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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Stopped Dead Series series.
      

       They came to steal the planet. They forgot to check if it was tied down.

      Cadet Gillian Stone is a statistical blip. As the only biological in existence immune to teleportation, she’s a logistical nightmare for the Coalition – a freak who can’t be deployed with her squad. She’s spent five years being the Academy’s greatest liability.

      Until the sky burns.

      When the Grim Reapers attack Earth, everything breaks. An alien armada that doesn’t just conquer worlds but transports them across the universe, their technology is god-like and unstoppable. But when they try to take Earth, Gillian stops them. 

      Suddenly, only the outcast stands between the Coalition and oblivion. Outfitted with experimental telekinetic armor and protected by Simon Smith – the arrogance-fueled rival she can’t stand – Gillian must survive a brutal gauntlet from the crumbling Academy to the ruins of Rome.

      The Reapers hunt her. The Coalition depends on her. And if Gillian fails, Earth vanishes.

      Only one cadet can keep her alive. Simon Smith might hate Gillian. But hate’s a relative term when everything’s on the line. Thrust beside her, he starts to realize he was wrong about her. Gillian isn’t the thorn in his side – she’s the anchor that’ll help him survive Earth’s greatest storm.
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    Stopped Dead Book One

  
    Prologue

    Rilax Station, geosynchronous orbit with Rilax One

    “This is impossible. I’ve got no chance of moving it,” Killian snarled.

    “Well, you know what they say, Killian, if you can’t shift an immovable object, work around it.”

    “Wait, you fancy I should leave a phase lock infection buried deep in the station’s hull? It’ll screw with our shielding.”

    “Isolate it and build around it,” came the advice of the station’s number one science officer, Gylax.

    A bead of sweat slid down Killian’s brow, tickled his nose under his space suit, and disappeared with a hiss. “Crap,” he snapped, trying to jimmy his nano wrench further under the phase lock anyway.

    The giant ring-like belly of the station spread around him. He could see the blue blob of Rilax One underneath if he craned his neck left. The station’s gray-white plating picked up shards of sunlight, making it shine like a radiant stone. But the phase lock was black, almost insubstantial. A different form of matter, even the nano wrench couldn’t move it.

    Swearing under his breath again, Killian tilted back, stretched his neck, and crumpled a hand into a fist.

    “Are you still trying to shift it?” Gylax sighed. “Honest to God, move around it.”

    “What if this section of the ship is attacked? The shields will never be quite right—”

    “We’re on a random station out in the middle of nowhere. Even the Barbarians wouldn’t bother attacking us here.”

    Killian grunted, tried one last time to shift the phase lock, then turned, glancing at the planet beneath. Sighing, he opened his mouth to accept that Gylax was probably right, but a flash caught his attention. Off to the left, down toward the atmosphere, a spike of light formed, lancing through space. His eyes blasted wide open, and it reflected in them, playing over the visor of his space suit. “What the hell is that?”

    “What? We’re not showing anything—” Gylax began, but his voice caught in his throat. The sound of fingers hurriedly typing over controls clacked over the audio feed. “That’s not a known form of transportation technology. It’s some kind of rift. Get out of there,” he bellowed, the throaty cry bouncing through Killian’s helmet.

    Killian dropped his nano wrench. With an inaudible clang, it banged off the plating then sailed down into space as the rift tore itself wider. Like animal claws through a soft belly, it soon doubled then tripled in size. Brilliant beams of white-yellow light shone in every direction, a few slicing over the station’s hull. One found him like a roving torch, and he turned instinctively. Then he spun back as something emerged from the rift.

    Gylax dropped into silence until Killian’s thundering pulse was his only accompaniment. Small drones spilled out of the tear. They didn’t take time to orient, just shot down toward the planet.

    “That’s no known technology. What the hell is that thing?” Gylax demanded.

    Killian couldn’t answer, couldn’t think. Body a pulsing raw ball of nerves, he floated in space, knees hooked up against his chest, eyes wide.

    Tens of millions of small powdery white drones spilled from the tear. They soon morphed together, forming a ring around the planet.

    “I’ve never seen technology move this fast,” Gylax whispered, voice crumpled like he’d locked a hand over his mouth. “Nothing in the Coalition’s known database is this quick.”

    Or fatal.

    Time spilled through Killian’s hands like blood from a thousand corpses. But then the ring formed in full. About one-fifth of the width of the planet, it was like a hat brim framing someone’s face.

    A glimmer of blue light shot across it, then pulsed again, getting faster and brighter. Soon the oscillations were so quick, Killian couldn’t differentiate them. He was in space, and sound couldn’t travel, but something screeched over his audio feed. A pulsating, shrieking cry.

    “What’s going on?” Killian demanded.

    Something thumped over the comm line. Then footfalls retreated fast with great echoing pounds.

    “Gylax, damn it, Gylax?”

    Nothing.

    Killian was alone. And so too was the planet. The pulsing blue flashes got so bright, they momentarily blinded him. The rudimentary scanners in his simple space suit went haywire, his visor flashing with a warning red flare. “What is this?” he roared into space.

    Right in front of his eyes, the most impossible sight occurred. The ring transported the planet away in a single blinding flash.

    It was seared onto Killian’s eyeballs. He screamed and turned away. When he spun back, blinking and shaking, the planet was impossibly gone.

    “Gylax? Are you there? Is anyone there?” Killian demanded, his voice fracturing.

    Several new drones spilled out of the rift. Much bigger than the others, they resembled single-person transports. Flashing toward the station, they landed, embedding into the hull. Some drilled right down through the sophisticated plating and disappeared out of sight. One landed close, two meters away, and the top fractured like an ice flower. A hand punched out, covered in silver-black armor. A bipedal creature, the same shape as a human but with a bigger chest and back, jumped out. Standing at over eight feet tall, it held a powerful rifle in one hand and a long blade in the other.

    The guy, if he was one, tilted his head up, a thick visor covering his features.

    Killian still floated in space, his suit magnetically tethered close to the hull so he couldn’t tumble off into the void. It made him easy prey. Springing over in a single leap, that massive alien landed several centimeters away. Then it extended up to its full height, yanking that blade with it. Shards of sunlight slipped over the long, carved gray sword, revealing symbols in an alien tongue.

    Killian’s stomach dropped, his brain shaking with screeching static. He tried to yank up an arm.

    The alien paused.

    “Who are you?” Killian demanded.

    He wasn’t wearing sophisticated technology capable of translating a new alien tongue. This guy had brought his own. It must be capable of picking up the comms chatter inside Killian’s helmet, because the alien’s voice beamed in, a cold, hard hiss like steam along a knife. “We’re the Grim Reapers.”

    Shuddering at the translation, Killian whispered, “What do you want?”

    The alien lifted its blade, more light glimmering off the sharp tip. “We come for every one of your worlds.”

    With that, he lanced forward and cut Killian through the middle.

  
    Chapter 1

    Ha Long Bay, Earth

    Cadet Gillian Stone

    She reached the targeting drone a split second too late. Her foot slipping on the powdery wet sand, she thumped onto a stone, badly bruising her thigh. Swearing, her fingers clutching the injury, a holographic drone flashed above her head, a red fail shooting above it.

    Oh, fantastic. She’d screwed up the test for everybody.

    A chorus of grunts and curses echoed from down the winding beach. Even the softly lapping, brilliant blue water couldn’t quell people’s ire.

