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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Darken series.
      

      

      When a sentient weapon arrives at the Academy and forms a bond with a no-hoper cadet, the Coalition is plunged into chaos.

      Jessica never wanted to join the Academy. A wayward teenager, she was forced to by a corrections judge after a petty-theft-gone-wrong. She plans to cruise her way to failure and dismissal. But plans change.

      When one night the lights go dark – across the whole Earth – Jessica is thrust into a wild adventure. She alone reaches – and defeats – an ancient, powerful weapon. It bonds with her, giving her extraordinary powers.

      But with great power comes greater enemies. Horatio Spencer quit the Coalition years ago after a botched intelligence mission. Now he works for the private sector contracting as a spy. When the powerful and influential Narex Group hires him to assess their competition, he runs into Jessica. His brief is simple – find the alien’s secrets and relay them to head office.

      His mission will not go according to plan. He’s soon sucked into helping Jessica control potentially the greatest weapon the galaxy has ever seen. If she can’t learn to control it, it’ll turn against the Coalition, then her friends, and finally, Jessica herself.
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    Darken Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Dusk was setting. I stared at it as I slung my bag over my shoulder, walked across the lawn, and ignored the students around me. Easy. I’d ignored my colleagues – and the entire Academy – since some judge dumped me here five years ago. You think I couldn’t keep ignoring them until the end?

    Challenge accepted.

    I ran my finger over my mouth, tapped my nail against my chin, and dropped my hand. I scooted in behind a group of the most popular cadets in fifth year. I’d be surprised if they even knew my name. While they reached for the stars, shining every day, I deliberately sat at the back of the class, as dark as a storm cloud. They knew what they wanted. Better yet, they had the skills to go out and get it.

    I knew what I didn’t want. And I lacked all skills other than perpetual surliness.

    My wristwatch beeped. “God, here we go,” I groaned. I ignored it, shoving my hand deeper into my pocket. In a few seconds, it’d buzz, the insistent nervous tingle racing up my arm into my elbow. If I kept ignoring it, it’d hijack my neural implant and speak directly to my brain.

    Ever since Lieutenant Bing – the man responsible for keeping me on the straight and narrow – gave me this device, I’d promised myself I’d ignore it. A friendly AI, Bing had said it’d be like a friend. Someone there to chat to me when I was ignoring my homework, crashing out of combat class, or skipping labs. It’d be there to nudge me on the shoulder. Or in this case on the wrist. You know, there to remind me I could do better?

    Fat chance.

    “You ready for the party tonight?” the tallest and prettiest of the fifth-year cadets in front of me whispered. A stage whisper, to be fair. Even the worst spy would pick her up miles away.

    “Ready? You know I was born ready. Sucks that all the weak cadets will be there, though.”

    “All of them? You’re forgetting the idiots who failed their mock exams.”

    “There’s no one in our class—”

    “Oh, yeah there is. You know… I can’t remember her name. Hessian or something?”

    My eyebrow rose up half a centimeter. “Jessica,” I mouthed behind them. It’d take a tornado or a Barbarian attack to get them to turn around and pay attention to me.

    I was a fly on the wall. No, a dirty spot beneath their boots. I was the thing you trampled and ignored. Weird they knew about me, though.

    The prettiest cadet clicked her fingers twice. “I get it. She’s got some inheritance she wants to go back to. Seriously, though, the least she could do is pretend to respect the Coalition. She doesn’t even bother to show up to most classes. I had a lab with her once. She knows absolutely nothing about security design. I don’t see why they want to keep her in the course. She’s got as much potential as a slime mold.”

    “Don’t be so cruel. Slime molds, over many millions of years, can evolve.”

    Ouch.

    I regripped my bag. As suspected, my wristwatch started to vibrate. Last warning. Soon it’d start chatting incessantly in my ear. It’d say friendly things like you’ve got this. Any cadet can improve. You just need to try.

    How about someone who didn’t wanna be here, who’d only stepped foot in the Academy because it was that or a detention center on a desert world far away?

    “I heard she’s the sole inheritor of one of the big multi-planet corporations. Her dear departed daddy decided she needed to grow a backbone. So he sent her to the Academy. All she has to do is get through 5th year. Then she can get her money and leave.”

    My eyebrow arched. Funny how people can invent the strangest stories in an information vacuum. I’d never told anyone a thing about me. The real facts about why I was at the Academy were privileged. So these bozos had just made up what they thought felt right.

    The pretty cadet hissed. “If you can’t even be bothered to pretend you’re here to protect other people, you should just leave.”

    She turned. She looked right at me. Here we go. Not that much of an idiot, huh? I’d be surprised if one of the kids with the best combat scores in fifth year didn’t know her enemy was tracking her.

    I stopped half a meter away, faked a smile, then threw a salute. “Better go spend my inheritance.”

    “Or just leave the course.” She crossed her arms. We were striding over the lawn between the five Academy towers. I was headed to the accommodation block. Judging by the holographic E on her breast, she was a member of E Club, the elite cadet unit that provided extra training, access to admirals, and some serious back-patting. If you weren’t arrogant when you walked into the first E Club meeting, you'd ooze it by the time you left. Suffice to say, they weren’t my people.

    “Are you going to enjoy the time wasted studying for your mock up exam?” she asked, voice hard.

    “Define enjoy? To enjoy it, I’d have to do it, right?”

    “The Academy has given you so many chances.”

    “But like I said, I’m super keen to spend that massive inheritance of mine,” I laughed. I turned my head up and stared at the sky.

    What had I inherited? A big mouth, granted. A twisted sense of adventure as well. How about skills? No. How about a strong sense of morality, or something that could knit me to the Coalition’s cause? While these kids only saw heroes, I saw a messy institution too big to fully understand what it was doing. Bits of the Coalition operated invisible to the rest. Who even knew what it stood for anymore? And as cadets training in the elite program that fed the Coalition its soldiers, officers, and scientists, we should really know what we were signing up for.

    “Do you want me to tell Lieutenant Bing you have absolutely no intention of studying tonight?” she snarled.

    I shrugged. “Go ahead. You can also tell him about my inheritance. Maybe we can split it 50-50.”

    She didn’t laugh. She rolled her eyes then got that look I’d seen plenty of times. It telegraphed I wasn’t welcome here. Guess what? I’d never been welcome anywhere.

    Lanky, awkward, with a long nose, wide eyes, and an unsettling smile, I’d once been described as a grinning ghost.

    It helped that I'd once snuck around a hell of a lot. What happens when you don’t fit in? You find other ways to get by. Ways that include stealing, joyrides, and stupid adventures that get you stuck in academies for five years.

    I tried not to think of the incident that landed me here. It rose anyway. I could still smell my excitement and taste the adrenaline tingling on my tongue. After a long day of doing nothing and hoping for even less, I'd decided to go for a joyride. I’d already staked out some old guy’s hoverbike garage. I’d snuck in, disabled the lackluster security, and stolen a bike. I just hadn’t expected the guy to be there.

