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      Blurb

      

      Connie doesn't know she's fleeing something until it catches up with her. Then it's too late. For her, for the Coalition, and for the whole Milky Way.

      When her cadet training is disrupted by the appearance of a crystal of invaluable archeological significance right in the heart of Academy grounds, she's dragged into tomorrow. It starts with visions and ends with the Coalition's best cadet. Makar is the galaxy's new shining star. But when a mission goes awry and an ancient artificial mind infects him, he stops being a soldier for peace and starts fighting for the future.

      He has no choice but to drag the irritating, lackluster Connie with him on a mission like no other. With only one another to rely on and a destructive AI shadowing their every move, they must learn to fight side by side or die standing alone.

      ....

      Today's Tomorrow follows an ace cadet and a clumsy recruit fighting to save the Coalition from a simulated universe. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Today's Tomorrow Episode One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Today's Tomorrow is the 20th 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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    Prologue

    Makar Tax

    This went against everything I’d ever trained for. But what option did I have?

    I slid my hand down my back and grabbed the gun from my holster. My stiff fingers could barely ease their way around the trigger, but with a pulse of determination, I did it. Because the words ‘what choice did I have?’ kept echoing in my skull. They banged around, dragging their way through the rest of my self-control.

    I pushed into a run.

    My boots clattered against the strange metal grating underneath me. At least it had solidity – unlike the rest of this light cube. Rushing around a corner, I saw it opening up in front of me like somebody walking into the sun.

    This cube was primarily made out of long, ordered lines of light. Cast in shades of moss green, vivid, neon blue, and crisp white, it was like walking into an advertising sign from old Earth. But it wasn’t from old Earth. It was from somewhere far, far away and far, far in the distant past. And it was that knowledge that cinched in around my stomach, gripped it hard, traveled up to my finger, and saw it tighten over the trigger.

    “One chance, Makar,” I whispered to myself, lips barely moving, breath barely making it out of my clenched teeth, “one chance to get back there.”

    I heard voices. Probably other members from the Alpha Team – the elite force of the Academy’s best cadets and lieutenants. Soldiers with the finest training, the best prototype gear, and the strongest minds. Once upon a time, I’d been one of them. I said that in the past tense, even though I was technically still on the books. Because once I was done, once I’d kidnapped her, it would all be over. Everything I had worked tirelessly for my entire life would crumble at my feet, and I’d go… there.

    A quick, keen sweat slid down my brow, gathering over my temples and itching over my neck. It distracted me at the wrong moment. My shoulder brushed one of the light walls beside me. A mistake. Interacting with it sent darting lines of light spasming out like somebody accidentally stabbing an artery.

    “What the hell was that?” I heard one of my old team members grunt from further down in one of the lower levels of the cube.

    They started grunting.

    They’d be climbing their way up to me soon enough.

    “Crap,” I spat, teeth now so clenched, you’d need a laser cutter to get through them.

    With no time to waste, I threw myself off the grating and grabbed chance with my hands and heart.

    I fell through the center of the cube. An open square shaft, technically we hadn’t plumbed its depths yet. Or should I say, technically the Coalition had no idea what was beneath. I did. The shadow AI had already told me. The same AI now loaded into my brain. And the same AI that would use me for what it needed until it finally, finally got its hands on the past. But first, it needed her.

    “What the—” I heard one of my ex-colleagues spit. I would have hopefully fallen past them fast enough that they would have no clue it was me.

    They’d figure it out once I kidnapped Connie. But I didn’t want to see their faces, couldn’t look into the eyes of my commanding officer as I broke every rule in the book.

    As I fell through the central shaft, I finally shoved a hand out. I interacted with the light. Or at least the shadow AI in me did. With a pulse of force that ricocheted into my fingers and suddenly made them feel solid while at the same time utterly unhindered, I grasped hold of the very strange substance that made this cube up. And once I had it in hand, I wrenched it to the side. It dragged me through one of the corridors of the cube, either pulling it toward me or me toward it. But who cared about definitions like that? All you cared about was what would come next.

    I felt her. She was only one corridor away now.

    I pushed into the fastest run I ever had. I’d never asked more from my body. And all the while, that shadow, right over my shoulder, the embodiment of the AI, just pushed me on to greater speeds.

