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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Minus series.
      

      

      M'cla was never meant to get stuck on Earth, certainly not at the Academy. He had one job. Go in, steal their best mind, and leave before the end.

      Because trust him, the end is coming.

      The Coalition's days are finally numbered.

      But things get complicated for M'cla when he runs into Sisi. A normal cadet on the surface, underneath sits something massive.

      When a multiversal god becomes entrenched in the Academy, searching for a way to destroy all, M'cla is thrust together with Sisi. She's his only hope.

      No. She's the galaxy's only hope. Can the Academy's least-interested cadet finally rise to the occasion and climb to the top? Or will she sink with M'cla right to the bottom and drag the universe with her?
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    Minus Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    M’cal had all the time in the world. Admiral Singh did not.

    He moved in through the wall. It didn’t matter if it was thick and reinforced, didn’t matter if the Coalition had spent pretty much every single credit of their new war budget to strengthen it. It was supported, not just with shields, but on the phase level, too.

    They could use every single fancy piece of technology at their fingertips. They couldn’t hold someone like M’cal back for long.

    He lifted a hand, stared at his silver jumpsuit with the blue light marching over his fingers in ordered patterns, then pushed right through. The intricate shielding mechanisms and phase lock within the wall weren’t even aware of him. He had complete control over his body.

    And what was his body?

    Half light, half biological, and all his.

    He took one single step through the other side of the wall. His footsteps were perfectly silent. His body, even if he pushed it as hard as he could, would never make a single noise.

    Not when it was in light mode.

    He effortlessly lifted a finger, twisted it to the side, and created a light whip. It crackled in his hand.

    The sophisticated scanners of this facility hadn’t detected him yet.

    They wouldn’t until he wanted them to.

    He was on the other side of the Academy on Earth, deep in one of the facilities underneath the Himalayas. So deep, beneath him was molten lava.

    It would never reach up through the base of the facility. It would take more than a volcano to destroy this Coalition asset.

    That didn’t mean much. The universe didn’t intend to throw volcanoes at the Coalition. Why bother when the Force was coming for them?

    A chill raced down M’cal’s back. It didn’t matter that right now, his back was half light. The cold still snapped through what remained of his vertebrae, raced up to his jaw, and held it still.

    He’d fought the Force. He’d lost.

    And now his race, or what was left of them, ran around the universes, finding the next civilizations that would fall to the Force and saving what they could.

    Sorry, saving the minds they could.

    M’cal and his people didn’t have the bandwidth to sweep their arms around the Coalition and save every single soul within.

    All they could do was save select minds. The minds that would matter.

    The minds that, when they joined M’cal and his people, would mean that they would have a better chance of doing their job and avoiding the Force. A better bet, in other words, of dodging the inevitable.

    That word rose in M’cal’s head. It crashed back down again.

    He ignored it.

    He focused.

    He slid forward through the cavernous smart-concrete room. This place had only been built recently, or rather, rebuilt.

    The Coalition had undergone more shocks in the past 20 years than in the rest of its existence combined.

    Every single year – no, every single week – brought new threats.

    But the one that would end everything loomed over everyone – the Force was coming. It was only a matter of time.

    It meant this facility was paired back. The defenses were impressive – the decoration was nonexistent. He could see one small Coalition symbol on the enormous wall before him. It was 50 meters high, and he couldn’t even see how long it was.

    It was designed as a giant underground hangar bay. You could park an entire heavy cruiser down here if you needed to. And why would you want to do that? If the heavy cruiser in question suddenly found itself embattled in space and had to retreat.

    
      Retreat.
    

    That word echoed in his head. It brought up specific images. They flashed in front of his mind’s eye.

    He could remember when he’d retreated, retreated from his home, fled from his command post, and left everything and everyone behind.

    The memory was seared into his body and blared in his brain.

    Even when he became light, it pulsed there in his core.

    And he became light. Or rather, he partitioned off more of his specialized energetic system, making the whip in his hand longer and stronger.

    It now crackled so brightly it looked as if he’d carved off a chunk of this solar system’s sun.

    His whip, theoretically, could cut through anything the Coalition could throw at it. But he wasn’t here to hurt them.

    He was here to save the minds that would matter.

    He didn’t need to concentrate to bring up a bio on Admiral Singh – his target in this facility. It was always there in his mind’s eye. He needed to be more specific. Needed to let you know that his mind’s eye was fully programmable.

    Because he was half based on light, he could use it just like sophisticated holograms – even in his own mind. It meant that he could take perfect snapshots of information, especially bios, especially of his targets. He could tell you every single detail of Admiral Singh. But more than anything, he could tell you every single detail of his real target in the Coalition and why he was ultimately here in this universe.

    Admiral Forest.

    She’d make a difference.

    When M’cal brought her into the Seraphix’s fold – his group – she’d be able to shine.

    They’d be able to find more civilizations before the Force attacked them.

    She was arguably the most important mind in the Coalition.

    Getting to her would be trickier than getting to Singh, though.

    Forest knew the Supreme Outer Guardians. But that was a story for later. M’cal had to concentrate. Which meant kicking all of those thoughts out of his mind. The memories of his old command, of his old ship, of the day that the Force ripped a hole through the very fabric of his universe.

    He could remember it and walk into it if he wanted. He could recreate it with his specialized light, every detail perfect, every detail unavoidable, and every detail accurate.

    He could smell the scent of his command seat burning underneath him. He could hear the shriek of his second-in-command being cut down right in front of his face.

    His whole body pulsed with the knowledge of what he’d lost. And yet, just like any competent soldier, he swept all that pain up and pushed it aside. He curled one hand into a fist. It was tight but loose. Tight enough that he’d be able to use his specialized light-giving jumpsuit to punch through anything, but flexible enough that if he wanted to change his hand into a whip at any moment, he could.

    He moved forward.

    His footsteps were silent, but his mind was quieter.

    That didn’t stop an alarm from blaring through the corridor half a second later. It pitched and shook off the walls.

    Immediately, he tensed, his back pressing hard against the loose fabric of his jumpsuit. It could become loose or tight, small or big – it was connected to his internal light and was essentially an extension of him.

    Other Seraphix might prefer tight jumpsuits. They might like bulkier sets that reminded them more of armor.

    He didn’t.

    Subconsciously, he always tried to recreate the same uniform he’d lost that day when the Force had taken everything.

    One last time, he allowed himself to think of them. Then he reminded himself of why he was here.

    He twisted to the side.

    He could move into the phase realm – a lower level of organization. It was a curious scientific fact his people had only discovered before the Force attacked.

