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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Galaxies Lost series.
      

      

      Redemption isn't easy. Nothing is.

      Jodi's the greatest traitor the Coalition has seen - at least that's the theory. Rotting for two years in jail, she's dreamed of saving the galaxy. But she's forgotten dreams can break you to come true.

      When she's released for a desperate mission, no one knows she alone can save everyone.

      Beyond - out there - are things. Warriors. Hunters. For millennia, they've protected the galaxies. Now the status quo breaks, throwing a mysterious Shadow Hunter right into Jodi's path and, eventually, her heart.

      ...

      Galaxies Lost follows a traitor and a shadowy soldier fighting a hidden war for the universe. If you crave space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Galaxies Lost today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Galaxies Lost is the 17th 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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    Galaxies Lost Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Jodi

    I lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling, trying to count how long I’d been here.

    I didn’t mean the days. Nope. I didn’t even mean the years, even though they’d passed. I meant every single hour.

    The more I counted, the more I would get to the magic number when I’d get out of here, right? Wrong.

    My imprisonment was indefinite.

    I had attempted to help aliens from beyond the galaxy to take over every single mind in the Milky Way.

    I deserved this. Apparently.

    I rolled over on my gel mattress, and it squeaked underneath me. I planted my hands over my face and sighed.

    Outside, I heard one of the guards do their rounds. I could hear the corridor, even though I wasn’t afforded the luxury of having an actual door.

    The guards didn’t come in to check on me. There was no prisoner welfare at this facility, even though technically they were here to rehabilitate us.

    I was a lost cause, remember? I was the greatest traitor in all of the Milky Way. Even the Barbarians presumably wanted to kill me. I had heard some of my guards talk about them trying an assassination attempt at one point.

    For a very brief time I’d been allowed to interact with the other prisoners until it had become pretty apparent they all wanted me dead.

    So now….

    For a little bit of variety, I rolled onto my back, and I stared up at the ceiling. There were no details. I wondered if an AI had searched this room and recrafted it, with every drop of paint, to ensure there were no features. Nothing for a wandering mind to catch hold of, nothing for one’s perpetually bored senses to notice.

    The same monotony, day in, day out.

    I was aware of the fact that the guard outside the door scanned to check that I was still here and not dead, but he moved on quickly. He tapped something on his watch.

    A small transport beam appeared to my side, delivering my food.

    I rolled over again and watched it. I let my gaze trace the light as it scattered back and forth, circumscribing the food out of the air and crafting it on fast forward right in front of me.

    I’d always taken transportation for granted. Now it was the most exciting thing that happened to me every single day. Even though it never actually happened to me.

    I always thought of how lucky the food was. At least it had been somewhere else before it had come here.

    Rolling off my bed and reaching down, I let my fingers pause before they grabbed hold of the silver tray.

    I took in the only novelty I’d ever face. Then I closed my eyes and started to eat.

    Or at least that was the plan. To savor every single bite and then to go back and stare at the ceiling, but there was a buzz from the door.

    I hadn’t heard footfall outside, even though I was pretty good at detecting it.

    “A visitor is requesting entry,” the cell’s computer told me.

    I frowned. I made a face and rolled my eyes. “A visitor requests entry, ha? And I have the permission to say no, do I?”

    “Yes,” the computer informed me.

    I’d never had the kind of visitor that I got to decide whether they could come in or not.

    I frowned in suspicion at the door, waiting for the second some guard would kick it down, come in, claim I’d committed some new crime, and drag me to an even smaller cell.

    But it didn’t happen. Again the door beeped. “A visitor requests entry. You must decide whether they can come in or not.”

    “Then entry denied.” I reached my hands behind my head, and I tilted back, leaning against my bed. It was my only furniture. If I needed to do my ablutions, I had to ask, and I would get access to another part of the room hidden behind an otherwise solid concrete wall.

    At least if I could see the toilet, it would be another point of difference. Something else for my perpetually bored brain to lock onto and stare at.

    Instead… instead I had this. I stared at the floor then looked at the ceiling as if they might be able to help me understand what to do.

    Then I gave up and went back to eating my food.

    “The visitor will return tomorrow. They will continue to request entry.”

    “Who the hell is this visitor, anyway?”

    “Commander Harlow.”

    The name… immediately, it took me back to then.

    Two years ago. When I’d apparently destroyed my life. I couldn’t really tell you what I’d done wrong. Some broken psychic commander – Xav – had groomed me. He’d seen me, recognized my power, and used me against a psychic, Petunia.

    But no one else could see that. They only cared about what I’d done – not what had been done to me.

    How exactly had I been responsible? I hadn’t been the most powerful person in that equation.

    But the Coalition didn’t see it that way.

    I was still the great traitor. But Petunia and the spy who’d helped her, Zane….

    I couldn’t go there. I did not want to think of Zane ever again, so I thrust the image of him out of my head. “You serious…?” I wiped my fingers on my pants. I stood. “Sergeant Harlow wants access? Has he come here to barrel me up against a wall and scream in my face about how bad I am? Tell him he can rack off.”

    “Don’t worry. The computer is repeating your response,” I heard Harlow’s grating voice echo over the comm line.

    I was surprised enough that I jolted back and hit my bed with my leg.

    I didn’t screech, didn’t make a single sound.

    I’d once had a relatively low pain threshold, or perhaps what I’d had was a relatively high sensitivity and intensity threshold.

    But the only thing my brain had done for the past two years was stare at the same wall. It made it pretty easy for me to ignore the pain now, cross my arms, and frown hard at the door. “You can rack off, Sergeant Harlow. I’ve got nothing to say to you, and I can’t really be bothered standing here and staring while you get your revenge. Got it?”

    “No. You don’t appear to have it, either. It’s Commander Harlow now.”

    I laughed, lips curling high. It was the only time I’d smiled in the past several months. Could you really call it a smile? To hell with that, because at least it went through all of the right motions. It got deeper now, even snider. “So you’re trying to tell me that regardless of the fact you killed a man and left him to rot in a ravine, you got a commendation, and I got thrown here. That’s really nice. I love how the Coalition works these days. You can go back to it, and you can leave me in peace.” Tone bitter, I twisted hard, leapt up on my gel mattress, turned toward the wall, and held my head.

