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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Today's Tomorrow series.
      

      

      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 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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    Today's Tomorrow Episode One

  
    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 my gaze over to him. My shoulders caved forward, and my smile, though it could have caved in, caved upward instead. Okay, nothing caves upward. I was trying to tell you that I found the emotional strength to grin anyway. “I was just going to dust it off and give it to you. Sorry for knocking into you.”

    “Dust it off? It’s not dusty. But it is broken. Connie, what the hell are you still doing in the Academy?”

    Lieutenants were walking past. They would’ve heard his bitter words. Maybe they’d seen what had happened too, though, because not one of them said anything. Why would they? This was justified. I deserved to be dressed down, and Makar could do nothing wrong. I’d heard that he’d joined one of the elite fighting units of the Academy. And he hadn’t even graduated yet. While technically we were both cadets of the same year, that was irrelevant. He was above me. And like any god, apparently, he had a vengeful streak.

    He touched something on his wrist device, powered down the machine I’d broken, clutched it up, then finally let my hand go. I was still on my knees where I’d fallen.

    He looked at me, and if gazes could strip you down of everything you’d ever achieved and drown you in your failures, that’s exactly what his would have done.

    Tucking my short cropped blond hair behind my ear, I pulled myself to my feet. Again I started to play with my hands. Should I clutch them forward? Should I tuck my hair behind my ear again? Or should I just drop to my knees and pray for forgiveness?

    I’d had enough bad run-ins with Makar to know that would not work.

    He looked me up and down, and I don’t think I’d ever seen someone more disgusted. “How long until you get kicked out of the Academy, Connie? Hopefully it will happen before you graduate. If you ever go to space,” he pointed a stiff finger at me, voice finally dropping so no one else could hear, “one of two things is going to happen. You’re going to get killed, or you’re gonna get killed and kill someone else at the same time. Do us all a favor. Leave before that happens. Space doesn’t need you. And neither does the Academy.”

    With that, he strode off.

    “I’m sorry about Carsten Four,” I muttered after him. I doubted he even heard me.

    And to be honest, I wasn’t even sure I was that sorry.

    Yeah, I’d failed, but it honestly had seemed like a good idea at the time.

    I strode off. I had engineering to get to.

    I had to navigate down from the second level of the command building over to the tower where most of the classes were held. That meant I went past a lot of lieutenants, some commanders and admirals too. As I strode past a group of them now, I heard one excitedly grunt, “The signal is there. I’m telling you, there really is something hidden under Academy grounds…” the guy began.

    “Stow it for when you’re in my office,” an admiral reprimanded him.

    I might look oblivious most of the time, but I knew precisely what they were talking about.

    The… stone.

    I shivered just thinking about it. I swear any normal person should.

    Now, what was the stone?

    It had been found on the moon.

    The same moon that had been so thoroughly explored as to be considered nothing more than a simple fact to the Academy. Yeah, you could live there. But you could also live on any other number of better celestial bodies throughout the Coalition.

    But when an asteroid had slipped the Coalition’s clutches and crashed into it a month ago, it’d gouged something up from the dirt. Something that no one had ever scanned. Something that shouldn’t be there. And something—

    “Connie, seriously, what are you still doing here? We have to get to engineering. You’ve got no idea what we’ve got in store for us today.”

    I turned to see my friend, Layla, rushing up.

    Several of the lieutenants she passed offered her low, respectful nods. And why wouldn’t they? She was one of the best engineers in fifth year. She had an awesome career ahead of her. And she was my friend. I wanted to point that out proudly. Of course nobody would be impressed. She grasped my arm. She stared at me. She twisted her lips to the side. “You got a dressing down from Jenks, didn’t you?”

    I shrugged. It was only slightly uncomfortably. Then I threw my arms up. “Yep.”

    She laughed before shaking her head in that way only she could. “You, kid, are amazing. If I got a dressing down from a superior, I would be devastated.”

    I flopped a hand around. “No, you get used to it pretty quickly. It’s not that bad.”

    “Keep your voice down. You don’t want anyone hearing that,” she muttered.

    I glanced across at all of the lieutenants and commanders we passed. They weren’t paying attention. Some of them were rushing around like headless chickens. Did it have anything to do with the Touchstone found on the moon?

