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START BOOK ONE OF OUROBOROS


Chapter 1

Cadet
Nida Harper

The
planet around her was dead. Not a single thing remained alive.
There were no trees, no plants, no life. Just the cold colours of
rock, stone, and metal.

Nida
took a step forward, forcing a deep and reassuring breath as she
did.

The
rest of the team was behind her somewhere, and she indulged in a
moment of solitude.

She
stared up at the horizon. Dusk was settling in, and with it, a
stunning array of colours lit up the sky. There were a few scant
clouds scooting through the oncoming darkness, and their undersides
lit up with vibrant oranges, purples, and golds.

Beyond
the clouds, the first few stars were blinking on, like lights in a
darkened city.

It was
beautiful, especially when you considered how different it was to
the stark, cold view of the planet around her.

This
was one of her first missions away from the Academy, and she hadn't
expected it to be
so . . . confronting.

She
could see the outlines of buildings in the dusty valley below her,
hints at what this planet had been long in the past.

Apparently, a great civilisation had once inhabited this
world, and now all that remained was the dust, rock, and
rubble.

Sighing at how sad it was, Nida soon shook her head and
realised she had to get back to work.

Pushing off, her regulation black boots kicked through the
dust until she made it down the short incline in front of
her.

“Hey,
Nida,” someone called from behind.

It was
J’Etem, her good friend. The young woman was not human, and was
rather from an alien race known as the Barkanas. She had lustrous
golden hair flecked with flashes of orange and red, like flame
licking through a field of summer hay.

“What
are you doing so far from the group?” J’Etem asked with a
semi-cross look crumpling her smooth brow. She had perfectly even
and shiny skin. Not a mark, not a wrinkle, nothing but silky black
flesh.

Nida
made a face and quickly looked behind her, checking to see whether
she was about to get in trouble again. “Is the commander around
here? Did he tell you to come get me?”

J’Etem
shook her head. “Nope, I just saw you wandering off and figured it
was a good idea to come and get you before you get in even more
trouble than usual.”

Nida
gave a small laugh, then nodded at J’Etem before turning to follow
her back to the rest of the group.

“Isn't
this planet fascinating?” J’Etem pointed out after she gulped in an
excited breath. “I mean, how cool is it that we're getting the
chance to go on an actual mission? With Carson Blake, of all
people,” she added in what could only be called a
squeak.

Nida
had to laugh at that. She already knew J’Etem was a major fan of
Lieutenant Blake. Because, seriously, who wasn't? He was a living
legend at the Academy, and every cadet, man or woman or somewhere
in between, loved the guy to bits.

“It's
cool,” Nida managed after a lengthy pause.

“Come
on, I think you can muster a bit more excitement than that. The
Academy is finally trusting us with a bit of responsibility. And
considering your track record, that's a really good sign,” J’Etem
added subtly.

Nida had to laugh; J’Etem was totally right. Nida had one of the worst records of anyone in her class. She was barely scraping by. But she stuck with it. Though she could have quit the Galactic Coalition Academy many times, she found herself coming back every year.

Soon
she would graduate, then a lifetime of missions in space would
welcome her.

. . . .

Which
was what she wanted, right? It's what everyone at the Academy
wanted. They all worked towards the same goal: space exploration,
and the honour of forming the group of men and women that kept this
galaxy safe.

“You're doing it again,” J’Etem announced as she offered Nida
a pointed sigh.

“What?” Nida looked up sharply.

“Thinking. You always get that look of profound consternation
on your face when you are deep in thought, and I have to say, it
reminds me of a nagar toad about to squirt poison on
you.”

Nida
laughed. It felt good, but even that couldn't chase away the
melancholy that had descended over her.

With a
quick move, she looked over her shoulder again at the view.
Specifically the small ridges and bumps that hinted at the remains
of some building destroyed long ago.

This
planet had once been thriving with people—with real, live
things—and now it was nothing more than a testament to destruction
and death.

Okay,
so it had sat desolate for over 2000 years according to
archaeological reports, but that didn't matter. It felt wrong to
come here and dig up the place looking for its secrets without
mustering just a little respect for its previous inhabitants, no
matter how long ago they'd existed.

“What's the matter?” J’Etem asked again, pressing her
perfectly plush, purple lips together as she gave Nida a knowing
look.

“Just . . . thinking about the people that
once lived here,” Nida answered truthfully as she gestured to the
planet with a sweep of her arm.

“What's there to think about? Nothing but the occasional blob
of bacteria has inhabited this world for the past 2000 years. All
that remains now is dust and a couple of old buildings. I'll grant
you, some of the archaeology is interesting, and Blake clearly
thinks this planet is important for some reason. But apart from
that, this place is nothing more than dust and stone.”

Nida
offered her friend a smile and remained silent.

Then
they both made it back to the main group, and Nida carefully walked
over to a deserted corner, trying to pretend she'd always been
there when a few people glanced her way.

“Don't
make me go find you again,” J’Etem whispered under her breath as
she strode past.

Nida
nodded, then leaned down on her haunches.

She
didn't have much to do, to be honest. Both her and J’Etem were only
here as ‘observers’. Neither of them were out of the Academy, and
they certainly couldn't be trusted with any real work. Okay, J’Etem
could—she had fantastic scores when it came to xenobiology and the
study of alien civilisations. Nida, on the other hand, didn't. In
fact, she was only here because J’Etem had somehow managed to
convince the commander to bring her along.