    My fingers twisted in hard. You might think from my arrogant tone that I was enjoying every single second of this. It just… it brought up the past. The uncontrolled past I could never run from. I could give you a thousand reasons as to why I’d done those things. Or I could give you the only one that really mattered. I hadn’t done anything that bad. Circumstances had acted on me. Why couldn’t these people see that? I already knew. They wanted a scapegoat. They always wanted a scapegoat. I’d had so much faith in the Coalition before joining it. I’d seen how it worked inside now, and I recognized one thing.

    If you did not fit, they would always find a way to throw you out. And I’d never fitted inside anything since the day I was born. I’d always been different, slightly exceptional, a little too good looking. And it had put me on the outer trajectory – a path that had sent me crashing against this prison wall and would never bring me back again.

    Harlow surprisingly didn’t take the opportunity to start screaming about how evil I was from the other side of the door.

    He did chuckle once, though, and it was a strange kind of rough move. “Is this where I should run away, Cadet? I came here to see you.”

    One word. One little slip got my attention. I didn’t want to rise from my bed, but I had no option but to, because that word still worked on me. It snagged hold of my intestines and used them like a rope, dragging me up until I jolted to my feet.

    Harlow shouldn’t be able to see what I was doing, but maybe my treacherous little cell was giving him footage, because I heard him let out another grating laugh. “Still fancy yourself a cadet, then, ha?”

    “Go to hell,” I snapped defensively.

    I turned, hands clasped into fists.

    My entire back tingled with anger. Hell, why leave it at my entire back? It was my whole body. The sensations cascaded down into my knees then shot back up into my stomach. It felt as if I was about to lose my head, as if every single sense I had was getting ready to burn, burn through everything.

    I clutched my face.

    This was the same destructive anger I’d felt upon being thrown in here by Forest two years ago.

    An anger I had very slowly tried to claw back out of my brain.

    People might think I was insecure and had the self-awareness of a rock. They were wrong.

    And now I felt every single dramatic moment of the rage trying to take me over.

    Harlow cleared his throat.

    I expected him to laugh, you know, to enjoy this – really take as much as he could from the fact he had destroyed my equilibrium with only a few mere words. But he didn’t go on to laugh. He cleared his throat one more time, and even though it had been a long time since I’d heard a superior, I kind of got the feeling he was waiting to give me an order.

    An order, ha? It would be to go to hell, in which case, I was already here – so it was time to ignore him.

    I sat back down on the edge of my bed, not facing the door, even though that was a rather trite and silly thing to do, considering I had cameras in here showing every conceivable angle.

    They’d pick up every single detail of what he wanted to see and transmit it to him.

    I would have no privacy.

    I was the object here, and he was the master.

    “I came to see you two years ago. You refused to see me. How about now?”

    You know, I’d forgotten that. He came to see me just after Forest threw me in here.

    I’d told him to go to hell.

    My lips opened now, ready to repeat that insult. Hell, I’d throw it down at his feet.

    I would do anything and everything to make him hear it, to ensure I didn’t have to stare into his eyes. Because while I could be brave in my own head while staring at the wall, I didn’t want to face another human being. I didn’t want to stare at what I always saw in my nightmares.

    I’d see them all. All the cadets lined up, all of the people who’d ever seemingly respected me. All judging me, one after the other.

    I clutched my brow again, trying not to sob, knowing that every single scrap of emotion would be relayed to him and would feed him and his perverted joy more.

    “Just let me come in and see you. I’ve got… a proposal.”

    “What’s the proposal, Harlow? You want to take footage of me and send it to the cadets back at the station? Is this going to be some kind of graduation present?”

    “Your year hasn’t graduated yet.”

    I’d forgotten the timeline. You think I cared?

    I let out another bitter chuckle. “Look, if you want to get your sadistic kicks somewhere, go—”

    “The only thing I want is to see if you’re ready to finally get out of here.”

    I… didn’t react.

    Don’t react. Don’t react. It’s just a game. He’s messing with you, I told myself.

    I had been dreaming since the day I was thrown in here of getting out. Some special mission, something only I could do. Something that would prove to the Coalition they still needed me, that I had an extraordinary gift they couldn’t throw away.

    It had been the same with Petunia, right? She’d made so many mistakes, but in the end, the Coalition had given her everything, because she’d had power they needed. Couldn’t I have the same power? Couldn’t I have the same trajectory where people finally trusted me?

    That deeper part of my brain that had always judged me from the day dot told me hell no.

    I was too exceptional. I had too many things going for me. So the greedy out there would always take from me and never give.

    “It’s been cleared with the Coalition. You won’t be free. You’ll be under my custody. But you will be out of these four walls, and you will have a chance.”

    “A chance at what?”

    He slowed down. I couldn’t see him, but I got a sudden image of him pushing his breath against his clenched teeth. It would shove his chest out, make him look even stronger than he really was. I hadn’t interacted with him much at all. I’d seen him on the Galactic news, though. Back when I’d been able to watch it before my trigger-happy guards had taken it away from me.

    Because of his significance to the incident that had thrown me in here, I remembered every single detail of his face. And even now, two years after the fact, I could recreate it, from his heavy, permanently furrowed brow, to the kind of fiery look he’d always shoot the world. I said kind of.

    Because fire, at its heart, is uncontrollable. Harlow, at his heart? Was probably the most controlled person I’d ever seen aside from Forest.

    Nerves catapulted through my stomach. They reminded me of that fact, just as they reminded me of the fact that Forest herself had thrown me in here. People like that never go back on their promises.

    I was to be punished.

    And I needed to review every single thing that happened to me through that lens.

    “This is some kind of game, isn’t it, Harlow?” I said in as controlled a voice as I could manage, even though it vibrated with real bitter emotion. “How about you do us a favor and go play with someone else?”

    “There is no one else. There is just you. You have been cleared for a mission.”

    “Pull the other one.”

    “No. Let me in. I’ll show you how sincere I am.”

    My stomach kicked.

    If I let him in, he’d proceed to beat the crap out of me. He wouldn’t be the first guard to do that.

    I couldn’t go there again. My body seized up.

    “It’s up to you, Jodi.”

    He conspicuously did not make the same mistake twice and call me cadet this time. It was just plain Jodi, and I could hear from his controlled tone he was starting to get bored of this.

    My heart began to race. It told me… it told me this was the only chance I would ever get.

