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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Star's Control series.
      

      

      
        Some are broken by circumstances. Some are born to break others. Meet Petunia, the most powerful psychic the Coalition has ever seen, and decide for yourself who she'll become.
      

       When a spy attacks Guardian Station Alpha, Forest is forced to use her greatest psychic asset. But Petunia comes with trouble, and the costs might be too high.

       For there's a problem. Petunia has been content to play the Coalition's game all these years. Then she meets him. Zane. The cadet with a hero complex and a secret even bigger than hers. When the station is attacked and Petunia's past starts to leak out like blood, Zane gets closer. Because ultimately, there will be no keeping these two apart. Kindred spirits, the galaxy has kicked them down for too long. But no one can stay down forever. So tune in and watch Petunia rise like a star.

      ....

      Star's Control follows a powerful psychic and an enemy spy fighting a secret alien invasion. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Star's Control today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Star's Control is the 16th 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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    Star's Control Episode One

  
    Prologue

    Enough. I couldn’t take it anymore.

    Enough. Enough.

    Enough.

    Time to break.

    As I walked through the open doorway into the cargo room, my nerves were on fire, my mind a whirlwind of hate. Too much pressure. Too much loss.

    My bare feet slapped against the clean floor plating. I thrust one hand out, movement stiff, fingers creaking. Within, I felt the power flowing from the implant. I saw it heating up, felt the rush of force. It slammed into my hands. It opened them wider.

    I saw the technicians.

    There they were, pale-faced, cold cheeked. They had no idea what was about to hit them.

    They were working on a method to contain me, weren’t they? They didn’t want me free anymore – wanted a chained-up dog instead.

    I refused to be treated that way.

    The force built faster now, getting more pressurized, like a can of gas thrown into the sun. There was only one thing it could do. And there was only one thing I could do, one thing I was born for.

    “Fine,” I screamed, brow crumpling, face contracting with anger and hatred.

    They'd pushed me to this point. There was no way to come back now. So I gave in.

    I gave in to the rage, to the force, to the grief. They slammed together and formed a knot in my stomach. My power climbed it, reaching higher toward my throat. I could feel the implant pulsing there. It got hotter, trying to burn its way out of my flesh. There was no way I’d let it. I needed it. For revenge.

    I would make them all pay for hell. The same hell they'd made me go through and the same hell they would now go through in turn.

    “What—” one of the technicians said, but a second later, I grabbed his throat with my mind. It just took one fleeting thought.

    I twisted my fingers in. I watched his eyes bulge. I stared through them to the same horror that had befallen me. I saw right past it to a glimpse of calming light – beckoning me, begging me to reach out to it. To claim it, all I needed to do was get rid of those who stood in my path.

    As I twisted my hand one last time, I snapped his neck. Just like that. There was a bone-crunching, soul-thwacking crack.

    It should do something to me, should tell me to stop. But how can one stop when they’re as broken as me?

    One of the other technicians went for his gun, but I wouldn’t let him get anywhere near it. Thrusting my hand forward again, though it was nothing more than a formality, I pulsed my mental energy into my implant. I grabbed hold of his body. I forced him up. He shot toward the ceiling far, far above. He crunched into it, whole body crumpling. Blood rained down and splattered onto my upturned face.

    The same expressionless face I’d worn for so long. Inside, I was nothing but a doll and had never been anything more. An automaton, a weapon. Something for others to use but never something for herself to wield.

    One of the techs lurched over to a station to raise the alarm. So I destroyed it. With more energy buffeting around me, I threw my hand upward. I spread my fingers until they could crack, and they ripped the alarm infrastructure right out of the wall. It came hailing around me, spinning in my vortex of power. My implant now glowed even brighter, so bright, it could rival any star.

    They shot at me, started using every weapon at hand, every wrench, every foot and fist. Irrelevant. I took them all down, one by one, accompanied by nothing but the screams and the crunches of their broken torsos. Blood splattered my face. It covered the wall. It covered the flickering shield at the back of the cargo bay, every splatter lasting for precisely a nanosecond until they were burnt away.

    I turned.

    I hesitated.

    I saw the door that led into the corridor and everything beyond. And there, waiting for me, I felt the others who’d made me feel this way. The others who took me to the edge and pushed me right off. The others who would never believe in me. And the others who must now pay the price.

    There was only so much misery you could heap upon one person’s shoulders. There was only so much torture you could make them go through. There would come a time when they snapped. And when they did, just like me, they'd seek one thing – revenge.

  
    Chapter 1

    Petunia

    I woke up from the strangest dream. No. That was an overestimation. All my dreams were strange by nature. I'd talked through this with many psychologists in the past. It would never change. It was part and parcel of who I was.

    As I got out of bed, the pillow tumbled down onto the soft carpet beside me, and I didn’t make the effort to lean down and pick it up. I stared at it for a few seconds, moved around it, and dressed.

    My wristwatch beeped, reminding me to get to class.

    I couldn’t see the point.

    This was just another game. I'd been playing them my entire life.

    For creatures like me couldn’t have normal existences.

    My wristwatch beeped anyway. Then a hologram appeared over it, flickering brightly, little lines of electronic interference dashing through it. That was a quirk of my power. Any hologram that manifested around me, unless it had my permission, often couldn’t appear fully.

    For I, I had a mind like no other.

    “You must get to class. You are reminded of your mission.”

    As I dressed, I stared into the mirror, eyes wide, brain elsewhere. “I am to fit in. I must let no one know of my significance. And I must find any spies if they are out there.”

    I finished putting on my uniform, and I placed my hand on my chest. It paused there for a few seconds.

    Then I dragged it down.

    I felt cold. I often did.

    It was part of the fact that I had to hold myself back continually. I had to keep a wall – thick and strong – between me and the rest of reality.

    I reconstructed it now, brick by brick.

    Once more as I stared into the mirror, I coldly assembled the defenses I needed to go out there – amongst the so-called real people – and to keep my mind in check. The same mind the Coalition had apparently never seen the likes of.

    Years ago, I went to psychic training school. A secret facility run by the Coalition, it was there to capture and shepherd psychics.

    But I was too much even for them.

    My old teacher told me I would never be set free. I’d never be used like the other assets. But times change, and needs change with them.

