let out this dark snort. I could tell that in saying that, I’d confirmed everything he thought about me.

    “You want to know what your file says about you? It says this. You’re obsessed with power. You mistook your capacity to play the Game as real skill. And you used that skill on a weaker opponent to feed your ego and delusions of grandeur.”

    I paused. Then I laughed. It was decidedly ribald. It also had this defeated edge to it that I hoped he wouldn’t hear. “I’m sorry, did you just call the president of Celestia weak? God, it’s a long time since I’ve had anything to do with an Eighth, but I don’t remember them being this naïve.”

    “You committed treason,” he defaulted to saying, his voice hard. “You used a banned weapon against an elected official—”

    “I was trying to save the very galaxy you think I was attempting to condemn. But I see now that you don’t have the intelligence to ask the right questions. So how about you do us both a favor? Why don’t you pretend to put me under again? Then you can have more important conversations with other admirals that I can listen in to.”

    I shouldn’t have added that last bit. I didn’t need to give him evidence of the fact that it was nigh impossible to sedate me. I just wanted to see the look in his eyes. It was worth it. He turned to me, his whole body rigid – and that was visible even under his armor. Heck, it would have been visible even if he’d thrown a blanket over his head. I swear the air around him became electrified.

    “You think I don’t know how to sedate you? I’ll just double the dosage next time.” He turned back to the computer.

    “I really wouldn’t kill me, Chris,” I said, the slightest singsong quality to my voice. The rest of it was pure malice.

    He didn’t say anything. He did stop.

    “You know, a lot of people pushed for capital punishment after I threatened the president. You know who stopped them?”

    He didn’t reply.

    “Why, it was Yaxal – the president.”

    “He deigned to show you compassion—”

    “Bullshit. He needed me. He knew I would come in handy again.”

    “What do you mean again?” I could tell that he asked that automatically. It was clear that he was sharp, and he was trained to follow conversation threads. But as soon as he asked the question, his jaw stiffened, his stupid assumptions presumably telling him I was just manipulating him.

    But too late – he’d asked.

    “You know it’s my birthday today,” I said all of a sudden.

    He relaxed. The only reason for him to relax was if, buried under his biases, he actually thought I’d been about to tell him something real about Yaxal. “Yes, I’m aware it’s your birthday—”

    “It was three years ago today I found out what the Game really is.”

    His fingers had settled on the console. They froze.

    “It was three years ago today I decided to do something about it before it was too late. I failed, though. I was always going to fail. The Game’s everywhere. I’m just one woman. How can I possibly take on a whole galaxy?”

    He let out a breath that had been trapped in his chest. “Did you just hear yourself? Take on a whole galaxy? You’re madder than they said you were.” Derision slipped back into his tone.

    “What, do you think this is my egomania talking? I assure you it isn’t. I thought you Eighths swore off the Game, anyway? Something to do with honing your physical bodies instead. Out of everyone out there, I thought you would be sympathetic to this point. The Game,” I said slowly, letting my every breath be an exclamation mark that highlighted the horror of what I was about to say, “is designed to take this galaxy over. It is an infiltration tool. The president knows that. Because he helped craft it. And when the time is right, it will be deployed.”

    By the time the words were out, it took me too long to appreciate that I’d actually said them. For the past three years, I’d held onto this secret
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