    Again, I shivered.

    Layla assumed it was for a different reason.

    She grasped my hand. “Don’t worry. You’ll get through the Academy. I know you will. Because I know you better than they do. And I understand systems,” she said proudly.

    “Is this where you tell me that, despite all my flaws, I’m a necessary part of the Coalition? My superiors simply haven’t figured out how brilliant I am yet?” I grinned.

    “Something like that. You’re a bit rough around the edges. And you always have a talent for touching things you shouldn’t,” she emphasized dryly, “but your heart’s in the right place.”

    I slapped a hand on my chest now. “Thanks. I’m going to take that as a compliment, even though a lot of people’s hearts are in exactly the same place.”

    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Layla said as she dropped her voice conspiratorially.

    Somebody strode past. It was Makar. He shot me an understandably dirty look.

    I just tried to smile at him.

    When he was gone, Layla laughed and grabbed my arm harder, pulling me closer to say, “You are the only person who can razz him up like that. And you just don’t care. It’s brilliant. But I’ll tell you what’s better. We’ve got to go to engineering class. You won’t believe what Lieutenant Lok has secured us.”

    I scrunched my lips together. “A phase device? A universal key? Ice cream?” I added facetiously.

    She rolled her eyes and dragged me away.

    Before we left the command level, Makar darted past us once more, obviously busy with something all-important. I made brief eye contact with him as he strode past. I tried to smile one last time. Sorry. One last time? I’d keep smiling until he forgave me. That might take forever. Or who knew? It could happen tomorrow. You see, I’d always lived my life knowing that tomorrow is another day and tomorrow is another opportunity.

    You could say that was the greatest principle I knew, my number one lesson. But you can’t live for the same thing forever. Sometimes, you have to die for it.

  
    Chapter 2

    Makar Tax

    I strode into the briefing room, fingers itchy, stomach tight. I wouldn’t call it nerves. Just expectation. Justified, too.

    For we stood at the foot of the future.

    So many wild things had happened to the Coalition over the past 20 years, I couldn’t detail them all. That’s because I only knew about a handful of them. The rest would be confidential information kept by the admirals themselves.

    I still knew enough to understand the precipice we stood upon right now.

    This was one of those new integrated holographic briefing rooms. The second I walked in, down a ramp, and along to one of the seats set in a circle around the pulsing holographic orb, was the second I surreptitiously dried the sweat on my fingers and got ready.

    I could do that, see – just flick a switch, get down to business, and thrust my nerves away. I’d been well trained.

    Unlike a certain Connie Wilkinson.

    Just thinking of her made me clench my hands into fists, which made them collect with sweat yet again. I’d been working on that device for the past two weeks and had been on my way to take it to my superior.

    Now it was back to square one.

    “Look alive, Cadet,” my commanding officer, the brilliant Lieutenant Lai, said as she walked in. She stopped in the middle of the room, just next to the pulsing holographic ball in the middle. Currently it showed Earth. A view I’d seen all too frequently. Still, it was kind of cool interacting with it on a scale like this. The hologram was seamless. You couldn’t see through it, and there were no sketchy, insubstantial lines. Ever since the Circle Trader incident years ago, the Academy had gotten their hands on solid-state holographic technology. Another incident that had changed everything and expanded our horizons so far and so fast, tomorrow had seemed out of reach.

    But tomorrow was never out of reach when you knew what to grasp for. Security, freedom, and ultimately, power.

    The rest of the Alpha Team strode in and sat down. My good mate Barney sat beside me, grinning. “Did you get to show your teacher the small prototype shifter you’ve been working on?”

    “Don’t ask,” I warned in a trying tone.

    He knew me well enough to appreciate I wasn’t angry at him. He did wince, though. “Let’s talk about it later. You ready for this? It’s gonna be wild.”

    I had no idea what we’d been drawn together to discuss, but maybe it really would be wild.

    It wasn’t like they ever cracked the Alpha Team out for normal missions.

    When I had been tapped on the shoulder in fourth-year to join the Alpha Team, I hadn’t thought all my dreams had come true at once. I’d always known I was destined for a job like this, even during training. And I would’ve gotten here sooner if it weren’t for one Connie Wilkinson. She’d screwed up big time on our first mission outside of the Academy, and it had cost me crucial points. I would’ve been in this position a year earlier if it weren’t for her. And thinking about her now only soured my mood.