    A familiar set of heavy footsteps thumped as a tall figure jumped from one of the sheer, vegetation-covered cliff faces.

    With a wince, Gillian rolled over to see Cadet Simon Werenski land. Strapping, standing at just under two meters, he had the broad-shouldered, powerful build of a future soldier. The hard, calculating look flashing in his eyes certainly matched it.

    Rather than rush over and help her to her feet, he stopped 40 centimeters back, no closer, no further away. “Really, Cadet Stone?”

    Rubbing her injury, Gillian questioned whether she could sit here on this pretty beach and ignore all her problems. Simon would never let her.

    When she didn’t bounce to her feet and apologize, not that he was her commanding officer, he growled, “Get up. God, I knew you were a curse the second you were foisted onto my team.”

    “Charming,” Gillian hissed.

    She shot the holographic drone above her a mutinous look. Not that this was its fault. But it didn’t need to record every one of her mistakes, including what’d definitely turn out to be one hell of a verbal fight with the Academy’s best up-and-coming soldier.

    His broad jaw sliding left and right, looking like he was chewing steel pegs, Simon snapped, “Stand properly. You’re not that injured.”

    “Got X-ray eyes?”

    “You’re weight-bearing. You’re not screaming. There’s no blood. Move.”

    “You realize you’re not my commanding officer, right?”

    “I’m the touchstone for this particular test. That’s the same thing.” He half turned then stopped, sand scattering underneath his regulation black Academy boots. Jutting his jaw out, it looked like someone building a wall in front of her face. She could bang on it, maybe even bash her head on it. She’d never get past.

    Swearing lightly under her breath, he didn’t even let that slide. “What did you just say?”

    “Poetry,” Gillian snapped, her voice tight with sarcasm.

    “Swearing is inappropriate on a Coalition mission.”

    Her left eyebrow twitched. Mission? It was a training scenario. One of many. The Coalition packed them into fifth year, the final chance they had before graduation. Meant to familiarize cadets with the real Coalition army, you weren’t judged on your ability to win, but your teamwork. She hoped like heck the Golden Boy would get a few demerit points.

    “You were expected to uphold a certain level of decorum. You are a Coalition cadet,” he snapped.

    Gillian slid her eyes over to him, sucking her mutinous lips in before they could snarl an insult. The holographic drone had already flitted off, out across the brilliant blue bay to an awaiting station. Or maybe it’d transported away.

    With modern technology, you could spirit across the planet in seconds.

    Sorry, most people could.

    Simon crossed his arms, content to continue the argument, but both of their wrist devices buzzed.

    Yanking hers up, Gillian saw a holographic message shimmer a few centimeters over the surface of the black device. “The team is to head back to the Academy via shuttle, as previously arranged.”

    That was it. No congratulations. No point summary. Which meant they’d completely failed.

    Simon figured out the effect of the cuttingly brief news. “Are you serious?” His lips turned papery thin. “I’m on the fast track to be an officer. I needed points from this test. Instead I got stuck with you, the galaxy’s most irritating oddity.” Kicking around on his foot, his heavy form crushing a few shiny white shells, he stormed off around the side of the beach.

    When he was sufficiently out of earshot, Gillian swore until her tongue tingled.

    Then she followed his deep footprints around to the awaiting shuttle.

    There, the rest of her frowning team waited. There were five. All of them Simon’s friends, and all on the fast track to become officers after graduation. She’d ruined their day.

    “Great, thanks, Gillian,” a tall Hillion alien female hissed. “Not only did you get thrown onto our team to destroy our chances, but now we can’t even transport back to the Academy because of you. Has anyone ever told you you’re a freak?”

    “Watch your language,” Simon barked.

    Gillian’s eyebrows shot up and crumpled into a knot. Really? This coming from him? Though she supposed Simon would never call her a freak to her face. He certainly implied it in every dressing down.

    The back of the small cruiser opened, the sunlight playing over the glimmering white hull and the crossed swords emblem of the Coalition on both sides.

    A ramp extended out onto the sand, crushing an old crab shell. It offered no resistance whatsoever because what the heck could a dead crab do against a Coalition shuttle? The same thing Gillian could do against five of the Academy’s best.

    She dutifully waited for everybody else to file on board until, pale-lipped, she joined them. Ensconcing herself at the back of the small room, the ramp closed. With a hush of metal, it resorted, forming the back of the ship. Then the shuttle lurched and took off vertically.

    The Hillion, R’gla, wasn’t done. Arms crossed over her svelte, tall, and powerful form, she twisted her perfectly white lips into a tight frown. “What the heck do you even think you’re gonna do after graduation? Nobody’s going to want to go on a mission with you. You’re the only thing in the known universe that can’t be transported.”

    Staring straight ahead, Gillian tried to smile placidly. Her lips went through the right movements, but the rest of her face looked like it was carved from stone.

    “Technically, that isn’t true. There is a range of different specialized man-made substances that can also not be transported,” Bonnie, possibly the most rational of the group, said. “But none of them are biological. And I agree, none of them offer a significant liability to whichever team they accompany.”

    Twisting her lips even harder, Gillian turned close to the door.

    She figured if she ignored them, they’d get bored. Also this ride would last eight minutes. It wasn’t like she was taking much time out of their lives.

    They soon changed the topic to their likely graduation posts.

    It didn’t bear thinking about. Gillian would graduate. Her marks weren’t that bad. But they were right…. Who’d take her?

    Her eyes traced the holographic Coalition symbol on the wall to her left. Then someone grunted close to her ear, and she spun.

    Argh, Simon had crept up on her. “What do you want?” she snapped.

    Oops. Wrong tone. He'd looked almost rational. But the slightly kind tilt to his handsome smile withered at her tone. “Excuse me?” he barked loudly enough to draw everyone into the conversation. “What’s your problem, Cadet?”

    Oh, she could list a thousand. They all started with him and his friends. So what? She was a biological anomaly. What right did he have to drag her nose through the dirt because of it?

    Knowing she couldn’t get into an argument with him, she grabbed her hair, squeezed bloodless fingers around it, and hooked it over her shoulder. “I’m hungry, that’s all.”

    “You used an inappropriate tone against me. I’m giving you the chance to explain yourself.”

    Gillian scrunched her lips down hard over her teeth until she could barely breathe. “Cadet,” she knew she shouldn’t say this but couldn’t stop herself, “you are not my superior.”

    His friends froze.

    Oh crap, she had to get away. Shifting past Simon, she headed up toward the door separating them from the short corridor and the cockpit. Jamming her hand against it, her heartbeat quickening as Simon’s heavy footfall pounded behind her, she strode into the little corridor. She didn’t reach the cockpit.

    Simon shot in and stopped behind her. “That was my test. You ruined it for everyone. I didn’t ask to have you on my team.”

    It was now just the two of them, and she spat back, “And I didn’t ask to be on your team. Other people often show a little kindness toward my condition. You and your friends just want points.”

    “We want to be the best of the best so we can do what the Coalition needs. You know what would happen if the Coalition didn’t have people like us?”

    “Everyone would have a far more pleasant time.”

    “We’d all die.” His jaw set, the little bones either side of it bulging.

    The intense look made Gillian flinch back. She regretted being in such tight confines with him. Lifting her hand, she shrugged. “Look, I’m sorry, alright? I’m sorry I was born with the unusual freakin’ skill that I couldn’t be transported.”

    “You call that a skill?”