    Don’t turn around. Don’t look like you’re interested in the door, I screamed at myself inside my head, but it didn’t matter. I did. And I suppose you could say that right there was the moment that sealed my twisted fate. Because you’d think what had come before had been bad, ha? I was about to be thrown onto a path that would practically crack the galaxy in two, but only when it was done with me.

    Don’t do it, I told myself one last time, but my curiosity pulled me to my feet.

    The same curiosity, I suppose, that had stopped me from truly falling for those psychic aliens two years ago.

    “Allow me entry,” he said.

    Wincing, I closed my eyes and waved my hand to the side.

    It was an old program. It’s what I would do if I were back in a Coalition ship and I wanted to open the door.

    The computer needed permission here.

    “Open up.”

    The door opened. Sorry. The door recreated itself. It used spatial compression technology.

    I would never have something as interesting as a door to stare at, nor something that could ever bring me such hope.

    Now, for a flash, I saw it.

    It was just as Harlow, looking more strapping than ever, strode in.

    He really wasn’t a sergeant anymore.

    Not only could I tell he was a commander of the Galactic Police based on the stripes on his shoulders, but his uniform had been upgraded to some seriously strong armor.

    I stared at it once and realized how much of a frigging idiot I was. He was here to pound his fists into me, wasn’t he? He was here to hand down the punishment every frigging cadet on Guardian Station Alpha dreamed of.

    I winced and backed off against the bed.

    He lifted a hand.

    “Make it quick, okay?”

    He arched an eyebrow at me. “What should be quick?”

    I lifted my hands.

    Then something snapped in me. I stopped shaking. I just stared at him. “Get your revenge. Make it fast. I kinda want to finish my meal,” I snapped.

    He narrowed his eyes and looked around. “I’m not here to attack you, Cadet. Sorry to interrupt your,” he stared down at the meal plate still on the floor, “gruel,” he said experimentally. “Or whatever the hell that is there. But like I said.” He took the slightest step toward me. “I’m here to offer you a chance.”

    Every single faculty I had locked on the way his lips moved around the word chance.

    I’d dreamt of this day for two years.

    But when you invest yourself so heavily into a dream like that, when you actually face it, you can’t see it. Because you’ve been too busy imagining every single detail of what it should look like. You’ve built yourself a specific image, and my image didn’t match this.

    I’d imagined Forest coming herself, falling down on her knee, recognizing my power, and begging me to come back.

    I’d imagined the admiralty behind her, maybe even Petunia and Zane too.

    All of them would recognize what I’d really done, what I’d withstood, and they’d finally be here to offer me a way out.

    But Harlow didn’t fall down to one knee. He didn’t look capable of doing that. He was so strong and solid on his feet, I was certain he wouldn’t fall even if you struck him with 10 Barbarian Merck warriors. Why not throw an asteroid strike in there for good measure?

    I stared at him warily. “What exactly would you need me for?”

    “Call it a chance at redemption.”

    My cheeks twitched. “I don’t need—”

    He lifted a hand. “I’m not here to listen to your side of the story, Jodi. I would hope that would’ve changed over the past two years and these four walls would’ve given you pause to actually reflect on what you did.”

    My stomach twisted into another knot of defensiveness. My mouth opened, ready to download my version of events. You know what, I would keep saying it until they heard what had happened to me.

    They’d just thrown me to the dogs. I’d been a scapegoat.

    And not a single person had cared.

    I’d always told myself that my fear of other people wasn’t justified.

    I had a problem with trust, right? But here’s the thing, every time you trust someone and that trust is violated, it turns out your paranoia isn’t a problem. It’s a prediction.

    I shook my head. I went to retreat toward the wall, then decided there was no point.

    I faced him. “This is not a real offer, is it? You’re dangling a carrot in front of me to see if I’ll fall to my knee and finally accept the Coalition’s version of events. I won’t.” My jaw hardened.

    I spat that out with all the vehemence I could muster. Two years of bitter bile came rushing up my gullet, and if it could have spluttered through my words and coated him, it would have.

    I had to settle for just squeezing my hands into fists and facing him like I’d never back down.

    His eyes narrowed. I saw the moment when he started to reassess everything. “Maybe everyone is right about you.”

    He turned.

    I laughed. “There you go. You’ve had your fun. You dangled a carrot then yanked it back. Now you can tell everyone about me. But do I look that terrible to you? Do I look too miserable? Not really. I guess things could be worse.”

    Shoving my hands behind my back, I flopped down on my bed.

    I looked up at the ceiling. The same ceiling that never had any details, that never showed any difference, and that wouldn’t until the day I died here.

    Harlow stopped, back somehow even more rigid as he faced the door. “You don’t strike me as somebody who gives up that easily, Jodi. That’s why I selected you, why I came here, why I asked permission, why it was granted,” he added in a growl.

    Don’t react to him, I told myself firmly. I continued to stare up at the ceiling.

    Which just made his back bristle more. “You don’t strike me as someone who ever backs down. You have terrible self-awareness, can’t see the forest for the trees, and need to be retrained from the bottom up, but you don’t strike me as someone who ever backs down,” he repeated that one last time, and heck did his voice drop.

    It reached this kind of note that made my stomach shake, that made my back elongate, that made it feel as if he grabbed my face and held it still.

    “I’m not,” I finally said, not wanting to be drawn into the conversation but knowing that I had no choice if I wanted to get rid of him.

    It was more than that.

    He was right.

    I wasn’t someone who backed down. I was someone who would survive this interminable boring hell, regardless of what the Coalition thought about me, and regardless of what they did to me.

    “Take the offer, Jodi. The door’s going to be open for one minute. If you walk through it, you will accept that you will be under my control. You will follow every single one of my orders, or you will come back here. You will accept to be retrained. You will accept not to fight me. And, Cadet, more than anything, you will accept to try again. You will accept to help people other than yourself.” With that apparently chest-thumping speech, he walked out and did not turn back.

    I didn’t want to face the door, couldn’t face the door, couldn’t admit to anybody that his words got to me, but something had finally happened that reactivated my nervous system. Because my heart shook like a frigging freight train barreling down some broken old Earth track.

    I felt like, as it wobbled to the left and right, that it longed to force me into action, push me to my feet, and finally change my lot in life.

    But….

    Finally I looked at the door. It was still open. It was still frigging open, and I could see to the corridor outside.

    If I threw myself out of it right now, I would finally see the corridor outside – a corridor I’d imagined for over 600 days.

    But it would come with a twist.