    The Seraphix had always known about the phase realm, though. There wasn’t a single secret about the many levels of its existence that the Seraphix didn’t know.

    He could walk right into the phase realm now and hide himself.

    There was no point. It was better to see who was attacking instead.

    Re-gripping his whip, even though it was essentially part of his hand, he twisted to the side.

    He heard the high-pitched hum of drones.

    It was like 1000 mosquitoes right by his ear – no, right inside his head.

    He twisted his head fast to the side.

    Suddenly, a cloud of them shot right through the wall.

    It was the same wall that he’d traveled through effortlessly.

    These drones just digested it. They were small, about the size of fists, but they had powerful lasers glowing out of miniature apertures right at their fronts. Spinning small blade-like arms twisted around them, making them even more lethal.

    But the drones hadn’t even begun showing what they could do.

    For as they chewed right through the wall, they multiplied. They were digesting the sophisticated technology within the wall to recreate themselves.

    Whereas once there’d been about 1000, now there were 2000 in the blink of his eyes.

    He stood there.

    They faced him. He faced them. He made no effort to hide in the phase realm.

    He’d come here for Admiral Singh. And apparently, they had too.

    What had M’cal told you? That every single new year, every single new week, the Coalition faced new threats.

    Admiral Singh was one of the most important admirals in the fleet. She’d be a high-value target.

    About five of the drones broke away to fight M’cal. The rest suddenly shot down the corridor. They moved so quickly that they created shockwaves. They blasted into the concrete walls, floor, and ceiling, tearing off vast chunks of it. They churned it into dust. It created a cloud that, if M’cal were a lesser being, wouldn’t just blind him but probably choke him too.

    Five drones shot toward him. For a moment, he simply faced them, head tilted to the side, brows condensed down in a thin line of momentary confusion.

    “Fine,” he soon snapped. “If you want a fight, you’ll get one. But I’m warning you—” he began. He didn’t need to finish his sentence. He just needed to bring his warning to life.

    He cracked his whip forward. As he’d already said, it was essentially an extension of him.

    He got to decide how powerful it was, precisely where the tip moved, and how fast it cracked from left to right.

    He got to decide which drone he attacked first. It was the one right at the back. It took some fancy work to get his whip to crack right beside the drone, wrap around it, then fling it to the side.

    He forced it back through the hole that it had just created.

    The other four drones weren’t messing around. They immediately shot toward him. They charged their lasers at the front. Each one joined together in this branch of bright light. It looked like lightning. It was far, far more devastatingly dangerous.

    Just not to M’cal.

    It struck him on the jaw. His jumpsuit covered his entire body. Even if he couldn’t manipulate light, his jumpsuit was ten times more sophisticated than anything these drones could produce.

    The lightning smashed into his jaw. It discharged down his chest. It lit up his stomach and traveled around the channels in his jumpsuit toward his back. Soon, it bounced into the floor beneath him. It cracked the concrete. It did not break the drones’ target – him.

    He did, however, crack his neck to the side. He managed to smile. Not that the drones would ever see it.

    It was as if they shared a collective moment of confusion. They might have sophisticated AIs on board, but he doubted it. These were lethal killing machines. They didn’t need minds that could simulate human thought. They just needed strict program parameters.

    I.e., they needed targets. And they needed the means to kill them. But when it came to M’cal, they sorely lacked in the latter department.

    The four drones tried to produce another collective charge of lightning. Which just didn’t work.

    “Enough of this,” M’cal spat. He jolted forward. He punched a hand out. He grabbed the drone right at the lead.

    He let its lightning pulse into his jumpsuit. This time, with nothing more than a mental command, he forced the palm of his jumpsuit to simply reconfigure into his wrist. It left his real palm vulnerable. Sorry, visible.

    It was time to find out exactly what kind of light these drones could produce.

    And it was time to show them that no matter how powerful it was, M’cal was far more powerful.

    As the drone shuddered, it seemed to use all of its energy, draining its battery to produce its largest, brightest attack. It blasted into M’cal’s palm. Light reflected in every direction. It was like light had suddenly become paint, and someone had filled a balloon with it, then thrown it against a spiky wall.

    There was a pop and a great big shudder. And all M’cal had to do was open his mind and his light and accept the gift.

    He couldn’t absorb every kind of attack. There was technology in the Coalition that could harm him. But the drones did not possess such power.

    So he lapped up the attack. It pulsed into his body.

    There was a moment where he could have let it hurt him, but instead he thrust the equivalent of his mental arms around it and dragged it down in a tackle.

    His arm lit up, and a second later, his jumpsuit glowed even brighter.

    If the drone were a person, right now, it would scream. But it was just a machine. So M’cal didn’t hesitate any longer. He squeezed his hand. He used his light whip, cracking it down without even having to think it through.

    He blasted right through the drone, then the other three drones paused behind it.

    They soon exploded, and chunks of their super-hot carcasses spewed across the cracked concrete beneath M’cal.

    He watched them scatter – then he took one single step forward.

    He thumbed his nose underneath his jumpsuit.

    He stared directly ahead.

    He heard the sound of the other drones. He detected it above the shriek of the facility’s alarm. It had only gotten louder.

    Singh would be on the run.

    All M’cal had to do was get to her first.

    Get to her first and take her mind.

    Unconsciously, he let his hand drop beside him. Then he brought it up behind his back.

    He thumbed the small silver canister attached to his holster magnetically. It had a stronger grip than a magnet, to be fair. It had a true phase lock connection. You could throw as many sophisticated weapons as you wanted at M’cal, and they could destroy him, but they’d never destroy that lock. And they’d never rupture the vessel.

    The Seraphix only had a certain number of these. And only a certain number of Seraphix were allowed to use them.

    It had taken M’cal a long time to earn that right.

    Now, he would carry that right, and he would bear the responsibility right up until the end.

    He quickly calculated where Singh would be. To do that, all he had to do was tune in to his light and let it pulse through him and into the floor.

    He couldn’t always attune with Coalition systems. They were pretty different from the systems he was used to as a Seraphix. But he was loaded with technology that would allow him to piggyback on Coalition scanners.

    He suddenly hacked into the facility’s scanners and found that Singh was on the other side of the building.

    M’cal took a single step. Then he jolted forward. Just not with his feet. With his whole body. He was light, remember?

    And he could move just like light could.

    Light can shoot through objects and solar systems at the speed of freaking light, and so could he. It was a more uneven process, though, because he was technically half biological.

    He could make these fitful jumps like a cruiser playing hopscotch.

