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      Blurb

      

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

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

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

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

      ...

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

      First Strike is the 22nd Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each series can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    Chapter 1

    First Strike

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    A woman finally close to the end.

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

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

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

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

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

    Finally, we wouldn’t be kept down anymore.

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

    Finally, their arrogance would no longer disrupt our sovereignty.

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

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

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

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

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

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

    I took another step in.

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

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

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

    I could.

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

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

    I took one step.

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

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

    I was Admiral Harp.

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

    But now I was here. Finally here.

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

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

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

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

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

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

    Every single drop of information shimmered.

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

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

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

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

    I could only tell you one solution.

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

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

    I twiddled the key in my hand.

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

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

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

  
    Chapter 2

    Belinda Smith

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

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

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

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

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

    Did it help?

    Nope.

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

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

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

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

    He shot me a look.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    He kept getting his fingers wrong though.

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

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

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

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

    Ready for what?

    Endless freaking chaos, if you asked me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    He took one small step up to me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    “You were born ready.”

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

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

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

  
    Chapter 3

    Dale Simpson

    I knew exactly where she was.

    I’d finally found First Strike.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    These past 30 years, the Coalition had been swept into fight after fight. It had survived. But it had also thrived. From the Andarnian Storeroom to the discovery of the multiverse, our walls had been kicked
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