    He'd had a heart attack on me. I’d watched his eyes bulge. Then he’d collapsed like a tree struck by a laser blast. And what had I done? With my feet on the bike and my hand on the hover button, I should’ve shot past him. That wouldn’t be murder, right?

    No. It wasn’t murder, because I’d immediately provided first aid and got him to hospital. And what had he given me in return?

    This. Five interminable years of hell. Turns out he was an ex-admiral. When it’d gone to court, the judge had given me a plea bargain. I could either go to detention for several years, or join the Academy. My past would not be mentioned. No one would be able to access my file. I’d get a new chance, as he called it. The thing about new chances is you have to take them. I wasn’t hungry. Hell, I lacked motivation so much, I was surprised I got out of bed in the morning.

    The pretty cadet strode up to me, easily cutting the distance between us. She was a good three inches shorter. Her commanding presence made up for it. A future admiral, then?

    And I was just a future space bum. I smiled. It was neither nervous nor full of mirth. A quick, twisted flick of my lips, and that’s it. “This is the bit where you try to bully me out of the Academy, is it? Honestly,” I sighed, “I wouldn’t bother. I’ve got days left as it is. Go enjoy your party. Have fun. Let your hair down. Imagine what it’s gonna be like when you own this galaxy. See ya.” I whistled as I walked past.

    “And you can imagine what it’s gonna be like when you’re rotting in some space bar, fantasizing about what you could have been if only you tried.”

    I took one step. I stopped. My eyes scissored up to the midline. I stared ahead. My left jaw joint twitched once.

    Then my watch finally got bored of me ignoring it. “This is not a friendly interaction. You should try harder. People tend to react better when you do not bait them,” my watch said. It wasn’t ironic. It couldn’t understand irony. That wasn’t programmed into its parameters.

    Nobody else could hear the voice. It was relayed directly to my neural implant.

    I exhaled. “Have fun, girls. Remember, this is your last chance to let your hair down before—”

    “What? Before I sacrifice myself for the Coalition? Before I do something worthwhile and live a life with meaning? You know what one of those is?”

    I paused. “No,” I answered honestly.

    “You’re a no-hoper, Cadet Jessica Lissette.”

    I laughed. “Well aware.” I walked away.

    My watch buzzed. “That interaction could have gone better. You currently do not have the trust of your fellow students. This isn’t ideal.”

    I laughed. I wasn’t a complete newbie. I didn’t reply aloud. With a specific compressing movement that felt like I squeezed down on my brain stem, I accessed the neural coms, and muttered, “Gee, if I’d had you from the beginning, I’d be friends with everyone by now.”

    “You have me now. You can’t change the past.”

    I cut in, “But I can change the future? You know, anyone can. Even a butterfly flapping its wings over the Amazon. By merely existing, breathing, and failing the Academy, I’ll be changing it, don’t you worry.”

    “The Academy requires your effort. Especially at this time—”

    “At one of the most tumultuous times in galactic history? A period of wars, instability, and constant invasions?”

    “You are aware of your galactic circumstances. It may feel like you can’t do anything, may feel like the problem is far too large for you to personally solve. You don’t have to. You simply have to be—”

    “A shiny cog in someone else’s machine.” I decided to ignore the wrist device. I could only think of so many ironic comebacks before dinner.

    I reached the accommodation block, strode through the echoing lobby, entered one of the lifts, and took it to the right level.

    I strode into my apartment.

    My roommate, Michelle, stood there in heels, a sequin dress, and an expression that said go away. If you thought you couldn’t wear an expression, you hadn’t met Michelle.

    She crossed her arms. “Lieutenant Bing contacted me.”

    “Great, thanks for letting me know.” I dumped my bag. I walked to the recalibration unit that could make snacks, meals, and small objects like training cubes. It could not, however, manufacture a hoverbike to let me leave this living hell in style.

    My fingers darted over the panel. I paused. What should I eat for dinner? In my current mood, I wanted a bowl of ice cream and biscuits. Order one of those in front of Michelle, and her expression would darken even more.

    “Do you know how pathetic it is that you need other people to push you, Jessica?”

    Here we go. Most of the time she called me Cadet Lissette, keeping me at arms-length. She only deferred to my real name when she wanted to make a point.

    She crossed her arms and tapped her heel. “You know you’ll never amount to anything. I don’t even know why I’m bothering. Bing is only trying one last time in the hopes you’ll finally do something.”

    “Bowl of ice cream, extra biscuits,” I grunted at the calibration unit.

    A flash of light indicated it was hard at work making me pointless, empty carbohydrates for dinner.

    I crossed my own arms. I can’t say I felt any anger. Nor was this a defensive position. It was more comfortable.

    “You lie to yourself, Jessica. You’ve done it from day one. I don’t know what better offer you’ve got out there. Wait. You don’t have one. This is it. Look around. You didn’t try to make friends. You didn’t try at all. And soon enough, it’ll be gone for good. Now, you could study. You could try to lift your socks up. But you’re not going to. At least tell Lieutenant Bing I tried.” She walked out.

    I locked my lips together. I stared at the calibration unit as it finished. With a buzzing ping, the door swung open.

    My wristwatch buzzed. “That interaction could have gone better.”

    Casting my eyes to the ceiling, I rolled them. “Pretty much any interaction could go better. There isn’t some perfect way to live, you know.”

    “I can read by your tone you’re thinking about yourself. No one is asking for perfection, Jessica.”

    “They just want me to try. What if I were to tell you that I can’t try? I don’t feel it. It’s just not in me. I didn’t choose to be here.” Not wanting to get emotional, I grabbed my ice cream, snatched up a spoon, leaned against the central bench, and stared at the window.

    Night had set. We were high up the accommodation tower. There was nothing much to see.

    Hugging my ice cream against my chest, I strode over to our main lounge room window. The couch was directed away from it. My roommate’s choice. She preferred staring at her friends, not the view.

    Because I absolutely lacked even a hint of a friend, I preferred the view.

    I paused, my chocolate-ice-cream laden spoon halfway up to my mouth. I waited for my wristwatch to say the next smartest thing – sorry, the next programmed thing. If you can’t make friends, try harder. If you don’t have the motivation to succeed at the Academy, try harder. If you can’t pass your combat exam because it doesn’t feel right, try harder.

    If only life were that easy.

    But the Academy wasn’t built for people like me. Where everyone else saw opportunities, I saw a vacuum of instability. Who knew how long it’d last?

    I finally shoved my spoon in my mouth only for my hand to flinch and drop. The spoon tumbled out of my grip and thwacked onto the carpet.

    “Holy hell.” An unimaginable stab of pain sliced from one temple to another. I staggered down to a knee. It was searing. Buzzing blared in my head—

    Then it abruptly stopped.

    I staggered up to my feet. “What the—”

    I stared across at the view before me.

    One by one, in an unstoppable wave, the power went out. It started behind the Academy. It was situated between a city and a glittering bay. Our window captured both sides.

    The city had its own power supply. The Academy had multiple backups. Heck, it had backups upon backups. The power couldn’t go out here—

    So tell me why the wave reached the Academy and kept going?

    The command tower went down first, then the teaching block, then finally the accommodation block, too.