    “Investigations have continued on the Touchstone,” Lieutenant Lai said without introducing anything – and frankly, not having to, “and we have found out more in the past week than we have ever since it appeared on the moon a month ago.”

    “Yeah, but have we found the hidden chamber yet?” one of the senior members of the Alpha Team asked. A lieutenant himself, it was hardly like he was interrupting a superior.

    Plus, Lai knew how to lead a good team. She encouraged people to ask questions freely during briefings. Out on the field, you were expected to follow the chain of command. Here, she needed a free and quick exchange of ideas to ensure we always thought the best. It was the only way to act the best.

    “The chamber hasn’t been discovered yet. We’ve done extensive scans. There’s nothing.”

    “It’s got to be in phase space then, doesn’t it?” one of the other team members said.

    “That’s a guess, too. But even scans of phase space have come up lacking.”

    “If this chamber was so easily found, someone would’ve found it already. The Academy has been in this exact spot for over 400 years,” it was my turn to interrupt, and I spoke slowly but authoritatively. “Something big must be hiding it. So we are going to need something big to find it.”

    Lieutenant Lai smiled. It was a move I was all too used to. My superiors often grinned that exact way. When they realized just how much I was willing to give to my career, they often started treating me differently, and now was no exception.

    “The cadet is right. If the chamber has lain hidden underneath the Academy for over 400 years, then we’re going to need exceptional technology to find it.”

    “If it wants to be found,” Barney said as he shrugged and leaned further back in his seat.

    I just looked at him, getting there before the lieutenant could. “There’s no evidence to suggest it's intelligent.”

    “And there’s no evidence to suggest it isn’t.” He enjoyed playing devil’s advocate.

    But this was no time to screw around. We were on the cusp of something massive. Yeah, yeah, if the rumors I’d heard about were anything to go by, then the Coalition had been through hell over the past several years. It had even been thrown into universal fights. This was closer to home and felt so much smaller. But the nerves twisting around my gut told me it wasn’t.

    This was bigger. It was on a different scale. It was just….

    I stopped trying to describe it.

    I settled on the facts, instead. A month ago, an asteroid had impacted the moon, revealing something from within. A Touchstone, as we’d called it, we’d quickly deciphered the strange alien language on it. It’d spoken of a light cube. A light cube located directly underneath the Academy on Earth. To be fair, it was directly underneath this city. Because by the sounds of it, it was massive. Not my point. My point was that the Academy had sat here for over 400 years. And all that time, incredible alien technology had sat just beneath it.

    Or who knew? Maybe it was just a game. Maybe we’d misread the coordinates. I doubted that. Ever since learning about it just after it was discovered, I’d known this was big.

    Known in my gut. And yeah, I trusted my gut. It was one of the few lessons my old man had been able to impart before he’d bravely put down his life for the Coalition. A commander on a starship, he’d been there during one of the most violent incidents the Coalition had faced – the ouroboros mission.

    His starship had been attacked. He’d selflessly laid down his life for his comrades. And I’d lost him.

    But I still carried him around with me every day. He was my better reason, my intuition, and my guts.

    Lieutenant Lai hadn’t asked anyone to stand. I did anyway and said, “We’ve all been looking at ways to get into the cube. You would only have called this mission if you’d found something.”

    “Scans have picked up… let’s call it an artifact for now.”

    I arched an eyebrow. “Artifact?”

    She swiped a hand to the side and interacted with the hologram of Earth. With just a pinch, it zoomed in. It was like I was on a ship traveling through the clouds. The next thing I knew, the hologram showed this city, then the Academy, then the dirt beneath.

    A jolt of real exhilaration shot through my stomach and into my clenched jaw.

    “It’s getting stronger. But it isn’t consistent. About once a day, we pick up a signal for a fraction of a second. It’s enough to assume there really is something underneath the Academy. It’s the right size. It’s just—”

    “In the wrong time,” I said with a detached, almost haunted voice as I reached a hand out.

    I went to interact with the hologram, drawn on by the signal artifact. It looked like nothing more than a shadow.