    Any urge to apologize died, withered up, and twitched in the corner. She might be much shorter and about as intimidating as a gerbil, but she shoved her face forward into his. “You call it whatever the heck you want to call it, but leave me alone. I get it. I’m not of your caliber. You’d never have me on your ship, because I’m a giant liability. Have I missed anything?”

    “You’re rude and insubordinate—”

    Once more, she lifted one finger. “Simon Werenski, you’re not an officer, for the love of God.” Knowing she couldn’t return to his friends, she stabbed a hand against the input panel in the wall, opening the cockpit door. It wasn’t illegal to go see the pilot. And considering this was a low-stakes shuttle trip back to the Academy, he wouldn’t be busy. But as she stepped foot in the cockpit, it was to the sight of a pale, slack-cheeked half-human pilot on his feet, one bloodless fist gripped around the flight console.

    The second he saw them, he flinched. “You can’t be in here. Get out.”

    Gillian hadn’t expected him to be rude.

    Simon didn’t get the message. “What’s happened?”

    “You can’t be in here,” the pilot hissed again, his lips barely moving. Tension looked like a noose around his throat, tied so hard, he’d never breathe again.

    Simon spun on his foot, opened the door, and pushed Gillian through. He didn’t actually shove her, but he waved his arms around.

    The next thing Gillian knew, she was back in the corridor while Simon remained in the cockpit. She turned, wanting to barge back in. But contrary to Simon’s assumptions, she wasn’t insubordinate. And the pilot had given her a direct order.

    So she leaned against the wall, one hand hooked around her elbow, heart pounding in her throat.

    It took three more minutes to reach the Academy. They landed, the ship beeped, the back hatch opened, and Gillian was forced to file out. Pausing on the grass, she waited to see Simon.

    She didn’t. So she jumped out with the other irritated cadets and headed straight back to the accommodation tower.

    In under two minutes, she found herself back in her little apartment. To be fair, it was the same size as everyone else’s, but it felt claustrophobic right now.

    Gillian walked in to see her roommate hanging out with her boyfriend on the couch.

    Sally lurched up, immediately grinning, assuming it went well. With one look at Gillian’s expression, her shoulders dropped. “God, what happened?”

    Gillian looked across at Barry. He could read a room. Lifting his hands, he said, “I can leave.”

    “No, stay.” Sally smiled as she walked over to the food recalibrator, produced a chocolate bar, and crammed it into Gillian’s hand. “You could be important moral support. Because don’t tell me,” Sally’s lips scrunched left as she crossed her arms and leaned against the bench, “Simon bullied you, didn’t he? God, he’s arrogant.”

    Barry lurched up to his feet as if somebody electrocuted his butt. “Ah, please don’t talk about Simon like that.”

    Sally’s lips remained locked in a sour line.

    Without Gillian having to share a word, Sally already knew exactly what’d happened. “Bet they gave you hell for the fact you were on their team from the beginning. I’m sure they didn’t give you any support. But they insulted you the whole time, then you logically screwed up because they weren’t there for you, and they blamed you. Is that about right?” she asked.

    Snapping off a thankfully large, sweet piece of delicious chocolate, Gillian crammed it in her mouth and nodded. “I hate that guy,” she murmured around the shards as they melted in her mouth.

    Barry’s shoulders dropped with a twitch. “Look, he’s one of the best combat specialists in our grade. There’s no one like him. He reads situations well—”

    “And acts like a dick,” Sally snapped over him. “Gillian can’t help it if she’s different. Unique? Special? Brilliant?”

    Groaning at her, Gillian wandered over to the couch and sat. She shot Barry a narrowed-eyed look, demanding to know which team he was on.

    He sighed.

    Reaching over and snapping off a piece of Gillian’s chocolate, Sally gave it to him as a peace offering.

    “Honestly,” Barry tried, but with less gusto, “Simon isn’t that bad. He’s….”

    “Focused on becoming an officer at the detriment of his current studies,” Gillian concluded.

    Barry had to snort, though for his own safety, he kept it quiet. “You go through the Academy to graduate and enter the army. The Academy is just a stage. The army will be your entire career. Simon should be focused on becoming a good officer. He’ll be a great one.”

    “Sure, unless he encounters anyone like me.” Her feet itching, her nerves still tumbling through her at the odd interaction with the pilot, Gillian pushed up and walked over to the window.

    “What happened exactly?” Sally demanded like a protective therapist.

    “Oh, you know, the usual stuff. I messed up. I get it,” Gillian’s hands spread wide, “I’m not the best at combat. They wouldn’t work with me, though. They isolated me. I failed. Then they had to take a measly eight-minute shuttle trip back to the Academy.” Spinning, her cheeks now red, she lifted eight fingers. “By the sounds of it, I’d asked them all for a kidney.”

    Barry smartly wired his lips shut.

    Sally looped an arm around Gillian’s back and pressed her head against her shoulder. “Eight freaking minutes? They do know what’s going to happen when they’re graduates running around the Coalition, right? Heading out on a slightly inconvenient shuttle trip will be the least of their concerns.”

    “Yeah, well, I’m sure it’ll be a rude awakening for them.”

    Barry finished his chocolate. Then scrunching his tongue around his mouth, he whispered, “You do know that Simon has already had some combat experience, right?”

    “Whose side are you on?” Sally snapped.

    Barry lifted his hands. But then he dropped them and shrugged. “He’s already going on missions. He knows exactly what’s out there.” Barry indicated the sky.

    Gillian stared past the Academy’s iconic towers and the oak-lined quadrangle. From this angle, space looked so simple and innocent. But while the modern galaxy was cram-packed full of powerful technology, it had just as many enemies.

    Sensing Gillian’s mood, Sally hooked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her back to the couch. “How bad was it, anyway?”

    Gillian shrugged. “The usual. No, actually, he was worse. He kept pretending he was my commanding officer. He pulled me up for swearing, even though his friends were constantly doing it.”

    Barry shrugged. “Technically you shouldn’t swear on a mission—”

    “Did you not hear the fact that Simon didn’t care about his friends swearing? He had a double set of standards. Also, the guy is not an officer,” Sally snapped.

    “Yet,” Barry chorused quietly.

    Gillian’s lips twisted left then right. “He picks on me,” she muttered. “Rather than make the most of the fact someone different was on his team, he tried to bully me off it.”

    “Bully is a pretty strong word,” Barry tried.

    “Is it?” Sally shot back. Her eyes sliding up and down Gillian, she pushed close. “He keeps doing this. I think you should complain.”

    Barry shot to his feet.

    Gillian arched an eyebrow. “A complaint against the Golden Boy will do nothing and go nowhere.”

    “Your superiors, the real ones,” Sally’s voice hardened, “have been pretty clear about you from the beginning of your career. Nobody is to discriminate against you just because you’ve got some weird condition that means you can’t be transported.”

    Technically the terminology used was ‘feature,’ not ‘condition.’ But Gillian defaulted to treating it like a medical complaint, too.

    She grabbed her elbow, her go-to uncomfortable move. As her fingers wrapped around it, condition echoed in her ears.

    “Don’t encourage her to complain,” Barry tried.

    “Barry,” Sally bared her teeth, “you heard her. Simon keeps picking on her.”

    “He’s focused on graduating because he wants to do the best he can. He lost his father on a colony world. The Coalition soldiers who came to stop the attack had terrible training—”

    Their conversation fell into the background for Gillian. The door chimed. That must be Willamina, Gillian’s other friend. Perhaps she’d heard what’d happened and would offer commiseration. And maybe some more chocolate.

