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            AN UNTIMELY BREAKTHROUGH

          

        

      

    

    
      You want to know what’s worse than your parents having high expectations for you? Everyone else in the world having even higher expectations than your parents. So here’s my advice to the future generations of the galaxy.

      Don’t be born to heroic parents. Famous, heroic parents are even worse. Rich, famous, heroic parents the absolute worst.

      You want to know why?

      Rich kids exceed society’s expectations if they aren’t entitled jerks. It’s not exactly a high bar to clear, you know? And if you ask me, any kid who can’t even do that is kind of pathetic.

      Kids of famous parents can claim, “I love my parents, but I just want a normal life out of the limelight.” And everybody nods, says how smart the kid is, and lets them get on with life.

      But the first-born daughter of the fantastically rich, galactically famous, historically heroic Matt and Michelle Connaught? I’m supposed to do something with my life. People don’t expect me to change the galaxy like Mom and Dad did, but they still expect Great Things from me. (You can hear the capital letters every time someone says that about me. Not kidding.) And they expect Great Things even though I’m a complete flop as a psychic.

      I’m supposed to be a powerful empath like Dad. Except I’m not. All I can sense are my family and a few close family friends. (Most of them are history-book famous, too, but no one expects me to live up to their standard and my parents. Mostly no one, anyway.) Dad swears I have plenty of psychic power. If I do, I sure can’t find it. At least Dad has my younger sister Nancy and baby brother Eric to train. They have psychic power to spare.

      I’m also supposed to be a kick-ass fighter, like Mom. And I’m actually pretty great at it. I ought to be. Mom and Granddaddy have been training me for as long as I can remember. Since I didn’t have to spend time learning how to use my virtually non-existent psychic powers, Mom made sure I got lots of extra martial arts practice. That’s why I can wipe the mat with either of my siblings. I’m a crack shot with a blaster, too.

      Yay, me!

      But I’m no hero. Nancy and Eric are, though. A couple of years ago, they used their psychic abilities to find a lost kid, and even rescued her from drowning in the river. Me? I’ve never done anything close to heroic.

      That’s why I’m so excited about going away to college. I even get to go to Draconis, a world that rivals Earth in importance to the Terran Federation. The planet has nightclubs. An amazing music scene. A fashion industry. Shopping. And people. Lots and lots of people. Draconis has cities with more people than all of Ark’s Landing. There are so many people that maybe I can blend into the crowd. Be a regular eighteen-year-old girl without all the expectations I face here on Ark’s Landing. When I told that to Mom, she gave me a typical “Mom” response.

      “You know your father and I are proud of you just the way you are?” When I nodded, she continued, “I hope you can find what you’re looking for, honey. But remember that life doesn’t always give us what we want.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I know, Mom.”

      She smiled and rolled her eyes for me. For someone with no psychic abilities, she’s great at figuring out my moods. Since she started it, I went ahead and rolled my eyes, too.

      “But,” Mom added, “sometimes life gives us what we think we want.”

      I grinned and gave in to the urge to roll my eyes. But I should have paid more attention to Mom. If I had, I’d never have boarded the starliner to Draconis.
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      Everyone turned up at the spaceport to see me off. Both sets of grandparents, all my adopted and honorary aunts and uncles (I have a lot of those. Mom and Dad brought home a bunch of strays during their adventuring days), my sibs, and my parents. And something like half the colony’s population. Okay, not really, but a few thousand colonists turned out to cheer me on.

      See what I mean about expectations?

      When the shuttle from the Pegasus (that’s the starliner) landed, my family suffocated me with hugs, good wishes, and advice.

      “Don’t embarrass us,” Eric said.

      “Leave a few cute guys for me, when I follow you in two years,” Nancy added.

      “While you’re on the Pegasus, always wear an atmosphere harness under your clothes,” Granddaddy said. “Did you memorize the ship’s layout, Nora?”

      Grandmama gave him a gentle slap on the arm. “Jonas, dear heart, you’re supposed to tell your granddaughter that you love her. Give the security advice to her bodyguards.”

      “Conley and Barber already have their instructions.” Granddaddy glanced at my two-man security detail. “Right, men?”

      “Yes, sir,” they said in unison.

      I hugged my grandparents. “It’s okay, Grandmama. That’s how Granddaddy shows his love. And, yes, Granddaddy, I memorized the ship’s layout, including the maintenance tunnels.”

      I hugged Dad, and whispered, “I’ll make you proud.”

      “You always do, honey,” he said.

      Mom joined our hug. “Don’t forget to have some fun, too.”

      Captain Riggs, the Pegasus’s skipper approached, doffed his cap, and said, “We’ve loaded Miss Connaught’s bags on the shuttle, and will depart as soon as she’s ready.”

      Yeah, the captain really came to personally escort me to the ship. You get pretty amazing service when your family owns the cruise line.

      I disentangled myself from my family, wiped my suddenly damp eyes, and followed Captain Riggs onto the shuttle.

      After the shuttle docked with the Pegasus, Captain Riggs showed me to my suite. It’s the largest one on the Pegasus, but that’s not saying much. It’s got two tiny bedrooms, one for me and one my bodyguards will share, and a sitting room barely big enough for its sofa and two armchairs.

      Then Captain Riggs presented a pretty, dark-haired, hazel-eyed girl about my age. “This is Sofia Olson. She’ll be your personal attendant during the trip.”

      My what? We might be rich, but we don’t even have servants at home. Why would I need one on a spaceship? I opened my mouth to say as much, but then Sofia curtseyed to me.

      Her eyes lit up, and she flashed a dazzling smile. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Miss Connaught.”

