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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Forgotten Stars series.
      

      

      
        A new realm has awoken. A new threat has emerged. So new warriors must take the helm.
      

      Amber's an ordinary ensign whose only claim to fame is throwing toast on the most important soldier on the station. Everything changes when she's lost on an alien world and her true powers awaken. She must keep them secret from the Coalition or pay the price.

      But it'll be hard to keep her secret around the ever-watchful Commander Starsmith. When she draws his eye, he can't look away. For deep within him, something rises. Let it sink, and the station might survive. Let it rise, and the Coalition will never be the same again.

      ....

      Forgotten Stars follows a bumbling cadet and a top soldier as they're plunged into another dimension. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Forgotten Stars today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Forgotten Stars is the 14th 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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    Forgotten Stars Book One

  
    Prologue

    Commander Kim Starsmith

    There was an explosion. It came out of nowhere – and there was no warning at all.

    It rocked through all of Guardian Alpha.

    He was sitting at a table in the Balax Bar, having a drink with his friend, Jason. Then everyone was thrown to the ground.

    Jason’s eyes widened with alarm. “You don’t think—”

    Nobody had any time to think, including Kim, despite his augmented armor and onboard processors. An alarm blared through the station.

    It warned them all of what was to come.

    “Warning, warning, infiltration of the command deck. Combatants on board.”

    “What the hell?” Jason thrust to his feet, his standard blue and black uniform already torn from where the table had toppled on top of him.

    Kim wasn’t that unlucky. He made a habit of wearing his armor to everything – even to the shower.

    The station might be brand-new, but it had all the luck of a thousand-year-old graveyard.

    He powered up, grabbed Jason by the shoulder, and set him on his feet even as the floor pitched once more. If that weren’t bad enough, he watched a hairline crack march its way across the wall. The small bar’s rudimentary internal alarms picked up the damage and blared, the klaxon combining with the ship-wide alert.

    “What the hell is happening? Combatants onboard already? This station is cursed,” the barman, a squat Byarad alien with long floppy ears and a scorpion tail, reached under the bar and grabbed a combat rifle. Light glimmered down the smooth white and blue sides. Until the globes above went off, one by one. They fizzled as if someone had just hit them with a bat then thrown them in water.

    A few of the other officers, ensigns, and cadets screamed. Everyone else in armor, just like Kim, became accustomed to the dark immediately.

    His visor glowed. Most of the time, you couldn’t see that he was wearing it. But he never took it off – just like the rest of his armor. Hell, he’d slept in it these past few nights. As light shimmered across the surface, activating the HUD screen, he watched as people stumbled in the dark, including Jason. He went to topple right over the same table, but Kim got there first, grabbing his elbow harder, his smooth, almost skin-like armor scrunching against Jason’s ripped uniform.

    “Don’t bother about me,” Jason snapped. “Get to the command deck. Stop the attack, Kim. You know you’re the only person onboard who can.”

    Kim hesitated. He’d known Jason for years, and he was the only reason Kim had stuck around on this cursed station until recently. But his friend was right.

    Kim was the only person who could stop this now.

    He spun. Before he did, he pointed at the barman. “Protect the walls.”

    “I intend to protect the entrance—”

    “They’re not coming through the entrance, Harlan,” Kim growled, voice hitting this pitch that made it feel as if he had an earthquake in his gullet. “They’ll come through the walls and the ceiling. Keep your wits about you. Anyone with a gun or armor do the same. Protect the rest.” With that snapped command, Kim threw himself around. He could’ve skidded on the crack that appeared in the floor underneath his feet, but he was ready for it. He leaped up high, clearing it with two meters to spare. He plunged out of the always well-lit doorway to the bar. Well-lit, that was, until a second later, just like the lights in the bar itself, every single illuminated strip fizzled out. They did so with this permanent dark hiss. And yeah, you could accuse Kim of being unscientific there. What the hell was a dark hiss?

    Before coming to the station, he would’ve laughed in your face if you’d suggested anything like it. Now they would fill his dreams.

    Sweat slicked his brow, but it didn’t have a chance to stick around for long. His armor immediately dried it, ensuring a comfortable operating temperature at all times.

    “Do you have a report from the command deck?” he demanded from his onboard computer.

    It beeped. “No reports. But reports are coming in of ship-wide disturbances. Cracks are appearing in every wall.”

    “Has anything come through yet?”

    “Not yet.”

    Kim swore under his breath. Then he powered forward, moving as fast as he could. Sorry, not as fast as he could. This armor was incredible. It’d come out of years of Coalition research – years of Coalition problems, too. Because the last 20 years of galactic history had been some of the most violent ever encountered. But the Coalition wasn’t one to succumb to trouble. It’d bounced back from every single incident. And it had learned. That knowledge had created safer systems – better tech, too. And in some ways, the armor he now wore was the culmination of that.

    This section of the entertainment deck was cut into three levels. As he ran past several stores selling everything from Helpian perfume to gems to scarves, he saw the second mezzanine level jutting out above. It was a good 20 meters above, in fact.

    What did that mean to this armor? Nothing. He reared back, locked his feet down, accessed his pneumatic jets, and jumped. He flew through the air. It gave him a perfect view of the massive windows to his left. They showed space. Space with all its stars and nebulae, space with all its approaching ships. The station was the last Coalition outpost between known Coalition space and the Edge.

    The edge to what? Good question. That’s why the station was here, and it was why Admiral Forest and the rest of the higher-ups of the Coalition had managed to convince Kim to come here of all places.

    His career had been a rising star – always had. He’d been the best of his class at the Earth Academy. Hell, he’d been the best of his class ever since kindergarten. Upon graduating, he’d assumed some of the most critical roles you could imagine. Now he was here, at the edge of reality, training cadets and officers. That’s right – he’d gone from being one of the most important intelligence assets in the Coalition with combat skills barely anyone else could match, to mopping up tears and corralling kids.

    You would think that right now, as the station was under critical threat, it wouldn’t be the best time to moan, but that was a permanent mutter in the back of his head.

    He shouldn’t be here.

    But he was, and they were lucky to have him.

    He landed down on the second mezzanine deck. The white, shimmering floor buckled slightly, but it took his weight. He reared back again, activated his pneumatic jets, and jumped to the third floor. He grabbed the railing, swung around, and landed down on two knees. He slapped his hands down with a resounding clang then shot forward. The massive windows were floor-to-ceiling in this section. Technically, they covered the deck wall. Which was a good thing. Because the windows weren’t breaking – the joins beneath them, however, were.

    He just had to grit his teeth and ignore it as he shot past. He had to promise himself that there were meters upon meters of structural plating and shields between them and the harsh cold realities of space beyond. Plus, the cracks in the walls weren’t… how should he put this… real?