    Gillian walked over without bothering to view the door footage. Jamming her thumb against the open button, she froze.

    Simon himself stood there, arms loose beside him, head tilted, but he was always at the ready. He looked like a paused soldier – or at least around her.

    She couldn’t hide the fact her shoulders twitched then dropped. “What the heck are you doing here?”

    His eyes were wider than they should be, his lips pressed thin.

    “Hold on…” Gillian misread his hesitation, “are you here to apologize?” She almost couldn’t push that out.

    He flinched slightly.

    Holy hell. In the five years she’d known Simon, he’d never said sorry.

    “Wait,” Sally snapped at Barry, “did you message Simon to tell him Gillian’s gonna complain about him?” It was a muttered question, but the eagle-eared Simon picked it up.

    His cheeks froze. Any moment of awkwardness was gone, swallowed and dead. “Complain?”

    Gillian couldn’t do this again. Enduring a whole shuttle ride of that pompous tone and expression had been torture.

    Rolling her eyes, she turned from the door, “It doesn’t matter. It wouldn’t go anywhere anyway. And you still wouldn’t get the message. You’re not my commanding officer.”

    She turned away from him, thinking he’d leave. But he took a snapped step into the room, and the door closed behind him.

    Barry lifted his hands. “I was trying to talk them out of it.”

    Sally elbowed him. “Some loyal boyfriend you are.”

    Trying to get away from Simon, Gillian strode right over to the windows. He followed. “What grounds do you honestly think you have to complain?”

    Gillian almost swallowed her clenched teeth. “You won’t leave me alone. You harangue me whenever I’m in a group with you. And you complain like you’ve lost a freaking kidney when you go on an eight-minute shuttle trip. I’m sorry,” she couldn’t hold it in anymore. “Sorry I’m different, sorry that according to your friends, I’m a liability. I can’t change what I am. Only you can change.” The argument was impassioned, spat, loud… and ineffective.

    One look into Simon’s eyes promised he'd never change his point of view.

    Crossing his arms, those impressive biceps bulging, he snapped, “These are not grounds for a complaint.”

    Gillian rolled her eyes, leaned against the window, and pressed her elbow into the glass.

    A twitch of pain traveled hard through her head. Her lips started to droop.

    Simon said something, but a ringing built in her skull.

    Occasionally, she’d have episodes where she’d feel heavy. No one had any clue why she couldn’t be transported. Atomic scans hadn’t revealed anything different about her body. But no scanning beam would lock on, no matter which technology it came from. Associated with that condition, sometimes her limbs dragged like stones. Doctors thought it was anxiety, but the scientists who’d studied her condition the most didn’t buy that.

    Sally shot to her feet. “Whoa, are you okay? Is it happening again?”

    Gillian shook her head, but slowly.

    “She good?” Barry’s voice ticked up with genuine compassion.

    Simon frowned. “What are you doing, Cadet, trying to get out of an argument?”

    Barry grew a backbone and muscled past Simon. He’d at least seen Gillian when she got like this.

    Blinding pressure built in her skull, and she squeezed her fingers around her temples. Sally hooked her arm underneath Gillian’s, and Barry got the other. They pulled her toward the couch.

    Gillian stared at Simon underneath her crumpled fingers. His bottom lip twitched, but his eyes narrowed. “I’m not gonna stop this discussion because you’re faking something—”

    “Faking it? Get out. Nobody invited you in anyway,” Sally barked.

    Barry, put on the spot, shook his head. “We’ve got this. And she’s not faking it. It’s part of her condition.”

    Sally fluffed a cushion behind Gillian. Frowning, Gillian tried to dig her thumbs into her temples. It didn’t alleviate the pressure. It worsened with a stab, and she keeled over.

    “Whoa,” Barry grabbed her shoulder before she could smash into a data pad.

    “What’s happening?” Simon snapped.

    “Simon, are you having trouble following orders? You can leave now. We’ve got this. It’s her condition. She gets,” Sally twisted a finger, “heavy sometimes.” Sally was a science major. That was the least objective fact she’d ever stated. But when it came to Gillian and her mysterious condition, most people operated on guesses.

    As the pain got blindingly worse, Gillian half-opened one eye, intending to glower at Simon. Instead she saw the most realistic expression of his life. Eyebrows hooked up, lips spread, he almost looked compassionate.

    It didn’t last. And not because his old personality reverted.

    While it was day in Ha Long Bay, it was night over at the Academy. That meant they saw the blinding flash that suddenly blasted through space easily. It shone over the carpet, up the walls, and across the kitchen counter. It even reflected in Simon’s eyes as he spun and stared.

    Barry lurched up to his feet. “What the hell was that? A shuttle exploding—”

    “Not that bright.” Sally ran over to the window.

    Gillian tried to get up, but the pressure got worse. It was like somebody had dialed up gravity in her until she weighed more than a planet.

    “Wait, what are those objects spilling through the sky?” Sally demanded.

    “It’s too far away.” Barry spun. Lurching into Sally’s room, he came out with a helmet visor. Sally worked on armor designs.

    It operated without the rest of the set, zooming in immediately.

    All three of them gasped and lurched back from the window.

    “What is it?” Gillian whispered.

    “God…” Simon’s voice dropped almost an octave, “it’s happening here too.”

    Gillian’s blood ran cold, her heart pounding in her ears. Her fingers twitching, she tried to sit but couldn’t. She’d never felt this heavy. The static filling her head was like a calamitous choir.

    “There’s some kind of rift in space,” Sally stammered. “What the hell is spilling out of it?”

    “We’ve got to get out, now.” Simon spun toward the door. Then his eyes locked on Gillian.

    Time slowed down, probably because her brain wouldn’t work.

    They stared at each other. Then an Academy-wide alarm echoed through the air. “Earth is under attack,” it said in a deceptively calm voice, “and all cadets are to be removed from the Academy. The end-game maneuver is being initiated.”

    Gillian’s brain might be mush, but she still knew what the endgame maneuver was. A last-ditch attempt to save the Academy, it involved a mass transportation. All cadets, teaching staff, and anyone who couldn’t stay would be transported away—

    Simon lurched toward her. His fingers almost grabbed her shoulder, but the transportation started. Three bright flashes blasted through the room, and Gillian watched Simon’s outstretched fingers disintegrate backward, a centimeter from her face.

    She rocked up with a gasp. A pounding force ripped through her skull. But she couldn’t swoon backward. Had to see… she had to see.

    She reached the window with groping fingers, her sweaty palm slapping against it. Slack-jawed, she stared up at bright lights flashing in space.

    Sinking down to a knee, fingers weak, she grabbed up the visor – then she stared at millions of drones forming some kind of large ring around the planet. They moved so quickly that she could now see it with her naked eye. It was like someone paving over the sky.

    Dropping the visor, her heart almost stopping, she lurched back. At least the adrenaline cut through the sense she now weighed a million tons. “What the hell is that?” She stabbed a finger up at the sky.

    Wait, Simon seemed to have known. Had he picked up the knowledge from that cockpit pilot?

    Did it matter?

    Not knowing what to do, she staggered over to the door.

    Depending on why you had to initiate the end-game maneuver, you’d either completely abandon the Academy or leave some staff. Gillian’s only hope was to reach the command building to see if any soldiers were left.

    If they weren’t….

    Why fill in the blanks?

    She reached the corridor outside. Empty. The lifts at the end were empty too. After a short two-second trip down to the lobby, she found that empty.