    It was running out of time.

    And considering time would be everything in this tale, that was dire indeed.

    I finally skidded around the right turn in the corridor only to see that a light wall had grown up, blocking my path.

    You shouldn’t be able to interact with them. Not like I could. Everything the Coalition knew about this light cube was about to be rewritten, though. And maybe, when this was done, everything they knew about the past would be washed away, too.

    Grunting now, letting it ricochet up from the deepest part of my gut, I shoved a hand forward, ignored the light that spilled out from the move, and grabbed the heart of the wall in front of me.

    Even though I was about to throw away everything I had ever worked for, this was kind of cool. Interacting with light like this made me feel like a god.

    But gods aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, and my life sure as heck wouldn’t be easy from this point on. I might be able to walk through false walls made of nothing more than glowing particles. I would not be able to stop what came next.

    I yanked the wall out of the way with all my might. Lines of light broke around me. It would’ve looked like somebody grasping up illuminated strands of someone’s hair and throwing them at your face. Wait. No. That was nowhere near a dramatic enough image. It would’ve looked like somebody taking the very strings of physical reality and snapping them as they strode right through its heart.

    There were several cadets, and in the middle, Connie. The most lackluster soldier I had ever come across. Connie, someone who had cost me a commendation in the first year of my Academy training and a fast-tracked route to the top. Connie, the idiot who’d touched the tomorrow crystal. And Connie, someone who, for unknown reasons, always managed a smile in even the direst of situations.

    “What the heck is that?” one of the cadets to her side screamed. The tall guy stared in horror at me. “Nobody can interact with the cube—” he began.

    Connie just grabbed his shoulder. “It’s Makar. It’ll be all right. It—”

    She stopped. She stared at me.

    Her gaze darted to the left. There was nothing visible over my shoulder. Not to the outside world. But to my mind, that’s where the embodiment of the shadow AI stood. And Connie could see it. Because Connie, the idiot, had something it wanted. I could hear it now, screaming in its ordered fashion, bellowing at me to get to her. For tomorrow was held in her weak and fragile hands.

    “Why has he got a gun out?” one of the other cadets, Connie’s best friend, muttered.

    Connie’s smile, which was usually so fixed on her face, twitched. She looked at me. I looked at her.

    “Connie,” I said in a strangled voice, “you screwed up one last time. Sorry.”

    Why did I add that last bit? If only she hadn’t been an idiot, if only she hadn’t touched the tomorrow stone, she wouldn’t be here now like this. And I wouldn’t have to do what I did next.

    I threw myself forward. I shouldered her friends out of the way, and I grabbed her arm. Time almost slowed down as I did. Maybe the shadow AI momentarily gave me access to a new realm of sensations. It felt as if I could detect every drop of sweat on her skin, every drop of blood in her heart, and critically, the moment all of it summed to create one thing. Fear.

    It was too late for that.

    Her friends didn’t try to get in the way again. I’d already downed them. One day they’d get up. Sorry. There wouldn’t be another day after this.

    “Makar? What are you doing?”

    “It’s too late for explanations, Connie. They’re all in the… past.”

    A weak statement, a stupid joke, but the truth.

    And soon enough, we’d be in the past, too.

    She didn’t fight me. It wasn’t like she could.

    Connie had no chance. She had terrible combat scores. She also didn’t have an integrated ancient AI suspended over her left shoulder. One who could tell her how to interact with this light cube perfectly.

    The last thing I wanted happened half a second later. Her friends screamed, and it brought the Alpha Team to me.

    Clearly they’d found a new, faster route through the cube.

    Crap.

    One of them appeared down the corridor to my side, darting into view through those moving lines of light. Not just anyone. My old lieutenant. The woman who’d arguably made me.

    “Makar? What are you doing?” she grunted.

    But the question was asked at the muzzle of her gun. She snatched it out in such a smooth move, even armor wouldn’t be able to match her speed.

    I didn’t have time to answer. I didn’t have time to play, either. Even as several of my colleagues rushed in from behind, I just grunted and muttered one thing, “Sorry, sir. See you… tomorrow.”

    Only I could appreciate the irony of that statement.