Just
sit tight and don't get in trouble, Nida thought to herself as she
brushed her fingers through the dust.

She
wasn't wearing armour or an environmental suit; she was merely
dressed in the usual garb of a Galactic Coalition Academy recruit.
A standard black and blue uniform with absolutely zero pips on her
collar, because she had no rank, and considering her lacklustre
abilities, would likely never get one.

Dragging her fingers through the dust, Nida enjoyed the
distinct feeling of it tracking over her skin. It scratched and
played at the edges of her fingernails.

Looking up, she glanced at the rest of the team. Everyone
seemed locked in some important task, their collective expression
one of concentrated work. And yet here she was, actually playing in
the dirt like a three-year-old.

Scrunching her lips together and feeling perfectly silly, she
stood up, turned her head to the sky, and stared at the clouds
pressing in from the horizon. Dusk was beautiful. The colours were
so vibrant and exquisite. It was such a contrast to the dull
gunmetal grey and black of the planet. It was almost as if all the
life of this place had drifted up into the sky.

With
that philosophical thought ringing in her mind, she turned to stare
behind her.

There
was a large broken-down building there, and it stretched for almost
200 meters on one side. It had a low, flat roof, and several large,
sweeping sets of stairs leading up to it.

A
small, flat path ran around the outside of the building, and even
in the dwindling light of dusk, she could make out five people
standing on it.

She
recognised all of them. Every cadet at the Academy would. Hell,
most citizens of the United Galactic Coalition would
too.

Lieutenant Blake and his incredible team.

They
were called the Force, and they were always sent on the most
important and dangerous missions.

And,
for some reason, they’d been sent down to this planet. Though Nida
wasn't ranked high enough to know the details, she could imagine it
was fabulously important, otherwise, it wouldn't demand the
attention of Blake and his Force.

She
stared at them as they stood there, their bodies stiff with
concentration as they listened to Blake.

He was
resting with his back against a broken statue, his arms crossed in
front of his chest. He was too far away for her to see his
expression, but she could bet it was one of disciplined
concentration.

The
other four members of the group were Piya, Travis, Sa’oq, and Bor.
All the best in their respective professions.

They
were the top of the top. The absolute cream of the Academy. When
they weren't running off saving the galaxy, they occasionally
popped in for guest lectures, or to assess the up and coming
recruits to see if any were worthy enough for entry into the
Force.

Nida,
needless to say, would never get a tap on her shoulder and an
invite into that selective group. She was way more likely to get a
smack on the back and a swift kick in the butt instead.

Pursing her lips together and breathing through them, she
turned on the spot again, surveying the whole scene before
her.

The
other ten or so members of the mission to this planet were all
dotted around, doing their respective tasks, all against the
backdrop of these incredible ruins.

With
dusk coming down, the shadows that had built up along the building
and under the stairs of this ruined compound deepened.

Though
it wasn't cold, Nida found herself shivering.

She
wanted to be back on the ship. Though ostensibly it was exciting to
be on a real mission, she felt a little like she was walking across
someone's grave. Who cared if no one had inhabited this planet for
2000 years? It still felt wrong to walk all over these ruins
without a hint of compassion or respect.

Just
as Nida looked around for a place to sit, a man cleared his throat
gruffly behind her.

She
turned to see none other than Commander Sharpe.

An
enormous man of half human and half Yara build, he was like a brick
wall on legs. He also had a particularly stony expression to match.
“Cadet,” he said, the word sounding exactly like a shot from a gun,
“what are you doing?”

“Ah,”
she swallowed hard, “I haven't been assigned a task yet,” she
managed.

Sharpe's eyes narrowed, and he regarded her with a look that
could melt steel. “This is an important mission, and you need to
treat it like one,” he began.

She
nodded, for some reason bothering to throw in a salute, even though
it was completely unnecessary.

Sharpe
rolled his eyes. “Don't just sit there,” he said, breathing through
his teeth.

“Yes
sir,” she snapped. Then she shuffled her feet slightly. “Um, should
I go back to the shuttle?”

Sharpe
grumbled under his breath.

This
was not the first time Nida had come to the unwanted attention of
Sharpe. In fact, he was the bane of her existence. He threatened
her every other day with expulsion from the Academy for being the
‘worst recruit in 1000 years'. So he was fully aware that not only
was this her first mission, she really didn't have the skills to be
here; hence, she was standing around and staring at the
sky.

“Look,
take this,” he handed her one of the spare scanners from his belt,
“and do a mineralogical survey of the ground,” he
suggested.

She
took the scanner silently and didn't point out that there was no
point in doing a mineralogical survey, as it had already been
done.

“Just
stick to where I can see you,” he added harshly. “And even if you
aren’t doing anything useful, for god’s sake, look busy. The Force
is here, and you could at least try to pretend you’ve earned the
honour of being here with them.”

She
didn’t react to that cutting remark. Instead, she nodded, adding
another needless salute.

Rolling his eyes, Sharpe walked away, muttering something
under his breath that sounded exactly like “worst damn recruit in a
thousand years.”