    In the five years of her Academy training, she’d never felt this alone. Tens of thousands of people studied at the Academy. You could never be free from them, apart from being in your own quarters.

    Now the echoing silence was like a funeral.

    Gillian kept it together long enough to reach the large glass doors at the front of the accommodation block. Staggering down onto the grass, she tilted her head up and gaped. The sky had been paved over now, with barely a glimmer of the original stars visible over the bay. Soon they were gone, too.

    She wobbled out into the quadrangle, then tripped. Immense pressure built in her shoulders. Like a thousand-ton weight, it drove her down to her knees. Her eyes closing, one last time she stared up at the growing ring above her.

    Then the world came crashing down. Or at least, hers did.

     

  
    Chapter 2

    Simon

    No time. With no warning, the Coalition initiated the endgame maneuver and transported every cadet on Academy grounds. There were over 30,000.

    They couldn’t put them all in the same place. But he arrived in a group with most of the other cadets from the same accommodation level.

    Sally staggered into his side. Gasping, she grabbed his arm. “Where’s…?” she began but didn’t finish the question. Gillian was by definition back where they’d left her, incapable of transporting with them.

    Barry locked his hand over his mouth and swore.

    They were in a massive smart concrete complex. Simon couldn’t guess the location. But the air wasn’t reticulated, which meant they were still on Earth.

    Crap. That wouldn’t save them. If this planet was about to fall to the Grim Reapers, they needed to escape.

    He thought that word, they, then immediately juxtaposed it with the pale-cheeked Gillian lying on her couch.

    Sally grabbed his arm. “We have to go back for her. What the hell is happening? What were those drones in space?”

    Slapping the top of his head, Simon let his fingers fall down the back of his skull.

    When the Academy had initiated the end-game maneuver, they wouldn’t have thought of Gillian…. Or maybe they didn’t realize there wasn’t time to go back for her.

    All the cadets around them shouted, their wild, shaking voices rising into a choir of fear.

    “What the heck is going on, man?” Barry clamped shaking fingers around his mouth.

    Simon ignored him, spying an officer. Assuming the guy knew what was happening, he skidded over to him. “Simon Werenski, fifth-year cadet. Sir, have the Grim Reapers attacked?”

    “Who?” The officer’s brow scrunched.

    When he’d been on the shuttle ride, Simon had strong-armed the pilot into telling him what was happening. The pilot had found out because the shuttle was connected to the Earth’s security net. This officer hadn’t been updated yet.

    Skidding past him, Simon tried to find someone who knew the situation. Fast. According to the cockpit pilot, the Grim Reapers had attacked a planet and, within ten minutes, transported it away.

    Time ticked down around Simon like someone had carved a clock into the wall, the ceiling, the floor. He ran on every rapidly disappearing second like a man on thin ice.

    Skidding around, he spied a commander and lurched over. Officers were drawn to the guy through the crowd like iron shavings to a magnet. In a big, booming voice, the commander barked, “Nobody has any information yet. Sit tight. The Coalition has got this.”

    Blood pressure pounding in his ears, Simon stepped back, his head shaking of its own accord.

    If there was a civilization out there with the technology to transport whole worlds, the Coalition had nothing but a death sentence.

    His mouth sweaty, he dried it off the top of his lip with his thumb.

    Sally found him in the crowd, surging forward and grabbing his arm. “Someone’s gotta go back for her. They must have forgotten her. She can’t be transported. Look, I know you hate her, but—”

    Simon’s lips dropped into a frown. “I don’t hate anyone.” Partially true. All he cared about was that people followed the rules.

    Sally’s insistent fingers dug harder into his elbow. “When she goes into a state like that, she can’t move. She gets heavy. It’s got something to do with her condition—”

    Simon’s brow crumpled as he grabbed Sally’s fingers and carefully pulled them off his arm. “I’ll go back for her.”

    “What? You don’t need to go back personally. Communicate with the Coalition. Maybe they can send a shuttle—”

    Maybe Simon could find one and send himself.

    He banged into a slack-cheeked cadet’s side. Then he passed students from his own grade. Blubbering, confused, and clumped together, no one had any clue what was happening.

    Or what was waiting in under 10 minutes.

    He spied a ramp on the other side of the room. Two armored combat officers guarded it. Racing over, Simon lurched up behind them. One spun but didn’t register him as a threat. Opening his hands wide, fingers spread, he snapped, “Get back down. Nobody knows anything, okay?” Stress twanged through his voice.

    “We’ve left someone back at the Academy.”

    “The end-game maneuver took everyone. They’re not all in this facility, though. Cruisers are en route to the solar system. When they get into transportation range, we’ll be going on board.”

    “Look, there’s a cadet in my grade who can’t be transported.”

    “The end-game maneuver picks up everyone,” the guy snapped dismissively.

    Sweat beading down the bridge of his nose, Simon bared his teeth at him. “Look, she’s an oddity—”

    The officer clamped a hand on Simon’s shoulder, fingers squeezing hard. “Everybody can be transported. Your friend will be fine.”

    
      He wouldn’t listen.
    

    Forcing his short fringe from his face, Simon spun. His teeth clenched hard as he looked for someone else. Anyone else….

    They'd either statistically not know what was happening or have no clue who Gillian was.

    His back lengthening with a twinge, he realized he was on his own.

    Spinning back to the guy, Simon’s eyes flashed over his armor. Powerful stuff, it would likely have site-to-site transporters. They couldn’t go far, but if he kept pumping them, he might reach a cruiser.

    Simon didn’t need to. The door beside them slid open with a pneumatic hiss. Two more guards pushed through but left the corridor beyond wide open.

    Spinning, Simon shot through as it closed. One guard lurched toward him, but he pelted down the corridor. He found an open doorway and rolled inside, his heart pounding in his throat.

    “Where the hell did he go?” the guard’s voice sounded from the main room. But an alarm shook out.

    Ear-splittingly loud, it distracted the guards.

    Simon ran through the room and reached a door on the opposite side. The input panel registered him, buzzed, and opened the door.

    … This could get him kicked out of the Academy. His feet slowed, but the alarm picked up even louder. By the sounds of it, there wouldn’t even be an Academy tomorrow.

    A short, plain concrete corridor led to two wide doors.

    “This must be a hangar bay. Come on.” He skidded close, and the doors opened.

    There, on the other side of the wide cargo bay, were two small cruisers.

    He shot close.

    The back door was open on one of them. He ran inside.

    “Who the hell are you?” A tech appeared out of a cable pit.

    Simon could knock the guy out…. Whoa, what the hell was he saying?

    “You an officer?” the guy asked. “Wait—”

    Simon clamped a hand around his collar. The tech was busy. He wore a partial set of armor, and sweat smeared his brow, likely blurring his vision.

    Ripping his half cadet pip off his collar, pretending it was damaged from a fight, Simon spun back. “I need to return to the Academy. Are the transporters aboard this vessel functioning?”

    “Huh?” The guy’s eyebrows shot up. “We still don’t know what’s going on. Why would you want to go back there? Wait, what rank are you?”

    Simon smoothly ignored that. “Someone is attacking the Coalition. They have the technology to transport whole planets away.”

    The guy dropped his nano wrench. With a clang, it slammed onto the pit floor. “Sorry?” He couldn’t blink, just got halfway through the move and gave up.

    “Are the transporters aboard this vessel working?” Simon demanded again.

    “They’re….”