    I grabbed some of the light from the wall beside me and threw it to the left. It was like dramatically yanking on a curtain then pulling all the strands out of it.

    My commander fired. The bullet was instantly absorbed by the spinning light.

    I pulled Connie through the wall to my side.

    And down. Down into the center of this cube. Down into the past. And down into a tomorrow no one here would ever reach.

    And nothing could stop me.

  
    Chapter 1

    Connie Wilkinson

    Earlier That Day

    I stood behind my commander’s desk, hands in front of me. Then I fidgeted nervously and clutched them behind me. When that didn’t feel right, I clenched them in front of me again. And all the while, Commander Jenks just sat there, looking as regal as ever with her swanlike alien neck, her pale eyes, her dark blue skin, and her patient expression. Patient, that was, with anyone but me. She stretched one of her long-fingered hands forward, pressed it against the shined white metal of her desk, and drummed her nails one after another.

    I settled for leaving my hands beside me. No. Bad idea. They were sweaty, and they would glisten like wet rocks by the seaside.

    I shoved them behind me awkwardly then slipped them into my pockets.

    Jenks sighed. “Really, Connie? You’re going to stand there before your superior with your hands in your pockets?”

    Oops.

    My shoulders dropped. I yanked my hands out of my pockets and locked them behind my back, chaining them together like unruly dogs. But the only person I had to blame was myself.

    “You know why you’re here, Cadet,” Jenks said with another echoing sigh. She was usually very patient. Again, with anyone but me. But you could say that about most of the superiors who dealt with me. I had this talent for driving people to the edge of their patience then further.

    She pressed her long fingers against the bridge of her nose, rubbed it for several seconds, shook her head, then obviously decided to get this done quickly. “You’re just scraping by in your classes.”

    “But I am passing,” I inadvisably interrupted her, a stupid smile spreading across my lips as if I could just cast this in the best light, and she’d change her mind.

    Seriously, though, I was passing. I screwed up occasionally, but that was life. Okay, I screwed up on a daily basis. But for some people like me, that was indeed life.

    She pressed her lips together. It was not a patient move. It looked like somebody who realized they could not chew past some obstacle so it was time to spit it out. I wondered if that would mean kicking me out of the Academy, but I didn’t need to fear that, even as my stomach tingled with nerves. She rose and crossed her arms. “You have a talent for getting yourself into trouble. You have a talent for getting others into trouble, too. Anyone who sticks up for you tends to be dragged down by you. Every time you screw up in one of your exams and someone comes to your aid, they always lose by your side spectacularly. I shouldn’t need to tell you that that’s not how good teams are created.”

    “Teams are created precisely when people choose to stick by one another through thick and thin,” once more I inadvisably interrupted. It was a cheery, go-get-‘em statement. It was also false. Sure, true teams are created when people decide to stick by one another, regardless of what happens. But this was space. And space was an uncertain, chaotic place. Sometimes, you just had to cut certain problems loose. You couldn’t keep being dragged down by them, because the rest of the team needed to survive and thrive.

    Jenks sighed once more. “You’ve had more incidents in the past several weeks than you have in the rest of your career, and that’s saying something, because you usually screw up weekly. I shouldn’t have to mention every single training mission you’ve been on. Do you remember Carsten Four? How you fell out of a cave after you ignored your senior team member and tried to find a shorter route to the finish line?”

    Yeah. I remembered that. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time.

    “Then there was the most recent training mission only two months ago.”

    I winced. That one had been particularly bad. It had been a holographic training mission. A simple tag and bag. We’d had to go up against multiple different holographic enemies. At one point, I’d thought it would be smart to steal their guns. I’d failed to figure out how they worked, though, and instead of shooting the enemy, I’d shot myself and my friend – thereby ending our exam and failing for the both of us.

    “There are too many incidents to count. You seem to have this knack for finding problems that weren’t previously there. Do you know what that means, Cadet?”

    “I’m great to test systems,” I tried, my universally renowned cheer coming to the fore.