Nida
desperately wanted to point out that the Galactic Coalition Academy
had only been running for the past 450 years, but she didn't.
Instead, she bit her tongue, turned on her foot, and picked a
random direction. Then she turned the scanner on and wandered
off.

She
had no idea how long this mission was meant to last. Presumably
until the Force had done whatever they were meant to do. But Nida
really didn't like the idea of spending the next several hours
walking over the same section of dust, scanning it for no other
reason than to appear busy.

As
dusk settled darker around her, she found herself walking further
away from the compound.

She
reasoned that if she'd been tasked with a mineralogical survey, she
might as well do a thorough job, and the geology seemed to be
different the further away she walked from that ring of ruined
buildings.

Once
she was safely out of earshot of everyone else, she began humming
to herself.

She
liked it when she was alone. There was no one to point out she was
a failure. Plus, she could explore space the way she felt it ought
to be explored. By taking the time to stare up at the stars above
and to revel in their mystery and beauty. In fact, it was when she
was doing just that, that she tripped over something.

Her
head was turned up to the heavens as she walked along, the scanner
held steadily in her hand, but when her boot snagged on some rough
piece of stone, the scanner went flying and so did she.

Her
body slammed against the uneven and dusty ground, her chest
smacking into a rock that pushed the wind from her
lungs.

“Ow,”
she managed after a short pause.

Then
she scrambled to her feet to seek out the scanner. Usually they
were hardy, but Nida was a particularly unlucky soul, and seemed to
have a talent for breaking everything.

And
Sharpe would be seriously unhappy if she came back with a shattered
scanner. As he kept on telling her, a good cadet looked after their
equipment.

She
pushed herself up, then she stopped.

She
could see the scanner. It was several meters in front of her, down
a set of dark stairs that led into a room sunk low underneath the
earth.

“What
the hell?” she breathed wildly. “Where did that come from?” she
pushed back on her knees, getting to her feet.

Her
heart pounded in her chest, the powerful thump of it reverberating
through her clenched teeth.

She
had already wandered around this compound, and she had not come
across this set of stairs before.

How
had she missed it? Had she been so busy staring at the sky that an
enormous, gaping hole in the ground had failed to grab her
attention?

Scrunching her bottom lip in and biting it earnestly, she
turned over her shoulder to see if anyone was in
earshot.

They
weren't. In fact, she couldn't even see the rest of the
group.

They
were hidden by a slight rise in the ground.

Damn,
she thought bitterly. Sharpe had told her specifically not to walk
out of sight, and here she was, completely hidden from the compound
and the rest of her team.

“Right, just go get the scanner, then get back to the group,”
she told herself firmly.

Then
she could return triumphant to Sharpe, and let him know she'd
found . . . a random set of stairs that hadn't
appeared on the scans the ship had done from space.

Her
gut twisted with fear.

Before
the team had come down to the planet, they'd all been forced to
attend a briefing. In it, Lieutenant Blake and Commander Sharpe had
explained what they were all to do. They'd also shown everyone an
in depth interactive hologram based on a blueprint of the
ruins.

This
set of stairs had not appeared in that hologram, she was sure of
it.

“Right,” she managed, taking a deep breath.

So
this was good, yeah? She'd just found something no one else had.
Something that had somehow failed to appear on the numerous scans
that had been done of this planet.

Sharpe
would be proud of her discovery. Perhaps it would even raise his
estimation of her.

. . . .

Yeah
right. As if that would ever happen.

“Get
the scanner, stop stalling,” she told herself firmly.

With a
deep breath, she stepped forward, her black, standard-issue boots
reaching the first step.

It was
firm, like all steps, and felt like stone under her tread. And that
was it. It didn’t turn into a monster and consume her whole, and
neither did it disappear as it was replaced by a seething spatial
anomaly.

Because it was just a normal frigging step, and there was
nothing to be worried about.

“Come
on, get over it,” she commanded herself.

Sighing, she walked down the stairs.

The
scanner had fallen a fair way down, and she had to travel quite far
into the shadow of the stairwell until she leaned down to pick it
up.

Her
breath was shallow, and she couldn't seem to force enough air
through her dry throat.

Her
heart kept pounding dramatically too.

She
held onto the scanner with a firm, almost terrified grip, then she
turned sharply on her foot to race back up the stairs.

A part
of her was objective enough to realise she was being seriously
pathetic here. For Christ’s sake, she was on an alien planet,
granted, but one that had no life, no secret weapons, and no
malevolent mercenaries—in fact, it had nothing more dangerous than
a few treacherous holes that could trip you up. And yet the
prospect of descending a set of darkened stairs had her adrenaline
pumping as if she were about to dive into the sun.

She
tried to roll her eyes at her own pathetic lameness.

Suddenly she stopped.

She
felt something.

A
vibration.

Slight, and coming from behind her.

Her
scanner started to beep dramatically.

She
frowned, glancing down at it.

It was
registering some kind of energy source.

Which
was impossible; there were no energy sources on this planet. It had
already been scanned multiple times, and no one had ever come
across anything more powerful than a particularly mighty piece of
dust.

Yet as
the scanner beeped, she couldn't deny her eyes.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Time to go and tell Sharpe what
you've found.”

She
took another step up the stairs.

Hesitating, she stopped.

She
turned over her shoulder to look back down the darkened stairwell
and into the tunnel below.