    It was a light night, though. The moon was out.

    It did not matter. For as the lights turned off with a failing, weak buzz, everything became dark.

    No. Pitch, pitch black.

    I pushed myself against the back of the couch. It was the only reason I didn’t fall to my knees. “What the… what the hell?” I waved a hand in front of my face. I detected the movement. That was it.

    Nothing could be this dark. This was the Academy. If this was a simple power loss, they’d get the generators running in seconds.

    This was no simple power loss.

    The window was right in front of me, just 30 centimeters away. I spent a lot of time here leaning against the couch staring out at the view. You’ve gotta get your kicks somewhere, right?

    I straightened, locked my hips, and pushed forward. I tumbled but fell against the glass. It was strong and reinforced with internal shields. Even if I struck it with all my force, I wouldn’t fall through it.

    I slid my hands down it. I angled my face toward it. I instinctively knew where the moon was tonight. Up and to my left. I couldn’t see a thing. No stars, no celestial bodies, none of the satellites that permanently surrounded Earth. Hell, a big dreadnought class ship was currently in a geosynchronous orbit with the Academy. It should be lit up. It wasn’t.

    One last pathetic time, I swiped my hand in front of my face. Nothing.

    I twisted, keeping close to the glass, and locked my back against it.

    One word snapped into my head like a ball bearing from a catapult. “Attack.”

    This must be an attack.

    I straightened.

    A jolt of adrenaline – different from what I usually felt – chased through my bloodstream. I hadn’t experienced anything like this in a while. It took me right back to that day when I jumped off my hoverbike, sank to a knee, and saved that old admiral’s life.

    “Computer? Computer? Crap, nothing’s running, is it?” Following the window, I soon reached one of the apartment’s input panels. I touched it. Nothing happened.

    I balled a hand into a fist and struck it hard against the wall. I heard the thump. I saw nothing.

    My mind started to go through the possibilities of what could produce an attack like this. It could be the Barbarians. I doubted it. What about one of the Coalition’s new intergalactic enemies?

    Who knew?

    Statistically we didn’t have a chance. Which meant I should stay exactly where I was. I had a bowl of ice cream on the ground somewhere. I could find it and chew on chocolate and vanilla, waiting for some alien to shove a high-powered rifle against my head and pull the trigger.

    Instead, I carefully followed the wall to the door.

    It was down. All electricity would be off across the Academy. You could still use the manual release.

    I followed the door’s seam down to the left. There, I found a small, shiny panel. I pushed the bottom until something clicked. I threw the panel to the side, grabbed the manual release catch, and twisted it to the left. I needed to pump it three times to get enough force to open the door. Even then, it was only a crack. I felt it. The air pressure in the room changed.

    I squeezed my fingers over, grabbed the gap, and with a grunt, opened it.

    I scraped my watch on the door on the way past.

    “Power is down,” my annoying AI pointed out.

    I jolted. “All power is down. Why aren’t you down?”

    “Lieutenant Bing provided me with my own separate shielded power source.”

    I blinked. “What, why?”

    “He believed you would try to turn me off. He took precautions to ensure that you couldn’t.”

    I laughed and palmed my hair from my face. Then I gestured at the darkness. “Got any ideas?”

    “In a situation like this, you should stay in your room. Trust that the Academy will find a solution.”

    I snorted, ignored the AI, and walked down the corridor, one of my hands on the wall. I tripped on someone. The guy groaned. I don’t know how I knew, but I could tell he’d broken something. Maybe my foot had squelched in blood from his leg. Maybe it was the exact specific nature of his moan. I plunged down to a knee. I found his shoulder and shook it. “What happened?”

    “The lights went out.”

    I laughed harshly. “Yeah, they sure did. I care more about what happened to you.”

    “I don’t know. I freaked out.”

    “You felt that pain, right? In your head, just before the lights went out?”

    “What? No. Everything went dark. So freaking dark. I fell over. I was carrying a heavy machine back to my apartment. I think it struck my knee.”

    I followed the guy’s shoulder down to his knee. Yeah. It was mashed up. A jagged bone poked out. “You can’t stay here. Which one’s your apartment?”

    “No clue. Shouldn’t we just wait until help arrives?”

    He couldn’t see me, but I stared right into his face. It was easy enough to tell where it was from the direction of his breath. “We’re trained, Cadet. We’re trained in case help doesn’t arrive.”

    “But help will arrive—”

    “Then I’ll make you comfortable in my apartment, sit you down on the couch, and strap your leg until they get here.”

    “Who are you, anyway? E Club, right?”

    I kept my lips locked together.

    My AI didn’t interrupt. Perhaps it thought I was making friends.

    If this cadet found out who I really was, he'd jolt, run, and knock himself out on the door. You didn’t accept help from idiots like me.

    I successfully navigated back to my apartment. It helped that I knew it like the back of my hand. I got him to the couch.

    A thin cotton throw sat on the armrest. I grabbed it, yanked off a strip, and tied it around his knee. There was blood. Not too much, though. He’d live. I walked past him. He managed to grab my wrist. “Where are you going? Help’s…” he trailed off.

    “Not here yet,” I voiced his concerns. “I’m going to see what’s happening. Stay here. It’s not like you can go anywhere else.”

    “Good luck, Cadet.”

    I took a step and paused. That was the first time someone had called me cadet without gushing irony.

    I walked back into the corridor. I was more confident now. Yeah, it was dark. The corridor’s general lay out hadn’t changed.

    “It is recommended you return to your room,” the AI said.

    “If it’s so recommended, why don’t you just stop me? Can’t you create variable force fields? You could hold me in place with one. Come to think of it, can’t you access my neural implant and give me an infrared feed of the corridor?” I stopped.

    “Theoretically. In practice, no to both options.”

    My brow compressed with a twitch. “Because you don’t want to?”

    “Because I can’t. I can operate on a basic program that simply allows me to talk to you. I cannot influence anything else.”

    “And why not? If Lieutenant Bing gave you a shielded power source, you should still have all of your usual abilities.”

    “I cannot answer. Other than this seems to be more than a blackout.”

    I clicked my fingers. “Sophisticated jamming field, then? I can’t feel anything.” I swiped at the air. “Jamming fields usually leave this faintly electric tingle in the air.”

    “This does not seem to be technology the likes of which the Coalition has ever encountered.”

    Wow. What an ominous statement.

    I reached the lift. There was no power. How did I think I’d ride it?

    One of the good things about sneaking around for most of my life was I knew exactly how to navigate through an elevator shaft.

    Fortunately for me, the lift doors were open a crack. My guess was someone must have left them just before the blackout. I shoved my fingers in, grunted, and battled the locking mechanism. It took one push to overpower it.

    I strode into the elevator. I reached out, oriented myself, then dropped to a knee. I felt my way down the main panel until I found a little latch. I pressed it, opened it, and grabbed another manual release. With a quick twist, it unlocked the access panel in the ceiling.

    “You should not clamber around in the dark,” my AI said.

    “So what do you do in the dark? Just sit there and wait for the Coalition’s enemies to sneak up and shoot you in the head?”

    “That is an assumption.”

