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      Blurb

      

      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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    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
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