She'd
been instructed to do a mineralogical survey, but she knew Sharpe
just wanted to keep her occupied, or at least the appearance of
occupied, so the Force didn't question why he'd brought along such
a soppy and hopeless cadet.

Sharpe
thought she was more than useless, and he expected her to come back
with nothing worthwhile.

. . . .

So
what would he do if she returned with some incredibly valuable
information?

What
if she found something really important in this tunnel?

That
would shut the belligerent Commander up.

So
what was the harm in going and investigating this tunnel
herself?

If she
found anything, she could really use the brownie points.

As
soon as that thought crossed her mind, she shook her head
resolutely.

No.

It
wasn't safe.

With
that, she ascended the stairs.

Dusk
had settled even darker around her by the time she
emerged.

With a
sigh, and one final glance over her shoulder at the stairwell, she
made her way quickly back to Sharpe.

When
she reached him, he was locked in what looked like a seriously
important conversation with none other than Blake.

“There's something more on this planet, I'm sure of it. I
don't think we should leave yet,” Blake said quietly.

Sharp
was about to say something, then he looked up to see Nida loitering
around behind them. “Yes, Cadet? Is there any reason you're
eavesdropping?”

Nida
knew her face blushed a bright red at the allegation, and she even
sucked in a startled breath. “Um, what? No,” she answered
ineloquently.

“Then
what is it?” Sharpe snapped.

“Um, I
found something,” she managed, wondering how to explain her story
in a way that didn't sound dumb.

Sharp
sighed heavily. “Leave it to the report.” He turned back to Blake,
shooing her away with a sweep of his hand as he did.

She
didn't move off. Instead, she gritted her teeth. “Ah, sir, I found
something you should probably see,” she managed again.

“I
don't care about the mineralogical survey; it can wait,” Sharpe
snapped again. “Now go away, Cadet.”

She
knew she should leave before he gave her a reprimand for ignoring
an order, but she stood her ground nevertheless. “I found a set of
stairs that lead to a kind of tunnel under the ground. They aren't
on the blueprint we got from the ship,” she forced her words out in
a string of nervous mumbles.

Sharp
turned his attention back to her, and this time Blake glanced her
way as well. He narrowed his startling violet eyes. “Sorry, what?”
he questioned quickly, straightening up as he did.

“Ah,
over there,” she pointed randomly over her shoulder. “Or was it
over there?” she put more thought into it, turned around, and
surveyed the rapidly darkening compound to figure out where the
stairs lay.

“Where?” Sharpe asked angrily.

“Oh,
ah,” Nida surveyed the compound, looking for a landmark or anything
that could help her get her bearings.

“Just
use your scanner, Cadet,” Sharpe hissed.

“Oh
yes,” she mumbled quickly.

She
was flustered.

Really
flustered.

And
for some damn reason, she couldn't use the scanner. After several
mortified seconds of trying, she looked up at Sharpe and shrugged.
“Um. . . .”

“Give
it here,” Sharpe snatched it off her. Then he poked at the thing.
Slowly he turned it over and realised there was a long crack up one
side. “What have you done to this?”

Oh
damn, she really had broken it. God, she was the unluckiest girl in
the universe.

“Oh,
that, I fell over, and the scanner tumbled down the stairs. That's
how I found them—the stairs,” she added meekly.

Sharp
sighed.

“Sir,”
Blake said, proffering a hand to Sharpe for the scanner.

Sharp
handed it to him whilst shooting Nida a withering look.

“Let's
have a look here,” Blake muttered as he typed something quickly.
Then he pulled the operating chip out of the back, stared at it
with a frown, and shot her a quick glance. “It just fell down the
stairs? Are you sure? It looks like it's been landed on by a
cruiser.”

Nida
pressed her lips together to stop herself from saying something
stupid.

“I
think I can still . . . ,” Blake trailed off,
clear concentration crumpling his brow. Seconds later, he grinned.
“Alright, got it. Thanks, Cadet,” he nodded her way affably, then
headed off through the dark compound, Sharpe at his
side.

Sharpe
shot her another disdainful look, but didn't say anything as he
marched off.

Which
just left Nida alone. So much for the stairs winning her brownie
points. Now she would have to explain broken equipment to
Sharpe . . . again.

Damn,
everything she touched turned to dust.

With a
truly rattling sigh, Nida wandered back into the
compound.

She
intended to find a nice flat rock to sit on. Sharp would no doubt
shout at her for being lazy when he returned from the mystery
stairwell, but she was already in trouble, so Nida didn't really
care if she added another nail to her coffin, as old humans would
say.

Just
as she sat down, she saw the unwelcome sight of Sharpe marching up
to her.

She
jumped to her feet, stumbling awkwardly as she did.

“Cadet,” he spat, “you really screwed up that scanner. It's
given us messed up coordinates.”

Damn
it. “Sir,” she winced, “um, I'm sorry.”

“Don't
be sorry, yet,” he added ominously, “just come and help us find
those stairs.”

Nida
scurried forward, Sharpe striding along at her side.

Soon
they both reached Blake. He was standing there, frowning down at
the scanner. “I thought these things were meant to be tougher than
this,” he muttered as he hit the bottom of the scanner with the
base of his palm.

“Alright, find the stairs, and you better not be mistaken
about this,” Sharpe added under his breath.