    It meant he traveled down this long corridor in the blink of an eye – no, in less.

    He reached a door. He moved right through. He got to another door, this one protected by such thick shields you could stop a planet with them.

    Finally, he reached the opposite side of the facility, and it was just as Singh herself started to fight off the drones.

    Other Coalition officers stood around her.

    In a matter of seconds, they were cut down. Remember, M’cal had only fought off five drones, but those five drones had been able to join up to produce a devastating attack. There were now at least 10000 drones circling Singh.

    She should have no chance.

    M’cal was her chance.

    She looked up as soon as he entered the room.

    She was wearing holographic armor. He could see it sparking around her form. But it meant he had an unimpeded view of her face. Deep worry marked her brow. Fear at the fact she’d just lost her officers shook in her eyes. He knew that emotion – he’d faced it in the mirror long enough.

    But something else sparked right there in the center of her pupils.

    He’d picked up so many important minds from so many galaxies from so many universes.

    The really powerful people just knew you were here for them. They seemed to just know when a Seraphix arrived that their old lives were over.

    M’cal understood that was probably just his imagination. It was nothing more than him rationalizing his job.

    If Singh were given the choice, she wouldn’t leave the Coalition.

    But the Coalition would die. The Force was coming. And this was Singh’s only hope.

    He stood for a fraction of a second, facing her, facing that look, then moving through it.

    He shot forward.

    He let his whip crack up high. It arced around him in a flurry.

    Sure, he might have only fought five drones previously. That didn’t matter. He now knew exactly how they worked. And he performed better.

    As his whip grew, as he pushed more of his power into it, it lanced around in a great arc. It took out 1000 drones in a single hit.

    They were in a large, cavernous cargo bay. The dull gray clinical walls perfectly reflected the explosion produced by M’cal’s attack.

    But he swore that Singh’s wide open brown eyes were the best mirror of all. He could see the explosions reflected in them.

    But he looked past for that grain of awareness he knew was there, that he needed to be there.

    Singh couldn’t save the Coalition.

    But he could save her. And in doing that, she could save others from the Force.

    He closed his eyes. He cut through the rest of the drones.

    They tried to split apart, attempted to attack him. He simply launched into the air, swept an arm to the side, created another light whip, and destroyed the last group of them. Soon, they rained down around him, the super-heated chunks of their carcasses like stars from the sky. Poetic. Fitting, too. Because when the Force had their way, that was precisely what would happen to the Coalition.

    M’cal took one echoing step forward. He let his body interact properly with the concrete beneath him, and he crushed through the remains of several drones until he stopped in front of Singh. Slowly, as if his head was operated by a frayed pulley system, he lifted it and faced her.

    Did she beg? Did she ask who he was? No.

    She just watched him. And he watched her.

    Without blinking, not even once, he reached behind him, grabbed the mind vessel, brought it around, and opened it in front of her face. He let it drop to the floor by her feet.

    The image of Singh bent backward, forward, left, and right as it was pulled into the vessel.

    He said the image of Singh, not just her body.

    When you were made out of light, the dividing line between you and images was so much smaller.

    When you were made out of light, the solidity of matter was more optional than required.

    Singh screamed, or at least her mouth unhinged and opened as wide as possible.

    He thought that she mouthed the word, “Please.” But then she pushed past the fact that her mind and body were being broken down to be kept in the vessel, and she said this, “The Coalition will come for me.”

    M’cal looked down at the floor and only looked up at her when her eyes had finally been pulled sideways. They were broken down along with the rest of her body, and she was sucked into the vessel. Only when it clicked closed by his feet did he finish his sentence. “The Coalition can’t come for you. The Coalition is now living on borrowed time. It’s over. But you’ll live. Because you need to live. Because I saved you. Because the work of the Seraphix,” he kneeled and grabbed up the mind vessel, “is never over.”

  
    Chapter 2

    Sisi

    She scratched at her arm underneath her tunic and sighed.

    She tilted her head back and pinched the bridge of her nose.

    Then, because she knew that she couldn’t avoid it – because she could never avoid anything – she let one of her eyes swing down. She stared at the holographic readout of her grades.

    She’d failed. Again. She had one more failure left. Then she’d be kicked out of the Coalition Academy course. This time for good.

    She’d been through the course three times now.

    That didn’t make her the oldest person in her grade. She was in a special class. Gone were the days when the Coalition could rely on starry-eyed young folks to fill the training course.

    Because too many of those starry-eyed young folks were falling.

    Because the Coalition kept facing new threats every day of every week. And when that happens – when war continuously knocks at your door – you take anyone you can.

    To be fair, the other people in Sisi’s specialized course screwed up a lot less than she did.

    Some of them were ex frigging criminals, but they still managed to pass and do what they needed to. As for Sisi?

    She was fixated.

    On one freaking thing.

    There was a line right underneath her grades, from her direct superior, Commander Sharp. It said this. “If you want to pass, you must focus on what matters. You need to do the work, not what you want to do.”

    She looked at that line. She repeated it under her breath. Then she pinched the bridge of her nose and let her hand fall.

    She could turn around. She could go back into her room. She could do precisely what Sharp had said. She could study. She had an all-important exam tomorrow. If she failed, she would definitely be kicked out of the course.

    But she couldn’t turn.

    She couldn’t stop. Ever since Sisi joined the Academy, she had used almost every single second of her free time in the holographic cube.

    Why?

    Was she running from her life?

    She couldn’t tell you. She was running from something or running toward something.

    She could just tell you that she was only alive when she was in that hologram and climbing that wall.

    She couldn’t explain it to you, couldn’t explain it to anyone. And trust her, counselors had asked. Sharp had asked, too.

    Every other cadet in her grade knew she was obsessed with one specific program. As soon as she was kicked out of the Academy, she’d lose access to it.

    She’d been a bum before she joined the Academy. And bums can’t afford top-of-the-line holographic experiences.

    She paused, staring at the hologram of her grades. Then she turned from it. Bodily.

    Her shoulders were stiff, and her back was hunched, but her hands had turned into soft fists. She tapped them against her thighs as she left her quarters.

    She headed out into the corridor, ignored the sea of cadets there, yanked her collar up, shoved her hands into her pockets, and walked away.

    She was halfway up one of the accommodation towers. Occasionally, she caught glimpses of the rest of the Academy out of the floor-to-ceiling windows in the hallway.

    It didn’t matter that the layout didn’t really work. The accommodation towers were absolutely cram-packed with quarters. They needed to be. They had to support not just the over 10000 cadets, but all the staff too. And yet in the corridors, there were always these beautiful floor-to-ceiling windows.