    But they were still real enough. One opened just by his side as he shot past. He thought he heard a hiss emanating from it.

    He clenched and ground his teeth.

    He ran into a security door. It’d closed. They were slamming shut all around this deck, hoping to keep everybody contained. Here was the thing. This wasn’t an ordinary attack. You couldn’t keep these enemy combatants from walking through doors – or walls. They did what they pleased.

    So did he. He didn’t smash the door up completely. Admiral Zen wouldn’t like that. And Admiral Zen ran this station the best she could. She was the only shining light, if you asked him – the only person up to the job.

    And right now, she could be fodder for whatever had seeped in from the Edge.

    So he had to move faster.

    He slammed his hand down on the door. He pushed his fingers in between the seam. It should technically be impossible to manually override the door’s lock. Technically was about to meet his sophisticated armor and lose.

    He didn’t even grunt, because, to be fair, within the armor, he didn’t even exert himself. The shoulder units locked, diverting power down to the fingers.

    This armor, in large part, had been created as an amalgamation of Force and God tech from the Scarax Galaxy.

    It was the best of the best – but he’d already said that, right?

    He quickly realized he didn’t have time to manually override this door. So it was time for the direct approach, instead.

    He twisted to the side of the door, rounded his shoulder, grunted, and smashed right through the reinforced, shielded wall. Nothing should be able to do that – including a small ship. But as he appeared on the other side, steam issuing from every joint, down on one knee, his head jolted forward and he smiled briefly.

    “Nothing is going to slow me down,” he spat then shot up.

    He was still on the entertainment deck. But he was up where the officers played. While technically he was an officer himself – but not part of the actual command structure of the station – he preferred to slum it down below in a real bar.

    As he ran down the corridor, it opened out into the primary section. There were bars dotted around the massive expanse, some of them open-air, some of them looking like houses that’d just been plopped down in a massive arena.

    Officers were spilling from them now. Thankfully some of them were armed.

    It wouldn’t count in the end though, would it?

    Not if the enemy ripped through the command deck.

    Do that, get their hands on the command computer, and they could shut this station down as quickly as someone flipping a light switch. Go for air, or maybe gravity – or hell, ignore all of those and just go for life support. Then everybody here who wasn’t wearing armor would pop like blood-filled balloons.

    But not on his watch.

    Commander Ralston suddenly shot out of one of the most important bars to Kim’s left. He wasn’t in armor, but he had a regulation Coalition gun holstered at his side. He grabbed it out in a controlled, practiced move. Then he looked right at Kim. “Get to the command deck now. We’ve got this—”

    “Yes, sir.”

    The command deck was 20 floors above.

    This section of the entertainment deck opened out onto the central spire. The central spire was exactly what it sounded like. It was this large expanse that was cut right through the middle of the station. It was tech borrowed from a Scarax Galaxy whaleship. They were the vessels that the Scarax Galaxy deployed on the edge of their space to catch and break down incoming ships from other galaxies.

    But you didn’t need an explanation right now, did you? And neither did Kim need a reminder. He dropped his head back. He stared up at the central pillar of light. There were several ways to get to the command deck. He could use the elevators lodged in the pillar itself – or he could just jump.

    He knew which he would prefer. There wasn’t any indication that the command computer had been compromised yet – but he wasn’t gonna risk it.

    “Go,” Commander Ralston spat.

    Scarcely were the words out of his lips when there was an explosion from the top deck. Everybody’s hearts stopped – Kim wasn’t just sure of it; his onboard computer picked it up.

    As glass shot out into the massive central area and rained down toward them, flames leaped across the walls.

    Around the spire was a garden. It even had its own pool. God, there were even goldfish in it – alien fish, too.

    Chunks of debris from the top command deck hailed down and splashed into the lake, water erupting up high. He even saw a body.

    “No,” Commander Ralston screamed.

    Then a hiss struck the air. Low, vibrating, deadly. It wasn’t the kind of thing your mind would ever forget, and it was never the kind of thing you would voluntarily throw yourself toward. Unless you had no choice.

    Kim took another step.

    But that would be when something else landed down in the water.

    It was sleek, it was black, and it did not create a splash.

    The air was already filled with alarms shrieking like banshees. Now another cut above the rest, and it was the worst of all. Kim was thankful for his armor. Without it, his ears would be bleeding. He’d never heard the Edge aliens make sounds this damaging, but they’d clearly upped their game since their last attack. An ensign behind him suddenly staggered to her knees and clutched her head then tumbled to the side. It would be a combination of the klaxon and the hiss. Because it only got darker.

    Then something pulled itself up out of the water. There wasn’t a splash. There was no sound at all.

    It looked… God, Kim had heard a lot of theories over the weeks. His favorite was death wrapped up in a cloud of darkness.

    It was some kind of energy creature. It had a face, it had hands, and it had a body. It also had a mouth, which it opened and used to hiss once more. It was covered in this crackling black cloud of force.

    That ensign from before just plain fainted now.

    She wasn’t the only one.

    People without armor were dropping like flies.

    Ralston managed to clutch his ear and wince. One of his eyes started to bleed. “Kim—”

    Yeah, time to act.

    He reached behind him. He slapped his left shoulder piece. It was where his primary insignia was. It lit up, yellow light tracing around the shield of the Coalition. Then a whole section of his back unit dislodged. It transformed over his shoulder into one long sword. One sword that could be controlled by his hands – or his mind.

    It was an update to the long-standing Coalition technology called telekinetic implants. They’d had a rocky history, but they were back in use – at least for experts like him.

    He roared, jolted forward, and swiped to the side. His sword was no mere telekinetic object. Back in the day, they’d just been specialized magnetic lumps that you could technically morph around as you saw fit, but they’d had distinct limitations. This sword had Force tech on board, and boy did it pack a punch. As he swiped the sword around, it left a trail of light behind it. It was one that you’d be able to see, even if you filled the rest of the room with the brightest illumination you could. The point was – this sword could cut through anything.

    He smashed it into the side of the creature.

    They had many names. Their technical designation was Edge Sentient Lifeform 14. He liked calling them Screams.

    He wasn’t alone.

    Because as another one leaped down from the command deck and landed in the water without creating a splash, several nearby ensigns shouted, “More Screams are on their way. They’re coming through the walls. They’re coming—”

    Kim jerked his head up. He saw cracks appear in the ceiling far, far above. It was only his armor and its ability to zoom in almost infinitely that allowed him to watch as the Screams started to spill down.

    First there were two, then three, then 20.