    Hell, that was too powerful a descriptor. It was more like an afterimage. Some barely remembered sprite on the edge of sleep. And I—

    Barney laughed from behind me. “You’re not turning into Connie, are you? Remember, you shouldn’t touch things if you don’t know what they are.”

    This elicited a laugh from the rest of my team, and I immediately clammed up, controlled my hand, let it swing to my side, and stared at Lieutenant Lai instead. “What do you want us to do?”

    “Get prepared. We’ve now predicted when the signal will appear. As I said, it comes daily.”

    “What are we going to do?” Someone leaned forward and locked their arms on their knees, their eyebrows peaking.

    “We’re going to try to transport inside the signal. It may work. It may not work. We’ll see.”

    It was my turn to arch one eyebrow slowly. Lai did not bother to describe what might happen if it failed. Transporting into something that wasn’t really there was a sure recipe for certain death.

    But if you sat on the sidelines of life, not exploring because the wilds were too scary, you never got anywhere.

    I threw a salute. It was perfect. They always were. “I’ll be on that mission, sir.”

    She smiled. “I know you will be. That’s why I invited you all here today. We don’t know what it is. We have no clue what’s inside, and we don’t know if we’re a match for it. But if you want to be the first to find out, come with me. There will be no requirement to join this mission. Only those who want to will come. I’m not going to ask you to risk your lives on a question mark.”

    The problem was everybody here would gladly risk their lives for one another. We were the strongest team the Coalition had ever seen.

    We all threw salutes. It gave a chance for my eyes to slide to the side, for my gaze to lock on that artifact once more. My stomach tumbled. My back itched. And deep inside me, something twitched.

    I got the urge to reach out a hand again, but I controlled it.

    I’d find out what was inside that cube soon enough.

    I should’ve asked a question. Would it find out what was inside me? Because when you look at a mirror, sometimes, it looks back.

  
    Chapter 3

    Connie Wilkinson

    I stood at the back of engineering class, a knot in my stomach.

    I might just be scraping through my classes, but I was usually a lot more involved than this.

    But I’d walked in with Layla only a few moments prior to find out this would be no ordinary class.

    Every single cadet was abuzz. And why wouldn’t they be?

    Professor Lok stood at the front of the room, a massive grin on his white lips. “I only secured this through negotiating with my superiors. You will be the first cadets in the Academy outside of certain select groups to have seen a piece of the Touchstone. I have been conducting numerous experiments on it. I asked my superiors to bring it here today, because I have always accepted one thing. More minds are better than fewer minds. You may not have graduated yet. You may not have commendations. You might not have even seen the stars. That does not mean your opinions are not worthwhile.”

    Excited chatter was sparked by his statement.

    I just stood, my back against the wall, a little cold on the inside. I could try to explain it to you as leftover nerves from what had happened with Jenks – maybe with Makar, too. It didn’t feel like that. It felt like I’d been trapped by some force the second I’d wandered into the classroom and seen… it.

    It was just a fragment. And frankly, that was a rather rich way of describing it. It was a micron in width and two microns long. We couldn’t even see it. It was suspended in a gravity net. Next to it was a blown-up holographic version.

    Lok swiped a hand to the side. He picked Layla, because Layla was one of the closest. She was practically bouncing up and down in her enthusiasm. “You may interact with it, Cadet. You can all interact with it. I encourage you to touch it, to think about it, to try to understand what it could mean. This will be a free-range lesson. For, in many ways, that is precisely what your career will be. There will be times when you must go your own way, make your own decisions, and find your own future. Come.”

    That knot in my stomach tightened. I watched Layla sweep her hand forward and press her finger through the gravity net.

    Nobody yanked her back. Jenks wasn’t there to snidely remind her about the first lesson you learned when you joined the Academy.

    Instead, all the other cadets lined up behind her, eager for their turn.

    Lok made eye contact with me. He gestured me forward. He was encouraging. One of the cadets to my side wasn’t. “Come on, Connie, it’s not like you’ve ever had trouble touching things you weren’t meant to before. What, do you not want to? You scared? Scared or stupid, pick one. Currently my money is on both.”