    It didn’t make sense. But the Coalition had possessed space-defying technology for a long time. They hadn’t possessed the cube for that long, though. And it was the cube that had brought Sisi here.

    The cube and this stupid sense that she could save the galaxy when no one else could.

    You know what you were taught on day one in the Coalition Academy course? That you weren’t there to be a hero. That if that was what you wanted to be, you needed to turn around and leave. Ironic because most of the people who did the best in the course actually thought they were heroes. It was the very lifeblood they fed their motivation on. They needed to be the best of the best.

    Suffice to say, when they encountered somebody like Sisi, who was clearly in it for something else, they turned their noses up and walked away.

    She walked into a lift now, and there were several of those kinds of cadets. A lot were younger than her.

    One of them even started muttering about her, not behind her back but right in front of her face. The guy was high up in E Club.

    E Club was where the aforementioned best of the best hung out. She surely shouldn’t have to tell you that she’d never been invited to a single one of those functions and didn’t even know where they hung out.

    As the guy muttered something in front of her face, she just stared at him dead-eyed.

    He grabbed his jaw, never one to give up. What was his name? Bryce or something?

    Technically, he’d failed one of his recent missions. Some ship-based training exercise. She didn’t know too much about it, just that the whole thing had been hushed up.

    She’d just heard from someone else that he’d failed and melted under pressure.

    That had to be the look behind his beady black pupils, the origin of the anger he turned on her.

    She was used to being a failure. He was not.

    Settling in for the long haul, she shoved her hands harder into her pockets, kicked back until her shoulders were against the back of the elevator, moved her leg up until it rested against the shiny wall, then looked at him. “Go ahead. I’ve got all day.”

    “All day?” he said, the sarcasm dripping through his tone. “Aren’t you going to go to the cube? Aren’t you going to waste your training hours climbing that wall? I’ve tried it,” he said, gripping his jaw and letting his fingers slide down to his chin.

    “What?” She could have said something sarcastic. It was easy. He was leaving himself open.

    He might not appreciate that. But even in attacking Sisi, he was leaving himself open. You don’t attack unless you can see some benefit in it.

    You don’t attack unless you have some soft belly you’re trying to protect.

    And Bryce was all-around soft.

    But so was Sisi, so who was she to point that out?

    The fact that she was casually leaning against the wall really got his goat. He straightened.

    He had one of those faces. To be fair, to Sisi, everyone had one of those faces.

    She wasn’t someone who really judged others on appearance. She did judge one thing on appearance, though. Walls.

    “It has to be one of the most boring, pointless holograms I have ever encountered. It’s an endless wall. And you’re just there to climb it. It says something about your psyche. You get that, right?” Bryce leaned close. He was a good 50 centimeters taller than her. It meant that he could dramatically pause, just 30 centimeters before her, then lean forward to close the distance.

    It was impressive.

    If she were anyone else, her stomach might have shivered with fright.

    Instead, she simply cut her gaze over his shoulder and stared forward.

    She could see just beyond the lobby of the accommodation block and out into the central grounds of the Academy. The cube was located just beneath it. It had been buried there for centuries without the Academy even realizing.

    “I’m talking to you, Cadet,” Bryce snapped. “Though it’s kind of rich to call you cadet, right? I heard you keep failing everything. I heard this is your final chance.”

    Sisi did not move her gaze once. “It’s alright to fail,” she grunted.

    Bryce practically exploded.

    His jaw started to shift in and out as if he was trying to chew through diamond-encased steel. “You tell that to Sharp. You tell that to every selfless soldier out there,” he jammed a stiff thumb over his shoulder, “protecting the Coalition. You think we need cadets like you? You think you can make a difference? You think you can ever get to the top of that endless wall and finally make something of yourself?” he spat.

    He spoke like he was some chest-thumping version of an egotistical counselor.

    He couldn’t appreciate that. He couldn’t understand that the fervor behind his words was a reaction to his own failure.

    And Sisi had no intention of pointing that out.

    Because she was just as much of a failure, thank you very much.

    “The Coalition doesn’t need you—”

    Sisi couldn’t take it anymore. That itchiness was starting to develop in the tips of her fingers again. It raced to her palms, then to her wrists, then across her shoulders. It jolted down into her knees and shot into her feet like discharge from a lightning storm.

    She seamlessly twisted to the side of him.

    His two strapping friends were trying to block the door. She moved around them in a moment of distraction. Then she shoved her hands back in her pockets just as Bryce spluttered like a water pipe struck by a cruiser. “Do you think I’m done with you, Cadet?”

    Sisi reached into her pockets. She pulled out her wrist device attachments. They were essentially small modifiable implants. You could attach them to your eyes and make a visor. She just shoved them into her ears.

    She connected to her wrist device and pumped music into them. She blocked Bryce out. She blocked out what he stood for, everything he thought, and every anxiety he brought.

    He was probably right. Statistically, she would be kicked out of the course.

    Then she’d lose access to the wall. But he was wrong about the wall. Everyone was wrong about the friggin wall.

    Energy and tension built in her, climbed her shoulders, then moved into her feet. It pushed her forward faster.

    Just as Bryce took an angry step toward her, she broke into a run.

    He grunted. “You can’t outrun reality, Sisi,” he spat.

    Nah, he was wrong on that. You couldn’t outrun it. You could try to climb beyond it, though.

    She hit the grounds outside at a sprint.

    It was pretty easy to move past the various groups of cadets. Most of them were heading to class. Nearly every single one of them was discussing their results. A few of them were downcast. They shouldn’t be. The cadets in question still had better grades than she did.

    Finally, she made it to the entrance of the cube.

    Her tension started to ease. Her focus shifted into her fingers. All the way in. She could feel her mind rehearsing the various moves she’d make.

    She knew how to climb. She didn’t know how to do much else.

    She could taste it, smell it, practically recreate it in her head.

    She wanted access to the hologram now.

    She just wasn’t gonna get it.

    She went to race down the steps that led to the true cube entrance.

    But someone got in her way.

    The guy seemed to move in from nowhere. He took a single step in front of her, and she rammed into his back.

    She was moving fast. And while the guy was big, that shouldn’t matter. She should knock him off his feet. Yet striking him felt like hitting a wall.

    And she had a real big thing about walls.

    She had this moment, this shivering little second where it was like she suddenly rammed up against the greatest barrier ever.

    Then the guy turned.

    He was wearing a cadet uniform, but it was different. He had one of those new pips on his shoulder.