    “Dammit, come on. I need to return to the Academy.” This time he judiciously didn’t bother to list his reason.

    The guy’s fingers shook. “Yeah, but—”

    “Do you know if there’s been any damage to the hangar bay at the Academy?”

    “No clue.”

    “Doesn’t matter. I’ll find a shuttle somewhere.” Not thinking it through, Simon shot past the cargo pit into the small bridge.

    “I can transport you from here… Commander?” the guy tried.

    “That’ll do,” Simon grunted.

    “You sure you want to go back?”

    “Somebody has to.”

    His voice shaking, the guy ordered the ship to transport Simon. Standing exactly where he was, his hand clamped into a fist, Simon waited as the beam snatched him up.

    Several seconds later, he appeared in the hangar bay above the command building. He’d asked the guy about shuttles, so he’d been sent to the greatest source on Academy grounds. For now, every one looked fine.

    His gaze slid over prototype vessels. They might let him in. Or lock him out. But without Gillian, it was pointless to try.

    Throwing himself around, almost skidding into a heap, he reached the main doors and powered through them. A bank of elevators waited at the end of the long corridor, and he ran over. His hand punched the controls, but it took a split second for the doors to open.

    “You should have told him to send you to the accommodation block. Rookie mistake,” Simon chided himself.

    Soon he reached the base of the command building.

    Empty. Not a soul in sight. His only accompaniment was the thump of his footfall and ragged breath.

    Powering through the doors at the front, his eyes locked on the accommodation block—

    But a figure lay on the grass, down on their face, not moving.

    His heart leapt into his throat. It could be anyone, but—

    “Gillian?” He powered over.

    She wasn’t moving.

    Churning through the grass, he skidded to a stop beside her. His hand grabbed her shoulder—

    And Gillian lurched back into life.

    Those wide brown eyes strained as she took seconds to recognize him. “Simon? What… the hell is going on?”

    “Someone’s attacking the Coalition. They can transport whole planets away.”

    “Whole planets?” Her fingers dug across her temple, leaving long red welts.

    “Don’t hurt yourself,” Simon snapped.

    “What? Who cares?” She shook. “By the sounds of it, we won’t exist soon. Who are they?”

    “I don’t know everything. I got that pilot to tell me on the shuttle ride from Ho Long Bay.”

    “So you did strong-arm him?”

    Ignoring her turn of phrase, Simon pulled her up but realized she was too slow. “I’m gonna carry you.”

    “What? No—”

    His knees barely strained as he picked her up anyway. Petite, she was easy to slip his arms around.

    Then he spun and headed back to the command building.

    “How long until they transport Earth away?” Gillian whispered. “And what happens to me?”

    Simon’s mouth opened then flattened. His eyes darted down her figure.

    “I can answer that. If they transport me away, I die. If they don’t,” she shivered, “I guess they leave me in space to pop.”

    “Let’s get to a shuttle and get off Earth.”

    “Wait…. Why did you come back for me?”

    Simon’s lips twitched and pulled into a tight frown. “Surprised?”

    “Yeah.”

    “I follow the rules, Gillian. Don’t care who you are, don’t care how irritating you are. I literally just follow the rules.”

    Her lips twitched at his initial insult, but she said nothing. Turning her head up, she stared at the paved-over sky. Less than 15 minutes had passed. They couldn’t see space above.

    “It looks like they’re walling us off,” Gillian whispered.

    “If it’s anything like the attack on Rilax One, they’ll transport the whole planet away soon.”

    She shook. “The whole planet?”

    Simon reached the building then the elevators.

    “Why did you come back for me?” she repeated uselessly.

    “I told you why,” Simon snapped. “Don’t waste my time.”

    “That a sin in your books?”

    “Yeah, when we’re running for our lives.”

    “I’m not running. I can’t move.” Her eyes drooped shut. “I’ve never had it this bad. I’m so heavy.”

    Simon’s lips squeezed open to snap it was anxiety. But he tracked her weakness, the drooped shoulders, the pale, open lips, and frowned. “How often do you go into states like this?”

    She twitched. “I don’t know… sometimes. Maybe two or three times a year.”

    “Isn’t there a medical cure?”

    Her eyes closed and opened with a twitch. “I’m a quirk, Simon. A medical freaking oddity. They cared about me as a kid when they realized I couldn’t be transported. That’s when they thought I had some secrets to share. I’ve had thousands of atomic scans. Nobody knows why I can’t transport. They think it’s a statistical fluke. There’s…” she trailed off, “nothing to find.”

    With her eyes closed, Simon freely let his gaze slide over her face. Unlike him, she possessed slight, petite features, a little rumpled, ski-jump nose, and bright brown eyes. Combined with a short bob, it made her look almost cute. Everything a hardened Coalition soldier shouldn’t be.

    She winked one eye open. “What are you thinking? That I’ve screwed up another one of your missions?”

    Simon’s lips twitched as he remembered the fact she wanted to complain about him.

    “I know what you’re thinking,” she hissed softly, her eyes darting over his spread teeth. “If you feel that way, you shouldn’t have come back.”

    Ignoring the insult, Simon bared his teeth at her. “But I did come back, didn’t I?”

    She trailed off, her head slumping against his shoulder. “Yeah.”

    His heart pounded harder as he shook her, trying to rouse her. But he failed. “Gillian? Come on, wake up.”

    “I’m not technically asleep… just can’t….” She sighed and slumped.

    “We’ve got time,” Simon snapped at himself. Reaching the hangar bay at the top of the command building, he spied the closest ship. Lurching over, he petulantly kicked the shimmering silver hull. “This is Cadet Simon Werenski, and this is an emergency situation. Please let me on.”

    Nothing.

    Crap. Alarm spiked through him. The Academy would know the endgame maneuver had initiated. It would expect nobody was left on the grounds.

    “This is Cadet Simon Werenski. Open up,” he demanded.

    “Simon,” Gillian hissed.

    “It’s okay. I’ve got this,” he lied.

    “No, Simon… something’s happening—” she screamed and clutched her head.

    She bucked in his arms. Not ready for it, he dropped her. He tried to grab her again, but she slid down to a knee.

    The front of the hangar bay was open, covered by weather shields to block the wind. They flickered a faint light yellow, meaning nothing much obscured the view. High above the tallest Academy building, it offered a perfect perspective of the sky. And the blue flash that pulsed across it.

    “What the hell is that?” Simon said, staggering down to a knee beside her.

    … They'd run out of time.

    She said nothing. They watched as the pulsing oscillated faster. Then a brilliant flash spasmed out—

    Simon crumbled around Gillian’s shoulders, holding on.

    But they waited for death, and it didn’t come.

    Gillian screamed, her voice high-pitched. Then she started to shudder. A crazy screech picked up in the air, sounding like violent metal fatigue.

    “Gillian,” Simon bellowed, turning her head against his shoulder, holding on tighter.

    Her shuddering got worse.

    Another bright light flashed out, but closer. Simon couldn’t see properly. It seemed to come from Gillian herself.

    Then nothing.

    The screech soon abated, and after 30 blinking seconds, Simon’s eyes started working again.

    They showed Earth as it should be. Still here.

    And the massive transportation gate was still above in space.

    Gillian, her fingers sliding over her brow, clamped her lips tightly shut and hissed, “I’ve never felt anything like that. It was like I was gonna explode. But… why wasn’t the planet transported?”

    Simon’s gaze jerked up to the transport gate then across to Gillian.