    I swiped my hand over the hologram, disabling it without having to use my fingers. It paused, the message it was about to tell me being cut from the air like the equivalent of somebody slashing a knife across someone’s throat.

    “Enough,” I said pointlessly. “I know my mission.” With quick fingers, I touched my collar, pulling it up, then letting the same weak fingers fall down my chest and tap my Coalition badge. My nails snagged the embroidery, but I didn’t dare pull it out.

    I'd get in trouble if I were seen to be defacing anything sacred to this place. “I know my mission. Find spies. But there are none aboard. I would’ve felt them already.”

    With that reminder – not that my wristwatch would transmit it to anyone – I finally walked from my room.

    The second I got outside, I was caught in a sea of other cadets – some of them officers too. Guardian Station Alpha wasn’t like the Academy back on Earth or the psychic training school I went to. It wasn’t just made up of new recruits. There were proper officers, too. For it was the facility earmarked to train the new generation of soldiers with telekinetic implants.

    Except for me. I’d been banned. For a good reason. Or at least that’s what Admiral Forest thought.

    With my psychic skills, I must never be implanted with a telekinetic implant. To do so would be to open my considerable mind to the equally considerable force of telekinesis.

    My handlers were terrified of what might happen if that were to occur. Because my handlers were always terrified, full stop.

    As I slipped in behind several cadets, I watched them excitedly talking, checking on their schedule, and asking what their first day would be like.

    I quickly skimmed the minds of several other cadets who appeared to be older and had probably been here for an entire year. They held themselves differently, countenances far more professional. More than that – browbeaten, too.

    I hadn’t been aboard this station long, but I knew one thing that set it apart from the Earth Academy. Guardian Station Alpha was located in a treacherous section of space, close to something called the Divide – a break in the quantum realm that led to another reality.

    Barely a month would go by without some significant incident aboard this station. The older cadets well knew that. They’d lived through it. And it was the source of their slightly amused fatigue as they stared at the freshfaced recruits, wondering if they were ever that innocent.

    I could answer if they wanted me to. I wouldn’t have to lock my hands around their cheeks. I wouldn’t have to look into their eyes. I could skim someone’s mind simply by walking past them, and I did so now. Each one of the older cadets survived the Andarnian incident of only several months ago. In other words, their worldviews had been completely shattered, and whatever they imagined they’d once been, they could no longer recall it.

    As I walked past, while I read other people’s minds, I fastidiously kept myself closed off from my own. It was pointless to read my thoughts. There was nothing in my head. Or at least usually. Maybe there were a few things when I dreamt, but otherwise my head was the equivalent of an empty room with a mote or two of dust.

    My brain was usually a vast, echoing expanse. There for others but not for itself.

    As I slipped in behind several excited cadets, I watched a tall cadet stride past.

    He was new, too. I could read that in his emotional profile. But unlike everyone else, he held himself differently, like – what was that saying? Like this wasn’t his first rodeo. He had a broad chest, a powerful body. He had a gaze to match it. He had to be handsome, too, with his glittering green eyes and chiseled cheekbones. Several of the cadets muttered about him behind their hands.

    As the guy waded ahead, a friend caught up with him. “Slow down, Zane. There’s no point getting to class early. It’s not like you need to make a good impression. Everyone will know you soon enough. You think word’s gonna get around to the admiralty about what you did?”

    Other people were interested in this conversation, especially the giggling cadets just a step in front of me. They wanted to know what he was talking about. I found out simply by swiping my thoughts forward, the equivalent of somebody with an outstretched hand scooping their fingers into a bucket and plucking out a ripe apple.

    I didn’t have to close my eyes. It happened automatically, and I gave no indication of what I was doing.

    I read the mind of the friend. And it was an open, easy-to-read psyche, the equivalent of a children’s book.

    I watched Zane and his friend – Brendon – on a transport on their way to the station. There was a critical malfunction in one of the engineering drives. When the cores threatened to blow, Zane bravely threw himself into the engineering pit and saved everyone, regardless of the fact he was nothing more than a recruit.

    Zane puffed his chest out. “Doesn’t matter. That’s already in the past. We’ve got our whole career ahead of us,” he said as he leaned over, collapsed a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and grinned ahead.

    I didn’t share the grin.

    What exactly did everyone here think was coming next? The older recruits knew it wouldn’t all be adventure. And that boy ahead, Zane, one day soon he’d learn that it wouldn’t be heroics, either.

    This was a messy galaxy, a brutal one. A galaxy of politics and intrigue, and I had no interest in standing close by these cadets as they learned that unforgiving fact. But I had nowhere else to go.

    As we walked down the corridor and headed toward one of the large lifts that would take us to the training section, I saw her. Forest. My keeper.

    As she strode toward us, one of her aides beside her, Admiral Zen on the other side, there was a flurry of activity amongst the cadets. I wasn’t connected to all of their minds right now, but that was irrelevant, because I could feel their frenetic activity - their surprise at the fact Forest was here, of all people. She was a legend. Or at least she had a vast story behind her. No other admiral, according to the news, had ever done as much for the galaxy as she had.

    I’d never read her mind fully. Though she wasn’t psychic herself, she’d undergone vast psychic training. She would know if I managed to pry through every single one of her thoughts, but I still knew secrets these cadets would blush at. Forest single-handedly saved the entire Coalition – and most of the galaxy – from the shadowy empire called the force. Then there was the Scarax war. Then there were the most recent incidents aboard this very station. It seemed that hardly a month had ever gone by in Forest’s life without her saving everyone from something. And that had crafted a particularly hard mind. A calculating one, too. And importantly one that knew you could never throw away your advantages.

    Neither Forest nor Zen made eye contact with me, though both of them knew exactly what I was and what I was here to do.

    Instead, standing straight, stiff like statues, like plastic toy soldiers molded with perfect stances, they surveyed the cadets.

    Zen was the first to clear her throat. “We came to wish you luck on your first day of classes. We shouldn’t have to tell you the privilege of training aboard this station. You have all been handpicked for your unique skills. Not everybody who applies to Guardian Station Alpha gets in. You get in if you have a chance of making a difference.”

    As they spoke, my eyes became unfocused. I paid attention to the cadets in front of me. The one to the left had a keen scientific mind. She'd trained at the Earth Academy before being handpicked for this. Her friend beside her was a strong combat soldier. I went through every cadet but stopped at the man with the hero complex – Zane.