      Faced with Sofia’s enthusiasm, I swallowed my planned comment and said, “Just call me Nora.” I jerked a thumb towards Barber and Conley. “Those guys are the only people who call me Miss Connaught.”

      Uncertainty crossed Sofia’s face, and her eyes cut to Captain Riggs. He gave a microscopic nod, and she said, “Thank you, Miss—Um, I mean, Nora.”

      A few minutes later, Sofia crowded into my bedroom with me and helped me unpack. I saw her eying one dress in particular, and said, “Why don’t you try it on?”

      “What?”

      I pointed to the dress, “Try it on.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t!”

      “Why not? We’re about the same size.”

      “It wouldn’t be proper.”

      I adopted a rural Ark’s Landing accent, “Yeah, well, I ain’t proper much, anyhow.”

      That drew a giggle from Sofia. “Are you sure?”

      “I insist.”

      I liked the dress well enough, but its light colors provide little contrast to my pale skin, blonde hair, and blue eyes. But it was perfect for Sofia’s coloration. I was about to say so when Captain Riggs came on the ship’s intercom.

      “All hands and passengers, prepare for wormhole entry.”

      I must have tensed up, because Sofia said, “There’s nothing to worry about. Because of the inertial dampeners, we won’t even notice the transition.”

      A few seconds later, Captain Riggs announced, “Wormhole entry complete.”

      Something inside my head shifted, and my brain exploded.

      A torrent of emotions flooded my mind and swept away everything before them. My thoughts, my feelings, my… everything vanished, drowning beneath the torrent as every emotion the Pegasus’s crew and five thousand passengers felt pummeled my brain.

      Joy. Bright and bubbling. It warmed my soul and made my heart sing.

      Romance. Indulgent and fanciful. My entire body tingled as this longed-for emotion swept over me.

      Wonder. Strange and surprising. The tingling faded, washed away by the awe of discovery.

      Why had Dad spent so much time warning about the emotional deluge that came with a breakthrough? It felt fantastic!

      Doubt. Hesitant and distrusting. I pulled my knees up to my chest and curled myself around the sudden distress that overwhelmed everything good inside me.

      Anxiety. Tense and apprehensive. My breath came in short, sharp gasps. A scream formed in my gut, but it took up residence there and churned my insides.

      Depression. Bleak and foreboding. My vision blurred, and I felt tears trickle down my cheeks. Darkness closed around me, and I welcomed it.

      Far away, in a foreign world where people only felt their own emotions, hands grabbed my shoulders. Wide hazel eyes caught my gaze. A distant voice said, “Nora? What’s wrong?”

      Sofia’s touch brought a new emotion.

      Fear. Raw and primal. Sharp and urgent. A spike that destroyed everything in its path. A blazing call to fight or flee. An old emotional friend, one I’ve lived with since I first felt the weight of expectations pressing down on me. I mentally grabbed the fear and held on for dear life.

      Sofia gave me a little shake as her fear intensified. Yes, Sofia. More. Give me more. Your fear is the only thing keeping me sane.

      “What should I do, Nora?” Sofia asked. “Do I call your bodyguards?”

      She pulled away, but I grabbed her hands and held on. I fought for the breath to say no, couldn’t find it, so just shook my head.

      Sofia moved closer and caught my shoulders again. “Don’t go?”

      I nodded my head.

      Sofia pulled me into a hug. “Okay, Nora, I’ll stay here as long as you need me.”

      Her warm touch eased the tension in my shoulders. But, spurred by my responses to her questions, Sofia was mastering her fear. My lifeline began fading, and five thousand emotions raged just on the edge of my perception. The minor part of me that was still simple Nora Connaught had an idea. Knowing I’d hate myself later—if there was a later—I threw my body into false convulsions.

      Sofia’s fear spiked. The emotional tumult baying at the edge of my mind receded. I kept my limbs jerking and twisting while I clawed through my memories for any advice from Dad that might help. There was something, somewhere. I just knew it, but I couldn’t remember…

      Wait! Not advice. A story. The one about Dad’s psychic breakthrough, and how Grandmama Connaught helped him control it. By doing… what? My memory was blank.

      Blank.

      Blank!

      Picture a blank sheet of paper. Or the deep blackness of space. And concentrate on it.

      Dad used space, because he’d just spent twenty minutes floating in it. I went with paper, because I’ve never been out in space.

      I stopped twitching and turned all my concentration to picturing a bright white sheet of paper. It’s harder than it sounds. Try it sometime, if you don’t believe me. But I created a tiny splotch of white inside my mind. Emotions sparked and raged all around it, but I pulled it and stretched it and it grew. It blotted out intruding emotions and grew faster. Then, finally, mental whiteout.

      Those horrible emotions circling my mind like hungry sharks vanished. I gasped in relief and drew a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m okay, now, Sofia.”

      She still radiated fear, but I picked it up from the tension in her body and her rapid breathing rather than from my empathic abilities. Sofia relaxed a little and eased her hold on me.

      “What happened, Nora?”

      “My empathic abilities just, um… I guess blossomed is the word.”

      “And I grabbed hold of you!” Sofia released me and sprang back. “Oh my gosh, Miss Connaught, I’m so sorry! The company gives us a little training in dealing with psychics, and I know that touch makes emotional transfers stronger. I⁠—”

      “Saved me.” I grabbed her waving arms and held them still. “You saved me, Sofia.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah. Your fear dammed the flood long enough for me to remember what to do. If you hadn’t hugged me…” I shuddered at the thought. “Thank you.”

      I forced a bright smile onto my face, even as a new emotion poked a hole in my imaginary sheet of paper.

      Hatred. Deep. Implacable. And aimed directly at me.