    “Jodi, this is your last chance, likely the last anyone will give you. It’s simple – follow me, or stay behind. Which will you pick? Save the galaxy again, or stare at those walls for the rest of your life?”

    I closed my eyes. Then I did it.

    But it wasn’t quite what you’d expect.

    I’d always had a fear of judgment – I could freely admit that.

    Go with Harlow, and he’d judge me until my last day. But at least I’d be free, and at least, once more, I’d be out there, ready to prove one thing. I wasn’t the monster people thought I was. I was something far, far more complicated. And importantly? Something far, far more powerful.

    The Coalition, it seems, didn’t need to be taught the first part. The second part – they’d never be ready for the truth.

  
    Chapter 2

    Adam Ridges

    I slipped in behind the other cadets, careful not to show them much, hands in my pockets, stare straight ahead.

    It was strange to think of myself as a cadet, my mind pointed out half a second later. It had been a long, long time since I’d considered myself one of them. I might still have the same uniform, might still have the same title – but, let’s just put it this way, this was not my first rodeo. The galaxy hadn’t tested a single one of these recruits yet. But every galaxy in the universe had tested me, and I’d won.

    Shoving my hands further into my pockets, I finally reached the small, slimline disc attached to my left thigh.

    I could feel it through the thin smart fabric of my uniform. I drummed my fingers against it rhythmically, one after the other. You’d never be able to hear it – never even be able to feel it unless you were me. If someone else suddenly tuned in to my brain – some ambitious psychic with the balls to get past my brick wall of a mind – they wouldn’t be able to detect the sensation either. You had to be able to see them. The shadows.

    Because seeing them was a prerequisite to everything in my life now.

    “Do you mind?” a pretty cadet said as I accidentally jostled her arm.

    I looked at her blankly. Did I mind the fact that right now I was protecting her from an unseen enemy she had no clue about? That I’d been doing the same thing for the past three months – or 10 years if you could count extended time? Did I mind that while this cadet had her head in the stars, imagining a perfect little Coalition waiting for her, one where she’d shine like a golden girl, I had to plow through the actual dark shadows of the galaxy, day in, day out?

    No, I didn’t mind.

    I just looked at her emptily. “Sorry,” I managed.

    She shot me the dirtiest glare.

    It made it clear I was nothing to her. Good.

    I’d picked the right cadet body, then. Whoever I was currently inhabiting obviously wasn’t part of the ingroup.

    That would make it easier to do what I had to do.

    “Are you going to say sorry?” she asked, voice teetering on the edge of something quite dangerous. It was enough to draw the attention of those around her.

    I slid my gaze to the left and saw them.

    Kids. Idiots. The lot of them. I’d once been exactly like them, too. I’d assumed that to be a good cadet, all you had to do was throw a salute, then figure out how it was you and you alone could save the galaxy. It was all about being a hero, not about being some well-oiled cog in an equally well-oiled machine.

    Now I knew the reality of surviving in a galaxy like this and saving others. It was messy, it was bloody, and it often made no sense whatsoever. So do you know what was the last thing I had time for?

    Pleasantries.

    I blew a puff of air against my short fringe. I felt it play around my face. I said my face. Who knew who this guy really was? I could access his memories easily enough. It was as simple as activating files on a computer.

    I could even converse with his family without anyone knowing the difference.

    I didn’t have time for that right now, because I sensed one. Just ahead, just through the corridor. Flitting around, looking for a host.

    I twisted right past the pretty girl. There’d been a time, 10 years ago, when I would’ve stopped and conversed at any cost.

    Now… yeah, I didn’t need to tell you about now. Just watch.

    The cadet spluttered wildly, even said something rather rude.

    I imagined the poor guy I was currently inhabiting would get in trouble later. But it would be worth it knowing that his body had at least done something good, not that his mind would ever remember it.

    The greatest good that could be done, in fact.

    For the shadows had to be kept at bay. Let them infiltrate the galaxies, and… okay, you didn’t have the time for me to tell you, and I didn’t have the time to describe it.

    My senses sharpened. I got this tingle underneath my tongue. It shot up my trigeminal nerve, activated my whole brain like someone switching on a light, then left this distinct heavy pressure in my fists. It was a precursor to not just seeing them, but fighting them.

    At least the kid whose body I’d nicked had a telekinetic implant.

    He might not be popular, but he was good enough for that. And importantly good enough for me.

    Because with me in his head, he’d now be exceptional.

    Shoving my hand further into my left pocket, I interacted with that slimline disc, letting my thumb drive down hard against the lower quartile. I activated it. I felt a surge of something through the kid’s bloodstream. I hadn’t been doing this nearly long enough to describe to you what it was, because it was based on alien science so very different from the one I was comfortable with, it was like trying to describe nuclear physics with crayon drawings.

    I darted quickly past a group of cadets and finally saw a staircase. It led up to one of the command decks of the primary tower of the Academy.

    There was a lot of damage a shadow could do here, and even though I couldn’t technically tune in to their minds, I certainly got the impression their appetites were whet.

    I said they. Hopefully there was only one shadow today. I’d be screwed if there were more. I knew my limitations – something pretty extraordinary for me to say, considering who I’d once been.

    I might’ve accused that girl back there of trying to be a golden recruit. Someone who didn’t really care about the actualities of combat – about all of the minute moral intricacies that come along with war and life. Someone who just got to swan around being the hero all the time.

    Point was, I’d been there. But I could not claim to be there anymore. Reality had risen up and slapped me stupid several months ago when I’d been lost in an accident out in space.

    Presumed dead, but very much still alive.

    I threw those thoughts out of my head quickly.

    I caught a glimpse of the shadow. It skulked near the top of the stairs at the moment, presumably trying to figure out exactly which juicy target walking past it should inhabit.

    The inhabiting process was slightly similar to what I was doing to this poor cadet. I would come out of his head. And when I did, I wouldn’t leave any damage. Aside from the fact he’d been walking around and talking to other cadets and creating trouble for himself, but he’d never know what was about to happen.

    The shadows, on the other hand, did as much damage to their host on the way out as possible. It was to prevent folk like me from ever using the same host to track down a shadow.

    But you had to be a smart shadow to get past me.

    I slid my fingers over that little disc against my leg again.

    It was the point through which I was accessing this cadet’s mind.

    It increased its power, getting ready to use the kid’s telekinetic implant.

    I was aware of it in his collarbone. It pulsed just there, strong enough that I could lift my fingers, tap it, and tap right into it.