    I didn’t pay any attention to him. Neil was mean-spirited. He always picked on people he saw as lower than him. But he’d never been dragged in front of Jenks. I might have an overly rosy view of what teamwork was. But I knew this. It was better to have somebody warmhearted like me who made mistakes than someone like Neil who was there to rip your liver out every time you fell down.

    I was used to ignoring him though. That said, I fully understood that I couldn’t spend my entire lesson with my shoulders shaking against the back wall.

    I slipped in behind him.

    I watched him as it was finally his turn.

    “This is so cool. We are currently interacting with a piece of history.”

    I clammed up. I got the urge to tell him this wasn’t history. You shouldn’t care about things that are in the past. You should, however, care about what they can do in the future. If something is long dead and buried, it can’t hurt you.

    But this….

    Neil palpated the tiny fragment of stone. He stared at the hologram, twisting it around. He looked like he knew what he was doing. And while, to be fair, Lok’s heart was in the right place, none of us knew what we were doing. Touching this thing wouldn’t change it. And though some of the better cadets like Layla may indeed find interesting observations, the rest of us were just here for the ride.

    And it was finally my turn to grasp the bull by the horns.

    Neil pulled away from me. Then he shivered right next to my face, acting. “Your turn, Connie. Should I go get the fire extinguisher? Should I go get Alpha Team? If anyone is likely to screw this up, it’s you.”

    “Neil,” Layla said. “Stop being such a jerk.”

    He shrugged. “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.”

    “No one’s thinking that,” Layla tried.

    Sure. No one was thinking that but me.

    I clammed up even more. I stood there in front of the suspended speck of stone.

    I’d done some wild things in my time. I’d made some very stupid mistakes. I’d thrown caution to the wind and just acted far too many times to count. And usually they were noted on my record in the strictest language possible. Now I couldn’t even drag my hands from my pockets. It felt wrong. The stone just felt wrong.

    “Just do it, Connie. What, do you actually think you, out of everyone, will find its key?” Neil hissed.

    Lok couldn’t hear him. I wondered if Lok would even do anything. Bullying clearly wasn’t considered as bad as being a screwup.

    Though I could usually put my past behind me, it gathered around me now. It yanked my hand out of my pocket, even though I didn’t want to move. And it shoved my fingers forward. I finally touched that scrap of stone. And… there was nothing.

    Nothing happened. In fact, nothing at all happened. For just a fraction of a second, it was like everything went dark.

    I’d been struck on the head – multiple times. I’d fallen from great heights, and I couldn’t tell you how many times I’d fallen unconscious. This was like that. A momentary dimming of the mind. Then it came back.

    I yanked my hand away. A thrill of something chased down my spine.

    I turned hard. My cheeks were pale. I ran right to the back of the room. I didn’t care that Neil laughed.

    Lok fortunately took hold of the class after that. And I just… stood there.

    Stood there and shook my hand. You see, it tingled. This deep strange sensation right there in the middle of my palm tingled and spread.

    The class ended. Everybody dispersed. Layla knew there was something wrong with me, but she didn’t have the time to clutch me to the side and ask what it was. She’d made some pretty interesting observations during the class, and Lok wanted to talk to her and a number of other talented cadets. Which left me alone, walking through the corridors, feeling like the past had caught up with me.

    But it wasn’t a feeling.

    It was an unfortunate fact. For we can only hide from what has come before for so long.

    Nothing can remain buried forever.

  
    Chapter 4

    Makar Tax

    We were ready to go. I’d been on numerous missions over the course of my career – even though I hadn’t graduated yet. There was a real knot in my stomach this time. It felt like my body was hunched around it, too stiff to move. But that was just a feeling, and with enough training, you can always ignore those.

    We were in the central transport room of the first Academy basement.

    The basements were a legendary part of the Academy grounds. You didn’t even know they existed until you got a certain level of security clearance. I had no clue how many there were, but I knew they plunged down deep into the earth. So they’d touch the hidden cube, right? Interesting observation. But it was one locked in the past.

    Several years ago, the Academy had learned about phase space. Another level of matter, you couldn’t interact with it unless you had the right technology. There was every chance that the cube existed in a version of phase space the Academy hadn’t been able to discover yet. It meant that it could sit right there alongside the deepest levels of the basement, and we’d never know.