      The hatred directed at me shredded my flimsy defense, and the torrent of emotions poured through the tattered remains of my mental whiteout. I stumbled under the renewed onslaught and fell back onto the bed. My knees drew up to my chest. I wrapped my arms around my head, opened my mouth, and, despite my best efforts not to, screamed.

      The door to my bedroom flew open. My bodyguards rushed in and leveled their blasters at Sofia.

      “Down on the floor!” Conley said. “Now!”

      Sofia gaped at the two men and waved her hands in panic. “It’s Miss Connaught⁠—”

      Barber dove across the bed and tackled poor Sofia to the floor. Her cry of terror cut off as Barber’s weight landed atop her and drove the breath from her lungs.

      “What did you do?” Barber demanded.

      Sofia just coughed and wheezed.

      No! I tried shouting to my bodyguards to stop, but the emotions raging through my brain robbed me of the power of speech. But I had to speak. I had to defend Sofia.

      If only I could recreate my mental whiteout. But I’d only succeeded last time, because Sofia’s fear shielded me from the worst of the emotions laying siege to my mind. She’d been touching me then, but she now was on the floor beneath a hundred kilograms of bodyguard in full-on protection mode. Barber would never let Sofia lay hands on me.

      If she couldn’t reach me, maybe I could reach her. But could I find the willpower to move my arms?

      “What is wrong, Miss Connaught?” Conley asked. “Should I call the ship’s doctor?”

      I ignored him, which was dead easy with all the stuff happening inside my head, and fought to reach a hand for Sofia. Nothing happened. My fear of the rampaging emotions kept my hands clasped around my head.

      But I’d underestimated Sofia. Through her own terror, despite the weight pressing her into the floor and her breath-deprived body’s resistance to movement, she pulled an arm out from under Barber. Her hand slapped onto the bed and moved back and forth, searching for me.

      “Watch out!” Conley yelled, and reached across me for Sofia’s hand.

      With one last lurch, her fingers brushed my arm and latched onto it. Her terror—far more for me than for herself—blasted through her touch and exploded into my mind. I grabbed her terror like the lifeline it was, and held on as it overwhelmed the other emotions, and shoved them aside. With just Sofia’s fear and the unknown person’s hatred left to deal with, I could finally concentrate. I imagined the blank sheet of paper again.

      The mental whiteout returned. With it came control over my body.

      “Stop,” I croaked. “It’s not Sofia. Let her up.”

      Conley holstered his blaster and bent over me, concern etched on his face. “What happened, Miss Connaught?”

      I drew a deep breath, “It’s the family legacy.”

      His brow drew down in puzzlement, then cleared. “Did your empathic abilities manifest, Miss Connaught?”

      I nodded.

      “Is that why you screamed?” he asked.

      “No… Well, yes, but only because I thought I had everything under control.”

      Barber helped Sofia to her feet. “I apologize for the rough handling, Miss.” He guided Sofia to the side of the bed. “Lie down and stretch your diaphragm. It will help you regain your breath.”

      After she did as Barber suggested, I clasped her hand in both of mine. “You saved me again, Sofia.”

      She directed a weak smile at me. “It’s just another facet of the exemplary customer service you’ll find aboard every ship in the Connaught Starline.”

      Sofia’s comment caught me just right, and I burst out laughing. It had a hysterical edge to it, but it still made me feel much better. And my laughter bolstered the whiteout, which I totally didn’t expect. Dad never told me that laughter could do that. I couldn’t imagine he just forgot to mention it, so maybe it was something unique to me? I filed that away for future consideration.

      I looked from Barber to Conley. “Guys, someone on board the Pegasus hates my guts.”
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      Barber's and Conley’s faces went blank. Uh oh. I know exactly what those expressions mean. Okay, their lack of expressions, but you know what I’m saying.

      Super protective mode: engaged.

      Their eyes darted around my bedroom, searching for threats. I’m pretty sure they knew there weren’t any to find. It’s a really tiny room, and the four of us only fit inside it because Sofia and I were on the bed. But the guys can’t stop themselves. It’s something Granddaddy’s training instills in every bodyguard in the family’s security detail.

      After a few seconds, Barber nodded. Then Conley nodded.

      Conley looked at me and asked, “Who hates you, Miss Connaught?”

      I shrugged. “How should I know? It’s not like I can read minds.”

      “I know, Miss Connaught, but I’d be remiss in my duties if I didn’t ask.”

      “Can you do the pointing thing your father used to find his parents?” Sofia asked.

      Conley, Barber, and I all turned inquiring expressions on Sofia. I also raised my left eyebrow. (I did that to my sister once, and it irritated Nancy so much I kept doing it. Mom says it’s an endearing quirk. I just hope the boys on Draconis see it the same way, because I can’t break the habit.)

      Sofia’s eyes darted between the three of us, then she looked down away. “When Captain Riggs told me I was going to be Miss Connaught’s⁠—”

      “Nora’s,” I corrected.

      “Nora’s attendant, he had me read up on her family history. I read how Mrs. Connaught helped Mr. Connaught clear his mind and instinctively point toward his parents.” Sofia raised her eyes and looked at me. “Since your mother already figured out what to do, can’t you just do that?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “Unless you know a super cute guy who’s secretly in love with me.”

      Sofia looked puzzled. “I don’t get it.”

      “Mom and Dad had been in love with each other for years, but never told each other. And what Mom did to help Dad was have a hot and heavy make-out session with him. She waited until Dad really got into it, then told him to point towards his parents.”