    The Coalition training program was changing. It simply had to keep up with the modern demands of the galaxy. They needed to produce specialized cadets faster. Which meant they had to recognize that if you came from a different industry or had significant life experience, you got to skip most of the dross the other kids had to go through.

    She’d never seen this guy before. She’d been around the Academy long enough to know almost every cadet, regardless of how many there were.

    This guy was in final year, just like her. And technically he had to be in the specialized training program, too.

    But he had to be new.

    He had to be….

    She’d already told you that she rarely cared about people’s appearances. There was something about this guy’s face. No, it wasn’t his stiff, angular jaw. No, it wasn’t his gray-blue eyes. No, it wasn’t the single unruly hair that’d fallen in front of his brow from his otherwise trim, slicked-back do.

    It was just him….

    Somebody cleared their throat from behind him.

    She knew who it was. Based on the sound, it had to be Commander Sharp. She couldn’t tell you how often she’d heard that exact voice echo out at her from across the command corridor. It would always precipitate the same thing – Sharp telling her to get in his office. Sharp getting ready to give her one last dressing down. Sharp giving her a chance – any chance to pull herself up by her proverbial bootstraps.

    But she didn’t have bootstraps. She had fingers that needed to climb and a mind that needed to face that endless wall and push against it anyway. And this cadet, whoever he was, was in her way.

    He had a certain presence about him. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Though her psychology professor probably would disagree with this, Sisi was good at reading people.

    It came hand in hand with having no friends and having no distractions.

    She stood at the back of every class, watching and waiting to return to her holograms.

    That was a lot of time to analyze. But why did it feel like she couldn’t put her finger on this guy, as if he was a chameleon that could and would shift out of anyone’s way?

    That particular statement, for whatever reason, made her stomach shake.

    Sharp appeared from behind the cadet. Sharp was big. The cadet had to be just the same size as Sharp or bigger if the Commander had successfully hidden behind him.

    “Sisi,” Sharp said. His voice was hardly pleasant. It wasn’t exactly derogatory, though.

    What it was was accusatory.

    And fair enough. Sharp had given her a personal message in her grades. He only did that to those who excelled or those who needed one last chance. He’d essentially told her that she needed to focus on her studies, or she’d fail.

    So what was she doing? Approximately two minutes after getting those grades, she was running back to her holograms instead.

    Few things made her uncomfortable. Because few things engaged her enough, unless it was that frigging wall. She still became a little itchy under her collar.

    “Is there a reason you’re here, Cadet Cunningham? Is there a reason you’ve ignored my statement in your results? Is there a reason—” Sharp began.

    The special cadet with the storm-gray eyes and the sense of a chameleon turned to Sharp. “I don’t have a lot of time, Sir,” he said in a voice that suggested he was very familiar with command. A little too familiar, in fact.

    So familiar that he was usually the one who was the commander.

    The impression just jumped into Sisi’s head.

    And the impression stuck. It was all in the stiff way the cadet turned and faced Sharp. There was no fear there. There was this deep understanding of the chain of command instead.

    … Exactly who was this cadet?

    Maybe he’d been high in the Galactic Police. But if that were true, he wouldn’t have become a cadet. He would have slipped sideways into the Coalition. The Galactic Police went through very similar training.

    So what other group could he be from that he was this familiar with command? Why did it feel as if he’d been a captain himself?

    “I appreciate that, Cadet Forsyth. Just give me a moment here.” Sharp took a deep breath.

    Sisi knew precisely what was coming.

    Most other cadets got the heck out of the way when Sharp took a breath like that. It was like a balloon – one that was already filled with as much air as it could possibly be filled with. Then it was voluntarily taking another breath just so it could blow.

    Her back did lengthen. Her stomach did drop slightly. But mostly, she kept her gaze to the side and locked on the mysterious Cadet Forsyth.

    She wasn’t making it up. The guy had been a captain. And why would she know that? Had she lived some amazing double life?

    No. The other cadets called her Miss Galactic Bum. Because for all of Sisi’s life, that’s exactly what she’d been. She’d moved from colony outpost to colony outpost. She’d had various boring jobs. Sometimes, she’d been a barmaid. Sometimes, she’d just worked in cargo haulers. Nothing specialized, nothing significant, nothing that would give her the edge as a cadet.

    Because she’d always had a dream that she couldn’t reach, something to distract her from working that hard in the real world.

    “Cadet Cunningham, get back to your apartment right now. And study. You have an exam tomorrow. This is your last chance. You joined the Coalition for a reason. I suggest you remember what that is.” Sharp growled.

    Sisi had this unguarded moment where she wanted to look Sharp right in the eyes and say that she’d joined the Coalition to climb that wall. The wall there in the holographic cube right behind him.

    Do that, however, and she’d be out on her ear faster than a comet ejected from an exploding solar system.

    Sharp had a tether that was usually as thin as a human hair. Around her, it was precisely a micron thick.

    She turned.

    She did not turn, however, before making eye contact with the mysterious Cadet Forsyth. He didn’t even look at her once.

    That wasn’t hubris. He was busy.

    He looked like he was distracted by some incoming information stream. Again, while her psychology professor wouldn’t appreciate this, Sisi was good at observing. And when she wasn’t being dressed down by her superiors, she watched them in the corridors or in their classes. She knew when they got incoming neural coms. This guy didn’t have a conversation in his head with anyone. But he was clearly connected to some information stream.

    Finally, he looked past whatever was distracting him and made the briefest eye contact possible.

    Brief but deep.

    Did that mean that he connected to her soul in some way? No. It was as if he thoroughly examined her but in a split second.

    And whatever he was looking for, whatever he cared about, he didn’t find in her. He turned and nodded at Sharp once.

    Sharp cleared his throat, and Sisi got the message. She turned. She did not rush away.

    She waited until Cadet Forsyth and Commander Sharp were out of view.

    She took a step.

    Her wrist device beeped. She knew the exact shudder that passed into her arm and up to her elbow.

    Every single cadet at the Academy wore a wrist device, and they had to be permanently turned on. They were scanners, comms units, and everything in between. But more importantly to the modern Coalition, they were how the Academy could push urgent notifications.

    She heard the collective buzz as everyone walking across the grounds all got the same message at once.

    She yanked up her risk device in time to see a perfect hologram appear, spinning just two centimeters above the shiny watch’s surface.

    “A special lecture has been organized for all Academy cadets and officers. Visiting Professor John Smith will update the Academy on recent changes to phase technology.”

    She stared at the message. This was urgent, was it?