    “Countdown,” Lieutenant Lai said.

    I looked across at her. She was fitted out in the greatest gear the Academy currently had.

    She wore perfectly white slimline armor. Her helmet had blue lines around the visor, and a red stripe adorned her back. It told us all she was the commander.

    We were just grunts here along for the ride.

    And what a ride it would be.

    With her hand held stiffly to the side, she started counting down from 5 to 0, curling her fingers against her palm one by one.

    I had the chance for one last thought. It was a weird one, too. Connie Wilkinson’s face dashed across my mind, clear as day.

    Though I couldn’t stand the cadet, maybe I’d internalized her as a symbol. She stood for people who arrogantly acted beyond their means. Fools who threw caution to the wind and jumped. But I was no fool, and I reminded myself I knew how to land on my feet. It was just in time, because I was swept right off my feet by a concentrated transport beam. It broke down my body. When I was re-created on the other side, I’d either be dead, or I’d be walking into one of the greatest mysteries the Coalition had ever seen.

    I got my answer.

    I was re-created.

    I appeared in… light.

    I was suspended there in it. This wasn’t light like that which you got from the sun. It wasn’t from some lamp. It wasn’t from some candle. Organized lines of illumination darted around me, cast in every single color you could think of.

    It was just… a sea of them.

    Maybe a lesser cadet than me would scream and think they’d gone to heaven or hell. Maybe they’d doubt their grip on reality. Not me. The first thing I did was swipe a hand forward.

    You needed to be bold when you encountered the unknown. Another lesson my father had imparted before his untimely but brave death.

    And nobody came braver than me.

    I couldn’t grasp the light, but that didn’t stop me from trying.

    I couldn’t see my colleagues, either. It didn’t freak me out. When my adrenals tried to get out of control, I threw the brakes on my sympathetic nervous system.

    And I refocused all of that energy into groping forward as hard as I possibly could.

    I’d spoken of my intuition previously. Now it raged, not just in my body, but in someplace deeper. It told me the only way to get out of here was to learn to interact with the light. Grasp it up, and there’d be no going back. No going back at all.

    With a grunt, I thrust my hand forward, concentrating my mind into the tips of my fingers. I gave it everything I had then a little bit more until finally I felt something solid strike my hand. I was in sophisticated armor. It didn’t matter. It felt like the strands of light simply shimmered their way through it until they brushed against my fingers.

    And it was my fingers that finally held them in place.

    I grabbed the strands of light and yanked them down. Then the whole amazing sea of illumination around me shifted. I fell. I fell. And I fell until I finally landed on something.

    I slammed down against solid light. I stared up. I was in a corridor made out of those same darting lines, but this time they were sufficiently ordered to form something solid underneath my feet. Staggering to the side, I opened my hands. I tilted my head up. I stared forward. I could see something just through the end of the corridor ahead. There was a wide room. And pulsing right in the middle, glowing more brightly than everything around it, floated a crystal as big as me, but somehow so much more real.

    I staggered forward. I reached the room. The same energy that had forced me to try to grab the hologram during the briefing pulsed into my fingers. It dragged me forward, dragged me forward even when I should be thinking of the fact I was still alone. My colleagues hadn’t appeared around me. Who knew where the hell I was? And who cared? I reached the crystal, drawing to a halt just in front of it. Its light felt like it played over my slack cheeks, and it probably did. For my armor could not stop it in place.

    Without me asking it to do so, it retracted from my hand as I weakly dragged it up. I extended my fingers out, and every single one of them shook until suddenly they stopped. Because suddenly, I touched the crystal.

    Something surged out from the middle of it. While it was incredibly lit on the outside, if I’d focused enough, I would’ve seen a singular black dot within. The crystal was white; the dot was black. It almost looked like yin and yang.

    But now that blackness shot out, expanded, moved around the crystal in a cloud of force, and punched into the middle of my chest. My head was thrown backward, my arms were forced wide, and I blacked out momentarily. It was like being transported.

    I woke just before I struck the ground. But it wasn’t ground. It was light. Light everywhere. Except for within me.

    I gagged, grasped my throat, and dragged my hands up.

    I saw something… something shimmering in my skin.

    But it couldn’t last. It soon sank deep into my hands and escaped inward.