    There was no way—

    “Get to the command deck. Ignore us. You’ve got to save the central computer. Do it now,” Ralston growled.

    Far above, Kim thought he heard a shriek. He might’ve only met Admiral Zen recently, but as he’d already said, he had a ton of respect for her. She, just like him, had been asked to put her stellar career on hold to take up the worst post in the galaxy.

    “Zen,” he called.

    He reached up. He twisted his sword around. He could use it to climb, or he could fly with it.

    There was footfall from behind him – Jason. He’d managed to secure some armor and a gun. “Go, we’ve got this.” He spun and started to shoot at a Scream that leaped up out of a crack in the floor. He slowed it down just before it reached him.

    Ralston and Jason moved until they were back to back, firing wildly. They managed to push back the Screams. But there was no end to them.

    It’d been quiet for almost a week. Why were the Edge monsters engaging in a full-scale invasion now?

    No intelligence had suggested they’d try something so soon. But any intelligence on the Edge was useless.

    This place existed to throw up surprises. Then it existed to kick you in the face with them.

    “Go,” Jason bellowed.

    Wincing, Kim sliced his sword forward, then jumped onto it. He slapped his other shoulder. He created another sword. Then he used them like hopping stones. He made them hover in the air, and he leaped to them.

    When he got halfway up to the command deck, he got the angle he needed to see inside. There was Admiral Zen, backing off toward the charred remains of the deck wall, a gun in her hand, a Level 10 Sentient Lifeform right in front of her.

    The station had only started categorizing the Edge creatures recently. The system was simple. The closer you got to level 1, the more powerful.

    Kim had never seen anything under a level 12. He’d certainly never fought one. And neither had Zen.

    “Hold on, I’m coming,” he roared.

    Zen turned.

    She was one of the youngest admirals in the fleet. She was only a year or two older than him.

    Though he would never say this – to anyone, let alone Jason – she was beautiful. It came down to the look in her eyes. She had short black hair that hung around her face in this almost wet-look sheet. It only ever brought attention to those green irises.

    Now they locked on him. They didn’t flash with determination. Nor was there the plea there that she needed to be saved. Her stalwart gaze told him that no matter what happened next, he would save the station.

    But there were some orders Kim was terrible at following.

    And that would be one of them.

    The level 10 lifeform roared. It, just like the Scream, emanated from this cloud of crackling power. This one was yellow. And it was somehow far more dangerous looking than the Scream’s jet-black emanation field.

    The creature itself hadn’t manifested properly. There was just enough to see its bulbous neck, its fleshy face, and its massive eyes. It was wearing some form of energetic armor. Light flashed across it. It reached up.

    It opened its hand.

    One blast from that, and Zen, even though she wore armor herself, would die.

    “No,” Kim called.

    Then he did something stupid – something that could get him court-martialed – or something that could get him a commendation, depending on Zen’s mood.

    He threw one of his swords.

    Threw it to its death. And trust him, these past few days, it had started to feel alive.

    These swords came with his armor. Getting rid of one would reduce its capacity – maybe permanently.

    He really doubted Forest would see fit to ever give him another unit if he proved he couldn’t look after his toys properly.

    None of that mattered.

    He could see the side of Zen’s face. Sweat slid down her brow, and her eyes opened wide, yet not once did she ever look fearful for her own life. He zoomed in and saw her lips move. “You can only have my station over my dead body.”

    “Then die,” the level 10 screamed.

    It fired a blast at her.

    But Kim commanded his sword to get there first. It shot in front of her.

    The blast struck that instead.

    And it ripped his sword apart.

    Some of the force smashed into Zen’s chest, and it was enough to rip a hole through her armor but not tear right through and kill the woman beneath. She was thrust out of the smoking remains of the command wall, though. Kim saw the moment that she started to fall down the side of the spiral, her arms weak, her head lolling to the side, her hair fluttering past her face.

    Kim reached up. He only had one sword now, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t fly. He grabbed it and used its own propulsion to send him up. Then he grabbed her. He wrapped an arm around her middle. She flopped against his chest. One eye opened. “Save the station… Commander, not me. Save… the station.”

    He floated there. He could see the entertainment deck below. It was… falling.

    He could hear the command deck above him. There were other creatures porting in.

    Everything was… lost. The station was lost.

    Or so it should be.

    He floated down.

    Jason and Ralston were surrounded by Screams.

    Weakly, and even though she shouldn’t be able to move, Zen grabbed a gun. She fired on the Screams even from here. Somehow, her aim was true. She could strike them, but in the end, it wouldn’t matter.

    It wouldn’t….

    Something flashed from somewhere. It was a moment he’d never forget – one he’d replay for the rest of his life. It would stay with him. As would something else.

    He landed on the charred and pock-marked floor.

    It was just in time to see an ensign rush through from one of the elevators.

    Not just any ensign.

    This one had a name, all right, and a reputation. Oh yeah, and an ability to activate Kim’s attention every single time he saw her.

    Ensign Amber Hart.

    What… what was she doing here?

    She looked at him once.

    She reached behind her. She pulled out one of her TI blocks.

    What exactly did she think she was going to do with that? She could barely use them. She could—

    Still looking at him, she reached further behind. She activated something. There was a crackle of power. She pulled out….

    Ensign Amber Hart pulled out a weapon from beyond the Edge.

    And still looking at him, she clicked her fingers once.

    It formed a sword.

    Energy rippled off it. The same energy rippled off her.

    Still looking at him, she sliced her hand to the side.

    And the sword spun through the station.

    It slashed through two Screams in two nanoseconds flat. Then it shot up. It spiraled into the air, capturing everybody’s attention, the hilt flashing like it somehow held the essence of life itself. It spun up even higher then slashed down. It smashed through five Screams as they leaped from the walls. And ironically, they didn’t even have a chance to scream.

    It went through every single enemy combatant on the deck in under five seconds.

    It shot back into her hand.

    She still looked at him, and he stared back, frozen, mouth open, heart somewhere in his throat.

    Once the sword landed in her grip, she threw it up. She caught it again, then flew with it, right up to the command deck.

    It was just as that level 10 leaped out of the smoldering remains of the command wall.

    It met Amber in the air.

    And it lost.

    It had a weapon of its own, but it meant nothing.

    Impassively, without saying a word, Amber slashed right through the alien. It exploded in a sea of sparks that rained down like confetti.

    Amber sailed down back to the entertainment deck, landed, stabbed her sword into the floor, wiped her eyes as if she was sleepy, turned, and walked back to the elevators.

    It seemed her part in this was done.

    But for Kim, it was just getting started.