Dread
coiled up her spine, and Nida grimaced into the darkness. It would
just be her luck if the stairwell had disappeared as quickly as it
had formed. Sharpe would kill her for wasting his and precious
Lieutenant Blake's time.

She
ran forward, twisting her head this way and that as she looked for
any sign of a familiar landform.

Just
as genuine worry sliced through her belly, she saw it.

A
familiar lip of shadow.

“There
it is,” she breathed through her monumental relief. “Just over
here,” she added in a far stronger tone.

She
led the two men forward to the dark opening of the
stairwell.

“What
the hell?” Blake peered down into it, checking his own scanner as
he did. “This was most definitely not on the
blueprints.”

“There's an energy reading too,” Nida remembered, bringing a
finger up as she pointed it out, almost as if she was an excited
child reciting some recently learned fact.

“What?” Blake snapped his head around. “I'm not picking up an
energy source.”

“Cadet
Nida is likely mistaken,” Sharpe insisted at once.

She
hadn't been mistaken about the stairwell, though, had she? She
wanted to point out. Instead, she bit her tongue and peered past
Blake at the dark shadow in the ground.

Her
stomach twisted as a kick of fear passed through her.

There
was something . . . not right about that
tunnel.

“Alright, let's go,” Blake waved them forward.

“Shouldn't we wait for the rest of your team?” Sharpe
asked.

Sharpe
was a commander, and Blake was a lieutenant, Sharpe very much
outranked the guy. And yet, like almost everyone else at the
Academy, Sharpe held this sense of awe for Blake that meant the
lieutenant was treated like a freaking admiral.

“We'll
just do an initial check.” Blake shrugged his shoulders. “The scans
suggest everything is fine.”

“Alright,” Sharpe agreed. “Cadet, go back to the compound,” he
added as he turned from her and headed down the first few
steps.

“Yes,
sir,” she managed easily.

Though
she'd found the stairs, she really didn't mind being told to head
back to the compound.

While
she was technically meant to be an explorer, she didn't want to
explore that dark shadow in the ground.

“Hold
on,” Blake put a hand out in a stopping motion.

A
spike of fear rushed through her as she worried whether he was
about to suggest she come along with the two of them
anyway.

He
didn't. Instead, he handed her his scanner. “It's getting pretty
dark out there, and considering yours is broken, you're going to
need something to see by,” he held it there until she took it from
him.

She
offered a stuttered thank you, then he nodded, gestured towards the
tunnel, and walked off with Sharpe at his side.

She
stood there for several seconds, watching the both of them descend
into the shadows. Though Sharpe turned on the light source in his
scanner, and the little device threw out powerful illumination, it
didn't feel as if it could do much to the darkness. It was so damn
cold and black down there.

Nida
gave a sudden shudder as they both walked out of sight.

Then
she realised how dark it was out here, and fumbled with Blake's own
scanner until she managed to get the light source
working.

Turning your scanner's light on was a basic lesson at the
Academy, and happened somewhere around the first day, and yet she
had to try hard to remember how to make the little device work
properly.

She
really was the worst cadet in 1000 years, she realised as she
slowly turned and made her way back to the compound.

She
didn't make it.

As she
walked along, once again she stared at the beautiful night sky
above. There was absolutely no light pollution on this planet, so
the stars cape had nothing to compete with, and shone with
astounding brilliance.

She
could even pick up the colourful swathes of constellations and gas
clouds. She took several steps as she stared above, and once again
tripped over something.

This
time she went flying, and she didn't hit the ground.

She
tumbled down an incline instead.

Her
body beat against something that felt suspiciously like steps, and
she rolled down and down until her back thumped hard against a cold
and unyielding floor.

She
lay there and gasped for several seconds, feeling pain ripping
through her body.

Yet
after she sucked in several calming breaths, she realised she was
still alive. With an enormous groan, she tried to sit up, and
promptly checked herself for broken bones as she did.

Everything seemed to be okay. Yes, she was in a great deal of
agony, but she couldn't find any puncture wounds, and seemed to be
able to move all of her muscles satisfactorily.

She
groaned again as she realised she'd let go of the
scanner.

In
fact, she couldn't see it any more.

Because she couldn't see anything. Wherever she was, it was
completely dark down here. There was barely enough light to make
out the shape of the stairs directly to her left.

Stairs.

Hold
on, seriously? Had she just found another set of random
steps?

Before
she could realise what a stupid coincidence that was, she began
crawling around on the floor, searching for the scanner.

Clearly, it had tumbled from her grip as she’d fallen, and
somehow it had turned off its light in the process.

That
or it was broken.

. . . .

Knowing her luck, it was most definitely broken.

Great.
She had just stuffed up Carson Blake's own personal
scanner.

Crawling around, she searched and searched, but she couldn't
find it.

She
sat back on her haunches, swearing as she did.

Then
she turned her head, angling to what she thought was the
stairs.

After
her fall, she’d lost her sense of orientation, and she realised
with a pang of fear, she didn't know which direction up
was.

So she
crawled until her fingers finally brushed against the reassuring
incline of a step.

She
began to pull herself up. Though she could stumble to her feet to
stand, knowing her luck, she would trip and fall back down on her
ass again.