    I went to throw my head back and scream. Something wouldn’t let me.

    I became aware of a presence just over my left shoulder. I turned my head to try to glimpse it, but it darted out of the way, always keeping in the same position – just behind me to the side.

    “What… what the hell is happening? What’s happening?” I blared.

    There was no one to answer. This light might have attacked me, but it wasn’t intelligent. The shadow over my shoulder sure as hell was. “Host. You are a host. You will realize our intelligence. You will hold on to us, and you will take us there. Back there,” it spoke with deep, shaking pathos, “back to the past. Back to the heart we lost.”

    I gripped my head. I tried to pull the voice from me, but it wasn’t inside me. It was there, just over my shoulder. “What the hell is this? What have you done to me? Where the hell am I?”

    “Hell. We have just scanned your armor. Hell is the underworld. A place you go to pay for your sins. Hell does not exist. Only the past does.”

    “The past?”

    “The same past you will go to. The same past you will open. The same heart you will find us.”

    This couldn’t be happening. But it was happening.

    I… had told you there was no soldier like me. I rolled with the punches. I bounced when I was thrown down. But—

    “What… what are you?” I demanded through shaking lips.

    “We are the light that gives rise to darkness. All light is diminished in the end.”

    “What? That makes no sense. Why are you just there outside of my reach? And what do you mean I’m your host?”

    “We are the light that has come together. The light that is many. The light that has gathered everything it can.”

    I shook my head. “You’re some kind of… hive?” I knew I chanced upon the right word as it shook from my lips.

    My intuition blared, my shoulders hunching as I went to grab my head again, but I soon dropped my fingers. This thing wasn’t inside me. It was beside me like some kind of devil over my shoulder.

    Except I was wrong about one thing. It was inside me. Because I suddenly stretched my hand out, trying to grasp hold of something solid, and the light in the room surged toward me.

    “It is attracted to us. We can interact with it. And now you can, too. You will be a soldier. You will do as we say.”

    “Where are my colleagues?”

    “You were the first to figure out the light puzzle. You were the first to touch the crystal. You chose yourself for this mission.”

    I shook. Then I shook my head. “Where are my colleagues?” I demanded.

    “They have now reached the rest of the cube.”

    “Look, whatever you are—”

    “We have told you what we are. And it is irrelevant. All you need to understand, Makar Tax,” it said, knowing my name because presumably it had already scanned my armor and found it out, “is this. You will go to the past. You will find the true Touchstone. And you will bring us the heart. We have waited too long. The past cannot remain buried anymore.”

    I tried to fight it, I honestly did. But there was nothing to fight anymore. My strength and grit had gotten me this far in my life. But no further.

    I shook and fell to my knees dramatically. But the light underneath me surged beneath my knees, gathering up around me. It looked like an ocean come to life, one solidifying right in front of my face.

    But it was no ocean. It was a doorway.

    And this had always been a trap.

    I’d walked in. I’d never walk out again.

  
    Chapter 5

    Connie Wilkinson

    I don’t think I’d ever been more uneasy in the rest of my life combined. Quite possibly because it wasn’t within my personality parameters. But something had happened to shake me to the core, and I couldn’t pull myself out of it.

    I walked like a shadow had descended over my shoulders. I needed to get to my next class, but that was irrelevant. I was going to head home. I was gonna jump into my bed, pull the covers over my head, and ride this out. Whatever it was.

    I would never get the chance to go through with that plan. As soon as I struck the green grass and gardens that separated the large Academy towers, that sense of unease grew.

    I took a step out onto the verdant, well-clipped grass. The breeze was pretty hard today. It brushed my cheeks, spun past my fringe, and whipped at my ponytail.

    It was like fingers grasping at my shoulders. Fingers that wanted to pull me down.

    I took another nervous step then stopped. It felt like something wound its way around my stomach and pinned me in place. Some last-ditch effort to hold me to the spot. A warning. If I ignored it, it would be at my peril.

    Neil of all people appeared behind me.

    I had stopped on the steps that led down from the teaching tower.

    “What are you doing, freak? You weren’t yourself in engineering class. Don’t tell me that the stupid Connie has finally grown some common sense?” He slapped me on the back.