  
    Chapter 1

    Weeks Earlier

    Commander Kim Starsmith

    He stood there, his hands clasped behind his back, his body language perfect. He couldn’t quite control his expression, though. He knew the look in his eyes was a little too trying.

    Admiral Forest didn’t care. She leaned behind the hologram of her desk. She steepled her fingers. She looked at him. “I know you don’t want to be there. I know you’d far prefer to be somewhere else. I know you think this is below you, but I want you there.” The way her voice vibrated down low on the words I want you was like a cage.

    Because when Admiral Forest wanted something, it happened. It didn’t matter if you were in the Coalition or out of it – hell, her purview now stretched across two galaxies.

    Kim stood straighter. He honestly tried to capture hold of his expression, but it kept fidgeting out of his control. He drove his teeth together until he could’ve cracked them. His new armor alerted him not to apply too much unnecessary force.

    He made the mistake of looking down at it.

    Admiral Forest saw. She stood. “You enjoy your new armor, don’t you? I’m sure you’re feeling privileged that you, out of all of the combat soldiers in the Coalition, were permitted to try this new prototype. But it comes with a cost. If you try it—”

    “I have to stick out my mission at Guardian Station Alpha, yeah. Maybe I don’t want to, though,” he said frankly. “I can’t help feeling that this is a demotion.”

    “If you were being demoted, I would strip you of the title commander,” she said somewhat harshly.

    It was always hard to read Forest. She was prickly – no, if you first met her, maybe you’d think that. What she was was determined. She would protect the Coalition, at any costs, and considering how complicated this galaxy was and just how dangerous it was, too, those costs only ever mounted. She was the kind of hardened woman who would do whatever it took.

    So she would demote him if she saw it fit.

    He knew he really needed to reel himself in. Instead he winced. “I thought I was going to be promised a new position on one of our into galactic missions—”

    “Maybe that will come in time. Right now my priority for you is our first station at the Edge. This is not a demotion,” she repeated.

    “Okay, Admiral,” he said in an empty tone that wouldn’t convince a dead fly.

    She pressed her lips together in a flat line. “There are some very interesting reports coming out of that station. Need I remind you that the Edge is one of the Coalition’s top priorities at the moment?”

    Sure. Top priority. The Coalition, for the first time in its entire history, was starting intergalactic missions. Sure, the Milky Way was a dangerous place, and sure, there were still probably things left to find out – but it was nowhere near as amazing as the rest of the damned universe combined.

    His lips twitched to the side.

    Forest sighed. She sat back down in her seat and rubbed her face. “Do you think I waste good people, Kim?” She dropped formality and used his first name. He hoped like hell that didn’t mean that she had just demoted him at the same time.

    He slowed his brain down long enough to hear what she’d said. “No, I don’t think you waste good people.”

    “Do you think you’re a good person?”

    His lips twitched on the other side. Now that was a loaded question, wasn’t it? Did she mean that he was a good soldier or, you know, a moral soul? He knew how to answer one, but maybe he didn’t know how to answer the other.

    He saved people – that made him good, right?

    But if he was good, he’d be able to answer that at the click of his fingers. Good people didn’t hesitate. Good people knew their worth.

    And good people didn’t have as many regrets as him.

    “Perhaps I can answer that for you? You are one of my top assets. Not just in this galaxy, but in all of the Coalition, wherever we may be right now. And I,” she pointed at him, “have chosen you for Guardian Station Alpha. You should take from that one thing – that you are needed there.”

    He straightened. He didn’t want her pep talk to work on him. This was a demotion, no matter which way he looked at it. Still… there was a certain look in her eyes.

    She sighed and leaned back. “I want someone there I can trust.”

    “What about Admiral—”

    “Admiral Zen is one of the most skilled commanders we have. She’s perfect for her task. But we need a good asset, too. One she can wield when it is required.”

    By asset, she meant weapon, but he got the point.

    He frowned. “And when exactly do you think my skills are going to be utilized? Guardian Station Alpha has been quiet for three years.”

    “Guardian Station Alpha,” her voice dipped down low, “has been finding out new discoveries daily for three years. You call that quiet?”

    No. He called that babysitting. Which is what this task was. Yeah, Guardian Alpha had become a relatively important trading hub. But mostly, it was a scientific vessel. It was for brainiacs to study the Edge.

    Forest only wanted him here to soothe her conscience. Yeah, maybe it was slightly dangerous. Perhaps one day the Barbarians would try to attack. But day-to-day, he’d just be here, kicking his heels, wasting time.

    But if he pushed to be redeployed, Forest would just push harder.

    She sighed once more. She scratched her brow. “I just need a promise from you, Kim, that’s all.”

    He frowned. “What?”

    Her eyes flashed. She had the singular ability to hold you in place, not just with her words, but with a simple look. She’d been doing it to countless soldiers for countless years now. There was no one like her in all of the Coalition – hell, he was pretty confident in saying there was no one like her in all of the universe.

    He might think he was a good soldier. He might think he could fight his way out of most trouble. But all he could do right now was stand stock still in her sights and wait for what she would say next.

    She leaned forward, steepled her fingers once more, took the time to breathe, then said, “I want you to promise me that no matter what happens, you see it through to the end.”

    He really did frown now, and it twitched around as if his lips had been detached from his face. “Sorry?”

    “Just say it, Commander.”

    That was the first time she’d used commander since the beginning of the conversation, so hopefully it meant that he hadn’t been demoted after all. “I’ll… see it through to the end.”

    “Good. Dismissed. You are already aboard, so I don’t need to tell you how the station functions. I do, however, expect you to fulfill every single one of your duties.”

    Yeah. Every single one of his duties. Not only was he a babysitter for the scientists, but day-to-day, to earn his Coalition paycheck, he’d be looking after the Academy unit.

    For years now, they’d had academies off Earth, the central training ground for the Coalition.

    This was their first station-based training program, though. It looked after everyone, from complete new recruits, to officers looking to upgrade their skills. And Kim would be part of that program. He’d cover the telekinetic implant division.

    With his skills, he should be out there, using those very same telekinetic implants to keep people safe. But—

    But indeed.

    Forest rose to her feet and snapped a salute. It was very clear that the conversation was over.

    He snapped a salute too. “Thank you for your time, Admiral.” He turned.

    She sighed. “Be careful what you wish for, Kim.”

    He paused, frowned, and turned over his shoulder. “Sorry?”

    “You want action. Be careful what you wish for.”

    He had no idea how to answer that. He settled for straightening. “I will do whatever it takes to save the Coalition and fly our flag where and when it needs to be flown.”

    She nodded. “That’s all I want to hear. Forest out.”

    The hologram of her flickered and disappeared. It left him standing there in the holographic bay, staring over at the receptors.