    I now had the seamless ability to connect to telekinetic implants – implants of any kind. Hell, if I felt like it, I could throw my mind into an AI and become one with that, too. I’d tried a couple of times. I wouldn’t recommend it. The point was, I had this. A thousand times over.

    Rushing a little now, I got to the top of the stairs. I saw a shadow.

    It had no clue I could see it. I didn’t stare at it directly.

    I just maintained as much focus on my peripheral vision as I could.

    There. The shadow had its target. An honest to God admiral walked past.

    He shot me a strange look, but cadets sometimes came up to this level to interact with the teachers.

    The guy streamed on past. He looked so strong and in control. Once upon a time, I’d aspired to that look. My grandfather had been an admiral, too. One of the best. If you believed our family myths, he’d single-handedly stopped a war with the Barbarians.

    And the holo footage I had of him always showed the same expression. One of total control. And one without even a flicker of surprise. Which told me one thing. Dear great-grandpa had never actually been out into the real universe.

    He’d never seen what was truly out there. He’d just existed in the sanitized version of the Milky Way the same cadets and admirals around me inhabited.

    It was like existing in the pages of a picture book. Everything had been calculated to make as much sense as possible. But it ignored the true complexity of the world just beyond.

    The complexity I was about to embrace.

    The shadow paused. I watched it twist, though it was kind of generous to call it twisting, considering it had no face. It was a ball of diffuse particles, a smear on space – a smear on truth, physics, reality, love – any essential, fundamental experience and principle you could think of.

    But the point was, this smear now knew what it wanted.

    It shot toward the admiral. And I pressed my leg implant, activating the phase state.

    I could fight in the real world, but it would ruin this kid’s life. Plus, I was better off where no one could see me, better off where I was free to do what my mind dictated without physics getting involved.

    As soon as I phased, things inverted.

    It was like I stepped off this plane of reality onto another, onto one far stronger, onto one far more real.

    Human brains might think that reality was associated with solidity – with predictability. How wrong they were. True reality is chaos writ large. If you want to play amongst the gods, if you truly want to walk amongst the stars, you have to learn to embrace uncertainty – then use it to fight.

    As soon as the phase cloud rippled around me, light expanded under my feet, and I stepped to the left, leaving that Coalition reality far behind. But the shadow finally saw me.

    It whipped around, cloudlike body inverting.

    I’d said it didn’t have a face, but they always preferred to look at me out of one side of their cloudlike bodies. If this guy had eyes, presumably they’d be boggling wide at the sudden sight of me.

    “Yeah.” I brought up a hand and briefly waived. “Me again. Sorry to disturb you. But the Coalition is off-limits,” I growled.

    I usually had snappy one-liners to share with the shadows whenever I fought them, but I had to admit that as soon as I said the word Coalition, my voice became tinged with fear and pride – real emotion, in other words.

    It was one thing being whisked away to some galaxy, far, far beyond the Milky Way and having to save aliens I would never meet. It was another to do it in my old backyard.

    The shadow screamed. I could try to spend a year describing the sound to you, but I didn’t have the time, and even after a year, you wouldn’t understand anyway, so there was no point.

    It went beyond your ears, went beyond your primal reptilian brain. It went down, down to something you only experience when you die. And trust me, I had died months ago, so I was well aware of what I was talking about.

    Go there, descend right down to the last moment of your life, and you’ll hear something similar. It’s creation giving up on you.

    But creation could abandon me all it wanted.

    I now knew how to fight on my own.

    I yanked up my hand. I ripped a section of the phase wall out from beside me.

    I wasn’t playing with imaginary space here. The phase wall was a part of the actual Coalition. But it was a part of physical space the Coalition could not currently measure and would not be able to see. If they ever gained the ability to do so and they came up to this specific level, they’d ask why there were so many holes in the walls. That could be a conversation to have with them in 100 years or so.

    I once thought the Coalition was the pinnacle of technology in the known universe. I now knew how very far behind it was.

    The shadow screamed again. This time it was a lot more high-pitched, and this time it felt as if the shriek was a proxy for a knife at my throat. Why bother with one of those? I wasn’t the only one who could grab hold of matter and control it.

    There was a rush of energy. I felt the shadow grab hold of the phase floor beneath me and try to yank it out from underneath my feet, but I was ready for it.

    As it twisted around, I grabbed another section of the floor and threw it under my feet. Then, maintaining a mental connection with it, rode it up high.

    I would’ve looked like… let’s face it, some kind of God.

    Unlike with ordinary telekinetic practice, when you fought in phase space, you fought with light. Embodied creation. Everywhere you pushed your mind, it became illuminated with this path of pure will.

    I didn’t believe in magic – never would – but I appreciated that to some lesser technological race, this really would look like the divine having a fight.

    “No point in intervening, human. Already lost. This place will be ours,” the shadow hissed.

    They very rarely spoke – at least in full, long sentences. Maybe a threat here, maybe a threat there – but nothing to get excited about.

    This sent a tingle of anger shooting up my spine, and it soon reached my lips, pulling them apart. I slid them hard over my equally hard teeth and snarled back. “Sorry, but you’re playing on home soil. You don’t have the advantage here. Where are your friends, anyway? Ah, there are none. You are just a scout, aren’t you? Trying to see if these fleshy little human minds are easily manipulable. Maybe by me, but never by you.” I flipped right off the section of the floor I traveled on, landed down on my knees with a crunch, and rolled to the side. Everything happened so very quickly that it was like I was jumping through the stills of an old Earth movie. What I was trying to get at was the fact there was no continuity and there couldn’t be. Because the human mind has fundamental limitations when it comes to speed and processing power. I’d reached mine. Or rather, I’d reached my host’s. But I didn’t need his brain to tell me what to do next, to teach me how to jump, to help me to lift my arm and control another section of the ceiling above. That was instinctual. 10 extended years of training had taught me precisely what to do in a circumstance like this.

    I’d died three months ago – so how did I have 10 years of training? Complicated. It came back to one thing. Stretched time. No, I did not have the chance to explain what that was to you.

    The concept might be easy for a brain like mine, but stretched time was… never mind.

    I rolled to the side again, now bringing up both hands and punching them out sideways. Meanwhile, while we fought in phase space, the real version of space continued on around us.

    I could see it there – could see the higher-level officers – cadets too – striding on past.