      Dad loved telling that story, so we kids heard it a lot growing up. I thought it was romantic when I was eight, when Dad just told us they kissed. But now that I’m eighteen and know the whole story? Ew! I mean, yeah, I know my parents love each other and all that. And they… did stuff. Did it. But there are some things about parents a kid just doesn’t want to think about. If you think I’m being childish, take a minute and imagine your parents going at it. Still feel the same way? Yeah, I thought not.

      Sofia looked abashed. “Oh. I… didn’t know.”

      “I don’t think my parents shared that bit outside the family, so how could you?” I adopted a nonchalant air, “But, if you know any cute guys onboard, I’m willing to make out with them and see what happens.” Conley frowned at me, so I added, “Purely for scientific reasons, of course.”

      Sofia giggled at least.

      I dropped the light tone and added, “But I’d have to open my mind to the flood of emotions, again. And I don’t think I can take that. I’m barely holding on, as it is.”

      Barber asked, “If you were touching someone, do you think you could read their emotions while maintaining your defenses?”

      “Maybe?” I turned to Sofia. “Are you willing to let me try with you? No pressure, and I’d understand if you⁠—”

      Sofia took my hand. “Sometimes you talk too much, Nora.”

      “Yeah, Nancy and Eric say the same thing.” I remembered Sofia hadn’t met them, so added, “They’re my brother and sister.”

      “I know. Remember when I said Captain Riggs had me read up on you? Now, try reading my emotions.”

      My sibs could have read Sofia, no problem. They wouldn’t even need to hold her hand. And Dad could probably have read her from, I don’t know, another star system or something. But I’m just plain old No-Talent Nora. I think I felt Sofia’s emotions gently poking at the other side of my white wall of defense. But so many other emotions were doing the same thing that I’m not sure it was Sofia I felt. Still, I tried to make a tiny pinprick hole in my wall, one just large enough to let only Sofia’s emotions through. I tried as hard as I’ve ever tried to do anything.

      And I couldn’t do it. I was too afraid. Afraid of another emotional deluge if I opened my defenses even a little. Afraid I’d never rebuild my defenses. Afraid I’d lose myself forever.

      My shoulders slumped. “Sorry, I can’t.”

      “It’s just as well,” Conley said. “I wouldn’t want to let someone who hates you get that close.”

      Barber nodded. “The logistics of testing everyone on board the Pegasus would have been a nightmare, anyway.”

      “Besides, it’s not like hating me is against the law,” I added.

      Conley and Barber gave reluctant nods, and I got the idea they thought there should be a law against hating me. Bodyguards, right? (That’s a joke. I know most people don’t have bodyguards. In fairness to me, most people don’t need bodyguards, either.)

      “What will you do now?” Sofia asked.

      She was asking me, but Conley answered. “We’ll take the safest course available to us. I’ll tell Captain Riggs to turn the Pegasus around and take Miss Connaught back to Ark’s Landing.”

      My jaw went slack, and I just stared at Conley. He was going to ask the captain to turn the ship around? He obviously never paid attention to any of the lessons Aunt Nancy gave us kids. (Mom and Dad named my sister after Aunt Nancy. And no, she’s not really my aunt. But she’s been an honorary member of the family since before I was born.) She’s a retired Federation Navy starfighter pilot, so Mom and Dad got her to teach us all about orbital mechanics, stellar navigation, and a lot of high-level stuff about spaceships.

      Yeah, I had an unconventional education.

      The thing is, you can’t just turn a spaceship around and go the other way. Not like you can with an aircar. And definitely not like they show it in adventure vids. The ship uses up tons of fuel reverse thrusting to bring it to a stop. Then tons more fuel going back the other way. And I mean real tons, too. That’s not just teenage girl speak for ‘a whole lot.’

      But I didn’t say anything to Conley or Barber. From the looks on their faces, they needed to hear that from someone other than the girl they’d guarded for the last eight years. So I sat quietly with Sofia while Conley called Captain Riggs. Conley had to talk his way past the comm officer and the first officer before Captain Riggs appeared on the comm screen.

      “Captain Riggs,” Conley said without preamble, “please turn the Pegasus around and return us to Ark’s Landing. Miss Connaught’s life may be in danger.”

      “I can’t,” Captain Riggs said.

      “You will,” Conley growled, “or I’ll personally see that Mr. Connaught relieves you of duty.”

      “I didn’t say I won’t turn the Pegasus around,” the captain snapped, “I said I can’t. The Pegasus is in the middle of a wormhole transit. It’s impossible to turn the ship around until she exits the wormhole.”

      Conley sighed, “Very well. Turn the ship around once it⁠—”

      Without conscious thought, I said, “She.”

      “What?” Conley asked.

      “Ships are female.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Ask Aunt Nancy next time we see her. And tell me before you do, because I want to watch.”

      “Fine,” Conley sighed again, “turn the ship around once she leaves the wormhole.”

      The first officer suddenly appeared in the comm screen background. “Captain Riggs? I must speak with you about an urgent matter.”

      Conley began, “It can wait until⁠—”

      “No, you can wait,” Captain Riggs said, and hit the mute button.

      Conley and Barber clenched their jaws in frustration, but they couldn’t do anything else. In the comm screen, the first officer spoke urgently for a few seconds. Captain Riggs said something in reply, and the first officer hurried off. When the captain unmuted the comm, he wore a troubled expression.

      “Please stay there. I’m on my way to Miss Connaught’s suite.” Without another word, he ended the call.

      I glanced at Sofia and she looked just as surprised as I felt. Ship captains simply do not visit passenger’s rooms. Not even passengers like me. Captains run the ship. The concierge and the stewards deal with the passengers. What was so important the captain would take time away from doing his job just to talk to me?

      We met Captain Riggs in the suite’s sitting room. Sofia and I sat quietly on the sofa while the three men loomed over us.