    He shook his head. For a second there, her speech had almost made him believe that this station was going to get interesting, after all.

    He laughed it off.

    He walked out of the door.

    It was just in time to see Jason racing toward it. “How are you going, buddy? Did she give you a ticket off here?”

    Kim sighed. He scratched the back of his head. Only he could do that. And no, it wasn’t a personal-space thing. It was an armor thing. He permanently wore a visor, but it was invisible. If you tried to hit him or even touch him, it would rebuff you. But his armor and fingers were programmed to move through it seamlessly. That’s right – seamlessly. To anyone who didn’t know what he was wearing, it would look as if he wasn’t wearing anything at all.

    Jason laughed once. “Good on you for trying. I wouldn’t have the courage to go up against Forest.”

    “She told me to be careful what I wish for,” he said as he crumpled his arms around his middle and laughed once.

    “What are you wishing for? Action? Me, I’m pretty happy with the station as it is. It’s cool to be on a trade route. And day by day, we’re making some of the most interesting discoveries of the Coalition.”

    “Really? Wouldn’t you rather be on an intergalactic mission?” he slowed that down and spat that out word by word.

    Jason looked at him and shrugged. “No. Pretty happy being on home soil. You, unlike me, haven’t been to the Scarax Galaxy. I’ll stick with the Milky Way for now.”

    “Yeah, but there are no surprises. I know every single thing that’s going to happen around here—”

    Someone came racing around the corner.

    He’d used one of the holographic bays close to the Academy hub. An ensign-under-training jolted around the corner, toast gripped in the corner of her mouth. Toast dripping in runny honey and peanut butter.

    She smashed into him, and the toast went flying.

    It fell on his visor.

    It flickered into life, revealing itself as the toast stuck to it.

    “Oh my God.” The ensign clapped her hands over her mouth and jolted back.

    Jason laughed and slapped his thigh. “God, case proved. You wanted a surprise. There’s one all smeared over your visor.” Jason leaned over, picked up the toast, and handed it to the ensign.

    Her hands still covered her mouth. “Aren’t you….”

    “Commander Starsmith, yes. And you are?”

    She winced back after accepting her toast. “I’m… I’m really sorry. I’m in a hurry.” She rushed past them without telling him her name.

    “Ensign—” he demanded in a curt tone.

    Jason slapped him on the shoulder, and a drop of peanut butter slithered off and fell onto the floor. He couldn’t stop laughing. “Just let her go. It was an accident. And it was worth every single second. You know, I’ve never seen a set of prototype, invaluable armor covered in breakfast before. This is almost a scientific experience. I should take notes. I should definitely take footage.” He grabbed his wrist device, yanked it up, and started filming the whole thing.

    Kim ground his teeth together, reached over, grabbed the wrist device, and pushed it down. “That’s enough of that.”

    “Come on, don’t be so grumpy. You got your surprise.”

    “Being barreled into by an ensign and having her breakfast thrown on my face is not what I’m here for.”

    “No. You’re here for a mission.” Jason frowned and looked at his watch. It was just as Kim got a message of his own.

    He didn’t need to look at anything. It was relayed neurologically. He heard it in his mind.

    “Commander Arson is sick with Harzian Influenza. His mission to Pop-Up World Gamma must go ahead. It is a required training session for our officer program. Lieutenant Jason Mathers and Commander Starsmith will take it in his place.”

    “There you go,” Jason said as he reached over and slapped Kim’s shoulder, “another surprise.”

    “Another training session. Who exactly does Zen think I am?”

    Jason looked at Kim seriously when he said that. A little too seriously. It was clear that the competent scientist was assessing Kim for any reaction.

    “What?” Kim growled.

    “Nothing. Just looking at your face, that’s all.”

    “Why are you looking at my face? We’ve known each other for years. You already know what I look like.”

    Jason chuckled strangely. “Yeah, but I just wonder what you feel like.”

    “Sorry?”

    “Come on, you wouldn’t be the only person on this station who has their sights set on Zen. From what I hear, however, she’s married to the job.”

    “Jason,” he warned. He did not drop this one. He couldn’t afford to.

    Zen was… Kim didn’t want to finish that sentence. Sorry, he had to. She was his commander. She looked after the entire station. She had a job to do, and so too did Kim. And they didn’t need any rumors getting in the way of that.

    “What did Forest tell you, again? That you needed to be here? That you had to see it through to the end—”

    “Jason—”

    “Yeah, okay. We better get prepped. That mission is heading out in five.”

    “Let’s head to the docking bay now, then. Exactly who’s going on this mission, anyway?” Kim grumbled.

    “You got the same message I did. Just look it up—”

    “Yeah, but I’m too busy stewing.”

    “Come on. This might not be as illustrious as some of the other missions you’re used to going on. But at least it’s something to do.”

    “Not exactly what I’m used to, though.”

    “You don’t know. Something interesting could happen down on the pop-up world.”

    “Pop-up World Gamma has been searched over for three years. There is nothing there.”

    “Yeah, but it only appeared three years ago. Before that, it simply didn’t exist. You know, sometimes I don’t think you appreciate just how strange the Edge is.”

    “In this galaxy, where we’ve been visited by aliens that act like gods and a great interdimensional enemy called the Force, the Edge is child’s play.” He said that definitively. He tilted his head back, and he marched forward.

    He’d been to Pop-Up World Gamma many times. He’d gone to all of the pop-up worlds.

    He’d stared right into the abyss at the verge of the Edge.

    And he knew, in his heart of hearts, there were no surprises to be had.

    But there was one thing Kim didn’t know – his heart.

    And now it was time to learn every little thing he could about it before it was too late.

  
    Chapter 2

    Ensign Amber Hart

    Oh crap. Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.

    She stood in the corridor, trying to get some time to herself, trying to go through what she had just done.

    That had been one of the most epic fails she’d ever—

    Okay, scratch that. That was a lie. Amber was always failing. But… really, she had thrown toast in the face of one of the most important soldiers on the station.

    Everybody knew about Kim Starsmith.

    He was an ex-intelligence asset. Now he was here, on the station, training them all and protecting the galaxy from the Edge.

    She, of course, had never met him before. She’d seen him in the corridors, but only from afar.

    So what had she done upon first meeting him? Why, she’d thrown peanut butter and honey all over his expensive visor.

    She slapped herself. It didn’t help any.

    Her watch vibrated. It reminded her she had to get to the hangar bay for class.

    Back down to Gamma, then?

    There were other pop-up worlds, but clearly they weren’t safe enough to send trainees down to.

    Sorry, she had to caveat that. Amber was part of the ensign program. She’d already gone through standard Academy training. She’d even done a small stint in a starship.