    I gestured, laughed, reached the railing at the back of the lift, and used it to climb up to the ceiling. I had the height to easily reach up and palpate the smooth metal until I struck the open latch. I grabbed the edge, swung my legs out, and did a chin-up. I managed to climb up through the gap and onto the top of the elevator.

    “You are more athletic than you seem, Jessica.”

    “It just means that five years haven’t atrophied my muscles, that’s all.”

    “Are you suggesting you were more active before you joined one of the galaxy’s most rigorous training programs?”

    I thought back on my hazy teenage years. Yeah. I was more active back then. Running from the law, running from my adopted parents, running from everyone.

    It takes a lot of grunt to be that determined to flee your life.

    The elevator shaft smelt of gear lubricant and stale air.

    “You should not randomly touch things,” the AI said.

    “How else will I get out of here? It’s not like I’ll electrocute myself,” I laughed dryly. “This is getting boring, anyway.”

    “Then curl up for a nap.”

    “… In an elevator shaft?”

    “The best thing you can do now is stay still and wait for help.”

    “What’s getting boring is I don’t have a name for you.”

    “I am an integrated personal assistant—”

    “Penny.”

    “Excuse me?”

    I clicked my fingers. “You’re called Penny from now on. Reminds me of a bossy teacher I had back in fifth grade.”

    “Was the teacher simply trying to push you onto the straight and narrow and do what was best for you?”

    I laughed. “Yes, it didn’t work, though. Should’ve read the writing on the wall.”

    “As should you. You should stay where you are and wait for help,” Penny reiterated. At least it was an AI. Her tone was even without a hint of sarcasm or anger. By now Lieutenant Bing would be pulling his hair out.

    “Why are you so keen for me to sit still? You think I’m not up for it?”

    “I think this is an extraordinary situation.”

    “So it’s better to wait for extraordinary people to fix it? You see any walking the corridors?”

    “No. We’re inadvisably in an elevator shaft.”

    I laughed. I thumbed the sweat from my nose. Then I went straight back into my old mode. True, I’d never done this in the dark. I sure had done it in dim-light environments.

    When I’d run from my adopted parents the last time, I’d left a locked apartment by heading into the lift shaft and climbing down it. They were shielded these days. You couldn’t touch the wrong thing and get electrocuted.

    Some people couldn’t stomach it. I’d always felt slightly alive whenever I did things like this.

    Only slightly.

    The lift took up the entire shaft. There wasn’t a gap. That would produce too much wind shear. It’d change the pressure too. Multiple lifts serviced the same shaft anyway. You might get a situation where one with an open door changed position, or air blasted out of it into some poor, surprised cadet’s face.

    So how exactly was I planning to get out of this shaft? If I climbed up, I’d just find another elevator.

    The actual shafts weren’t just one straight line. They connected to one another. The elevators moved around them in a logical clockwise fashion. But they did it so quickly that no matter where you were, you’d get to your destination in a single second flat.

    “This is a waste of your time,” Penny warned.

    “You think I should be licking half-melted ice cream instead?”

    “You should offer comfort to the injured cadet. Perhaps you could learn something.”

    “About wasting time in critical situations. I don’t need any lessons. Five years of doing nothing has taught me how to do that one pretty well.”

    I reached the right area on feeling alone. Surprising how tactical some memories can become. You repeat them enough, and your body can enact them even in the dark.

    I stood, ran my fingers up the shaft wall, and paused when I caught the right catch. There we go.

    All elevator shafts had access tunnels. There were multiple reasons. If something happened in the shaft and the doors locked, you’d need to reach the elevators to get people out. It was just maintenance, too.

    I opened the catch, dropped the grating down on the elevator with a bang, and clambered into the shaft.

    “You have certainly gotten a surprising distance in the dark. How exactly do you intend to get down to your destination? Which I am assuming is the lobby,” Penny asked.

    “We’ll begin with the lobby.”

    “Where do you plan to go?”

    I paused. I locked my lips together. If this really were an invasion, they’d head to the command building.

    My lips twitched. “Did you feel anything just a second before the lights went out?”

    “I’m incapable of feeling.”

    “And playing along, apparently. Look, did you feel anything? Did you go offline? Did you sense anything?”

    “For one second, I was not active.”

    I clicked my fingers. “You went offline. Me, my head filled with enough pressure it felt like my brain would pop.”

    “You’re saying this like it’s a good thing.”

    “Look,” I wiped the sweat off my top lip as I crawled down the small access space, “this might sound crazy, but I’m pretty sure I heard something just before the lights went out.”

    “You were in intense pain. It’s more rational to assume your brain just threw up random images and sounds. It is not uncommon to hallucinate in situations like that. We also do not know what the nature of this blackout is. It could have some kind of psychic element.”

    “It wasn’t psychic. Look, I think I heard some… hiss, maybe? It came from the direction of the Command tower.”

    “You’ve made a series of dangerous assumptions.”

    I laughed. “Sorry, dangerous? You want dangerous?” I gestured back toward the elevator shaft. “Dangerous is sitting around doing nothing. Sure, assumptions can sometimes get you into trouble. Inaction will always screw you over.”

    Penny paused three seconds before adding, “I’m glad to see you’ve finally learned that lesson.”

    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t make me ignore you, Penny.”

    “You have a history of ignoring those who try to help you.”

    “Now I’m trying to help myself.”

    “What about the cadet you took to your room and attended to? Did you help him for yourself?”

    “This conversation is getting boring, Penny. Concentrate on a way to turn the lights back on.”

    “With no clue what’s happening, that’s impossible.”

    I clicked my fingers. “So why don’t we concentrate on a way to get into the command building to figure out what’s going on. It’s impossible to solve something if you have no clue what you’re up against.”

    Remarkably, Penny remained quiet.

    I didn’t know this service tunnel. I did know I needed to be careful. There’d be ladders leading down through the levels. The last thing I wanted to do was nosedive down one. I soon found a gap, grabbed a ladder, and descended. I repeated that until I reached the ground floor.

    I didn’t need Penny to tell me to stop descending. I could count levels in my head.

    I instinctively navigated to a corridor and soon exited into the lobby. It was weird standing. My back creaked.

    The lobby was usually light-filled. The front wall was just windows. I felt air whistling through the open doors. Someone must’ve been walking through them when they lost power.

    “Anyone here?” I snapped.

    I took a step. I ran into some guy’s back. Before I fell on top of him, I rolled. I came up to the side of the guy, grabbed his face, and shook him. “You okay, buddy?”

    No response.

    I tapped his cheek. He was out but thankfully breathing.

    “What do you think knocked him unconscious?” I asked Penny.

    “Unknown. There may be others.”

    There were. I found at least ten other comatose cadets.

    Pressure and nerves built inside me. So I just let them build.

    I shoved my hair behind my ear and strode out onto the grass.

    “You should really stop. You don’t know what you’re up against,” Penny tried.

    “Is that fear I hear in your voice?”

    “Lieutenant Bing programmed me with limited emotional depth.”

    I laughed. “Because he didn’t want you to get frustrated at me, right? I thought you were meant to be my electronic friend.”