    Yes. If she stepped back from the niggling need in her stomach to climb that holographic wall, she could appreciate that the phase realm and everything about it was the tip of the blade upon which the current Coalition balanced.

    The Force was back. Or at least that was the rumor. Even if they weren’t back, the Coalition faced new threats daily.

    There was The Risen, whoever they were. Sisi had only heard rumors from other more-informed cadets. The point was, even if the Force didn’t attack, some other group probably would. So what did the Coalition need? They needed an edge, some weapon to fall back on, some technology to wield. That edge was the phase realm.

    She couldn’t even really describe it to you. Scientists called it lower levels of organization that you could directly experience, whatever that meant.

    It amalgamated quantum physics and the new breed of direct-experience physics. But she still didn’t understand. And she still didn’t care.

    She thought of waiting around. She could hide in one of the teaching buildings. Soon enough, every cadet and officer would head to the group lecture, meaning that the grounds – and the cube – would be abandoned.

    Even Sharp would presumably go to the lecture. She’d heard the ping as the notification had gone to his wrist device.

    Heck, even that mysterious Forsyth would probably go to the lecture. But there was no point in thinking about him. The only thing that mattered here was that the cube would be empty soon enough.

    She itched with the urge to go down and face that wall. This ticking time limit in the back of her head said she needed to take every opportunity to face it while she still could. Because simple statistics told her she’d be kicked out of the course by the end of the week. There was really nothing she could do about that. She didn’t have the kind of mind that the Coalition was after.

    She didn’t understand the universe like they did. And yeah, she simply didn’t have the basic skills because it turns out ordinary space bums cannot be beaten into cadets after all.

    She teetered there on the spot.

    She stared at the cube.

    But she soon had no option to hide in one of the lecture halls.

    Sharp appeared. He stopped right in front of her, and even though he wasn’t psychic, she swore he could read her mind. All he had to do was point in the same direction the other cadets were heading in, and Sisi was forced to turn.

    Who was beside her? Who slipped in a second later? But who paid no attention to her whatsoever?

    The mysterious Cadet Forsyth, of course. He was doing it again. He was getting some incoming information stream. Which meant that he had to have neural implants. Cadets very rarely had proper neural implants.

    If they were important enough, if they were used on actual missions, then yeah, they got them.

    But this guy was new.

    Yet this guy still held himself like a captain, maybe even an admiral. He held himself like he’d gone on more missions than every real officer around him.

    She was now hemmed in by Forsyth and Commander Sharp.

    They funneled her forward.

    The group lecture was to be held in the only room that could hold the entire Coalition in it simultaneously.

    She couldn’t help but think about how inefficient this was. How many other classes were being stopped for this lecture? Sure, Professor John Smith was important. He was the best phase scientist they had.

    But why would you stop all of the Academy for one lecture?

    She knew the answer.

    Because it developed a sense of camaraderie. Because it also developed a sense of urgency. And more importantly than all of that, the sense that the Coalition was actually doing something.

    She understood how it would be easy to fall into hopelessness at a time like this.

    She’d been a space bum for most of her life. Hopelessness, or at least a dull, grinding sense of it, had always been her best friend.

    She combated it by climbing that holographic wall.

    But that was not her point. The Coalition was facing more and more threats. And if the Force was actually back…. Most smart people would conclude that the Coalition didn’t have a chance. But the Coalition needed to prove it did anyway.

    So it was bringing everyone together, was focusing them on the same thing.

    And the more it did that, the more it could try to prove to people that it was up to this task.

    She didn’t even know what the task was anymore.

    The Coalition was meant to survive. It was meant to thrive. It was meant to protect.

    It wasn’t meant to die.

    But sometimes, you can’t fight the inevitable. Trust her, she’d been fighting it – and climbing it – her whole life.

    But nobody said you have to fight the inevitable alone.

    Her gaze swung toward Cadet Forsyth as they entered the primary testing hall.

    It was a massive space – like she’d said, it was the only room where you could fit everyone in the Coalition Academy all at once.

    There was stadium seating. And right at the bottom, beside Admiral Forest, was Professor Smith. Most people reacted to Professor Smith. He was a legend.

    Cadet Forsyth did not.

    The cadet looked straight at Admiral Forest, and his demeanor changed without changing on the surface. Slowly, Sisi let her gaze slide up the side of his face. She stared at him as he stared at Forest.

    There are times in life when we reach walls. Sisi had been reaching them her entire existence.

    But she’d always made the mistake of trying to climb them.

    There’s another way through a wall. To punch right through and keep going until you find what you’ve always been after.

  
    Chapter 3

    Admiral Forest

    She didn’t know why she was here.

    No, that wasn’t fair. It was important. Lectures where they brought together the entire Academy were starting to become increasingly critical.

    Bringing together everyone and reminding them that they could work as one was the only way they’d get through this. And they had to get through this.

    The Force was coming.

    That wasn’t a theoretical fact anymore.

    Ever since the incident with Naomi Ringwald, it was simply inevitable. The Force had almost made it through to this galaxy. They’d failed. That attempt. But they kept trying.

    Forest was privy to three recent attempts. And they’d happened in the last month. That’s why this lecture was so important. It was why it was so critical to keep bringing the Coalition together. That was the only way forward.

    Sorry. There were 1000 – no, a million other ways forward.

    The rest would not help the Coalition in the end. They’d fracture and turn into their enemies.

    It’s so important when you reach a point of desperation to remind yourself of who you are and why you’re different. Because when you’re truly despairing, you’ll be willing to reach for any weapon, no matter how damaging, if only you can get yourself out of your situation.

    And there were weapons out there that could destroy anything and everything.

    As she’d said, there were multiple ways through this. But the only true way through this was to stick to the Coalition’s goals and never deviate once.

    She reminded herself of that fact even though she would prefer to be on Jupiter Station right now, investigating one of the numerous leads they’d recently had.

    Forest wasn’t technically working alone. She had the ear of Commander Frost. And who was she? One of the station leaders of a group called the Supreme Outer Guardians. And who were they? Forest almost didn’t want to distract you. The Supreme Outer Guardians looked after the multiverse. Because that’s right, there was a multiverse out there.

    Forest always had to remind herself of that to put her problems into perspective.

    Forest couldn’t call on Commander Frost and all her incredible technology to save her, though. The Supreme Outer Guardians had strict noninterference policies. But Admiral Forest was in contact with Frost regularly. She kept Frost updated on any interesting developments that might affect the Guardians. And Frost handed on what knowledge she could.

    There was one essential piece of knowledge she’d handed on recently. One fact that felt more like fiction, frankly.