    She’d come here because she wanted more training.

    The only reason she’d managed to get here, however, was because of Professor Wrigley.

    Amber didn’t have the best scores at… anything much. She’d passed the Academy. And she’d certainly never had any complaints working on her starship.

    But she’d never had any commendations. The only thing you could say about her was that she eventually got the job done.

    But Professor Wrigley had always seen something in her that she had never seen in herself.

    He was her science teacher at the Academy. He’d moved to the station. And when she’d made a hopeful application to it, knowing she wouldn’t get in, he had surprisingly endorsed her.

    She was very much the least competent person here.

    She’d tried to hide that fact – then she’d, you know, thrown toast on Commander Starsmith.

    She winced again.

    Then she realized she had to get to the hangar bay. The only thing that could make this worse was missing her mission.

    There was only so much Wrigley could do for her.

    Her stomach rumbled. Great. She always made mistakes when she was hungry.

    She rushed down the corridor, and she almost banged into another person as she threw herself around the corner. This one was Commander Ralston.

    “If you need to rush, Ensign, at least do it carefully,” he growled.

    She placed her hands together in a praying position. “I’m very sorry, Commander.”

    “If you’re meant to be part of the pop-up world mission, I’d rush. You’ve got two minutes until it moves. It won’t stop and wait for you, Ensign.”

    Crap

    She rushed faster now.

    She made it to the hangar bay just in time. It was just as the doors were closing.

    She skidded to a stop at the back of her group, clamped her hands on her knees, and tried to find her breath.

    Then she pushed up.

    She wasn’t the tallest of people, so she couldn’t see who was at the front of the group.

    That was until people parted.

    “Whoever that was, you got here just in time. But it doesn’t change the fact you were almost late. You’re on scanning duty.”

    She might’ve only just run into him, literally, but she recognized the voice.

    She winced and touched her brow as the crowd parted more and she saw Starsmith.

    He also saw her.

    He’d already looked pretty angry, but now his lips twitched into a grim line.

    She wanted to wince back. Heck, she wanted to run and hide, but there was literally nowhere to go.

    The guy who’d been standing next to Starsmith when she’d thrown her toast all over him stood next to him now. He looked amused for a fraction of a second, then flinched as he got a knowing look in his eyes.

    That flinch better not be for her in sympathy for what was to come.

    “And you are?” Starsmith demanded. “Actually, never mind. You’re not particularly forthcoming with your name when you’re in trouble, are you? So I’ll look it up. Ah, Ensign Amber Hart. Now… how the heck did you get on this mission? You’ve got the worst grades out of anyone here.”

    Ouch. That was something she had tried to hide from everybody in her class. Okay, she’d failed. That wasn’t the point. He had no right to say that publicly.

    There were several mutters and several callous laughs.

    She looked to the side.

    Starsmith’s friend cleared his throat. “Unnecessary,” he mouthed.

    Clearly Starsmith thought it was necessary. “Hart, you should’ve struggled harder to get here on time. What exactly do you think you can bring to this mission, Ensign?”

    Amber winced again. Her stomach chose that exact moment to rumble. It was loud enough that everyone heard. She tried to ignore it, but Starsmith’s brows just compressed even lower. If they kept going like that, they’d drive his eyes off his face. But Amber imagined that they’d still glare at her, even as they rolled over the floor.

    He waited. Which meant that he needed an answer.

    She put a finger in her ear and waggled it, but it didn’t reduce her stress. So she clamped a hand behind her back and clenched it hard.

    “Are you going to answer, Ensign?”

    “I… always try my hardest,” she muttered.

    “What do you think everyone around you does? They try their hardest, but they also manage to eat, walk, and make it to class on time.” He made a point of cleaning down the front of his visor, even though it was spotless. It was strange. It didn’t look like he had a visor one second, but as soon as he touched it in a particular way, it became visible. His fingers slipped down the glimmering force field.

    His friend leaned in and said something to him.

    Starsmith didn’t look as if he was gonna let up, but fortunately one of the engineers supporting the mission walked over and spoke to him.

    Amber groaned.

    She had one friend in the world. Sorry, one friend on this cursed station. She hadn’t been the best at the Academy, but at least she’d been popular. Okay, popular was the wrong word. Popular was the word you would use for people like Starsmith. She had been… well, just a cadet. But she’d gotten by. She’d been kind, as competent as she could be, and relatively determined.

    But the station didn’t want relatively determined. It didn’t want kind and competent. It wanted the best of the best. Almost every single person here had been to E Club – the elite club run out of the Earth Academy that only gathered the best of the best. And the rest, like Amber? Not welcome.

    Her friend sidled up to her now.

    She touched her hand. She winced. “You’ll get through it,” she muttered.

    “Thanks, Roslyn.”

    “Just whatever you do, don’t get on his bad side again. I’ve heard he has a temper. He gets pretty shady with us in class whenever we don’t use our TI objects right.”

    Amber nodded. It wasn’t like she actually understood. Because to really get that example, she’d have to understand telekinetic objects. But she didn’t. She had completely failed to even begin to wield one at the Academy. That hadn’t been that much of an issue, because when she’d gone through, they hadn’t been a necessary class. They had waxed and waned from use in the Coalition for years now. Once, they had been prominently utilized. Then the Barbarians and Kore had found ways to manipulate them. They’d been redesigned after recent battles. And now they were used extensively again.

    If you asked Amber… maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. TI objects always gave her the creeps. There was something… wrong about wielding things with your mind. She couldn’t tell you exactly what that was, though. And if she mentioned her fears to somebody like Starsmith, he’d simply tell her that she was letting her fear get the better of her. Sorry, he’d probably scream that at her, then tell her to leave for everyone else’s sake.

    Not her point.

    That said, Amber didn’t know what her point was.

    Maybe she was just wasting time until Starsmith finally got distracted enough that he turned from her.

    As she walked toward the small ship that would take them down to the pop-up world, a tall Casian bumped into her shoulder. She recognized him. He’d been in her class at the Academy. His name was Hydranx. And he had been the head of E club during her year. “Doesn’t take long for people to read you, does it, Amber? You know, you could do us all a service and just leave. You’re pulling down our grades.”

    She wanted to snap at him that this wasn’t the Academy anymore. They weren’t graded in the same way. Their basic competency had already been proven. They were here for training that would make them better ensigns and officers for whatever missions they chose to go on in the future.

    This wasn’t about getting the maximum points. This wasn’t about being the so-called best of the best. This was just about everyone getting better so they could all do their jobs and protect the Coalition and its citizens.

    She gave that impassioned speech in her mind, but of course it went nowhere.