    His mind was slightly opaque. While everybody else was thinking of why they were picked at this moment, his head was strangely empty.

    Perhaps he was looking for a chance to regale everybody with his heroics.

    He’d get one later.

    As soon as Forest and Zen broke away, again without ever making eye contact with me, Zane forged ahead.

    “You think he knows where he’s going?” one of the girls in front of me asked, lips incapable of ever drawing into anything other than a flirtatious smile. “His stripes say he’s a new cadet. He seems to know what he’s doing, though. I wish I could be like that.”

    “Don’t you mean date that?” Her friend laughed.

    Everybody filed into the elevators at the end of the corridor. I stood at the back, always at the back. Some people tried to make eye contact with me. I looked away.

    I became aware of the thoughts that came to their minds. They'd already concluded I was rude, not worthy of another attempt at friendship.

    I agreed with them.

    Long ago, I learned there was no point in pleasantries. They were there for normal people to get by. Normal people who must constantly second-guess how others are thinking about them.

    I never needed to guess.

    We walked out into the corridor. One of the girls ahead of me – the scientist – tripped.

    I could’ve thrown out a hand and helped her, but I didn’t. I moved on.

    Her friend already intended to help her. And sure enough, she grabbed her hand and stabilized her.

    But people saw everything. And then I felt it. The same thing I’d been feeling my whole life. The moment when the crowd turned from me.

    I didn’t make eye contact with anyone.

    I didn’t need to see their faces stiffening, didn’t need to hear the quick thoughts flitting through their minds, concluding I was nothing more than an arrogant fool. They started to question what my special skills were. How could anyone let someone like me on a station like this?

    One or two of them questioned if I was Coalition material. I wanted to turn. Not that I ever would. I wanted to get a step closer, wanted to look into their eyes, and wanted to point out that they had no idea what the Coalition really was. They might be honest, blue-blooded, so-called true Coalition material. The kind of chest-thumping, bright-faced soldiers who’d go out and fly the flag of righteousness.

    But they couldn’t save the Coalition. To save it from real threats, you needed forces like me. We didn’t shine. We didn’t look good on posters. Our colleagues might hate us, despising our cold hearts, but in the end, we were the only ones with the power to make a difference.

    I strode on, heading to the correct door. It was just as Mr. Heroics, Zane, reached it.

    He looked at me briefly.

    He took a step ahead and opened the doors even though I was closer.

    For half a second, my gaze got lost on the back of his head.

    Again I tried to read his thoughts. They were strangely empty. It made me suspicious for a moment. Empty thoughts could sometimes be indicative of someone with strong psychic training. But I didn’t get the impression that this man had any training at all.

    He had bluster, arrogance, and an ego the size of the sun, though.

    Several of the gushing girls behind me ran up.

    “Wow,” one of them said as she turned around, face alight with surprise and rapture. “It’s incredible. This place is so much newer than the facilities they have on Earth. I can’t wait to start training with this.” She tapped her telekinetic implant.

    Her friend joined her, laughing as they walked into the room. The same friend I failed to save. She gave me the side-eye as I walked past.

    This was not my first time in this particular training room. I was not surprised by the size. You could easily fit a small cruiser in here. You needed the space for telekinetic training – not, of course, that I’d be learning it. As I’d already said, I would be banned from telekinetic implants for the rest of my existence.

    My power could never be allowed to reach that level.

    Plenty of the other cadets got lost in commenting on how new this facility was. I walked right up to the back of the stadium seating, finding a spot near the wall, and sat silently.

    The class filled up quickly. Every seat was to be taken. No position in this particular class had been wasted. Sorry, apart from mine. I might not be here to train, but they were. And the Coalition needed them. Though technically I was not privy to too many secrets, I understood the current state of the galaxy. Ever since the Andarnian incident, everything had, yet again, become yet more dangerous. The threats were insurmountable. They came from every direction now, not just from the old empires of the galaxy – the Barbarians and the Kore. Not just from the Scarax, but from the subspace tracks that led to the Andarnian storeroom, too.

    Suffice to say, this galaxy was not the same one these children thought it was.

    It took five minutes for the class to fully sit down. Even then, the golden boy from before – Zane – remained out front, talking to his friend, marveling at everything.

    Finally when he looked for a seat, he realized there was only one left – beside me. No one else had chosen to get close to me, understandably.

    When he went to take it, one of the girls at the front leapt up and offered him her seat.

    He paused, considering it, then shook his head. His gaze briefly sliced across the room. It was almost like he was surveying it and concluding that he'd get a much better view from higher up.

    He finally walked over, and as he did, I could see he knew how to use his body.

    Granted, if you managed to save a cruiser full of accomplished crew, then you’d need certain skills. But it was in the way his weight fell onto the backs of his feet, in the way his eyes were always held forward, his attention sharper than the gazes of some seasoned admirals.

    He sat beside me.

    He made brief eye contact but said nothing.

    Me? I let my mind spread over to him.

    But his thoughts were as empty as a desert.

    The class started.

    A teacher wandered in.

    A ring-in, I didn’t know them. They hadn’t been on Guardian Alpha for long. I could tell that. They, just like the cadets, were freshfaced.

    “There is nothing more important to this galaxy right now than training the next generation of recruits,” the guy began. He gestured out wide, his dappled pink and blue skin catching the powerful lights from above.

    The cadets clapped, the thunderous sound echoing high through the tall room.

    Everyone clapped. Except for me and the man beside me.

    Though I hadn’t made eye contact with him properly, I let my gaze slide to the right.

    I saw his sharp eyes darting over the room, watched them looking over the heads of every single recruit.

    And finally, he became aware of me and looked at me once.

    Few people I’d ever met actually looked right at me. They either looked through me, or would choose to face the wall beside me. They foolishly thought that if they didn’t look me in the eye, I wouldn’t be able to see right through to the deepest contents of their minds.

    But while this man looked right at me, his thoughts were still empty, no matter how far in I pushed.

    His eye contact didn’t last. It was meaningless, too, just a reaction to the fact I was right there and my eyes were currently pointed in his direction. He soon crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat, the thick fabric of the foam padding scrunching around his powerful form.

    My eyes got caught on his muscles again.

    It wasn’t what you'd think. I was assessing them – not admiring them. I wanted to know the quality of them. How they could be used, how they’d come to be in a body like that.