    The Supreme Outer Guardians worked for a shadowy group called the Higher-Ups. And who were the Higher-Ups? Strap in. Because you likely wouldn’t believe this.

    They were made-up of self-professed gods.

    Forest didn’t believe in gods, not the magic-wielding, cloud-living, mythical kind, anyway.

    She did, however, believe in the power of stories.

    And when you reach the top of any group and realize that nothing can touch you, you sure become god-like. But the emphasis there had to be on the word like.

    The Higher-Ups were in trouble. They were fracturing. A shadowy group of them called the Underside was trying to destroy the rest. And this mattered why? Because Frost had recently contacted Forest to warn her that a god had come to the Coalition. They were looking for something.

    They were dangerous. And as if Forest didn’t have enough problems, it was up to her to find them and stop them before they could do whatever they wanted.

    That was the fear that sat behind Forest as she stood on the podium beside Professor John Smith. His infectious charm almost threatened to derail her thoughts, but nothing could.

    As stupid as it was, her eyes scanned the crowd almost as if she thought the underside god would be sitting out and proud in the middle of the front row, waving to her with his fully evolved hand.

    Sorry. They weren’t fully evolved, were they? Technically, the multiversal gods had simply stepped out of evolution, whatever that meant. It was a distraction if you asked Forest. Everything was a distraction except surviving.

    John Smith cleared his throat.

    Forest finally reminded herself where she was and why she was here. She was meant to officiate. She cleared her own throat. She took a step forward. Everyone was watching her, and those who knew her would know she was distracted. She could hide her expressions well. There comes a time when you stop hiding, though. She went to tuck her hands behind her back but stopped. She let them fall beside her. Everyone would appreciate this was indecision.

    And you don’t need an indecisive admiral at the top. If you don’t know where your ship is going, you will simply vacillate, waste your energy, and eventually sink.

    She spent several more seconds trying to find the most comfortable position. And she let everyone watch. Then slowly she let her gaze dart up into the center line. “The Coalition finds itself in interesting times.”

    The words interesting times felt like empty arms. Arms so weak they couldn’t hold anything.

    And what were arms that couldn’t hold anything? They were pointless.

    Trying to describe what was happening to the Coalition right now was the exact same level of pointless.

    She could dress it up in fancy terms. She could tell everybody they had a chance. She could tell everybody they didn’t even know what they were fighting yet. But that wasn’t the point. These cadets needed to see that it was okay to be indecisive. It was okay to be scared. But what mattered most was that you could take that fear, carry it with you, and move right through it. And you could move right through with the principles of the Coalition wrapped around your shoulders and heart.

    She took another step forward. It was pointless. Sometimes, we do pointless things anyway. “We find ourselves in interesting times. We find ourselves without a rudder. We find ourselves groping in the dark.”

    Everyone was silent and watchful. None more so than John Smith. He had a different personality. Joyous, there didn’t seem to be much that could bring him down. Because he was a man who threw himself wholeheartedly into curiosity.

    When we have something to focus on, it can usually help us distract ourselves from the threats ahead. We can break them down into manageable parts. But that’s not what an admiral is there to do.

    She stared right ahead.

    She stopped telling herself that the Underside god was in the crowd. She reminded herself her people were in that crowd instead.

    “There are many ways we can see ourselves through this mess. There’s only one way that will matter. I do not need to remind you what the Coalition stands for. All I need to remind you of is that you do not stand alone. It doesn’t matter where you’re taken. It doesn’t matter where we’re all taken in these next few months or years. We won’t be taken there alone. Look to your left. Look to your right. These aren’t just the people you joined the Coalition with. Each and every one of you is the Coalition. And as long as each and every one of you remembers that, the Coalition will survive.”

    She’d given better speeches. Heck, she’d given better speeches in her sleep. But what makes a speech good? The words? The feeling? The actions and expressions you make?

    Or the sentiment behind it all?

    Again, she let her hands drop beside her. Then she formed them into awkward fists. But all the while, she simply stared ahead.

    She stared at her flock and realized that they would eventually come to the same realization she had. They would fall over. They would fail. They would not win every battle.

    But it doesn’t matter when you lose if you know you can keep trying tomorrow.

    It doesn’t matter if you know you still have friends to rely on.

    But the quality of friendship relies on one thing. It depends on you knowing precisely who is beside you and what they really want. If you aren’t on the same page, you aren’t friends.

    Forest was about to learn one important thing. It didn’t mean you couldn’t save one another anyway.

  
    Chapter 4

    M’cla

    He stood there, stood there until he had to sit. He eased himself into the seat. It was stadium seating, and whoever had designed it had done a good job. By that, he didn’t mean he could simply see what was happening ahead of him. No matter where you sat in this enormous room, you would have a good vantage of the stage below.

    What was smart about the design was the feeling behind it.

    No matter where you sat, you felt like you were right up there, right there with Admiral Forest. Because he didn’t care about the professor. It was John Smith, wasn’t it? M’cla’s eyes and every single one of his senses were locked on Admiral Forest.

    He swore that he knew what would happen, based simply on how she stared out at the crowd. But more than anything, based on the way she kept fumbling with her fists. Sometimes, she formed them and tapped them against her legs. Sometimes, it would be a direct, strong move. Then, half a second later, it would look like she was simply vacillating. Competent commanders do not vacillate in front of massive crowds like this.

    Especially if the crowd considers you to be the prow of their ship.

    M’cla didn’t know everything there was to know about the Coalition, but he knew enough to understand that Admiral Forest was pretty much their soul. If they lost her – no, when they lost her – the rest of them would crumble.

    And yet right now, their soul looked nervous.

    He paid keen attention to every single movement that she made. His eyes crisscrossed back and forth, judging her mind from every single movement.

    Here was something M’cla was certain of but you’d never read in a scientific book. Good commanders know when they’re about to lose some upcoming battle, even if they don’t know the odds yet. Even if they’re not willing to admit it consciously. They know. And you can see it in every single one of their nervous movements. Forest surely knew, too. The Coalition’s days were numbered. If it even had days.

    If there was one fact that you needed to know about the Force more than any other, it was that when they locked onto a target, they attacked, often capriciously and always without warning. Maybe the Coalition thought they had months. They’d probably have weeks if not days.

    Did that mean M’cla lurched to his feet and ran at Forest to kidnap her now? As he’d already told you when he’d addressed Admiral Singh, Forest would be harder. Because Forest had friends. In very, very high places. The kind of friends that made even M’cla and the Seraphix nervous.