    Roslyn bit her lip and winced in sympathy.

    Everyone was soon loaded onto the transport.

    It was pretty small. It didn’t need to be big. The pop-up world was not far away at all.

    Pop-up worlds were, well, exactly what they sounded like. They popped up. As had the Edge.

    Amber didn’t really understand it that well.

    To be fair, there were a lot of smart people who thought they understood the Edge and where it had come from, but she got the impression that they ultimately had no clue, too. They just had fancier words to obscure their confusion with.

    The Edge was… other.

    It didn’t belong. And yet it had appeared, right at the Edge of the Milky Way. It was fortunately in Coalition space, meaning the Coalition alone could pry into its secrets.

    When the Edge had appeared, one by one over the next several months, worlds had started appearing in the same sector. The sector itself was empty. It was part of a no man’s land. Right at the edge of the galaxy, there wasn’t much there anyway.

    All that space, however, meant there was no issue as worlds popped up and disappeared.

    Pop-up worlds might sound a little quaint, but it’s what one of the itinerant traders who’d first discovered this area had called them, and it had stuck.

    You’d think a world popping up on the furthest reaches of the galaxy would be massive news. You’d think it would rewrite everything everyone knew about space and time.

    But the last several years of the Coalition’s history had been busy doing that anyway. Most people were distracted by the Scarax Galaxy and the new interdimensional missions that had been planned.

    The Edge, despite its mysteries, had become… well, yesterday’s news.

    It was a good place to train, however. It combined uncertainty with rapid new discoveries.

    Amber sat at the back of the transport with Rosalynn.

    The transport fortunately had its own seats, and it wasn’t one of those ones that just had benches on either side of the long hull. It meant she didn’t need to look at anyone except the back of the head of the guy in front of her.

    Her stomach grumbled again. She crumpled forward and locked a hand on it.

    “Did you get time for breakfast?”

    “Don’t ask me about breakfast.” She winced.

    “You weren’t running in the corridor eating toast again, were you? You ran into someone important, didn’t you?”

    “Are you a mindreader?”

    “No, but I’m a you reader. I feel like that’s an equally rare skill.” Roslyn clapped a hand on Amber’s shoulder.

    Amber winced more.

    It was a short trip down to the world.

    The station was located in between the Edge and the pop-up worlds.

    It took five minutes.

    Amber soon watched as they punched down through the nonexistent atmosphere of the pop-up world. Sorry – unnatural was probably a better word.

    It’d been simpler for the Coalition to partially terraform the world and create weather generators to lock oxygen in place than to equip everybody with armor and environmental suits. Amber still had one in her watch that could activate if she ever went into an environment that was dangerous, but the world itself now had a breathable atmosphere and was kept at a relatively nice temperature.

    “You know, I’m feeling lucky this time.” Roslyn crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat.

    “Lucky? Don’t talk to me about that,” Amber laughed.

    “I’ve got this feeling,” she tapped her stomach, “that I’m gonna find something big. What about you?”

    “I’ve got this feeling that for the whole mission, I’m just going to be scanning rocks and dust.”

    “You wouldn’t be the first. In fact, I heard of a cadet… when was it from? Years ago. She had the exact same mission on this planet called Remus 12. Then—”

    Roslyn never got to finish her story.

    They landed.

    God, it happened so quickly.

    “Everybody out,” Starsmith growled.

    “Where’s our usual teacher?” Amber asked. She tried not to do so loudly. She whispered it, but she forgot something. Not only did Starsmith have very powerful armor, but he did not like her very much.

    He whirled around just as he got to the open hatch door. “Sick. Why, you got a problem with me leading this class, Ensign Hart?”

    Amber froze.

    But again, he didn’t move on until she answered. Which meant it gave people ample time to stare at her and once more conclude that she was nothing but a useless waste of time.

    “No. I was just inquiring as to his health.”

    “How kind. Now hurry up. You haven’t forgotten your mission, have you?”

    “No, sir.”

    Everybody filed out.

    They stood on the barren dust of Pop-Up World Gamma.

    It was… just exactly like the other pop-up worlds. As far as Amber could tell. She’d gone on a few holographic tours of them. They were all pretty similar. They had rock and dust and… more rock and dust. They didn’t have any indication that they’d ever had water or any form of life.

    But the Coalition still ran missions down to them and still scanned them to within an inch of their existences. She got it. It was pretty useful training. But if there was a secret here, it would have already been found out thousands of missions ago.

    “I know you already have designated jobs to do, but now I’m running this, we’re gonna mess things up a bit. How many of you can wield TI objects? I’m thinking of running a pop-up session on this pop-up world,” Starsmith muttered.

    Every single hand went up – even the engineers’ hands went up. A lot of them looked thrilled, too. Fair enough. Starsmith was a legend.

    If you got the opportunity to train with him, you’d kick down doors to make it happen.

    Starsmith looked around. “Everyone… then. Apart from you, Ensign Hart. Doesn’t surprise me. Go scan rocks or something.”

    He chucked a scanner at her. She grabbed it. For a moment, she looked into his eyes. Darn, was he rude. She got it. He was a rising star. Or at least maybe he had been before he’d been given this mission.

    The point was, he was important and she wasn’t. But did he really have permission to treat her like this?

    She probably shouldn’t have stood so long staring at him so testily. He arched an eyebrow. “You have something to say?”

    “No.” She turned.

    She switched the scanner on.

    He laughed under his breath. “You’ve gotta turn it around the other way, unless you want it to scan you. I don’t imagine there are too many surprises there.”

    She took another step. She stopped.

    Roslyn winced at her.

    Amber was not one for confrontation. She had never and, until today, would never sass a superior, but where exactly did he get off?

    “Okay, moving along,” his friend said. “I’m Jason Mathers, by the way. I’ll also be running the session. We’ll head over there.” He pointed away from her.

    Amber decided to walk in the opposite direction. She walked, and she walked. She kept the scanner held in front of her. She was careful not to mutter a thing. For all she knew, Starsmith’s armor would be able to pick up her voice, even from all the way out here.

    That didn’t stop her from mouthing, “Damn bully.”

    She’d never met anyone quite like him. Quite possibly because all of the people she’d met at the Coalition were a heck of a lot more professional than him.

    What exactly was his problem?

    She repeated that to herself far too many times.

    She also walked in circles. It was pretty easy to do. There weren’t that many landmarks. She walked down a rise away from the transport.

    She thought she could hear where everyone was, though. There were an awful lot of grunts and mini explosions happening in the direction of the hill behind her.

    Presumably people would be wielding their TI objects and feeling like gods.

    Amber could’ve tried to practice harder with TI objects over the years. But as she’d already said, it never felt right.