    I even saw that pretty cadet from before. She’d either followed me up the stairs to tell me off in front of the admiralty, or she had business here.

    She walked straight through me.

    Did I feel it? Nope. I had to say it was kind of strange the moment her face came in line with mine then pushed right through, but it was a moment I’d been dealing with for far too long to note now.

    Twisting to the side, footfall light, but always just fast enough to dodge the shadow and its attacks, I decided it was time for true grunt.

    I shoved my hands down into the floor. Then, brow crumpling, tinged with sweat, and ready to crack, I lifted up a massive section of it.

    I had to admit, I had been wrong about the guy. This cadet was good. My ability to use telekinetic implants was dependent on the host’s true capacity themselves.

    I could guide their mind, taking them to where they needed to go faster than standard training. But if they didn’t have the ability in the first place, I couldn’t give it to them. This guy was good, and I’d have to remember him for later.

    The shadow? He wasn’t gonna remember anything. He jerked back. If he’d possessed a mouth, presumably it would snap open now, and he would scream so loudly, his teeth would fall out.

    No time for that. With a grunt you could hear from across the universe, I finally threw that massive section of floor forward. It crackled from end to end, completely swamped by the power of my mind.

    There were other Shadow Hunters out there – just like me. All throughout the universe, in fact. For it was a Shadow Hunter who’d found me two months ago when I’d been abandoned, lost in space, nothing more than a floating corpse the Coalition hadn’t even bothered to pick up.

    And one day, when I was ready, I’d find another true host, too. Today? It was time to save the Coalition like that true golden boy I’d spoken of earlier.

    But here’s the thing. Something nonstop fighting for 10 years will teach you. There are no true heroes out there. There is a mess, from one side of the universe to the other, from the largest stars to the smallest particles. You can try to impose order on it. You can try to derive rules. You can pretend everything can make sense. But you can never control it, and at the end of the day, you can never go beyond the chaos at its heart. For in chaos is the real power.

    I aligned completely with this host’s mind.

    I threw that massive chunk of the floor at the shadow. It sailed into the shadow long before it could jump. It smashed into it with this great grinding sound. It was like taking a huge heavy cruiser and slamming it into a moon.

    Neither object could get out of the way fast enough, but only one object would win. It was the floor.

    The shadow screamed, all high-pitched, all primal, all terrifying, and all irrelevant, because I had won. I reached behind me, made a specific motion with my hand, and formed a light gun.

    A light gun was the only thing truly capable of getting rid of a shadow, but I could only fire once a shadow was as injured as this guy now was.

    I strode up to him, through the phase rubble, right past that pretty cadet as she turned around and walked through me again.

    The left side of my lip curled up.

    I heard her conversation in the real world. A friend just caught up with her. “You know, Nancy, you’re gonna make a hell of a difference to this galaxy. You’re the most talented cadet we’ve ever seen. The stars are the limit, ha?”

    I paused just before I lifted the gun and shot right between the equivalent of the shadow’s eyebrows. I looked at Nancy once. “Sure, Nancy, the stars are the limit. But that’s only if you don’t have an imagination, and that’s only if you don’t have real strength. For the rest of us, the only limit is this.”

    I tapped the center of my host’s brows as I finally fired. All it took was one depression of my finger on the trigger, and this blast of unholy illuminations spurted out of the gun. I couldn’t really say the dynamics of this weapon were similar to anything I’d used in the Coalition arsenal. It was far too powerful and far too strange, because if my original mentor’s instructions were anything to go by, then the light this gun accessed was the fundamental illumination that lit up the core of creation. No, you’d never hear a good Coalition scientist ever describing something similar. It sounded woo-woo – all magic and not hard facts.

    But there is something you will very rapidly have to learn and something that has been beaten into my brain by 10 extended years of fighting.

    There’s no point in trying to explain things on the edge. The only point is keeping on going, keeping on fighting, and importantly, keeping on winning.

    As that blast of illumination shot right through the shadow’s form, it screamed one last time and inverted.

    It was something I always had to watch, something I always had to absorb, because this was the reason I now existed. And you could probably say this was the reason that all life existed, because if Shadow Hunters weren’t there to fight on behalf of all creation, it would’ve been lost a long time ago.

    With a pop, the shadow disappeared for good, never to return, its dark mission over forever.

    But this was just an example of the whole. You would never get rid of every single shadow out there. A fact that was proven as I felt a twinge at the base of my spine.

    It was my connection to the other Shadow Hunters – a warning that another shadow had been spotted in nearby phase space.

    That didn’t mean it was on Earth – didn’t even mean it was in the current Milky Way.

    Phase space was a truly layered affair.

    Think of the intestines. They twist in a complex pattern, meaning two apparently disparate parts can touch one another. It was the same with phase space. If you knew how to jump between the loops, you could get to another part far quicker than having to travel in a straight line.

    I paused.

    I looked down at the host I’d used. I smiled at him. “You will have a good future, kid. But remember one thing.”

    I didn’t wait for him to reply. He couldn’t. I was in complete control of his mind. He would not remember a single part of this experience, but he would presumably have legitimate questions as to why that particular pretty cadet was now so mean to him.

    That didn’t stop me, didn’t stop the slight smile that curled my lips as I thought whimsically of what to say next. I closed my eyes and patted the guy’s chest one last time with a strong hand. “Regardless of how dark it gets, remember this – there are always people out there fighting the shadows so the real light can come back.”

    With that rather impassioned statement, it was time to leave. I touched the implant on his leg, and I was transported away. It happened in a blink, left no evidence, and would never leave a bruise.

    We Shadow Hunters had been doing this for centuries, thousands of years even. Far, far more if you considered extended time.

    And we would keep doing it, right up to the heat death of the universe.

    Because some wars can never be won.

    They exist to continue, and so did I.

    But I’d forgotten one important lesson. Nothing, no matter how hard you hold onto it, can last forever.

  
    Chapter 3

    Commander Harlow

    Everyone had told me not to do this.

    Even Forest had suggested it was a bad idea, but she hadn’t been as vociferous as the rest. To them, Jodi was a lost cause. To me… I didn’t know, but I always saw something in her eyes whenever I looked up her file.

    She was scared. Pretty much every single decision she had made was because of that fear. But nobody had ever stopped to teach her how it was you got rid of fear.

    How can you train somebody unless they know what their true enemy is?