    “I’m here to advise you. But you seem to be ignoring me.”

    “I’m not ignoring you. And even though you can’t appreciate this, sitting around and doing nothing won’t solve anything right now. The Academy…” I trailed off.

    I closed my eyes. For a flash, I almost saw my parents. An airlock blasted open behind them, and they were sucked into space, never to be found.

    I shook the memory off like a dog trying to dry itself after jumping in the Pacific.

    I jumped down the last step and pushed off across the grass. I found other cadets. They were out of it. None of them were too injured. I think maybe one guy had broken his wrist. It was at the wrong angle.

    No head injuries, no bullet wounds, and not much blood. They'd just blacked out. It was like the same thing that'd taken the electricity from the Academy had taken their minds, too.

    “Jessica, you won’t reach the command building. You will presumably fall over.”

    “Thanks for that vote of confidence. I’m not too far away. Just… here,” I grunted. I found the right steps and clambered up them. The doors were wide open. A guy had collapsed across the threshold. I grabbed him, touched his face, felt his breath, and stood. Then I strode into the command building. I had a love-hate relationship with this place. Sorry, remove the love bit. I detested it. It stood for everything I wasn’t.

    Now I was the only one left standing in it.

    “I know this is pointless, Penny, but can you sense anything?”

    “My scanners are off-line. The only one of us who can sense is you.”

    Great. I took a step. From memory, I knew where the stairs were. Just to my left.

    I should head up. Maybe I could find an officer or a soldier or someone who was awake. I needed directions, right?

    Right. But I didn’t need external directions – just a place to head toward. My foot came down. Blasting pain seared through my brain.

    I didn’t stagger this time. I locked a hand on my knee, bent forward, and opened my mouth wide. Then I winced and closed it. I stood straight. It only lasted for a few short seconds.

    “Penny… you feel that?”

    “I momentarily went off-line.” Penny’s voice wasn’t as chipper as usual.

    I laughed dryly and clicked my fingers. “Yeah. So did I.”

    “We should return to the apartment,” she said more insistently.

    “No.” I wiped a little saliva off my bottom lip. “We’re going… down.”

    “Why? That’d take us to the command building basements. You do not have the permission to enter them.”

    “Look, I might be the worst cadet here. I still know about the legendary basements. That’s where the Coalition runs all their most important experiments, right? If we're being attacked, where do you think our enemies will go first?”

    “There’s nothing you can do—”

    “Except to remain conscious. Have you found anyone else who is conscious apart from that guy I put on the couch?”

    “No. That may not mean anything. Perhaps your level of the Academy block was harder to attack. That would account for why you and he weren’t knocked out.”

    “Sure. But I just encountered another one of those searing hot blasts of pain. It didn’t knock me out.”

    “That doesn’t mean anything.”

    I laughed. “You’re talking to the Coalition’s greatest no-hoper. Nothing means much to me. But this, this does mean something.”

    It was stupid, but I stepped backward. Again, searing pain shot through my brain. This time I treated it more objectively. It had this kind of drag to it, a direction, if you will. It led down.

    I shoved forward. It took seconds for Penny to come back online. “This is dangerous.”

    “Breathing is dangerous. It introduces oxygen to your bloodstream, which oxidizes your cells.”

    “That is ephemeral. There is some… force in this building.”

    “Yeah, there is. Let’s go say hi.”

    You couldn’t just walk down into the basements. You had to take the elevators. And you needed to be coded to them.

    Ah, but they had shafts. Which were no longer shielded. I repeated exactly what I did in the accommodation block. I soon found myself standing on the basement’s first level.

    I’d heard about the place but never been here.

    “Underwhelming, isn’t it?” I quipped.

    “You can’t see anything.”

    I laughed. “Guess that’s why it’s underwhelming. Doesn’t smell fancy, though.”

    “You have an unfortunate habit of trying to quip in dangerous situations. It wastes your breath and—”

    “Tries your patience?” I grinned.

    “I have no patience.”

    I laughed. “Figures.” I stopped laughing. With my arms outstretched, I slowly walked through the dark. I encountered comatose officers. I felt the pips on their collars. They were all breathing.

    With another step, more pain blasted through my brain. I didn’t even let it stop me this time. I walked straight through it.

    It took 30 seconds for Penny to come back online. “If you keep going like this, I’m afraid I will stop working.”

    “I don’t think you can.”

    “Evidence suggests otherwise.”

    I shook my wrist. “You’re attached to me. When I walk through one of those pain points – because I don’t know what else to call them – I think it momentarily turns you off. But I walk through them.” I demonstrated by lifting my leg and kicking it back and forth. “It’s taking longer for you to come back online, true. But as long as you stick with me, I think you’ll be fine.”

    “Clearly not. You appear to be taking us towards something.”

    Penny was right. Back in the accommodation tower, I’d complained the air wasn’t buzzing. Powerful jamming fields altered the atmosphere. They charged it. It wouldn’t electrocute you, but you’d feel it like too much static was building in the room.

    As I walked down the long, wide corridor, the air started to crackle.

    “We’re nearing something,” I grunted pointlessly.

    “Statistically, it’s death.”

    “Penny, I thought Lieutenant Bing programmed you to be my friend. He didn’t tell you to be sassy.”

    “I have an adaptive program. Though this may sound cruel, you—”

    “Bring the worst out of people. I know.” I dragged my nails across my collar, scratched my skin until I left red marks, then followed the corridor down further into the basement. I crossed eight more of those pain points.

    Penny took longer to get back online. She reliably returned to me, though.

    The air now crackled so wildly, the front of my fringe started to lift.

    “This could very well be suicide,” Penny warned one last time.

    I couldn’t answer.

    I knew I was coming up to something important. A part of me told me to turn around and run. The other part….

    I hated the Academy and everything it stood for. I’d never put my hand up to be a so-called protector. I’d seen what the Coalition could do to you if you were too softhearted. They'd done the same thing to my parents.

    But even if no one wanted to accept this, sometimes I did have a strong sense of survival. You just had to push past my lack of motivation.

    This blackout had done it.

    I encountered one last pain point. This one tried to knock me out. I fell to my knees. The agony was so intense.

    I can’t tell you what got me out of it. I just pushed to my feet and staggered forward.

    For a few seconds, I thought I’d fall. Then I wiped the drool off my chin and entered a room.

    I’d seen nothing ever since the lights went out. But a small ball the size of a Christmas decoration pulsed a meter in the air. I couldn’t tell you what the room was. I imagined it was a large lab. There’d be equipment everywhere, probably scientists too. None of that mattered. The pulsing ball took my attention and held it.

    One last step.

    The orb twisted toward me. It was the same on all sides. I swore it possessed a face, some front it used to stare at me with. And I had never been so thoroughly seen in my life.

    I paused, one foot in the air, breath trapped in my chest. I stared back.

    “A contender,” the orb said. It lacked a mouth. The voice still originated from it. It echoed around me. It even changed the air currents. My fringe fluttered over my face, and a shot of cold dread scissored down my spine.