      Conley spoke first. “Have you come to tell me you’ll turn the ship around once it— once she leaves the wormhole?”

      “No, that would be a terrible idea,” Captain Riggs said. “Especially in light of the reason I came to Miss Connaught’s suite.”

      That sounded ominous, so I asked, “What’s happened, Captain Riggs?”

      “One of the Pegasus’s messenger drones launched shortly before we entered the wormhole. The crew didn’t discover the launch until First Officer Blair interrupted your call.”

      Yep, it was ominous.

      “Do you know who launched it?” Conley asked.

      “The crew is investigating that right now,” Captain Riggs replied. “I wish I could say otherwise, but it’s likely someone will be waiting for us when we exit the wormhole.”

      “Who?” Barber asked.

      “I must assume it will be pirates.” Captain Riggs continued, “There has been increasing pirate active in this sector over the last two years. The Pegasus’s sister ship, the Perseus, vanished without a trace last year. Her last known position was a star system just two wormhole jumps away from the one we’re approaching now.”

      Conley and Barber exchanged worried glances. I didn’t blame them. Space pirates aren’t exactly the kinds of threats they’re trained for.

      “What can you do to insure the ship’s safety?” Conley asked.

      “The Pegasus carries armament on par with a navy destroyer, but speed will be our best defense,” Captain Riggs replied. “Pirates can’t capture a ship they can’t catch.”

      “What about the Federation Navy?” Barber asked.

      “We’re dozens of light years beyond the Federation’s borders. I have another messenger drone prepped and will launch it the moment we exit the wormhole, but it will take the drone four days to reach the nearest naval base.” Captain Riggs spread his hands, “Whatever is waiting for us when we exit the wormhole, the Pegasus will face it alone.”

      The captain and my bodyguards exchanged grim stares for several seconds. Then Captain Riggs looked at me. And it didn’t take empathic abilities to read his dominant emotion. It blazed in his eyes like a beacon.

      Hope.

      Directed at me.

      No-Talent Nora.

      I could only think of one reason why he felt that, and it made my already churning stomach start doing flips. And flops. Lots and lots of flops. I prayed I was wrong, but had to know for sure.

      I drew a deep breath, steeled myself, and asked, “Why did you tell us this in person, Captain Riggs? I appreciate your consideration, but you could have explained it over the comm.”

      The captain waved at one of the two empty chairs and raised his eyebrows. I nodded, of course. It’s not like I’m royalty or something. He doesn’t need my permission to sit in my presence. Especially not on board the ship he commands.

      Captain Riggs sat, then he removed his hat and stared at it while he turned it over and over in his hands. My heart began pounding, thumping so hard I felt like it might burst out of my chest. My already taut nerves felt as if someone was tap dancing on them, and my left eye began twitching. And, worst of all, my mental wall of white shuddered and cracks formed in it.

      The raging, roiling emotions of five thousand people lurked just beyond my meager defense. Watching my wall. Searching for a weakness. Ready to pounce the moment they sighted their prey.

      Me.

      My mind.

      My sanity.

      Somehow, Sofia sensed my distress. She clasped my right hand in both of her hands. Warmth flowed into my hand and the tremor I hadn’t even realized I had eased.

      Captain Riggs heaved a sigh. “There is a traitor among my crew, Miss Connaught. I don’t know who it is, and am unwilling to risk the wrong person overhearing what I’m about to say.”

      From the corner of my eye, Conley and Barber gave simultaneous nods of approval at the captain’s caution. Bodyguards always assume they’re the only ones in the galaxy with any security sense, and that’s an attitude Granddaddy encourages.

      Captain Riggs continued, “When I return to the bridge, I will make a ship wide announcement confining passengers and non-essential crew to their quarters. I can’t do that without a good reason, so will have to tell everyone that we might find pirates waiting for us when we exit the wormhole. From the command crew down to the youngest child, the news will terrify everyone on the Pegasus. And with good reason.”

      I felt certain I knew the answer to the question I was about to ask, but I voiced it anyway. “Why are you telling me this, Captain Riggs?”

      He met my gaze. “Because I hope you inherited your father’s ability to draw emotions out of people and project them at others. Then you could absorb everyone’s terror, hold it until we emerge from the wormhole, and then project it at the pirates. Assuming there are pirates.”

      And now it was out in the open. Captain Riggs felt his best chance of escaping pirates lay with the hoped-for psychic abilities of an eighteen-year-old girl who had heroic parents. I’d thought going off to college would get me away from high expectations. But it did just the opposite.

      My vision blurred as tears welled. I opened my mouth to crush Captain Riggs’ hopes, but nothing came out.

      “Nora can’t do it, sir,” Sofia said.

      Captain Riggs blinked and looked at Sofia, almost as if he had forgotten she was here. “What’s that, Miss Olson?”

      “She can’t do what you’re asking, sir. Nora’s psychic abilities just showed up after we entered the wormhole, and she’s had a hard time controlling them.”

      I found enough of a voice to snort. “What Sofia isn’t saying is that I’d be a drooling imbecile right now if she hadn’t been here to help me get through my ability’s sudden arrival.”

      “I see. Well, it was a long shot, to begin with.” Captain Riggs stood and turned towards the door. “I must return to the bridge.”

      “Captain Riggs?” Sofia asked. When the captain looked over his shoulder, she continued, “May I stay here with Nora when you confine everyone to their quarters? She may need me if her psychic ability overwhelms her again.”

      The captain’s mouth stretched with the hint of an approving smile. “Of course you may.” Then his eyes flicked to Conley and Barber. “Please keep Sofia as safe as possible, gentlemen.”