    Once or twice my gaze darted toward his hands.

    I could tell his wasn’t the kind of body you'd get from working out senselessly in the gym.

    Some people’s muscles are for show. Some people’s brawn is earned by true sweat and tears.

    But this was a class, and I was forgetting something important.

    I became aware of the fact that the class was quiet and everyone had turned to me.

    I didn’t need to track my mind back to realize why. I skimmed the thoughts of the girl in front of me. The teacher had just asked me a question, and I hadn’t been paying the slightest bit of attention.

    The teacher, from a race known to have preciously few inhibitions, crossed his arms and laughed. “Cadet Petunia, isn’t it? If you’d been paying more attention to me and not checking out the cadet beside you, you would have—”

    Skimming the teacher’s own mind, I found out what he wanted me to say. “Every cadet here is expected to pull their own weight. But we are expected to do so together. The Coalition cannot exist in a vacuum. Every cadet here must learn we are part of something greater.”

    The girl in front of me – the same girl whose thoughts I skimmed – laughed. She muttered behind her hand, “I doubt she’ll ever learn that particular lesson.”

    The teacher looked surprised, grabbed his chin, and roughly patted it with his three fingers. “You took the words right out of my mouth,” he muttered at me. Then he grinned and continued the class.

    Zane sat back further in his seat, appearing to get more comfortable. But he briefly sliced his gaze up and looked at me.

    I pushed my senses out, keen to read his mind now, keener than ever, in fact.

    I was not, as the teacher had said, checking Zane out. I’d been assessing exactly how he'd achieved the body he had. But I understood the dynamics of shame. My cheeks should be red right now, shouldn’t they? I should be fidgeting back in my seat, trying to get out of the way of everybody’s piercing gazes. But instead I looked at Zane evenly. And he looked at me evenly once. Then the strangest flicker of a smile twisted across his lips. Again he turned around, and again he tuned me out.

    The class continued.

    It was just an introduction. Some chest-thumping interlude between real training.

    Or, as I would put it, a Band-Aid.

    All this patriotic bravado was meant to help people with the wounds that were coming, but it could never hope to stem all the bleeding.

    At some point, either in the direct future or not too far ahead, the wool would be pulled from these children’s eyes. They would understand just how brutal this galaxy really was. And when that happened, all they’d have was this Band-Aid. They’d be able to tell themselves that every single sacrifice they'd made would be worth it in the end. Because they’d be doing it for the Coalition as a whole.

    Every time they were hurt, every time one of their loved ones was killed right in front of them, it would ultimately be okay, because the Coalition acts as a whole.

    But one day soon, these children would learn the other side of that equation. It meant that they could and would be left behind. For such was the promise of this modern galaxy.

  
    Chapter 2

    Admiral Forest

    I leaned back in my seat, glad to take the pressure off. I’d been on my feet for hours.

    It helped me take in Commander Xav.

    With a powerful physique, I knew from his combat scores that it wasn’t just for show. According to his recent report, he'd just completed a three-month stint in the Scarax Galaxy. At one point, he was stuck on an ice planet for six weeks alone with no food, no heat, and no help. Yet he'd survived. I could see that in his eyes. I wasn’t a psychic, and I never would be. But I’d always claimed I had a better skill. I could assess people. One glance, head to foot, and I could get a feel for how they would react, what they wanted, and most importantly, what they were willing to give up to get it.

    I shoved forward, tired muscles straining. My shoulderlength hair slid around my face.

    I didn’t bother to thumb it behind my ears. I stared at him through a few strands, using them like a ruler to size him up one last time.

    “Do I pass the test, Admiral?” he asked, voice cold and efficient.

    The cold part didn’t bother me. I’d been doing this job long enough to understand that soldiers didn’t come in one size. They didn’t need to wear their hearts on their sleeves to be significant assets. In many ways, you didn’t want them to show their emotions. Hide it all behind a thick veneer that couldn’t crack, and they’d be able to do what was asked of them. But if that veneer was too thick, and it hid a gaping hole where a soul should be, a soldier could quickly turn into a problem. I assessed the commander one last time, then shrugged. It was a small move, a private one. None of my alarms were going off. I’d thoroughly vetted him, anyway. There was nothing to suggest he was anything other than what he appeared to be. A barrel-chested, stiff-lipped Coalition officer ready to do what he had to. Good. Because what I needed him to do was a mission like no other.

    “I imagine by now you’ve read her file,” I said, steepling my fingers, pressing them together and sliding my nails down one another. They were short, jagged here and there, in desperate need of some maintenance I couldn’t find the time to give them.

    It made for a far more tactile sensation as I slid them down my thumbs again. It was like I was fastidiously sliding the beads on an abacus from one side to another, doing the final calculations I needed before I entrusted Commander Xav with one of the greatest missions I currently had.

    “I’ve read the file front to back multiple times,” Xav said, hands still locked behind his back, chest still punched out hard. He looked at me, but I could tell that his gaze was sufficiently active that if something were to appear just beside him, it would slice across in a nanosecond. He reminded me of the calculating efficiency of a targeting drone. If a mouse were to scurry behind him, he’d see it. If a dust mote were to fall on his shoulder, he’d see it too. Good. Because he would need to see everything when it came to Petunia.

    “Do you have any questions?” I leaned back in my seat, the castors straining. I tapped my hand on the desk, the powerful lights of the room glinting off my modified wristwatch.

    “No, sir.”

    I finally caught him out on a lie.

    I looked down briefly at his feet then up at his face. “This is when you ask your questions, Xav,” I dropped formality and used his first name. “If you don’t think you’re up for this mission, you need to tell me. There’ll be no shame in admitting that. I need someone who knows their limitations – as well as hers.”

    His shoulders crumpled, but only slightly. It was like a pressure valve releasing. I could practically hear the hiss as his muscles stopped holding themselves so stiffly. His gaze dropped, but only for a fraction of a second. “I have strong psychic powers, sir, but—”

    I stopped steepling my fingers. I leaned all the way forward. “You’ve never seen someone with test scores like Petunia and you don’t ultimately think you’re up for the job.”

    He twitched, this strong muscular movement that shot from the left side of his cheek up to his right temple. It was like somebody randomly cutting into things with a knife.