    I squeezed my hand into a fist. “I don’t know what you are and what you’re doing to the Academy, but stop.”

    “I am an opportunity, a boon. I am a weapon the likes of which this small civilization has never seen. And I could be yours. If you can rise victorious from my challenge.”

    My lips twitched. “Is this some kind of game?”

    “This is a test.”

    “I always fail those. Look….” I clenched my teeth, my brain pointing out I wasn’t trained for this. Literally anyone at the Academy would do a better job. “I don’t know how you got here, and I don’t know what you want—”

    “You are a contender. The challenge will begin.”

    “Challenge? What are you talking about?”

    A blast of light broke away from the orb. It hovered in the air, glowing brightly, then shot toward me. I lurched back.

    It didn’t skewer me. It twisted around, formed a hilt, and paused above my hand. “What the hell is this?” I hissed.

    “If you can defeat me, you can have me.”

    “Have you?” I paused before I asked what the hell this thing was. It’d already told me. A freaking superweapon.

    This could not be happening.

    The orb did not waste time. It lengthened, changing shape until it looked like a sprite. It glowed this beautiful red-blue. Stare at it too long, however, and it’d stab me through the heart. It leapt toward me and brought its sword down toward my chest. Instinctively, I yanked my own sword up.

    It moved like it was a part of me.

    Our swords didn’t clang. They weren’t made out of metal. Sparks spewed in every direction.

    Penny smartly remained silent. But this was a great time to point out she’d been right. I should’ve stayed on my couch and not snuck into the command building.

    The creature came at me again. Somehow I instinctively parried. “You are good,” it said.

    If by good, it meant I was still alive, then fine.

    I couldn’t defeat this thing. I couldn’t predict what it’d do next.

    I was failing combat. I just couldn’t read my comrades. My lack of motivation came into it. Lieutenant Bing also took combat. He had a different view. I didn’t see the world like other people did. I expected different things. Successful combat officers predict what’s gonna happen and react first.

    I might not be able to fight jumped-up Academy cadets. Apparently I could fight this thing, regardless of what I thought. It suddenly changed position, transporting and appearing beside me. I backed off, twisted the sword up, and did more than parry this time. I shoved the sprite back. It didn’t have a body like I did. It clearly didn’t give a hoot about gravity. It still flipped and landed several meters back.

    It paused. “You are good.”

    “I’m something,” I gasped, already out of breath. I backed off, held the sword with both hands, and waited.

    “Only you have reached me.”

    “That’s because you knocked everyone else out.”

    “They allowed themselves to be knocked out. Only you withstood. No one else could pass the test.”

    I opened my mouth to point out that meant the guy’s test was terrible. Because if I was the only fish he’d caught, he’d be sorely disappointed.

    The guy flung himself at me again. I don’t know why I called him a guy. He didn’t have a real body. He certainly wouldn’t have a gender.

    He did, however, have an agenda – to defeat me as fast as possible. He appeared on my left, then my right. He swiped at me. Through sheer luck alone, I parried. The force of his blow still drove me down to my knees.

    I panted, and sweat slid off my nose.

    I couldn’t keep doing this. The more I let him take the initiative, the more he forced me onto the back foot. If you want to win a fight, you must go out blazing. If Lieutenant Bing were here, he'd point out most combat situations were vastly more complex. This wasn’t.

    It was like I could see the future. If I didn’t thrust forward now, I'd die. It might be a matter of minutes. It’d be a foregone conclusion.

    I roared, twisted to the side, and saw an opportunity that likely wasn’t there. I threw my sword. It sailed through the air.

    Crap, the guy would dodge—

    With a roar, I threw myself at him. Which meant I was without a weapon. I still rugby-tackled him to the left. His sword came down toward me—

    I snapped a hand up and grabbed the hilt, stopping it from slicing through my shoulder. Its searing heat still touched my skin. My reinforced uniform burnt, turning into ash that tumbled down my charred flesh.

    I didn’t bother to scream.

    My sword was still slicing around the room. It hadn’t embedded itself in the wall. Instead it twisted around and around, just circling us.

    “Interesting,” the guy said.

    If Penny weren’t being quiet, she’d point out it was deadly.

    I roared in the guy’s face. He was just energy, something resembling a human form without any flesh or organs or weak, frail bones. He was playing at being a person.

    I’d been one my whole life.

    People bleed, they break, they die. They leave you alone just when you need them most.

    I had to endure that. He didn’t.

    I screamed in his face again. He fought me for his sword and won. He kicked me in the chest. I tumbled back.

    “Jessica,” Penny blared.

    My hair fell over my face, sticking against my sweaty brow. It cut down over my thin, grim frown. I tilted my head up.

    “How disappointing. You failed.” The guy lifted his sword, floated in front of my face, and went to decapitate me.

    I stared over his shoulder right at the sword. And I swear the sword stared back at me.

    People kept telling me to try. If only I was more powerful, more effective, more motivated – the universe would open up for me, right?

    That’s a lie, by the way. You don’t need to be kicked down to know that. Anyone with a half-functioning brain can understand the world isn’t that simple. You can try. Circumstances can still screw you over. You can have a good heart. If everyone around you tries to poison it, you’ll still end up a monster.

    Some things are in your control. Most things aren’t.

    Then occasionally you find one thing – just one thing – that’s all yours.

    I don’t know how I did it, but I screamed, opened my hand, and called on that sword. Something clicked in my brain, and I remotely connected to it. The blade shot forward straight toward me.

    The guy hovered in the air, his own sword centimeters from my throat. He went to cut my head off – my blade got there first. It skewered him from behind.

    He froze. The tip of my blade stopped two centimeters from my face.

    I stared up in surprise. It lasted three seconds. With a grunt, I rolled to the side, lurched behind the guy, grabbed my blade’s hilt, and shoved.

    I couldn’t kill something without organs.

    The creature twisted around, essentially cutting itself in half. Then it bowed, its forehead touching mine.

    I tried to lurch back. I couldn’t. My sword disappeared. The creature did too. Burning, electric pain danced across my brow where we’d touched foreheads.

    Falling to my knees, I scraped my brow. “What… what the hell was that?”

    A voice appeared in my mind. And a sword appeared in my hand. It was the same blade I’d fought with – but it looked twice as strong. “You have succeeded. You have claimed me. I am a Lighter Side soldier. I will now be your weapon. I will guide you to greatness.”

    “Weapon? Just turn the lights back on—”

    With a buzz, the lights returned.

    Everything was switched back on.

    I twisted and lurched to my feet. As the equipment in the room rebooted, I saw three comatose scientists next to one of the walls. With gasps, they jolted to their knees.

    They stared at me as I stared at them. Then we all looked at the sword.

    Somehow, I’d passed an alien test, acquired a superweapon, and now had the universe in my hands.

    And I hadn’t even finished my bowl of ice cream yet.

  
    Chapter 2

    Horatio Spencer

    I slipped a hand down her side and smiled into her face.

    Whitney Haven, third in line to take over Betest Corp – one of the most important weapons suppliers in the galaxy – smiled back. She leaned forward, showing off her cleavage. Her red, skintight dress was made for her svelte form.