      “We will,” Conley said.

      Captain Riggs left without another word.

      I thought my bodyguards would start discussing their chances of keeping Sofia and me safe from pirates. Instead, Conley looked at me and said, “You look tired, Miss Connaught. Why don’t you and Sofia get some rest?”

      I knew Conley just wanted us out of the way so he and Barber could discuss bodyguard stuff without us overhearing. I was so wound up, I doubted I could fall asleep. But I just nodded and led Sofia back to my bedroom. We lay down on the bed and just stared at each other in wide-eyed fear. Then, to my amazement, I fell asleep.
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      White light blinded me. Whispers surrounded me. I blinked and squinted into the light, searching for the source of the voices. Too low to understand but too loud to ignore, the whispers were an irritating itch I couldn’t scratch.

      Some whispers sounded urgent, but I couldn’t heed their warning.

      Others carried ominous tones, but I couldn’t comprehend their threat.

      But most of them were barely more than background noise. Susurrations just on the edge of hearing. Distractions that kept me from hearing the warnings and threats.

      “Stop whispering!” I screamed, punching the air in a vain attempt to silence the voices.

      They remained.

      Another voice burst through the others.

      It seethed.

      It burned.

      It writhed.

      Its whisper cried hatred.

      It was one whisper among thousands, but I recognized the voice. Even as it changed tone.

      It reveled.

      It rejoiced.

      It exulted.

      Its whisper proclaimed triumph.

      I gave the voice my full attention, turned all my anger on it, and screamed, “Shut up!”

      It fell silent.

      But why?

      “Nora?” A hand shook my shoulder. “Wake up, Nora.”

      I cracked one eye open, drawn by a voice I could understand. “Wha⁠—?”

      “You were thrashing in your sleep. I thought it might be a nightmare and woke you up.” Sofia sat up. “Was it? A nightmare, I mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      I said that to protect Sofia’s feelings. Because it wasn’t really true. I mean, I heard whispers while I was asleep. But I still heard the whispers now that I was awake. Except for the one that fell quiet. I wonder what caused that? Or was that voice the real nightmare, and the rest was just reality intruding on my dream?

      “Lights,” Sofia called.

      When the little cabin’s lights came on, I noticed Sofia had a red spot on her cheek. I pointed at it. “Did I hit you?”

      Sofia touched her cheek. “Not on purpose.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She grinned. “You pack a wallop. If we end up fighting pirates, I’m glad you’ll be on my side.”

      “That’s Mom’s and Granddaddy’s training. I’m sorry you ended up feeling it.”

      Sofia rolled her eyes. “Stop apologizing, Nora.”

      She suddenly cocked her head, as if listening for something. Did she suddenly hear the whispers, too?

      “What are you list⁠—”

      “Shush!” Sofia hissed. After a few seconds, she added, “Do you hear it?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Nothing.”

      A surge of the irritation I felt in my dream surged through me. With the whispers coming from beyond my mental whiteout, I’d never hear silence again, and snapped, “If you don’t hear anything, why did you bother asking me if I heard it, too?”

      Sofia was immediately contrite. “I’m sorry, Nora. I wasn’t trying to make you mad. It’s just that the Pegasus is never silent. There’s always something making noise, like the engines or life support or something. But there’s nothing right now, except our voices.”

      Now that I knew what spooked Sofia, I concentrated on the ever-present background noises she mentioned. And they weren’t there.

      “Maybe they’re doing some repairs?” I suggested.

      Sofia shook her head. “Not unless it’s something absolutely critical. You heard what Captain Riggs said about speed being our ally. There’s no way he’d shut down the engines. Not this close to exiting the wormhole.”

      “Maybe the Pegasus came out of the wormhole while we were sleeping?”

      “I don’t think so, but let me check.” Sofia reached for the suite’s data pad. She tapped through two screens, then spun the pad to face me. “According to the ship’s schedule, wormhole exit isn’t for another ten minutes.”

      “Sabotage, then?”

      Sofia shrugged, “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      She was right, but I couldn’t help feeling like my guess shouldn’t even be a guess. Dad and my sibs could just get an emotional reading of the bridge and figure it out from there. Supposedly, I could, too. I just had to focus my ability. And then ignore the emotions from five thousand people long enough to rebuild my mental wall after I got my reading. But even if I couldn’t do either of those things, I could always use Sofia as a lifeline.

      Right?

      Probably.

      No.

      Definitely.

      Confidence is half the battle, just like Mom and Dad taught me.

      Something must have shown on my face, because Sofia said, “Don’t do it.”

      “We need to know if this is intentional or not.”

      “We don’t need to know that badly, Nora. I’m sure Captain Riggs⁠—”

      “Is really busy right now, or there’s nothing to worry about.” I held my hands out to Sofia. “Please?”

      She sighed and took my hands. “I still think this is a terrible idea.”

      “You’re probably right, but I’ve got to try this on my own sometime. Since Conley and Barber need to know if there is something to worry about, that time might as well be now.”

      I remembered my inability to drop my wall earlier and used that failure to feed the anger I still felt after my dream. Without giving myself more time to think about it, I kicked down my mental wall.
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      Thousands of emotions flooded my mind. But this time, I’d invited them in. Because I knew what to expect and was ready for it. Totally. Ready. And if I kept telling myself that, someday I might even convince myself it was true.

      Okay, I wasn’t ready. As before, the torrent battered me from all sides. As before, I felt a rising panic as it threatened to sweep me away. As before, I knew I risked losing myself in emotions not my own.

      I felt as if I’d been caught by a surprise ocean wave. Engulfed in it. Tossed about by its irresistible power. Unable to breathe. Terrified I might never breathe again.