    She stood behind me, out of breath, but probably not because of a lack of physical fitness.

    One look at her, and it was apparent that she had kept herself trim.

    Impressive considering she’d been denied pretty much every single activity. She’d also been in solitary for the best part of two years. She still knew how to hold a conversation, still knew how to look someone in the eye.

    Did that mean her fear was controlled? Not in the least.

    “This is still a game, isn’t it?” she spat, voice shaking, fists held tightly at her sides. “At some point, you are going to call the guards to pretend I tried to escape. Is this how they get their kicks in the Coalition now? Sorry, it was always how they got their kicks. It’s not like the Coalition was ever a fair place.”

    I led her through the empty corridors of the high-level assets deck. There were true murderers in here, true terrorists, too. You could find a thousand cadets who would tell you Jodi was both. But I’d gone over exactly what happened during the incident.

    She hadn’t killed anyone.

    Sure, she’d thrown her hat in with psychics from another galaxy, but she personally had not done much but tag along.

    Yeah, she’d fought Zane, and according to his report and Petunia’s too, she’d done everything she could to help the aliens.

    I wasn’t so certain.

    You see, Jodi was an iceberg.

    By that, did I mean you shouldn’t ram your ship into her? 100 percent.

    She was the kind of spiky personality that, if you did accidentally get on her wrong side, she’d stab you right in the heart.

    What I really meant, however, was that she had a surface personality that she used to hide everything underneath, including from herself – maybe mostly from herself.

    But I’d caught a glimpse of what could be underneath, and that was the whole point of this exercise.

    “I’m gonna go over the rules again,” I said, pushing my chest out, really letting it thrust forward so I could give this as much resonance as possible.

    My fancy armor informed me that she rolled her eyes.

    I was striding ahead. It didn’t matter. I had the equivalent of eyes in the back of my head.

    I could’ve twisted, could’ve taken control of the situation. I chose not to. For now, at least. Let her get this out of her system, let her try to clutch back whatever personal power she sought by rolling her eyes yet again.

    It wouldn’t last, however.

    When we got to my ship, when the real mission started, she would do as she was told. Or she would come right back here. And that was a point I emphasized as I suddenly turned, caught her in the act of rolling her eyes once more, ignored it, and stared right through at the cadet I still knew was there underneath all of this crap. “If you fail to follow my orders at any time, you will come back here, Jodi. And this really will be the last chance you get. I’m taking a risk on you. If others see you can’t be trusted, no one will bother with you again.”

    I watched alarm sweep over her, but a second later, her primary self-defensive mechanism kicked into gear so smoothly, it was like a structural shield preventing damage from spreading.

    There was this deep-seated need of her inner ego to hide from the truth – and to hide from any personal attack, no matter how light or insignificant.

    “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she tried.

    I lifted a hand, all stiff and quick.

    “I’m not interested in your version of events. It was never true and never will be true. What I am interested in is if you can finally learn how to take orders.”

    She shot me a look that I had to say wasn’t that much of a surprise.

    “I—”

    Lifting a hand, I looked at her down my nose as if it were the barrel of a gun. “One chance, Jodi. It’s up to you how you use it. If you wish to just turn around and go straight back to your cell, do it. Save us all the trouble. Prove them all right. Every single cadet. You are not worth it, are you, Jodi?” I let my voice go up in a genuine question.

    This had the desired effect.

    Her jaw hardened to the point of cracking. It bobbed backward and forward as if she were actually popping corn in there.

    “You have no idea about me, Commander. You have no idea what happened during the incident, and you have no idea what I can do,” she said, eyes doing that thing. You see, I’d seen a lot of footage of Jodi. So I knew she had it in her – that singular will you only got with certain kinds of soldiers and leaders. Was it usually troublesome? 100 percent. Commander Xav had possessed it, and just look at what he’d done.

    But the true saviors of the Coalition had it in spades, too. It was this true driving force to prove someone wrong.

    Dangerous when you fixate on a person. Incredible when you can fixate on a larger enemy. Forest had been trying to prove the Coalition’s enemies wrong for years. And that’s precisely why the Coalition was as strong as it was.

    If we could just shift Jodi’s ire onto a better target, then she’d have a chance.

    She almost turned around.

    If I kept pushing, she would return to her room. Then she would presumably stare at those drab four walls for the rest of her life, bemoaning this day and the apparently false carrot I’d dangled in front of her.

    Time to slow down a little, to ease off the accelerator, to give her a chance not to bolt. I sighed and looked at her. “Don’t you at least want to find out what the mission is about? Follow me to my ship. The least you will get to do is stretch your legs, right?”

    She looked at me.

    She started to simmer down slightly. I had to emphasize slightly. It looked as if she had two states. Off and on. And when I said on, I met on with a burning capital O N.

    It seemed she didn’t know how to tamp those states down, had no clue how to modulate her emotions. She’d have to learn.

    And if there was ever a mission to make someone try, it was this.

    I managed to get her through the correctional facility and to the ship dock. We were watched. We were scanned the entire way – a fact I knew, because my armor kept warning me of it.

    And this armor… let’s just say that I was probably better off in the old stuff. I was the kind of operator who liked to have reliable, manual gear. You know, stuff you could easily fix if it broke – stuff you wouldn’t need an entire team of Coalition scientists to even crack the lid on. This armor, however, was a present from Forest. She was invested in this mission. As I’d already told you, she was the only reason it was going ahead. Even if she had expressed her concerns about relying on one broken cadet.

    Jodi tried to contain her curiosity as we made it to the docking ring, but she couldn’t. It would be the most she’d seen in two very boring years.

    I’d had a lot to do with prisoners over the course of my career. Mostly, escaped prisoners. It didn’t matter, though. Even if you were the kind of ballsy crim to get out of a correctional facility like this only to continue on with a life of crime, prison would still leave its marks on you. You would always have a specific way of staring at the world, brow furrowed, eyes all pressed, concentration spread thin. Being in a place like this, with a controlled environment, with reduced stimulation every single day does things to the mind. It slows down one’s capacity to go with the flow, to deal with the unexpected. As such, even the littlest change in your environment can send you spiraling back down to hell. Not Jodi, though.

    I wasn’t the only officer picking up a crim.

    There was a guy on the gangway only about four meters to our left. The crim in question – a strapping, seven foot half alien half human with shoulders that could crack diamond – was not properly secured. Something Jodi noticed first. I saw her eyes slide toward the guy, watched her brow twitch. And I saw in her face the future unfolding.