    But Jenks wasn’t looking for cheer. Once more she leaned forward, and even though she’d risen to her feet, her fingers easily reached her desk. She drummed her nails once more. It sounded like a countdown. “No. You create problems that weren’t there. You touch things without having any clue what they are. Your science teachers are constantly telling me that they need to remind you of basic Academy rules. What’s the first thing you learned on day one?” She crossed her arms once more, obviously bored of drumming her fingers. Or maybe what she was doing was holding herself back. She kept darting her gaze toward the door. Either she was bored of this conversation already and had things to do, or she was waiting for the punchline where she would throw me out.

    I still blinked and forced more energy into my smile. I fully appreciated that some people found it irritating. To them, an epic failure like me should be downcast and constantly sorry for what they’d done. I was. I was genuinely apologetic for every time I’d screwed up. But I hadn’t meant any of those things. They had been accidents.

    And if there was one thing I would never let go of, it was my good cheer.

    “I guess… the first lesson we learned on day one is that we fight for the Coalition, and the Coalition stands for hope, collegiality, and the future. Together, we can always create a brighter tomorrow.” I was ad-libbing. I thought it sounded pretty good, though.

    Jenks did not agree. Her expression became even sourer. Seriously, if she kept going like that, her lips would slip all the way off her face.

    “First lesson, day one, is that you don’t touch alien objects you have no idea the origin of.”

    “I thought it was about the Coalition’s founding principles—”

    “That’s not a lesson. It’s a given,” she answered. “It is expected,” without moving, she managed to loom over the desk, using her superior height to look down on me, “that we all joined the Coalition for the same reasons. The first lesson, however, is to emphasize that this is a dangerous job. Space,” her voice vibrated loudly, “is chaotic and unpredictable. We do not need people to make it more chaotic and unpredictable. Do you understand me, Cadet?”

    I opened my mouth. I went to point out that sometimes unpredictability was a good thing. It stopped our enemies from figuring out what we wanted to do. Plus, if you were too predictable, you could never really grow past your problems. Well, at least that was my theory. Boring people who did the same thing, day in, day out, sometimes never appreciated what their problems truly were, because they never expanded their horizons. And yeah, sometimes to do that, you just needed to reach a hand out and touch the strange alien device glowing before you.

    Jenks didn’t want to hear that. And if I didn’t play her game, maybe she really would kick me out on my ear.

    I clenched my hands tighter behind my back, telling my fidgeting fingers to stay still for a few seconds. Then I pressed my smile against my teeth and said, “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll try harder to be a better cadet.”

    She looked at me. “And do you know what a good cadet is?”

    I thought about it. But I didn’t have to think about it long. Being a good cadet was why I was here. I stared at her evenly. “Good cadets always act in a way that benefits the Coalition and the future.”

    She opened her lips, likely to correct me. But maybe she couldn’t find that much wrong with my statement. Or maybe she was just done with this tiring conversation. She sighed, and her shoulders shook. “Fine, Connie. Well done. Head to class. It’s engineering. Try not to touch anything you’re not meant to.”

    “Will do, sir.” I snapped a salute. I spun on my foot. I shot toward the door and got out of it faster than a photon from the sun. Problematic, because somebody was walking past. I fell against their shoulder, rebounded off, and slid down the wall to my side. My momentum was such, however, that they dropped something they were carrying.

    The next thing I knew, I heard a crack, then a very memorable grunt.

    I finally looked up to see who I’d hurtled into. “Makar,” I hissed.

    Yep. Makar. Cadet Makar Tax was… Cadet Makar Tax. Didn’t find that particularly elucidating? Hold on, because I always had trouble putting my finger on exactly who he was. Strapping? Check. Handsome? Check. One of the best the Academy had? Check. My number one enemy? Who knew? I didn’t mind him, but ever since an incident in first year – the same training scenario on Carsten that Jenks had spoken of – Makar had soured toward me. Big time. Now it seemed I’d broken something he’d been carrying. I glanced to the side. I could see metal, a few lasers, too. Was it some kind of holographic device?

    It sparked. It was a little dangerous, but I figured it couldn’t be that bad. I reached over to grab it up, dust it off, and hand it to him with a smile.

    He got there first. As fast as a snake attacking a mouse, he grasped hold of my wrist and held it in place. “Connie,” he growled. “Why is it that you just can’t stop yourself from touching things that will get you in trouble?”

    I slid
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