      But this time I was somewhat better prepared than before. This time I had a lifeline.

      Sofia held my hands, and the physical contact brightened and strengthened my ability to recognize her anxiety and fear. Her emotions dangled before me, a familiar rope amid the torrent. I latched onto it, just as I had before.

      I didn’t try blocking everything else out. There was simply too much.

      I didn’t try rebuilding my mental wall. Damming the flood wasn’t my goal.

      I waited.

      I held on.

      I breathed.

      Rapid, at first. Panting, almost. Then slowing and deepening.

      The emotions still swirled around me. They still threatened to suck me under and drown me.

      But I breathed. And if I could breathe, I could survive the flood. As long as I had Sofia’s fear and anxiety as a lifeline.

      Now that I wasn’t in as much danger of losing myself, I sifted through the emotions filling my mind. I’d opened my mind to find the bridge crew and read their emotional state. But where were they amid everyone else?

      I plucked an emotion at random from the thousands around me.

      Frenzied, fear-fueled passion filled me. I panted with a desperate desire for life-affirming love and intimacy. Heat coursed through me, and…

      Okay, I thought, releasing that emotional strand. Definitely not someone in the bridge crew.

      I caught an emotion coming from another direction.

      Raw terror blazed through the strand. But not terror for self. Terror for others. For... children?

      I dropped that emotion as if it had burned me. And maybe it had. Because now I could imagine how a mother felt in the face of a space pirate attack.

      As remorse, shame, grief, despair, anger, and a hundred more emotions swarmed around me, I realized it would take forever to find someone in the bridge crew by random sampling. But I also realized the emotions came at me from all around. Did they flow in a straight line between the person feeling the emotion and me? They must, otherwise Dad could never have used his ability to find his parents all those years ago.

      Okay, if I looked in the bridge crew’s direction maybe I could find one of them. But I had no idea where the bridge was from here. Did Sofia know? Could I even ask her? What would happen if I took my attention off Sofia’s emotional lifeline? Would I lose my hold and then lose myself?

      I had no idea. Dad and my sibs could talk and do normal stuff while using their abilities. So it was possible. The only question was whether I could do it. But I had to try.

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the worst, and forced my eyes open. Sofia’s fearful gaze met mine.

      I took one more breath, turned my attention away from my lifeline, and whispered, “Bridge. Which way?”

      Sofia’s eyes widened in surprise. “What?”

      “Point to bridge,” I gasped.

      She looked around the room, as if getting her mental bearings. Meanwhile, her posture relaxed. Her rigid shoulders slumped. The creases in her brow vanished. Her death grip on my hands eased. The corners of her mouth turned up in the beginnings of a smile.

      Sofia vented an enormous sigh. “Nora, you can control your ability!”

      I felt something change in my mind and immediately turned my attention inward. Sofia vanished as I searched for the problem. I found it immediately.

      When I’d spoken to Sofia, I’d soothed her fear and eased her anxiety. Those twined emotions were all that anchored me against the raging sea of other emotions. But Sofia’s fears were fading quickly, taking my lifeline with them.

      I felt Sofia’s fears for me unraveling and slipping from my mental grasp. With the collected emotional tsunami from the Pegasus’s passengers and crew poised to crash down on me and sweep me away, I chased after my fast-receding lifeline. I clawed and scrambled through terror and love and anger and every other imaginable feeling in search of some remnant of the lifeline Sofia’s emotions wove for me. But her once-firm fears kept fading and slipping from my grasp.

      I felt panic rising within me like the dark hand of doom. It snatched for my own trailing emotions, and I fled farther up the one thing that kept me tethered to the real world. I felt my growing panic closing in. It flowed up and around me, pulling me under its dark depths. And if it ever closed over my head, if it ever cut me off from Sofia’s lifeline of fading fears and ebbing anxiety, I was lost.

      Totally, irrevocably lost.

      Pushed beyond my limits by terrors of my own making, I made one last, desperate lunge for Sofia, and…

      Silence.

      Blissful.

      Dark.

      Life-saving.

      Silence.

      My panicky hand of doom? Vanished.

      The constant assault from five thousand emotions? Repelled.

      Sofia’s lifeline? Gone.

      But I was still here. Still myself. And at peace for the first time since the Pegasus entered the wormhole and my psychic abilities manifested. I was safe.

      Except for the possibility of a space pirate ambush when we exited the wormhole in… Hey, how long was it until the Pegasus returned to normal space? The wormhole transit had another ten minutes to go when Sofia took my hands and I kicked down my mental wall. And nearly lost myself forever. So, yeah, no more kicking down mental walls. Not until Dad’s around to help me, anyway.

      But back to the Pegasus’s wormhole exit. There was a simple way to find out how long we had left. Just open my eyes and look at a clock.

      Hey, weren’t my eyes already open? I’d looked at Sofia and didn’t remember shutting my eyes again. But I must have, since it was totally dark in here. Right? Yeah, no problem. I’ll just open my eyes.

      Nothing happened.

      Nora to eyes! Wakey, wakey. Time to open.

      No brilliant burst of light appeared.

      Weird.

      Was I dreaming? No, it couldn’t be that. I’ve had cusp-of-waking dreams before, and I always wake up the moment I’m aware it’s a dream.

      Had I built such a perfect mental fortress that I’d cut myself off from the rest of my mind? Was that even possible? It never happened to Dad or my sibs, but it seemed like my abilities worked differently than theirs did. So, maybe?

      In that case, all I had to do was replace the super strong mental walls surrounding me with my original whiteout defense. I kind of hated the idea of doing that because all those emotions continuously poked and prodded and pushed on the whiteout’s paper thin barrier. But if I ever wanted to open my eyes again, I didn’t think I had any other choice.