    Svelte and genetically engineered.

    She, just like her clothes, just like this stunning architecturally designed building, had been perfected by someone else.

    That’s what happened when you rose to the top of the galaxy’s business world.

    I’d once thought the Barbarians were bad, the Kore too and the countless vicious enemies the Coalition had acquired recently. Then I’d quit my job as an intelligence officer and turned into a private spy for hire. I’d met the galaxy's true seedy underbelly. It had a great smile and could afford every private luxury cruiser it wanted. It also had teeth.

    Whitney leaned forward. She secured her plush bottom lip with her left canine. “Is this an offer, dear?”

    I plucked up two loose strands of her fringe and tucked them behind her ear, always staring into her eyes. “Yes.”

    “One must always be clear about their goals. What is it that you want?” She leaned back on the couch. Behind her, plateglass windows let in one of the galaxy’s best views. They were as large as hangar bay doors. I’d hate to clean them. But Whitney here would never have lifted a finger to do such a thing in her life. She’d been born into one of the greatest, biggest corporations in the galaxy. And if she was an idiot, she'd die there.

    Whitney was not my client. I currently worked for the Narex Group. Betest Corp was their direct competition.

    Betest Corp’s previous CEO, Whitney’s father, had died in a cruiser crash three weeks ago. You’d think she’d be mourning. You wouldn’t know how corporations worked.

    “Dear,” Whitney whispered, her lips as soft as velvet-lined clouds, “you still haven’t told me your terms.”

    I leaned back, sat on the couch’s edge, and stared over at the view. It showed the most expansive vista. Snowcapped mountains rose toward a darkening night sky.

    “Dear?”

    “My name’s Arnold,” I reminded her with a smile.

    She chuckled. “Perhaps this is where we drop the act. Your name isn’t Arnold. It’s Horatio.” Leaning forward, she swiped two fingers in the air. “Computer,” she announced to the house’s integrated AI, “please bring up a file on Horatio Spencer.”

    I stiffened.

    I had a number of ways to get out of this situation, including a hidden dermal site-to-site transporter. I’d only use that in the worst circumstances. It was illegal. I’d stolen it from the Coalition, and Narex Group didn’t know I had it. It was my insurance. Because when you were in the same dirty line of work as me, you needed a get-out-of-jail-free card.

    Sometimes you just needed a smile and a casual attitude. I released my arms and shrugged. “It makes sense that someone as pretty as you would figure this out so fast.”

    “Pretty?”

    “Sorry. Am I missing the most important detail? Smart.” I leaned closer.

    “Shrewd.” She clicked her bedazzled fingers in my face and rose. She wore five-inch heels. Small hover platforms and a posture corrector meant she’d never fall from them. It enabled her to tower over everything. I guess that was a personality requirement. She came from a long line of people who wanted to rule the galaxy.

    If you asked anyone on the street, they’d tell you the Coalition ran things. If you asked anyone smart, they'd admit the corporations feeding the Coalition were in control.

    When you have an enormous juggernaut like the Coalition, it needs food, resources, and most importantly, weapons.

    Whitney’s company provided the latter.

    She knew exactly how important she was.

    She turned back to me. “You’re in a tricky position, Horatio.”

    “What position would you prefer me to be in?” I flashed her an alluring smile.

    She laughed. “An ex-Coalition intelligence officer. You had promise, according to the reports I hacked on you.”

    “Hacking is illegal.”

    “Did I say hacking? I meant they were provided for me. There is no other corporation in all the galaxy who has the same relationship with the Coalition.”

    “How lucky,” I said, stiffening slightly but not showing it. That site-to-site transporter was looking a lot more likely now.

    I glanced at the door.

    Whitney saw, strode in front of me, and stopped. She leaned toward me, tucking her arms behind her. Her lips almost brushed mine. Then her eyes darted up like a gun searching for a target. “You were one of their most promising officers. Then you failed. And abruptly, you left the Coalition and became a private spy for hire.”

    I flashed her another smile. I softened it, even though my jaw wanted to harden. Yeah, she was airing my dirty laundry. I could do the same to her. Whitney desperately wanted to be CEO. She was third in line. Now her father had died, her brother would take the reins. The same brother who wanted to murder her. It wasn’t like her dad had died naturally.

    She could play queen bee for now. The second she left her architecturally-designed hive, she'd realize bees could be eaten by any passing bird.

    I leaned back. “And what will you do with all this information? I assure you, my employer knows.”

    “Oh yes, your employer. The Narex Group. One of the most twisted companies in the galaxy.”

    I assessed her. Did she know she was acting?

    Narex and Betest were the same. They hadn’t created themselves. Demand and lenient corporation laws had. They’d turned into these juggernauts that couldn’t stop. They consumed resources and made everyone fight for the top.

    I could see that. So you could ask why I was working for one of the groups.

    Money. A job. Because someone had to do it. Because I couldn’t go back to what I’d once done.

    Weak excuses, I know. Humans are flawed.

    Speaking of which. I stood abruptly. She did not step back. I was a tall man. Her skyscraper heels brought her up to eye level. “What will you do with this information?” I smiled again. “I imagine your brother already knows.”

    “My brother,” her lips stiffened, “is a megalomaniac. He is now in control of one of the galaxy’s most important corporations. You know what he’ll do with it, don’t you?”

    I shrugged noncommittally. “Use it to make more money.”

    “Fly it into a wall at top speed. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

    “But you do.” I slipped her grip, stepped to the side, leaned down, and grabbed an Alue apple off the glass table. I threw it in the air, caught it, then took a bite. The crispy crunch echoed around the cavernous room.

    I slid my gaze over to her.

    “Is this the right time for a snack, Horatio?”

    “I’m always up for something sweet.”

    She strode right up to me, grabbed my chest, and pulled me close. “I thought you were always up for a deal?”

    Around my mouthful, I muttered, “I’m listening. Is this the bit where you offer to help me if I help you?”

    “How exactly would you be able to help me?” Derision dripped off her tone. But desperation, too.

    I was the one who’d set up this mission, suggesting it to my boss. He just wanted to do some industrial espionage. But only a fool wastes turmoil. It always turns up interesting sediment. If you know how to sift through it, you will find gold.

    I lifted the apple then dumped it on the carpet. It rolled and struck her heel. She kicked it out of the way, grabbed my head, and kissed me.

    She slid her lips down my neck.

    I watched her. “You ready to cut a deal?”

    “Will you be part of it?”

    “What do you want?”

    “Right now, a brief distraction.”

    “It doesn’t have to be brief.”

    “But it will be a distraction.” She lifted a finger and held it in front of my mouth. “Because there’s only one thing I really want.”

    “To be CEO of your company.” I specifically said her company.

    She smiled. “I’m the one who helped build it. Brother’s an idiot. Armand doesn’t even know what he’s doing.”

    I shrugged noncommittally. Armand was one of the smartest, most ruthless CEOs I’d ever encountered. He knew exactly how to rule a company like Betest. With more than an iron fist. With a bloody one. You had to get ahead of battles before they started. And you needed to be lethal.