    To capture Forest, M’cla would have to either lead her into a compromised position, or wait.

    The latter option made his back itch, made his shoulders hunch. It would have made him visibly nervous, but he would never let that happen. He’d been through too much to let anyone read him.

    And he meant not just his body language but also his mind.

    There were psychics in this stadium. Not just amongst the budding cadets but within the officers, too. And some of them were very, very good. But they had no idea what they were dealing with when it came to M’cla.

    He didn’t come from this universe. He didn’t have a mind they could really understand. Only half of it was biological.

    But he was distracting himself.

    If he couldn’t lurch to his feet and go and grab Forest now, he needed to watch her, to assess her every single movement to help him plan for what to do next.

    She was good.

    Wait, was she good because she was fumbling? He was a commander, too, or at least once upon a time he had been.

    Fumble, and you’ll lose. Not just the battle, but often the first thing you’ll lose is the confidence of the people you must rely on to win.

    Leaders aren’t just there to hand out orders. They’re usually there to be the backbone of any good army.

    When your leader is strong, regardless of what you face, it gives people the view that they might win anyway. And that helps them navigate the choppy waves of uncertainty toward chance.

    But like he’d already said, Forest was showing her nerves purposefully. And if not her nerves, her indecision.

    Was she breaking? No. She was showing her flock precisely what you do when you enter a real uncertain situation. She could gloss over what was happening. She could lie. She could pretend that the Force weren’t on their way, that they weren’t the stronger army.

    But the smart amongst the cadets would know she was lying. And then that would spread like wildfire.

    The only way to get through this was to face the truth, was to show people exactly what you did when you did that. It was to model the kind of fragility that leads right back into strength. Because guess what? People fall down. Commanders lose battles. They have vulnerable moments. They cry in the middle of the night. That does not stop them from picking themselves up, turning around, putting their pips on, and going out to fight the next day. That was real strength. Because it was the kind of strength that simply knew what path it had to walk and how to pull itself up every time it fell over.

    At first, it didn’t work on the crowd. At first, M’cla heard a few cadets muttering that even Forest had lost it. Which meant they were all screwed. In fact, quite a number of cadets started speaking like that. But not her. Not the cadet that was sitting right beside M’cla. She hadn’t chosen to sit there. She would have gone into the holographic cube if she’d had her way. A curious piece of very sophisticated technology that, by all accounts, had been hidden underneath the Academy for centuries. M’cla had wanted to go and investigate it. As he’d already said, the Coalition was not as technologically advanced as the Seraphix, but there was still technology within the Coalition that could hurt him. The cube could produce such technology. It was simply good strategy to go and check it out first.

    He hadn’t had that opportunity.

    Because she had come along. Sisi Cunningham.

    He’d already looked up her bio.

    No, he did not have permission as a special cadet to do that. But nothing could stop him.

    The first second he’d touched down at the Earth Academy, he’d seamlessly hacked into the massive centralized computer. He could now look up bios on anyone. He could also alter them if he felt like it. There would be no point with Sisi. He could remove every single demerit, of which there were many. He could alter her grades, of which there were only a few passes.

    He could make it seem, on paper at least, like she was the best cadet the Coalition had ever produced. But nothing would change her attitude. Nothing would correct the slump in her shoulders, the slightly pointless edge to her stare.

    He’d faced people like her.

    Hell, they were technically roughly the same age. He was pointing that out, why?

    Because once upon a time, he could have become someone like her. Long before becoming a commander in his own civilization, he’d been a space bum. He’d wandered from port to port, not seeing the point of picking up his hands and feet to do anything, not seeing the point of helping. Because who’d ever stopped to help him?

    Then a war had come. It had galvanized people, including him. And he’d pushed himself onto the path that mattered, onto the path where you helped others. If you want help, you give it. Because in helping others, you finally get out of your own dense skull.

    Sisi Cunningham would never learn that lesson. But he would give her one thing. She did not suddenly point out that Forest had lost it. All of the other cadets around her started to mutter now. There was a scared, hard edge to it. The kind of frightened muttering you get that sounds like a virus moving through people’s voices. And in a way, it was a virus. One made up of fear.

    The goading kind. The kind that doesn’t really have a solution. The fear that sits there in your subconscious your entire life without you noticing it. Until it rises. Until some giant object occludes your star, and the shadows are all you’re left with.

    The cadets all around M’cla probably thought they were good. They probably thought they always had the kind of hope that would get them through any situation. But when you think you have hope and you don’t know how to generate it, you often fall into traps like they were now.

    Forest was their hope. Forest was their shining light. Now Forest was fumbling over every single word she was saying. And those who fumble over their speech certainly fumble in battle.

    But all through it, Sisi just sat there, staring ahead with a slightly puzzled expression.

    No. Not throughout the entire speech. Occasionally, she twisted that same head, and she looked at M’cla. It was only ever for a second or two.

    Her eyebrows flattened slightly.

    He watched her. When he wasn’t watching Forest.

    Because Forest was about to do it. She was about to reach the moment where she would show that you can always rise strong regardless of weakness.

    There was this sense in the room that she’d just brought people up to some edge. As her words became more powerful, her speech becoming more impassioned, the cadets stopped muttering this was it. They started modeling what change looks like instead. Except for Sisi Cunningham.

    She sat there staring dead ahead, eyes slightly to the side.

    It didn’t take M’cla long to realize where she was staring. Even a rudimentary robot with barely any programming and no information on her would understand she was staring toward the cube. Addicted, was she? Yeah, he got it. Like he’d said, once upon a time, he’d been a space bum, too. And it takes one to know one.

    When you’re that hopeless, when you don’t have anything going for you, often for your brain to survive, you just latch onto something. It becomes your focus – your addiction. It becomes the reason you get up in the morning. And no, M’cla couldn’t hear himself, and even if he could, he wouldn’t care. These weren’t brutal thoughts. They were true thoughts. They were the kind of thoughts you get when you’d been on the same wild, crushing journey he had. When, importantly, you were taught to look at the world through a lens of good and bad, worthy and worthless. His entire mission these days was to search for minds that could help the Seraphix. And you didn’t need to stare at Sisi twice to know that she could never help anyone, including herself.

    She was hopeless. And the Seraphix didn’t need hopeless. They needed Forest.

    The speech reached that point. The point where Forest brought everyone together not just with her words, but with her vulnerability. And importantly, the point where she modeled moving right through it.

    Here’s a tip from M’cla to you. Every single creature in all of the universe is vulnerable. Unless it has psychopathic tendencies. Even then, the vulnerability can be switched on in an instant
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