    They were… there was a word she was looking for, but every single time she tried to find it, it always flitted out of her grip.

    As did the scanner.

    Out of nowhere, she dropped it. It wasn’t that her fingers twitched – the scanner just flew from her grip.

    It tumbled onto the ground. Fortunately it was a sturdy make, so as it rolled, it didn’t crack.

    She blinked.

    She reached over and plucked it up. “What the—”

    She took another step. Once more, it flew out of her grip. This time she was certain that she had not dropped it.

    Something had grabbed hold of it.

    She warily plucked it up now. Then she turned over her shoulder. Technically a strong TI practitioner would be able to control a scanner like this. There were a few magnetized molecules within it. It would help a practitioner – a very powerful one – to wield the scanner with their mind.

    It happened again. The scanner flew out of her grip. It tumbled over the ground.

    Amber frowned really hard now. “Is anyone out there?”

    Nobody answered.

    It couldn’t be Starsmith, could it?

    She’d already concluded that she had never met someone as unprofessional. So she wouldn’t put it past him to be hiding behind a rise somewhere, messing with her.

    She decided not to let him get to her.

    She clutched hold of the scanner as hard as she could this time. She took another step, but the scanner flew from her grip. She honestly tried to clutch it harder, but it just broke out of her grasp, hurting her fingers in the process.

    “Crap,” she swore as she grabbed her hand hard and winced.

    She looked down at the scanner. It started to vibrate on the spot.

    It moved back and forth as if somebody had attached it to a wildly shaking string.

    “What the—”

    She leaned down to touch it, but the dirt beneath it started to vibrate, too. Then it began to disappear downward.

    Amber was too gobsmacked by what was happening to realize something before it was too late. The ground was moving underneath her.

    At the last moment she tried to jolt to the side, and she managed it. She might not have the best combat skills, but she was still a functioning ensign. She understood the basic threats that space could pose.

    But the hole kept widening. She scrabbled back now, sweat clinging to her brow, her heart pounding.

    It didn’t matter.

    Just as she went to call for help, the hole swallowed her up.

    And Amber fell.

  
    Chapter 3

    Ensign Amber Hart

    She tumbled down. It felt like she would never stop.

    After the first heart-splitting second, she realized something horrifying. When she landed, she’d probably break something.

    There was a limit to what her wristwatch could do. While it had a rudimentary form of armor that could spring into place if the oxygen became too thin or she encountered something too hot or cold, it would not be able to protect her from a massive fall – which this was turning out to be.

    She let out a delayed scream. It seemed to bounce off walls that she couldn’t see.

    She just kept plummeting and plummeting in the darkness. God, how long would she fall for?

    She’d gone past the point of injuring herself. Which meant when she finally landed, she would die.

    As that struck her, she shrieked with all her might.

    Maybe the scream did something. Or maybe time finally caught up with her. Amber landed.

    Just before she did, it was like space inverted. Everything around her jolted to the side.

    She found herself staring face down at the floor.

    A floor that was obsidian, carved, and highly polished. And a floor that had no business being on a completely barren, untouched world like this.

    She was still floating a few centimeters above it, her arms spread. A single droplet of sweat slid off her nose and splashed onto the floor.

    Then whatever spell was keeping her aloft broke. She fell onto her face. It wasn’t enough that she hurt herself too badly, but she still groaned and warily pushed up.

    She staggered.

    It took her a while to find her feet.

    She’d convinced herself she would die, but now she was very much alive, her brain had to catch up to that fact.

    “Hello? Hello?” she muttered.

    Her voice echoed off the walls, but there was no one to answer.

    “Where the hell am I?” She shoved her nail into her mouth.

    She tasted dust. She pulled her finger out quickly.

    She also saw blood. It shimmered strangely.

    … She could see it.

    But… where was the light source down here?”

    She took another step, and she walked into something. It was the scanner, and it clattered forward a meter.

    She clutched it up.

    She quickly turned on the light source.

    It didn’t make any difference. She could still see just as fine. She turned it off.

    And again, she could see fine.

    “Where the… where the hell am I?”

    Amber suddenly rued the fact that she hadn’t heard the rest of Rosalyn’s story. She’d muttered something about a cadet coming across something important on a planet called Remus 12. Amber imagined that if she’d heard the rest of that story, she might have grounding for what was happening to her right now, because this made no sense at all.

    This planet had not just been scanned from the surface, but from space. And crews far more capable than her had done it. Whole teams of scientists had gone over this place with a finetooth comb, and they had found nothing. So what… what the hell was this place?

    She took another step forward. For her own peace of mind, she turned the light on in her scanner, and she kept it on.

    She inched forward.

    Her nose bled. A few little droplets splashed onto her front, and sure enough, they continued to shimmer strangely.

    Her scanner had lost a communication lock with the surface. There was no way to contact anyone. In other words, she was stuck.

    She was on her own, and no one had any idea where she was.

    “Don’t worry,” she muttered to herself very quietly. “You’ll be fine. At some point, Starsmith will come looking for you to snap at you again. He’ll see the hole,” she breathed, “and he’ll come down here. You’ll be fine.”

    She could say those words, but she could hardly make them true.

    She continued down that dark obsidian corridor.

    At one point, worryingly, her scanner dimmed.

    It meant the light flickered off.

    Again, she saw perfectly. And again, it freaked her out. She even slapped her face, though lightly. It did not suddenly make her eyes work normally.

    “Something… about this place isn’t right.”

    The understatement of the century. Every single thing about this place was wrong. It wasn’t just the strange, dull way her footfall echoed. Nor was it the energy in the air – the energy that made it feel as if she’d just walked into the heart of a thunderstorm.

    That she could see without any light was almost starting to become a side note, too.

    There was just this… sense.

    Amber walked until she reached a set of stairs. They led up. She paused.

    Should she just walk in the opposite direction? Shouldn’t she wait at the bottom of that shaft in case Starsmith came to save her?

    Yeah, that would be the sensible thing to do, so why was it that her feet started to take her upward instead?

    She couldn’t stop them.

    The gathering sense she’d spoken of before descended into her feet, and, one by one, forced her to climb the stairs.

    The sense only grew. Though grow was a very tame verb to describe what was going on. It started to gather like it was going to explode. The set of stairs was relatively short. She took to it quickly, and yet it felt as if she’d spent her entire life climbing it until finally, finally she was here.

    She walked into an open room.

    It had strange patterns on the walls. It took Amber so long to realize they almost looked like a form of communication.

    Nobody had found anything that looked remotely like written language on any object anywhere in Edge space.

    Amber would be the first.

    Shaking now, realizing not just the significance of
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