With
every step she clambered up on her hands and knees, she realised
just how much her side hurt. It was hard to breathe, and with a
groan, she realised she'd probably bruised her ribs.

Fantastic.

She
was never going to be allowed to go on a mission ever again. She'd
broken two scanners and herself.

Sharpe
was going to go mental.

Or
maybe he wouldn't. Maybe she could pretend she accidentally lost
Blake’s scanner, and she could lie about the fact she'd fallen down
another set of stairs, pretending she'd bruised her ribs by
just . . . breathing too hard.

At
that completely stupid thought, she let out a little pitiful
laugh.

Then
she realised how damn dark it was down here, and a new flurry of
fear escaped over her back, chilling the skin as it
went.

Crawling faster, she finally reached the top of the
stairs.

But
she didn't reach the world outside.

The
beautiful stars cape did not sparkle down to greet her.

Instead the looming shape of a room did.

One
that was lit softly by a faint, blue glow.

Oh
dear.

The
fall had disoriented her, and somehow she’d climbed up the wrong
set of stairs.

Clearly, the tunnel she’d tumbled into had more than one set
of steps leading up.

Great.
Now she had to climb down again and head up the other set of
stairs, still in the dark, and still on her hands and
knees.

Before
she turned and headed back down, she slowly surveyed the
room.

There
weren't meant to be any energy sources on this planet, she
remembered, but whatever was making that blue glow clearly wasn't
natural.

She
narrowed her eyes and tried to figure out what it was.

Some
kind of statue.

She
could make out the shape of a body, carved out of stone, on the far
wall.

The
room was completely empty apart from that statue and several dark,
shadowy recesses that suggested other stairwells leading down into
more dark and treacherous tunnels.

She
gulped.

“Turn
around, head down the stairs, and get back to the group,” she said
aloud, flinching as the sound of her voice reverberated around the
empty room.

The
architecture down here was completely different to the compound
above ground, quite possibly because this room was not
ruined.

And
now that she could see the smooth walls and the delicate lines of
the statue, she appreciated what this planet must have once looked
like.

It was
a beautiful sight, mesmerising even.

Yes,
that's the right word, mesmerising.

Before
she could stop herself, she took several steps forward, and then
another, and then another. She ignored the pain stabbing through
her ribcage, and strode confidently towards that statue.

It was
as if the thing was reeling her in.

The
closer she got, the more astounded she was by its
beauty.

It was
the shape of some alien woman, dressed in a flowing gown, with
beautiful lines of hair tapering across her face and
shoulders.

She
had the kindest of smiles, and her hands were held out in front of
her, clasped around some kind of blue orb.

The
orb was glowing—the sole light source illuminating the room—and the
nearer she got to it, the more the glow caught her
attention.

Something appeared trapped in the orb, something that danced
and writhed like bodies through smoke.

She
reached the statue.

She
stared up at it, her mouth agape.

In an
instant, she forgot all of her pain and agony.

She
stretched a hand towards the orb.

On the
very first day at Galactic Coalition Academy, they told new
recruits two things. Never leave your team behind, and never do
anything stupid.

Space
is, quite frankly, not a safe place.

Given
the chance, it would throw everything from spatial anomalies, to
menacing aliens, to booby-trapped planets your way. So if you
wanted to survive, you had to live by the rules—stay with your
team, and most of all, be smart.

Now,
she knew it wasn't smart to reach her hand out to touch the
orb.

It was
glowing with such a peculiar energy that even a newborn baby would
realise it wasn't something you should touch.

Yet
she couldn't stop herself.

Her
fingers were drawn towards it.

Then,
as she turned her face up to look at that beautiful smiling statue,
she touched it.

She
stood there for a second before anything happened.

Her
fingers registered no heat. In fact, her fingers registered nothing
at all. It was as if she wasn't touching anything. As if the blue
orb was nothing but a hologram.

Then
something happened.

She
heard a crack, almost like a rip in space.

Then
something slammed into her chest and forced her
backwards.

It had
more force than anything she had ever felt.

As
soon as her head struck the floor, she lost
consciousness.

But
just before she did, she thought she saw a blue light bursting out
of that globe and rushing down towards her.

It
sunk into her chest as her mind turned black.

 



Chapter
2

Carson
Blake

Well
that had been a waste of time. Though he had been excited at
finding that staircase, it hadn't led anywhere. Through a couple of
hallways and to a few empty rooms, sure, but he certainly hadn't
found what he was looking for.

Still,
it was interesting that the stairwell hadn't appeared on the
blueprints. Before the mission had come down to this planet, their
ship in orbit, the Orion, had done an extensive survey. In fact,
this planet had already been mapped by several other teams. And
none of them had ever located this staircase.

So of
course he'd been hopeful when that awkward cadet had mentioned
she’d found it.

But
the reality was it didn't contain any secrets. Just cold stone
walls and sparse, empty rooms.

He
indulged in another sigh as he walked up the last step and stood on
the dusty surface of the planet.

Commander Sharpe was beside him, holding the scanner and
checking over the results. “Nothing interesting, I'm afraid,” he
said curtly.

Blake
hardly needed the report; he'd been there. But he nodded politely
anyway.

“I
guess this planet really doesn't have any secrets any more.,” Blake
managed as he tipped his head back and looked at the glorious night
sky above. You could see every damn star, every constellation even.
If he’d had the time, he would have sat back to enjoy the
view.