    She didn’t throw herself toward the crim, though. And nor did she call out to the correctional officer to control his charge. She seamlessly stepped to the left. That was it. She got out of the way.

    Me? I got in the way. As the crim came barreling down toward us, I picked him up with one powerful swipe of my hand, fingers locking around his collar in an impossible-to-stop grab.

    I moved so quickly, I didn’t think an AI could track me.

    The crim spluttered. He had some kind of modified wrench in his hand. Something he’d presumably used to get free of his ankle cuffs. He swung it at me, and it did strike my chest. But it did no damage whatsoever.

    Jodi at least spluttered, and it almost sounded like she cared. When it became apparent that I was absolutely fine, all she did was stand there and watch.

    “What the hell?” the other correctional officer said. He finally caught up to the situation and ran over.

    That’s when he saw me, though I was still in armor. His gaze flicked over it, and presumably he recognized me in an instant.

    He snapped a salute. “Commander Harlow,” he said, all breathless. It sounded like he was meeting some galactic king.

    Jodi certainly noticed that bit. And while she hadn’t reacted to the near escape of the criminal, she snorted and rolled her eyes.

    What, was she sore at the fact I had a new title, a new role, and new responsibilities after the Petunia incident?

    Yeah. Because in the end, I’d chosen the right path.

    I’d done the wrong thing, though. Up until I had made that important decision, I’d stolen a ship and… Jodi was right. I’d left a man dead in a ravine. I had not, as she had accused me of, killed him. That wasn’t the point.

    During that period, I’d been so focused on getting revenge, I hadn’t stopped to do what was right for the people.

    Something Jodi would soon learn was her new priority.

    I had a quick chat with the officer, told him to secure his criminals better next time, then turned to Jodi.

    I looked her up and down once.

    She frowned. “What?”

    “I guess I was right about you.”

    This precipitated yet another eye roll. She was very good at them, so very good, it seemed that’s all she’d practiced for the past two years.

    But the movement, while still ironic, was starting to get a flighty edge.

    Perhaps she realized that when we actually got to the ship, when we took it and flew away, she’d leave her relative safety far behind. Sure, safety was probably a generous term to call what she’d experienced here. Imprisonment was obviously far more on the mark. But the point was, out there, she wouldn’t have a soft gel mattress to fall against, wouldn’t have silence to slip into.

    She would have to follow my every single order. And if she didn’t like them?

    “Get it over and done with,” she muttered.

    “I can see you are still light on your feet, see you can still read a situation quickly. You will need those skills. Training is going to begin as soon as we get to the ship.”

    “Training for what? You still haven’t told me what this mission is.”

    “No, and I won’t until—”

    “We’re somewhere where we are not being spied on by every single camera, security drone, and automated guard?” She gestured to the side, indicating the nearest drab gray wall.

    It just looked like a plain wall to the untrained eye. Until you realized that in places, it was marginally thicker, bulging out by a fraction as if some slim form was hugging it like a shadow.

    And there was. Because the wall, if given the correct instructions, could turn into a robot, form within the blink of an eye, and stop somebody at the last moment from leaving the docking ring.

    That other crim before hadn’t noticed. Heck, even if you’d schooled him about the form and function of modular robots, he probably wouldn’t have seen it anyway. Jodi? She’d noted it without me even being aware of it.

    I smiled again. Just once.

    I told myself this was the right thing to do. Jodi really could make a difference.

    As long as we got one thing straight.

    I finally reached my ship and gestured to it with a stiff thumb and broad palm. I didn’t know what Jodi had expected, but it was clear she was underwhelmed.

    Fair enough. It looked like a tiny off-white one-person cruiser. From the outside at least.

    It incorporated some of the most up-to-date spatial compression technology. On the inside, it could be about as small or large as I wanted. It all depended on what I needed to do, and importantly, what stage of training we were in.

    But I was jumping ahead. Jodi was still focused on what I’d revealed earlier.

    She looked to the side, frowned, her lips puckering, then stared at me from underneath peaked eyebrows. “This is a Coalition correctional facility. Officers come here and talk about high-level, top-secret information all the time. Exactly what kind of mission are you on that you don’t want to share it with anyone?”

    “That’s enough, Jodi. Step inside,” I spoke over her quickly as I pointed to the hatch, the strong light above glimmering over my black armor and focusing on the tip of my finger like a searchlight. I gestured my hand in a specific way and logged on to the onboard computer.

    There was a hiss, and I want to say it was satisfying, but what it was was a prelude.

    I felt that familiar twinge in the back of my spine. I said familiar, and I had felt something similar – on most missions I’d been on as a Galactic Police officer. This was just a lot deeper, a lot more meaningful. Because this mission… this mission was everything.

    Jodi walked in behind me. The hatch closed immediately.

    At first, we were in a very small space. It was enough for us to stand in, but nothing more.

    Then?

    With a swipe of my hand to the left, it all changed, right out from underneath us.

    Jodi’s eyes were the only thing that showed her wonder. She had good control over the rest of her body.

    She was a consummate actor. Not, of course, that she was aware of that. But her petty little damaged ego knew exactly what to do every time it required attention or favor from somebody.

    All this meant however that you needed to look straight into her eyes to know what she was really thinking.

    “What, thought I had a cheap ship? Thought this was a joke, Jodi? That’s the furthest thing from the truth.” I let my hand fall beside me. I didn’t stop there. With a seamless mental connection to the ship, I continued to expand the deck.

    All of the things that had previously filled this hangar bay weren’t destroyed, broken down, and used for wall struts and bulkheads. They were just moved. Like a dream. In the blink of an eye.

    I wasn’t kidding. This was some of the best tech the Coalition currently had. Hell, from what I’d heard, Forest had wanted this ship for herself. But she’d given it to me, anyway.

    I stood roughly in the middle of the room now. As the floor plating and wall plating spread out, it did so like petals growing on fast forward out of a once densely packed rose.

    They spread out from under our very feet, reached the walls, climbed up to the ceiling, and spread across that, too. It was accompanied by a slight rush of air, enough to rustle Jodi’s sleek blond hair – exactly what you would expect if a room had to increase its size. Without enough ventilation, something inside would pop.

    The only thing that broke was Jodi’s cool. She finally let out a slight stammer, the edges of her lips going white like milk. “What the… hell?”
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