    I didn’t imagine a man like Xav would have much experience with emotions like that. He would never have faced a mission he couldn’t achieve through pure grit alone. Because every other mission he’d ever been sent on had been well within his skill set. This wasn’t. Unfortunately, it wasn’t within anyone’s skill set. Petunia desperately needed a minder anyway.

    She was… a gamble. And I couldn’t tell you how many times I’d reminded myself of that fact as I’d stared in the mirror and sighed.

    As the galaxy progressively survived more and more near-fatal incidents, the game changed. It was no longer enough to rely on the freshfaced recruits down in the training hall. I and the admiralty needed weapons. True weapons. But weapons come with their moral complications, and there was none quite like Petunia Starx.

    “If she gets out of hand—” Xav began.

    I brought up a hand. I spread my fingers wide. “It will not be up to you to control her, just to continually update us on her mental state and… her fitness for this mission.”

    “But if she gets out of hand—” he emphasized.

    “We will deal with it,” I said.

    Which was a wish, right?

    If Petunia were to get out of hand, God knows how much damage she could do before she was brought under control. There existed roughly 100 different disaster plans of how to do that. Everything from sedating her to blowing her out an airlock.

    But some risks are worth it, right?

    I found myself tapping my fingers rhythmically on my desk again, the rat-a-tat filling the room, crowding out the loud sound of Xav’s uneasy breath.

    “Fine,” he said, swallowing hard. “It’s not gonna be my responsibility to control her, but if her report is right, why are we even using her? Why hasn’t she been locked up in an institution for the rest of her life?”

    Here we go. This was the true reason behind his unease – and to be fair, the true reason behind every single person’s unease whenever they came across one Petunia Starx.

    “She’s had significant training since the incident,” I said, forcing my face to set like concrete as I now leaned all the way back. I’d been keen to get as close to him as I could previously. I'd wanted to control the conversation, to see his expression and gauge exactly what he was thinking, but now even I would recoil, and I would challenge anyone not to do the same in my circumstances.

    Xav looked at me, alarm peaking his brow, his once stiff and in-control expression a long-forgotten memory. “She killed—”

    I felt obliged to lift a hand. “What happened that day is still unknown.”

    His cheeks twitched. “From what I read in the report, the facility where she was being kept was attacked by a powerful psychic who killed Professor Starx, Petunia’s own mother. They didn’t just kill her, but dragged her bloody body across every single wall in the building. Countless psychologists have looked at it. They’ve all concluded the same thing. Countless scientists, too. It had to be a powerful psychic. One out for revenge. It was Petunia, right?”

    My lips twitched. I wanted to tell him one more time that it had never been confirmed. And it hadn’t. But he was right. Every psychologist I had ever talked to – and every psychic specialist too – had concluded the same thing. It had to be Petunia. No one else would have had her power or motivation.

    If it was Petunia, then how could the Coalition possibly countenance using her now?

    The Coalition was meant to be different from its foes. It did not seek power for power’s sake. It always viewed potential gains through the lens of potential loss of moral ground. For, as I had said on many occasions, there was no point in winning if you ultimately turned into your enemy. Then the only thing that one became was the self-perpetuating virus of hatred.

    The Coalition had come so far and done so much because it knew how not to lose sight of itself.

    And yet they were still going to use Petunia, even though essentially everyone knew she'd murdered her mother in cold blood.

    I looked to the side.

    Xav finally straightened, finally realized there was no point in discussing this further. Pressing his lips together, he let out a deep breath. “Sorry, Admiral. I don’t mean to question the decisions of the higher-ups. I just—”

    I briefly looked down at my chest then up again, eyes a touch unfocussed. “This is the time when you question. And if you don’t think—”

    He threw a salute, stiff and perfect. “I’m up for it, sir. I will assess her every day and report to you when I think she needs help.”

    I opened my lips to point out that was if, not when. But as I considered his cold eyes, I wondered if he was right. Had the Coalition finally gone too far? Was this a gamble that would see them lose? Or was this the only thing they could do as darkness set in from all sides once more?

    There was a spy on the station. There’d been spies on this station during the Andarnian incident, too, but if the reports I were getting were anything to go by, then this would be different.

    This spy hadn’t come from this galaxy. They were a visitor from beyond. And they wanted one thing. To destroy Guardian Station Alpha and claim the divide. I couldn’t let that happen. Guardian Alpha was now the most important asset in the galaxy. And even if it would take drastic measures, including signing up with the devil, I would save this place.

    But only fools are happy to sell their souls, and maybe that was something I would learn soon enough.

  
    Chapter 3

    Zane

    The class ended quickly. Not quickly enough for my liking, but whatever.

    It was just an introduction, just so many words.

    As soon as it was over, I jumped to my feet. But not before turning around and staring at the strange woman beside me. She had such a cold gaze. Wait. No. Maybe the kids around me would think it was cold, but I fancied I’d been around the block enough times to know something different. It was empty. Peer inside her mind, and all you’d find was a gaping hole.

    I made eye contact with her for a little too long. She stared around, looked at me once, brown eyes as dull as tarnished brass, then pushed up. She walked right past me, shoulder-length hair barely moving around her face like someone had stuck it to her with glue.

    My gaze locked on the back of her head.

    She had a pretty ordinary form, not particularly athletic, certainly couldn’t be a combat officer, and though her gaze was strangely sharp, she was nothing to write home about.

    She still took my attention as I took another step.

    I strode past some of the excited, ever-chatting cadets at the front of the class.

    I was shot more than a few appreciative glances by some of my pretty classmates. Some weren’t just pretty – one was stunning. She had these bright wide eyes, this shock of blond hair, and plump red lips.

    She bit them just as I jumped off the last step of the stadium seating and onto the carpeted blue floor.

    “God, I hope he’s going to be in our next class. Telekinetic training, right?” one of the cadets muttered. “Not that you’re gonna need it, Jodi. You’re the best on the station already. And you’re just a measly little cadet.”

    “I’m not little,” she protested, though she was tiny.

    I let the slightest smile spread my lips.

    And that would be when someone threw a training cube at Jodi.

    Jodi wasn’t paying attention, though, for that attention was on me, eyes too shy to lock my way but lips curling in appreciation, nonetheless.

    “You’ve got your eyes on the cube, don’t you, Jodi?”