    I tracked Whitney as she sauntered through the room. She grabbed a data pad up. With a click of her fingers, a hologram appeared above it. It showed a contract. I saw my name at the top. “I know you work for my competition,” she spat derisively. “I know you’d prefer to work for me. Better bonuses.”

    My gaze slid down her body. I said nothing.

    “What I propose is simple. Work for Betest Corp full-time.”

    “My current employer may have something to say about that.”

    “Cut ties with them.”

    “It’d have to be a very inviting package.”

    She hooked her finger underneath her shoulder strap. She played with it, sliding her bedazzled nails down it. “I can make it as inviting as you want.”

    “And what about your brother?”

    “He’s just a little problem.”

    Sure. Little. In the three weeks since their father’s death, Armand had restructured the entire company. Betest Corp was on the move. Which was the only reason I was here. I couldn’t get Armand. His sister was easy.

    When you want to reach the top of the ladder, you have to climb the right thing. Greed will always get you right to the top.

    I stepped to Whitney’s side and smiled slightly. “Narex Group has a deal for you.”

    She dropped her strap. “But I have a deal for you—”

    “Which you are not currently in a position to enact. You do realize you’re in a,” I revealed my teeth a crack, “compromised position. Your brother will move on you in days.”

    “He’s an idiot—”

    “With a ruthless streak a Barbarian would be proud of. You need an exit plan. Narex Group will give it to you.” Opening my arms wide, I fell down onto the couch with a thump. The leather scrunched around me.

    This was the crunch part of my plan. Someone with an ego her size never liked being told the truth. And the facts were clear. She had days to act. Armand would push her out of the company. That was the best-case scenario. The worst and most likely was death.

    To think, I’d once thought my Coalition missions were high-stakes. Folks died. Of course they did. Ships were destroyed and whole galaxies were driven to their knees. But at least there were rules in combat. In business, there was nothing but blood, money, sweat, and tears.

    Frustration built in Whitney, and she clamped her hands behind her back. She snarled. “Everyone’s underestimating me—”

    “So do something big. Come work for your competition. Not only can Narex Group guarantee your safety, but you will immediately become deputy CEO.”

    Her lips twitched. “Deputy?”

    I opened my arms wide. “You of course cannot become the CEO. Yet. Any company requires proof of loyalty first.” I slid a hand into a pocket and grabbed a tiny thumb-sized data chip. I squeezed it, and a hovering holographic contract appeared in front of me. It lay out Narex Group’s terms clearly.

    Whitney read it, her eyes darting fast. She looked like she’d explode.

    Then what?

    So much of dealing with high-level managers was like coaxing a toddler. You had to get them past the point of automatic reactivity until they began to think.

    “This deal won’t last forever.” I stopped myself from making the crass joke that neither would her life.

    Sometimes, in my more philosophical moments, I contrasted the me from now to the me from two years ago. Back when I was a green-eared, chest-thumping Coalition intelligence officer with stars in my eyes and hope in my heart. Then reality had caught up with a bang.

    The past me couldn’t have imagined this.

    I wasn’t saving people or flying the Coalition’s flag. I was attempting to manipulate a rich brat into working for an enemy company.

    Would it be the best thing for her? It'd beat death.

    Would it help anyone? Not a soul. It’d further consolidate power in an already powerful company’s hands.

    I stood. I pushed the contract toward her. I poked my finger through the part where she had to sign. The holographic light waves bent around my nail. “The deal’s on the table. If I were you, I’d sign it, Whitney.”

    “Really? Would you?” She stared right into my eyes. She hadn’t seen me – not really – since taking me home, her hand around my collar.

    Now she did. I turned away and glanced around the room. A workstation sat to the side. They were dotted around the whole massive house. It lit up with important incoming news.

    I turned from it. It was likely stock market machinations. “Sign the deal. Our group will guarantee your safety.”

    “You are a spy for hire, Horatio. What do you mean our group? You don’t have a home. You don’t have a friend in the world. Or am I just assuming that? One look at you, and I can tell you’re coldhearted. You never let anyone in.”

    I smiled. It was harder than usual. That barb struck home. I didn’t have any friends. I’d lost them after leaving the Coalition in the lurch. I could tell you this, though. Contrary to popular belief, you could easily live without friends.

    If you want to live, you need to survive. You need money, resources, and backup plans. Sometimes your friends can do that. Oftentimes the only thing that will get you through the night is being ruthless.

    I shoved the contract toward her. I kept my finger through the point where she had to sign. “Whitney, this is where I have to pull the wool from your eyes. You won’t survive the week. You think Armand’s a fool. He is one of the most ruthless businessmen I’ve ever met. And yeah, we’ve met. I looked right into his eyes. You’re right. I used to work for the Coalition,” I cleaned one of my short nails and glanced at the view, ignoring the insistent flashing of her personal workstation, “and do you want to know what I learned from them?”

    “Nothing, clearly. What’s the Coalition oath? I can’t remember it off the top of my head. Isn’t it to help and protect?”

    I laughed. “There are plenty of ways to protect the galaxy.”

    “And you achieve that by being a spy for hire, do you? Tell me, what do your old colleagues think? Did they sign up to the Coalition to make a difference? To save the galaxy, to explore the stars.” She gestured wide, her lips pulled into a snarl.

    “Most of them joined the Coalition because they couldn’t think of anything else to do.”

    “How noble. I don’t trust your assessment, though. We all color the world with our own views. We see what we expect to see. None of us is completely rational. Especially those with ulterior motives.” She gestured at me.

    “Reading me, are you?” I dropped out of character and snarled that. I needed to butter her up, not back her into a corner. This cut too close to home.

    She laughed. “I know what you think of me. A rich, dumb heiress. Do you know how I’ve survived this long?”

    “Thick walls and a gun under your pillow.”

    She laughed. Her eyes flashed. “By reading people. You’re cold, Horatio. You’ve got a giant, hollow gap inside your heart. You’ll do anything to fill it.”

    “Not as much as I’ll do to get you to sign this. It’s the smart thing to do.”

    “Since when would someone like me do the smart thing? I’ll go down in blazing glory.”

    “I can’t promise the glory. I think Armand could work blazing into your assassination, though. I imagine he’ll stay on theme and destroy one of your cruisers.”

    “I have good security—”

    “Computer, start deleting all of Whitney’s financial records,” I said.

    It was her computer. This was her house. I shouldn’t have access. I already did.

    I might’ve left the Coalition far behind. They sure had taught me well.

    “Deleting will begin in three seconds,” the computer began.

    Whitney freaked out. She lurched forward, her bust heaving back and forth. “Impossible—”

    I lifted three fingers and started to count down. She jolted through the hovering holographic contract and grabbed my wrist.

    I switched my grip to her wrist, plucked up one of her fingers, and pushed it down toward the signing block. “You’re not as secure as you think you are. You don’t have the power you want. And right now, Whitney, you’ve only got one option.”

    Anger welled in her eyes. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

    I blinked at her.

    Enjoyment suggested some form of motivation other than to get the job done and get my paycheck.

    When I didn’t respond, she snarled, “Fine.” She yanked
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