He
didn't.

They'd
already been down here long enough, and they had absolutely nothing
interesting to show for their efforts.

It was
time to head back to the ship.

“It's
not a complete loss,” Sharp tried from his side.

Blake
had to smile at that.

Sharpe
was not a compassionate man. He could in no way be referred to as
nice. In fact, he was the terror of the Academy. Back when Blake
had been a fresh, new cadet, he’d unfortunately had a few run-ins
with Sharpe. But now the two of them got on well. Though Sharpe was
hard on the surface, if you earned his respect, he was your friend
for life.

“Yeah,
sure, we got a couple of mineralogical surveys,” Blake
quipped.

“And a
broken scanner,” Sharpe added with a sigh. “Cadet Nida Harper is
the worst recruit in 1000 years, I swear. I have never come across
someone as incompetent.”

“You
mean the woman who found the staircase?”

Sharp
sighed laboriously. “Yes, that’s the one.”

Blake
smiled.

It was
clear from the overwrought frustration twisting through Sharpe’s
tone that he had problems with Cadet Harper. And Blake felt very
sorry for the woman.

“She
found the staircase though, and that’s something. Even though there
was nothing down there, it is interesting that it didn't appear on
any of the scans,” Blake said, feeling he should try to defend her,
even though he didn’t know her at all.

“That's a particularly charitable description of events,
Carson. By the sounds of it, she was walking along, not looking
where she was going, and she tripped down those stairs. That's
hardly a fact to be proud of,” Sharpe shot back.

Blake
just chuckled under his breath.

They
were heading back to the compound, and though the night wasn't
completely pitch black, considering the stars cape above, they
still had to navigate by the light of Sharpe’s scanner.

While
the scanner threw out bright light, wherever its illumination could
not reach, it only served to make the shadows longer and
darker.

If
Blake hadn't already seen the reports confirming this planet was
completely devoid of life, he would have been sure to survey his
surroundings far more carefully. He would have also taken some
proper armour down to this planet.

But as
it was, it was clear this place no longer had any
secrets.

This
mission had been a wild goose chase to begin with, and nobody would
be particularly surprised he hadn't found anything down here.
Still, it was disappointing to go back empty handed.

“Ready
to get back to the Academy?” Sharpe asked perceptively from his
side.

“Something like that,” Blake said.

Then
something caught his eye.

A dark
lump of a shadow about 10 meters to his left.

“Come
on,” Sharpe mumbled over his shoulder as Blake slowed
down.

“Hold
on,” Blake took several steps towards the shadow, his eyes
narrowing.

Then
he took several more steps, and then another.

Slowly
he realised it wasn't an ordinary shadow; the closer he got, the
more the dark shape resolved into the hunched form of a human
being.

He ran
the last several meters, sliding to his knees when he reached
it.

As he
scrambled around in front of the body, he realised it was Cadet
Harper.

She
had a particularly memorable head of messy dark hair. And right
now, that hair was splayed around her, covering her cheeks and arms
and back.

“Cadet, are you alright?” he snapped as he reached her,
placing a hand gently on her shoulder.

She
didn't move and she didn't answer.

“Sharpe, get that scanner over here,” Blake barked as he
checked to see if she was alive.

“What
is it?” Sharpe ran up. He dropped to one knee. Then his eyes
practically bulged out of his head. “Harper,” he moaned, “what the
hell has she done to herself?” He brought the scanner to his face,
typed something into it, then huffed. “One broken rib, a
concussion, a sprained ankle, and several cuts and abrasions,” he
quickly answered his own question, letting out a relieved sigh as
he did.

Even
though Sharpe clearly did not get on well with Cadet Harper, the
man was responsible for every recruit under his command, and Blake
knew he cared for them all, even the crappy ones.

“So
she is alive, then?” Blake found himself confirming
needlessly.

Sharpe
gave a hard nod. “Yes, she is, but she is going to have one hell of
a headache when she wakes up.” Then he leaned right down to
Harper's ear. “Harper,” he shouted.

She
stirred slightly.

“Harper,” Sharpe snapped again.

Blake
watched as she slowly blinked her eyes open.

For
the briefest of seconds, he fancied he saw a light flashing deep in
her pupils. But he dismissed it.

Because it was impossible. Nothing more than a trick of the
dazzling starlight above.

Even
though he didn't know the woman, he let out his own breath of
relief and shifted back, removing his hand from her
shoulder.

She
tried to sit up, but immediately groaned and latched a hand to her
chest.

“You
have broken your rib,” Sharpe noted with disdain. “Given yourself a
concussion, sprained your ankle, and sustained numerous cuts and
abrasions. What exactly happened?”

She
stared at Sharpe, her lips parted gently, her eyes out of focus.
Then she shook her head.

“She
is confused,” Blake said quietly to Sharp. “Let's just get her back
to the cruiser. Once the doctor has checked over her on the Orion,
you can question her then.”

“Question her? Who am I kidding? I don’t need to question her
to know what happened,” Sharpe pushed a breath through his clenched
teeth. “She fell over. She is a basket case. She’s in the infirmary
every other day for scrapes and bruises,” he added as Blake got to
his feet.