    Nope. Jodi’s focus was firmly locked on me. And Jodi’s friend was doubly wrong. Jodi was not the best telekinetic practitioner on this station. I was. But I was about to learn one thing – Jodi would come a close second, at least when it came to power. Certainly not when it came to control.

    The telekinetic block fizzled. It wasn’t made of liquid. It shouldn’t do that. Unless it was under the control of a powerful but distracted and untrained mind.

    I knew what would happen a second before it did. The block shot off, spinning toward me as fast as it could.

    I pivoted.

    I threw out my hand, ready to grab it, but it whizzed past my shoulder. Jodi didn’t just have a powerful mind, it seemed. Some telekinetic practitioners could accidentally alter the functions of telekinetic objects, letting their psyches go in and screw with the internal dynamics of training blocks until they became the unruly equivalent of rabid birds.

    As the block shot off past my shoulder, I twisted and saw that woman standing in its path, unaware or too slow to duck.

    The cadet with a hole in her mind.

    I hadn’t caught her name. No one had said it, to be fair. Unless I acted right now, they’d only mention it posthumously.

    There was a collective intake of fear as everyone saw the out-of-control block spinning toward the cadet’s head.

    She must’ve been aware that something was happening, must’ve recognized the fear on everyone’s faces, but rather than spin or do anything, she just took another cold step, detached gaze focused forward.

    I reacted, couldn’t stop myself. Muscles aching, fingers burning, I threw my hand out wide.

    I forced my own telekinetic power to rise.

    And here I was, trying to keep a lid on my powers, trying not to stand out too far from the crowd.

    I didn’t want anyone knowing just what I could do.

    But I had to do it now, lest that coldhearted cadet end up with a hole right through the back of her skull.

    Throwing my hand out, shoving my feet down into the floor, I used my superior skills to grab hold of the malfunctioning block. It was like trying to saddle a mad horse. Sure, you might be able to grab hold of it, but it wasn’t functioning. Hold on too hard, and it’d just pull you to hell.

    That didn’t matter. There was still just a fraction of the block that I could control, and I snagged hold of it now, sweat beading down my brow.

    I skidded, the force of it pulling me forward, almost ripping my boots from my feet, but I stopped half a centimeter from the back of the cadet’s head, her no-nonsense hair brushing up against my straining thumb.

    She paused now, one foot still in the air as if this was simply bothersome – as if almost dying in a training accident was irrelevant and she wanted to hurry up and leave.

    She looked over her shoulder. I saw the side of her face, her hair framing it, one eye staring back at me.

    Was there fear? No. There was the utter lack of it as if someone had surgically removed the fear from this woman’s mind a long, long time ago.

    Did she run? Nope. Did she even look thankful? Nope again.

    A second later, the door opened. A barrel-chested commander strode through. He saw the incident and twitched, fear rushing through his expression, gushing there, pulsing into his eyes, opening them as wide as two saucers. His eyes went straight to the coldhearted cadet, not me or Jodi behind. “What did you do, Petunia?” his voice broke, weighed down by suspicion and plain bitterness.

    I now had a name for the cadet, but I was no closer to saving the woman behind said name, because the telekinetic block tried to jerk out of my hold again. I had to lock my shoes even harder into the floor, practically melding with it. Even then, I was dragged forward, second by second. I said I’d almost lost a boot earlier. I did now. It was ripped right out from underneath me as I staggered down to one knee. But I still kept my hand out, still kept my fingers spread wide. Long lines of sweat dribbled down my brow, splashed onto my collar, and stained the carpet beneath me. But still Petunia didn’t move, even as Brendon finally caught up to the situation. He barreled into her side, thankfully shifting her out of the way of the cube.

    It was just as I lost hold of it.

    It twitched one last time, then shot forward. There was no one to decapitate anymore.

    The barrel-chested commander quickly caught up to what was happening, and he sliced his gaze from Petunia. He had to be a strong telekinetic practitioner, too, because when he threw his hand out, I could see the implant just underneath his collarbone bulging. An electric twitch jolted down into his arm and spread his fingers with a pulse of yellow force.

    He managed to snatch the malfunctioning cube right out of the air. It shot toward his hand, and his fingers locked around it with a scrunch. The cube twitched a few more times, but as his fingers became a prison, it finally stopped.

    His hand was more than a cage. I could see another blast of force from his implant. It sailed down into his grip, and with a crunch I’d never forget, he crushed the cube into dust.

    Now there wasn’t enough of it to act as a whole, it couldn’t hurt anyone. Even the strongest practitioner wouldn’t be able to control it.

    At least that was the theory.

    Jodi staggered forward, hands on her plush lips. “My God. Oh my God. What happened? I… I didn’t do that, did I?”

    Yes. She did.

    But maybe other people had picked up what the commander said upon entering the room. Everybody’s gazes locked on Petunia. The girl who wouldn’t get out of the way to save herself. And the same girl who ignored Brendon’s hand as he offered it, stood on her own and didn’t bother to pat down her tunic top as she watched the scene ambivalently.

    She did, however, look at the commander, head to foot.

    Maybe I was making this up, but I didn’t get the impression she knew him.

    The commander stiffened. His gaze darted toward Petunia, and it took an age for him to drag his eyes off her. “What exactly happened here?”

    “I… it wasn’t me. I… can’t have lost control like that. Someone else’s telekinetic implant mustn’t be working,” Jodi stammered.

    Nope, I concluded in my head. It was you, all right, Jodi.

    Who cared about that?

    My eyes scissored across to Petunia again. From the angle of her, it looked like she was going to walk right out of here.

    But from the angle of the commander, it was clear he wasn’t going to let her.

    Petunia had a somewhat challenging expression as she stared at him. Maybe I was making this up, but it almost seemed that even though Petunia didn’t recognize him, she recognized what he was. My brain should easily fill in those facts. Of course she did. He was a commander. That was apparent to anyone who knew how to count the number of stripes on his shoulder.

    “It… it must’ve been her,” one of Jodi’s friends said as they gestured toward Petunia. “The block shot toward her, so it must’ve been her implant—”

    “We’ll look into it,” the commander said, forcing his chest forward, which looked like a permanent state of being for him. Once more, he shot Petunia a worried look.

    I just stood there, considering the whole thing, wondering why this guy, even though he was clearly a very competent telekinetic practitioner, wasn’t telling the truth. He'd be able to tell Petunia hadn’t had anything to do with that. The block had broken under Jodi’s control.