      I drew a deep breath. Or tried to. Maybe I did. I couldn’t feel myself breathing any more than I could make myself open my eyes. Okay, that was scary. Was my body slowly suffocating while I cowered inside this quiet, dark fortress I’d built inside my head?

      No, that couldn’t be. Breathing is involuntary. At the worst, I’d pass out from lack of oxygen and then my body would start breathing again. Not the best solution, but…

      What would happen to me if my body passed out while I was still stuck in this silent corner of my brain? Would I find myself permanently trapped here? Or would I just be stuck here until someone got Dad so he could come inside my head and find me? Or, if space pirates captured the Pegasus, would they just take me for dead and toss me out an airlock?

      Wonderful as the silence felt, it wasn’t worth taking any of those risks. I steeled myself and kicked at the dark wall surrounding me. And I missed.

      Talk about lame. How could I miss my own mental barrier?

      I kicked again. And again. And again. And I kept missing the barrier.

      Okay, Nora, kicking isn’t working. Time to try something else. Think it through. What else could protect me from outside emotions this completely?

      A room? Had I built a fully sealed room inside my head and then shut myself in? It seemed logical. I mean, as logical as anything dealing with psychic abilities ever is. So I just had to find the door to my little room and open it. It would be a lot easier to do that if I had some light inside my mental hideout. So…

      Let there be light!

      And… the darkness remained.

      Okay, time to feel around for the door. Assuming there was a door. Which there had to be, because I somehow got myself into the room, and ought to be able to get myself out the same way. Yep. Logic.

      I cast my mind out into the darkness, imagining hands searching for a doorknob hidden by pitch black darkness. And I found something almost immediately. Not a doorknob. Not a wall. It was… squishy… I know what you’re thinking. How can I feel something if I can’t even tell if I’m breathing? The thing is, I didn’t feel it. It gave me a squishy feeling.

      I turned my attention to the thing. Without further prompting, it opened. But it wasn’t a door out of the room. It was an emotion. It was warm, fuzzy, comfortable love for a man and a woman. For parents. Except they weren’t my parents, and it wasn’t my emotion.

      I cast the emotion aside and discovered another squishy emotion. It gave me the tingling thrill of a first kiss with a first love. But I’ve never had love’s first kiss.

      I found another random emotion. Anxiety for a big test in school. But I never attended a regular school.

      I sensed another one. The sharp pang of loss when a close friend moves away. But I was the first girl in my small circle of friends who left Ark’s Landing.

      Had I trapped myself inside my head with emotional memories stolen from the passengers and crew of the Pegasus? No, that couldn’t be it. Dad could pull emotions out of other people, but they were just feelings. They didn’t have associated memories.

      And there was something familiar about all the emotional memories I examined. Something they all had in common. As if they all came from the same person. From the way the emotions felt, the person was a girl. And I got the idea she was about my age. And…

      It came to me in a rush. Oh, God, I wasn’t trapped inside my mind. Somehow, someway, I was trapped inside Sofia’s.
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      I sensed more of Sofia’s feelings and their associated memories all around me, with more… Approaching isn’t the right word, because I didn’t get the idea the emotions were moving around inside Sofia’s mind. But I don’t have words to describe what was happening. So I’m stuck using words for stuff that happens in the physical world while I’m in the... Metaphysical world? I think that’s right.

      This isn’t a vocabulary test, Nora. Get your thoughts back to figuring out how to get out of Sofia’s mind.

      Another of her emotional memories popped open, and the heartbreak Sofia felt when she lost her first love washed over me. Then came the simple joy of snuggling down in a warm bed. Followed by the soothing feel of a cat’s purr.

      More and more emotional memories burst around me. They brought pain, relief, envy, sympathy, and the rest of the full range of human emotions with them. And suddenly Sofia’s mind wasn’t the refuge I originally thought it was.

      I mentally curled myself up into a ball and screamed, Leave me alone! Please, just go away!

      And… they did.

      Sofia’s emotional memories stopped revealing themselves to me. The squishy feeling I associated with them retreated. I could think again. Which was good, because I had to figure out how to get out of Sofia’s head and back into my own. That’s assuming I could get back.

      That was the one idea I had tried my best to keep out of my mind. Because the thought of being stuck in here forever was even more terrifying than the thought of being overwhelmed by the thousands of emotions assaulting my mind back there in the real world.

      I felt panic stalking around the edges of my mind. Biding its time. Watching for the right moment to leap fully into my mind and rip control away from me. (Yeah, I know the panic is part of me, not some weird emotional predator. But anyone who’s ever panicked can tell you it can still take over your mind and make you do irrational things. And if there’s one thing I can’t afford right now, it’s irrationality.) I turned my attention away from my emotional fringe and considered my situation.

      Okay, start at the beginning. Mind, how did you get us into Sofia’s head?

      I don’t know.

      Yes, you do, you just haven’t given it enough thought, yet.

      Fine, I’ll think. I was safe inside my own head, clinging to Sofia’s lifeline of fear and anxiety. And then it all went wrong.

      How did it go wrong?

      She stopped being afraid and anxious. So the lifeline started unraveling.

      Then what?

      I chased after the receding lifeline. And then I was in here.

      Oh. My. God. I followed Sofia’s emotions right inside her mind! How was that even possible? I never heard of any empath ever doing something like that before. Dad knew more about empathic abilities than anyone in human space, and he taught us kids as much as he could, just in case we inherited his abilities. So he must not have heard of anything like this, either.

      Hey, did that mean No-Talent Nora was really New-Talent Nora? That was
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