    One thing made sense.

    “Maybe that was a trial. Perhaps they were initiating some other function of the gate,” she attempted. Her voice got faster, proving she was feeling better. She even climbed up using his shoulder and stood.

    With his fingers anchoring hers, Simon lurched up in case she fell. Standing right by her side, he couldn’t yank his gaze off the transport gate.

    Its blue oscillations had powered down completely.

    The pilot from the shuttle had told him before Rilax One disappeared, the transport gate around it had shone brilliant blue.

    Simon’s cheeks twitched, a nervous stab shooting through them. “That wasn’t a trial. They tried to transport Earth but failed.”

    “How? Why? I’ve never seen technology like that. It must’ve just glitched—”

    “No. It couldn’t transport because of you,” Simon whispered under his breath.

    Gillian couldn’t even hear. She might be better, but she still clutched her brow and winced.

    Turning, forcing his fingers through his sweaty hair, Simon reached the closest shuttle again. “This is Cadet Simon Werenski. For the love of God, please let us on board. Earth has been attacked. We must escape.”

    Swaying, Gillian reached out and grabbed his arm. Then blinking, she whispered, “Technically, aren’t we supposed to stick around and protect the Academy?”

    “The endgame maneuver was initiated. That means the Coalition’s given up on the Academy.”

    “No, it means they wanted to get rid of as much collateral damage as they could. But we’re here, so maybe we should check things out.”

    “Check what out?” Simon’s quick fingers gestured at the transport gate still blocking the view of space above.

    “There must be people left in the city. We could at least go out and try to help them.”

    His lips opened and twitched closed. According to standard Coalition operating procedure, that was indeed what they should do.

    He petulantly kicked the cruiser one last time. Keeping close, he wrapped a hand around her elbow.

    “I can stand.” She tried to shoulder him off.

    “You might turn heavy again.”

    She shook her head. “I doubt it. I have no clue what that was,” her fingers slid down her brow then tapped her half-pip, “but it’s past, whatever it was.”

    “Gillian,” Simon’s eyes captured her, roving over her face, “what the hell are you?”

    “This is no time to insult me.”

    “I’m not insulting you.” He helped pull her out of the room and down the corridor to the elevators. “Where do you come from? What are you?”

    She sighed. “Earth. I grew up in this city.” She pointed at the floor. “And I’ve been at this Academy for five years. If I had some super-secret, awesome identity, don’t you think the Coalition would have figured it out by now? I’m a statistical quirk—”

    “Gillian,” Simon pushed forward as he leaned past her and thumped the ground floor button, “you saved Earth with that quirk.”

    Even as he said it, he started to accept it.

    His gaze slid over the woman he’d once thought was nothing more than an inconvenience and stepped closer.

    She shook her head but stopped. Her fingers sliding down her jaw, she shrugged. “I’m nothing special. Honestly. I’ve been scanned more than alien space slime. I… I’m just different.”

    “Yeah, well, that difference just saved the whole planet.” Even as saved slipped from his lips, his shoulders hunched.

    According to the shuttle pilot, the Coalition knew about Rilax One because they picked up body cam footage from a tech fixing the station in orbit. Some science officer had set the footage to record and propagate across Coalition communication lines.

    Before the tech was killed, an alien warrior had appeared and mowed him down. The alien must be the equivalent of ground forces, guys sent in after the transportation of planets to mop up external resources around them.

    How long would it take the Grim Reapers to send their soldiers when they realized Earth couldn’t be transported?

    Swearing in the lifts, demanding they move faster, Gillian frowned at Simon. “What happens now?”

    “We’ll get off-world. We’ve got time.”

    “How are we going to get there? Unless we take a cruiser from town? Maybe one from a transport hub? It could probably reach space, but not much further.”

    With thin lips, Simon lurched out into the lobby when the elevator arrived.

    That eerie silence struck him like a wall.

    Gillian shook her head. “It’s like a graveyard out there. I’ve never seen it so silent. Did they really transport everyone away? Even the Admiralty?”

    “Rilax One didn’t have a chance.”

    “Rilax One didn’t have Earth’s defenses.”

    Simon gestured high, his knuckles stiff. “Did the Earth defense net do anything against those drones? Did it slow them down? Nope. They created that gate faster than on Rilax One.”

    She dropped into silence, her cold lips pressing into a thin line.

    Simon took one step toward the glass doors that led down into the quadrangle. Shadows sliced across the lawn. It was hard to see. With no light coming from the sky, the only illumination was the building itself.

    But the shadows deepened, moving quicker, and Gillian saw them too. Gasping and lurching against his side, she had a chance to stare into his eyes. Then something smashed into the glass doors.

    Two rolled-up balls stopped a meter in, then sprang to their feet. Massive warriors who stood at over eight feet tall, they wore plated armor along their muscled forms and carried a gun in one hand, a blade in the other.

    Gillian stood there, her mouth open.

    “Move,” Simon roared, slamming a hand around her shoulders and forcing her back.

    The elevators were still behind them. Kicking backward, Simon forced them into them as one of the aliens started firing. One bullet impacted the door, obliterating it, but it didn’t stop the elevator.

    Simon didn’t tell the elevator which direction to move in, but it must have some security program. Rather than head up, it took them down.

    Every cadet knew about the legendary basements underneath the command building, where the Coalition worked on its greatest tech and secrets. They arrived in the basement half a second later, the doors not having to open, considering they were a smoking husk.

    Knowing there must be a weapon somewhere in the basements, Simon hauled Gillian up.

    Her mouth pulled open as she gasped. “How the heck can we be down in the basement?”

    “Must be a security protocol.”

    “They should be sealed off…. Unless somebody gave us permission to head down here? There must still be officers in the Academy somewhere. Move.” She now grabbed his arm.

    Simon angled toward a security station. She pulled him right past it just as the elevator exploded. The soldier must have jumped down the shaft, landed on the top, and blown up the remains. Now a clunk echoed out as he rolled onto the floor and immediately started shooting.

    A blinding bright shot slammed into the wall beside Gillian’s head. Simon pulled her left. Smoking chunks of metal splattered out, but thankfully none struck them.

    Sprinting down the corridor, they turned a corner. That led to a ramp. The Coalition holograms that covered the walls changed, text appearing underneath them. “Head down to the second basement level. Now.”

    It was a message for them. It disappeared the second they heard that alien thundering closer.

    Now with a goal to move toward, Simon shoved a hand on Gillian’s back, propelling her forward. He pushed her over, forcing her to roll down the rest of the ramp. Then, legs pumping, he thrust her up to her feet.

    The alien fired, the bullet slamming into the floor where they’d stood a second earlier. It powered right through the plating to the energy cables beneath. Spitting and hissing like cut snakes, they crackled up, but Gillian and Simon were already down the corridor.

    They zigzagged, so they made hard targets. Then Gillian elbowed Simon in the stomach, forcing him down to his knees as a flurry of bullets sliced over his shoulder. Hissing as they slammed into the wall beside him, he got a good look.

    … They weren’t that different from current Coalition technology. And though he hadn’t fired anything at the Grim Reapers’ armor yet, it didn’t look massively sophisticated. What if the Grim Reapers gambled everything on their gate tech and they sent down the ground forces only if absolutely necessary?

    That might be important information. But it only mattered as long as Gillian didn’t die.

    She stupidly tried to stare over her shoulder. Ramming her, Simon pushed into the path of a bullet, but out of nowhere, a force field flickered on behind them.