    So why wasn’t the commander clearing anything up?

    Petunia finally smoothed down her rumpled uniform. When her fingers got to her Coalition badge, they darted around it as if she couldn’t dare touch it. “Is this where you tell them I don’t have a telekinetic implant, or will that come up in the investigation, Commander Xav?” Petunia said clearly.

    Okay, I must’ve been wrong. Obviously Petunia did know this Commander Xav, after all.

    That had to be why his cheeks stiffened so much at the mention of his name, right?

    “She’s lying,” Jodi tried.

    Petunia turned around and looked at Jodi. If any sane person had received a stare like that, they’d have reversed and driven off at full speed.

    Jodi didn’t. But Commander Xav took a strong step toward Petunia, not the lying cadet. “All right, that’s enough. The class is over. Everybody, get to the next class.”

    “But she—” Jodi began, pointing at Petunia.

    Petunia let her hand slide down beside her. She tapped her left thigh with several driving movements of her fingers. As she stared at Jodi, it was like she stared right through, not just to Jodi’s mind, but something far, far beyond. There were only a few times in life when I’d faced somebody with a gaze that could drill down to your soul, but Petunia had it. A little too much.

    “You failed to control the cube, and your uncontrolled power distorted it. Everything you’ve said is a lie,” Petunia said coldly. “That is not behavior befitting of a Coalition soldier.” She turned.

    There was general muttering amongst the students. Several of them pointed out she was the one who wasn’t acting like a Coalition soldier. Others just pointed out she was the liar.

    This was their first day. First lesson, in fact. And right now, right in front of her, I watched Petunia’s chances of ever becoming a well-liked student crumble. Hell, from the general mood in the room, she would now be persona non grata.

    “Enough,” Commander Xav said stiffly. “Everyone can leave now.” He glanced down at the rubble underneath him – the same dust that had come from Jodi’s destroyed block. But rather than make any movement to control the cadet in question, he slipped in behind Petunia.

    So what the hell was going on here, then?

    Did I really need an answer?

    No, I did not.

    I knew, because I’d been dealing with it my whole life.

    I managed to get through the day of classes. I even exceled. Because that was the point. The very reason I was here.

    By the time I made it back to my thankfully single quarters, I closed the door with a blank expression and an empty heart.

    I locked my hands over my face and eased my shoulders against the cold metal.

    Dragging my nails down, I stopped them just above my eyes, then, to hell with it, I squeezed until I saw stars. Did it change anything? Little could.

    I felt a snapping, tingling sensation right at the back of my head, just behind my left ear – a piranha nibbling at my brains, a first taste before the true pain that’d follow later.

    My eyes locked forward.

    Father was calling, then?

    Rubbing my face one last time, I tapped my implant. The same implant that would never come up on a medical scanner. The same implant that, even if you were to cut the flesh around it, would never be discovered unless he wanted it to be.

    “You there?” a grumbling voice appeared in my head, shaking between my temples, squeezing out the last few scraps of happiness and normalcy I’d gathered today.

    I pushed off. I started to pace. I stopped emptily in front of the small window above my bed. I stared out at the dark, starlit night. “Yes, father, I’m here.”

    “Did you manage to find anything yet?” he barked.

    Still staring emptily at the dark starstruck night, I muttered, “It’s my first day. What did you expect?”

    “I expect you to have the same diligent attitude I have. You know why you’re there. You know what you’ve got to do, what you’ve got to stop. And you know what will happen if you don’t.”

    I closed my eyes. Once more I drove my fingers into them, pressing as hard as I could. So much for seeing stars. If I didn’t let up, I’d drive my eyeballs right out of the back of my skull. In my current mood, I didn’t care.

    “Say it, son,” he barked.

    I dropped my hands, wrists like jelly. “I came here to save the Coalition from the idiots in charge who want to destroy it and all of us.”

    “Yes, yes, you did. The same idiots who keep taking us to the point of hell and further. The same idiots who will protect their weapons, no matter the cost. Did you find anything?” he repeated, even though I’d already told him I hadn’t.

    But I knew how my father operated. As cold regret surged through me, I stared at the view once more, then turned from it. There was no point in contemplating the vastness of space. Not when you were in a prison like mine. I gazed at the small room, eyes darting across to each of the four gray walls. “I haven’t found anything yet, but I have leads,” I lied.

    “And what are they?”

    Great. I had to come up with a story. “In class today, I watched a commander ignore a powerful cadet’s inability to use her telekinetic implant. He didn’t hand out justice where it was needed.”

    My father paused. “Do you think she’s a weapon? Do you think they’re hiding another accident?” he stammered, face likely contorting in strained excitement, old beady brown eyes staring out from behind his hollowed sockets, wrinkled skin always stained with engineering grease and spittle from his every snapped insult and scream.

    Honestly, no. I just needed to say something to fill the epic silence in my head.

    It was just another injustice. You got them everywhere in life. Some wise folks might even point out that was the entire point of existing in the first place. It wasn’t for smiles, wasn’t for the warmth of a family. Or at least it wasn’t for men like me.

    “What kind of power level did the cadet have? Are they hiding something?” my father barked again.

    Probably. But something small. Something utterly insignificant. But something my father would still force me to track down.

    “Son, answer me,” he screamed.

    When I didn’t and rather continued to stare coldly over at my door, a pulse of pain stabbed down from my implant into my neck and across my chest. It was debilitating. My father never did things by halves. I staggered down to one knee and blearily stared at the cream carpet as the pain only became worse, ricocheting through my skull, bouncing from side to side, as violent as a cannonball to thin glass.

    As more sweat beaded down my nose, I clenched my jaw, one tooth at a time. “I will look into it, father.”

    “Good, son. And you know why I’m doing this to you, don’t you?”

    I picked myself up. There was no point in palpating the side of my head. As I’d already told you at length, no one could find my implant, including me.

    My father, a scientist like no other, would never make the mistake of letting one of his victims find out where he'd put a torture device.

    He might not think of me as his victim. He might consider me his holy savior. But we both knew what I ultimately was.

    Touching my shoulder, pretending that was the source of my discomfort, I took a strong step toward the door once more. I knew what he was about to say.