    I was pushed forward and forced to take another step. And that’s when it happened. Nothing occurred in the external world. At first. But from within me, this shudder chased up from some hidden depth.

    If you’d ever asked me, I would’ve confidently told you that I was the kind of person who lived with her heart on her sleeve. I didn’t have secrets. I didn’t need them. I was open.

    But apparently something within me had still been closed.

    Neil took a step away, and that was probably the only thing that saved him. A shudder ripped out from underneath my feet. I’d once been in a cruiser that had blown up. I’d been transported off just a second before it had. This was the exact same experience.

    I had nothing to hold onto and nowhere to go but down.

    A chasm opened up underneath my feet. The Academy was meant to be one of the most protected places in the Coalition. It had seen its fair share of fights in the not-too-distant past. I knew, based on extensive engineering classes, that there were scanners that checked and rechecked Academy grounds constantly. At the first sign of some unexpected threat, they would transport people out of there. But either they were broken, or whatever was happening could not stop. And it was the latter. For I suddenly got the violent impression that it had been waiting for me my entire life.

    I pitched down just as I heard screams from behind me. There had never been an earthquake on Academy grounds, quite likely because the Academy had learned to suppress them long before it had been built here.

    But there was no stopping this. No stopping it at all.

    I fell through the chasm. All I could see was torn-up dirt and concrete. Underneath this section, according to urban legend, at least, was the Academy’s extensive basement network.

    The earthquake had to be extraordinarily violent. Because it ripped right through every level. It did something else, too. For while I saw the concrete, at the same time, I saw raw open rock. Or rather, opening rock. It was like it had turned into a pair of hands, and it was reaching out to catch me.

    I wanted to scream. I couldn’t. All of my emotion was trapped in my throat and heart. Because it knew something far worse was waiting for me yet.

    I tumbled through the chasm. I could no longer see the Academy basements. It was like they’d blinked out of existence. The only thing that counted was all of that rock leading to one thing. I glimpsed an open chamber. It was empty, save for a crystal floating about a meter up from the middle of it. And I fell right toward that gently spinning stone. At the last moment, before I could strike it, I collapsed my body into a ball, locking my hands over my head. It meant that I would probably die when I struck the ground, as I wouldn’t be able to roll, but that was worth it. I did not want to touch that crystal. I had never felt a stronger sense about something in the rest of my life.

    I didn’t strike the crystal. But I didn’t exactly strike the dirt, either. I hit something. It just didn’t feel like solid matter. As my body banged against it, there was, ironically, no bang or thump or any sound at all. It was like I was being cradled by some alternative state of matter.

    It took me too long to open my eyes. I could see the Academy grounds far above. Or at least the hole that had pulled me down here. At the same time, I could see concrete belonging to some of the basements. But that slipped in and out of existence like the far-off pulse of a lighthouse.

    I locked a hand on my chest. I finally found my breath. I forced it into my mouth and down my throat. I was like somebody with a battering ram. I’d never had to use so much strength of will to keep myself alive in the past.

    I hadn’t even faced anything. Not yet. The true horror lay right beside me. I turned and opened one eye. It was the kind of wary movement you would make if a snake had just slithered out of the grass beside you. I stared at the crystal. My mouth was agape, and my eyes were pressed wide open.

    The giant gem spun. It was illuminated this soft yellow blue. It looked real but at the same time looked like something that had been snatched right out of my imagination.

    If I hadn’t learned about phase space before, I would’ve assumed this entire strange place had been snatched out of my nightmares. But there was a problem. This was most definitely real.

    I heard people screaming again. I think someone shouted at the fact I’d fallen down here.

    I closed my eyes. I locked my hands over my head, ready to just ride this out. The rescue team would make it down here. I wouldn’t have to wait forever. But the crystal….

    I thought the earthquake was over. Apparently it was only just getting started. The ground, or whatever you wanted to call it, pulsed beneath me.

    There was something truly unnerving about it. It gave one the impression that the ground had never been anything more than an illusion. Not just this strange substance that I now lay upon, but all grounds everywhere and for all time.

    What you believe is solid matter is nothing more than a transient state. In other words? Ultimately, there’s nothing to hold onto.

    Especially not for me.

    The
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