    The bullet struck it and fizzled into nothingness. Emitters exploded in the wall, but thankfully far enough away they didn’t kill them.

    “Move. Don’t turn around. Run,” Simon blared.

    They reached another corner. Simon rammed it, bouncing off and pushing into Gillian so she didn’t have to slow down. She still staggered. With a hand under her arm, he pulled her up.

    Ahead, another ramp led down to the second floor. There, a much thicker shield separated the rest of the basements from the levels above. The kind of crackling yellow-white impediment field that spelled certain death. He still ran toward it, his feet like spinning wheels.

    “We can’t touch that thing—” Gillian tried.

    As if in reply, the Coalition symbol on the wall changed, the holographic text beneath reading, “You’re coded for entry. Run.”

    Not needing further instruction, Simon pushed Gillian the last of the distance—

    The soldier appeared behind them, firing in a continuous blast. It smashed into the shield, but the powerful force field didn’t bend for now. Energy still discharged in every direction. Scattering over the floor, it melted it, burning it in jet-black lines. If it struck their skin, even if they were coded for entry, these charges would burn them to a crisp.

    “Simon—” Gillian snapped.

    “I’ve got this,” Simon prayed.

    And somehow he did. Lurching down to a knee, he picked her up and threw her the last of the distance. They sailed right over the discharging force as it crackled along the floor. The alien tried to squeeze off one last bullet, right between Simon’s brows, but he reached the shield and punched right through.

    Gillian slammed down hard on her hip and gasped. Falling right on top of her, Simon pinned her with his beefy arm. It fell over her chest, and her panting breath forced it up and down.

    The Grim Reaper strode toward the shield, sending a continuous blast of light lancing into it.

    But for now, the force field didn’t budge.

    It was Gillian who picked herself up to her shaking feet first. Taking a staggering step back from the shield, she leaned down, not looking where her hand was going, grabbed Simon’s arm, and pulled him up. He couldn’t tear his gaze off the Grim Reaper.

    It stood right in front of the shield, its gun pressed against it, a continuous stream of bullets slamming into the energetic field. Its powerful armor protected it from the discharge. Nothing could protect them from its body language. That was the demeanor of a predator who killed and always got their target.

    Breathing shallowly but moving thankfully well, Gillian pulled Simon down the corridor. A door opened at their approach, and they shot through into a room filled with other people.

    Admiral Forest herself lurched up from a command seat hovering half a meter over the ground. Other pressed-lipped officers stood around her.

    As soon as the door closed, she strode right up to Simon—

    No, she strode up to Gillian. Admiral Forest was the most decorated commander in the fleet. A woman who’d single-handedly saved the Coalition countless times, she didn’t have a moment for Simon.

    Gillian started to calm, her breath regulating. She grabbed her fringe in shaking fingers but failed to hook it around her ear. “What’s going on?”

    “An alien civilization has attacked the Coalition. With technology capable of transporting whole planets away, they would’ve done the same to Earth moments ago. But you stopped them.” Admiral Forest’s apparently dull brown gaze narrowed.

    Gillian took one last shallow breath. Her hands groped into fists beside her. “With all due respect, Admiral, I didn’t do anything. I fell over in the quadrangle and turned into a heavy lump.”

    “We’re still connected to the Academy’s powerful scanners. Several minutes ago, when the gate in space tried to transport Earth away, it ran into a problem in the command hangar bay. You.”

    “That… doesn’t make any sense,” Gillian whispered. “I can’t be transported,” her hand slapped off her chest, “but surely they can transport a whole planet out from underneath me?”

    “We do not know why, but our scanners confirmed the reason that transportation didn’t work was you.”

    Static picked up in Simon’s ears. It must be so much worse in Gillian’s. She took a step back, then turned her confusion onto him. Her lips pulled into a thin line, and Simon almost thought she’d snap this was his fault.

    Opening her mouth, forcing a deep breath through it, she shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

    “Nobody does. The facts are that the Grim Reapers appeared one hour ago and transported Rilax One in 20 minutes. They appear to be able to cut a rift in space anywhere. They use it to send drones to a target. Then the drones form a transport gate.”

    “So what’s to stop them from doing that to every other planet in the Coalition?” Gillian’s voice shook.

    “Nothing. If they have multiple examples of this technology. We have retained communication with all other Coalition assets in the galaxy. Nobody else has been attacked. If they had other transportation gates, they would presumably deploy them immediately, to shock and awe us. They haven’t.”

    “Which means they are essentially stuck on Earth,” Simon concluded.

    The admiral shook her head. “A dangerous assumption. They can presumably take their operation elsewhere. They have simply not chosen to yet. They sent down ground forces instead, likely to figure out what the problem is.”

    “Who are they? Where did they even come from?” Gillian whispered.

    Admiral Forest turned on her boot. Reaching over to her hovering seat, she undocked a permanent holographic orb from the left armrest. Swiping two fingers through it, she reprogrammed it until it showed footage of Rilax One disappearing. She handed it over to a rigid Gillian. The cadet watched, wide-eyed and breathless.

    Simon might’ve heard the story… but seeing it was a kick in the guts. The poor tech in the footage had no clue what to do. And no chance as the Grim Reaper arrived.

    When the guy was killed, Gillian dropped the holo orb, though it continued to float in front of her. Shaking her hands out, she reeled back several steps. “I… I swear I didn’t do anything. I’m just a quirk.”

    Simon’s eyes narrowed just as Forest’s did. Quirks didn’t get heavy like anchors and start vibrating. And Simon swore Gillian had been the one to flash when that bright blast stopped her from being transported away.

    He didn’t need to share his misgivings with Forest. Her sharp eyes slid down Gillian’s form. She gestured to another admiral. “Take her for an immediate medical assessment and outfit her for the best set we’ve got.”

    “Medical assessment… set? What are you talking about?” Gillian’s voice dropped.

    “I don’t think she’s injured,” Simon said, taking a step forward. Forest didn’t have eyes for him.

    … He might be the best cadet in fifth-year. The situation was now so far beyond him.

    “You will be outfitted with the best set of armor the Coalition currently has, Cadet Stone. For one reason: we cannot afford to lose you. The second we do is the second the Grim Reapers transport us all away.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Gillian

    They wouldn’t leave her alone.

    Forest accompanied Gillian to a clinic where several quiet but efficient doctors immediately assessed her injuries, dealing with her leg. Other than that, she was fine. That heavy episode hadn’t hurt her – they never did. As for her shaking fit in the hangar bay – irrelevant.

    Gillian soon stood there in the middle of the med bay, her eyes sliding over the Academy’s most powerful faces. Her gaze didn’t stop until she picked up Simon standing in the far corner, his back pressed against the wall. He looked like someone who’d only been able to afford the cheapest seats at a show. But when he saw her staring at him, he at least held her gaze.

    Her fingers scrunching into a fist, Gillian tapped it against her thigh twice. “Shouldn’t the best armor go to the person who can use it?”

    “If we protect you, we buy ourselves time to figure out what this technology is. The Grim Reapers still haven’t attacked another planet,” Forest confirmed, “making it likely this is their only planet transfer tech. If we stall it or stop it, we pause the attack and buy the Coalition a chance to adapt.”

    Gillian shoved her stiff fingers over her brow, her nails sliding down. “But what if my ability doesn’t last?”

    “It’s lasted your entire life. I doubt it will disappear now.” Forest’s eyes darted up and down Gillian again.
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