    “Get out there and investigate, son. Show me the evidence I need. Show me the weak spot. Focus on that Admiral Forest. I know it all comes back to her. Give me something to fight, something to sink my teeth into,” he growled. “Make my struggles worthwhile.”

    I stared emptily at the door. Make his struggles worthwhile, ha?

    I longed to say the words I'd never be able to share with him – not unless I wanted a fatal stroke. Nothing would ever make his struggles worthwhile. Nothing could ever bring back my mother. She was gone. She'd died a long time ago.

    Many people had died after her as my father had sought revenge on the Coalition – the same force he thought had condemned her.

    I had no clue how many more he'd kill, but I did know what he would do next. With me on this station, with his final asset in place, he’d find a target. He'd torture them. He'd ultimately kill them. And when that didn’t work – when it didn’t assuage his guilt, when it didn’t calm his psychotic mind – he'd just continue.

    And he’d do it with my hands.

  
    Chapter 4

    Sergeant Harlow

    “Please, sir, it’s all I’ve asked for for years. I did a great job on my last mission, didn’t I?” I pushed forward, getting as close to the holographic desk as I dared. My boss, the Galactic Commissioner for this sector, was known as a man who liked his personal space – even in holographic form. He came from a towering race that needed quite a bit of room, to be fair.

    But I had not come this far and done as much as I had to let this opportunity slip out of my fingers now.

    I faced my boss as entreatingly as I dared, hands clamped behind my back, cheeks and jaw stiff.

    The commissioner palpated his forehead with his eight fingers, nails sliding across his smooth blue skin. He looked up at me from crumpled brows. “You know this is a… now, what do you humans say? A wild duck chase?”

    I didn’t bother to correct him. I spread my lips stiffly over my teeth. “I just need a chance to investigate it, sir. I’m not promising anything, but—”

    “You have been asking for years. And you are correct – you did an exemplary job on your last mission.” He sighed. “Very well.” Steepling his fingers, he sat forward. “You may open the case once more.”

    I clenched a hand into a fist. Long before I could tap it against my thigh and let a grin spread my lips, he leaned backward again. “But I warn you. There is nothing to be found. The incident at Psychic Facility Alpha was handed over to the Coalition years ago. I am privy to the full report, though few are. And there is nothing of significance left to be discovered.”

    I wasn’t privy to the full report, and I didn’t need to be. Because I knew something the commissioner didn’t.

    Nothing that had happened at that facility 15 short years ago made any sense. Because everything had been lied about since.

    There was a mystery to be uncovered, a mystery that’d wrapped around my heart and tried to hang it for a decade and a half.

    The commissioner looked down at his hands briefly then up again. “I’m very sorry for the loss of your wife, but—”

    It was my turn to drop eye contact. “This isn’t about that—”

    “It isn’t about revenge?” His voice became a pointed question.

    I faced him again, and this time I meant it. “No. It’s about putting ghosts to rest. I want to know what happened – it’s that simple.”

    “Very well. There are… a few inconsistencies in the report. You have leave to clear them up. That said, you will not have leave to read the official Coalition report—”

    I wondered if he hesitated when he said official – if he meant to say secret instead. I stood straighter. “I know, sir, and I don’t need it. I’ll be able to figure out what happened on my own.”

    Brave words. Stupid ones, too. Rather than point that out, the commissioner sighed. “You are a good officer – one of the best sergeants I have. I’m going to tell you to drop this one last time, but we both know you aren’t going to.” He gestured expressively with his long, numerous fingers. “I will give you a different message instead.” He briefly looked down at his holographic desk then up at me.

    “And what’s that, sir?”

    “Stay safe, Sergeant.”

    My lips twitched. He often said that, but was this a pointed warning? A timely message for perhaps the most dangerous mission I’d ever go on?

    I'd have to find out.

    I snapped a salute, hand rigid, arm ready to take up the pressure of the mission I was about to go on. Pressure I'd been willing to carry for the last 15 years.

    It’d been that long since my wife died brutally at the Alpha Facility, so brutally, all they’d ever found was a few droplets of dried blood.

    I’d find the rest. Every secret her death had been buried under. And I’d finally bring them to light, no matter the cost.

  
    Chapter 5

    Petunia

    I stood in front of the commander’s desk, hands loosely held behind my back, eyes locked forward.

    My expression… I didn’t control it. I didn’t see the point.

    I had to keep my mind open, see. At all times around Commander Xav, he didn’t want my psychic defenses up. He saw them as a threat. He wanted to read my mind. Why? Because he was scared of me. Maybe even more scared than any of the other handlers I’d ever been given.

    I’d flustered him two weeks ago when we first met after Jodi’s training accident. He hadn’t expected me to glean his name and thoughts so quickly. Nor had he expected me, in a moment of his own psychic weakness, to be able to glean exactly why he was here. He’d wanted to watch me from afar. Forest should have told him none of my handlers had ever been able to manage that particular task.

    “You’re on a wire, Petunia. Walking right in the middle with no support at all. You need to pull yourself together,” he said, voice harsh but that note always there, shaking through his throat, revealing his fear to anyone skilled enough to find it.

    This man was used to winning. You could tell that from his brawn. His muscles hugged his body like armor, a defense against the external world. He had a mind to match them. But the mind couldn’t match mine, and that was the point.

    He locked his stiff hands on the desk in front of him and rose. “If you go anywhere near that cadet again—”

    “For the last time, we are both aware of the fact that Jodi has been lying about me. Do I really need to be responsible for that?”

    “Not my point.” He could barely push those words out. His lips had formed a cage, all stiff, all framed with that fear.

    I might not have been to psychic training school for long, but there was one lesson that had always stuck out. Control your fear, and everything else will come second. Because fear, unrestrained, is the greatest weapon a psychic can yield against themselves. It will open their mind, leaving it ripe for manipulation. Worse, it will twist their thoughts and training, turning them into a vicious weapon.

    I wondered if the commander realized that?

    Apparently not.

    He rose now, body stiff, each one of those impressive muscles never yielding, regardless of the fact they had to move for him to take a step back. He creaked like an old tree. “I can see your expression around her, feel your hatred. Petunia—”

    “I have no hatred toward that cadet. Just pity. She does not belong in this world.”

    I saw something rumple and snap in him. It was a second before his brow did the same. “And you do, considering your past? Trust me, she might have a thing for lying, but she
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