One
broken rib, a concussion, and a sprained ankle from falling over?
Blake doubted it, but then again, he didn't know Harper.

From
the brief interaction he'd had with her, she did appear to be
pretty clumsy and awkward though, so maybe she could injure herself
that much by simply tripping over a stone.

She
tried to get up on her own, but quickly fell flat on her butt when
she put weight on her ankle.

“Here,
I’ll give you a hand,” Blake offered as he leaned down and helped
her up by the shoulders.

“I'm
fine,” she squeaked in a high-pitched voice.

“You
are not fine,” Sharpe noted curtly. “Now get back to the cruiser
before you trip over and lop your head off.”

She
let out a little sigh, then hobbled forward.

Blake
pushed his shoulder into her, supporting her as best he could. When
he offered to pick her up, considering how slow her progress was,
she squeaked a no.

Soon
enough they made it back to the compound, and several people walked
over to see if they were okay.

When
the rest of the team asked what was wrong, and Sharpe blatantly
pointed out that nothing was wrong, and Cadet Harper had just
fallen over again, his comment was met with several knowing
laughs.

Blake
felt Harper tense against his shoulder, and she shook her head
slightly.

“I'm
fine,” she said one last time, now pushing away from his
grip.

Though
she swayed, she stood, and he watched as she stared solidly at the
ground, ignoring everyone as they continued to laugh at
her.

Again,
he found himself feeling sorry for her.

Okay,
so she didn't exactly seem to be Galactic Coalition Academy
material, but she’d just injured herself badly, and surely deserved
people's sympathy.

Instead, Sharpe snapped at her to get to the
cruiser.

Soon
Cadet J’Etem came rushing up to Harper to give her a
hand.

J’Etem
was stunning. She was Barkarian, and she was beautiful from her
lustrous blond hair to her plush purple lips.

She
smiled down at Cadet Harper, and the two of them leaned on each
other as they made it over to the cruiser.

Well.
Hadn’t this been of royal waste of time.

Not
only had Blake found nothing at all, but one of the cadets had
injured herself too.

Dipping his head back, he forced a steeling breath as he
stared up at the stars above.

This
planet was meant to hold secrets. That’s why he was here. Though he
didn’t know the full story—as his superiors hadn’t deemed to share
it—his mission brief was to search this barren rock for any signs
of the civilisation that had once existed here.

Though
it wasn’t unusual to be sent on missions were his superiors only
partly told him what was going on, he really felt like this was a
wild goose chase.

What
the heck was meant to be down here that could garner the full
attention of the Force?

Barbarian warriors? Powerful alien weapons? Some spatial
anomaly?

Well,
currently he’d found nothing but dust.

And
more dust.

Feeling despondent and downright disappointed, Carson quickly
made his way back to the shuttle.

Occasionally he glanced over to see Cadet J’Etem administering
to Cadet Harper.

Harper
seemed okay now, and smiled and chatted with her friend, but
occasionally she would get a far-off look in her eyes, and her brow
would crease with worry.

He
wanted to know what had happened, how exactly she had fallen and
hurt herself that badly, but before he'd been able to ask, the rest
of his team had distracted him.

Plus,
Blake had bigger problems to worry about. He always did.

 



Chapter
3

Cadet
Harper

“Holy
crap, I am late again,” she realised as she sat up straight in her
bed, her pillow bouncing out from underneath her and slamming onto
the soft carpet below.

She
glanced over at the holographic clock in the corner, and
swore.

Jesus
Christ, she had slept in by an hour. A whole fricking
hour.

Her
alarm was blaring, and somehow she had managed to snooze through
it, even though it sounded like a red alert klaxon in her
ear.

She
raced over to the alarm, waved her hand above it, and instantly it
cut out.

Then
she swore even more as she threw off her clothes, grabbed her
uniform from a pile on the ground, and clambered into
it.

God,
she had already missed half of her morning’s lecture. And
unfortunately for her, the lecture was being run by none other than
Commander Sharpe.

Her
nemesis. A man who hated her and wanted nothing more than to kick
her out of the Academy.

Great.

Now he
would have yet another reason to reprimand her.

Once
she was done dressing, she ran her fingers through her matted,
black, compact curls, and grabbed a simple clip off her bedside
table. She wrestled her hair into some kind of bun, clasped it, and
ran out of her bedroom door.

She
reached the kitchen, chugged down a glass of water, patted her
lips, and headed for the door.

The
room was a mess.

It was
always a mess.

Though
she did genuinely try to keep it clean, her flat mate—Cadet Alicia
Arquette—only ever bothered to help when they had guests coming
around.

Beyond
the immediate mess though, it was a lovely apartment. And it had
the best view. It was halfway up one of the numerous high-rise
blocks that were scattered around the Academy's main grounds, and
if you stood at the plate glass windows that occupied one wall, you
could see all the way over the city to the ocean far beyond. It
glittered there, a sliver of tantalising blue.

Blue.

For
some reason the mere thought of that colour jogged something in her
memory, but she couldn't recall exactly what.

She
found herself pausing though, just before she anchored her palm
onto the panel on the wall by the door.

Shaking her head, she finally pushed through her reverie, then
ran out into the corridor.

She
made double time, heading down to the Academy grounds and her
lecture hall as fast as her feet could carry her.

Then
she snuck in the back way, sitting down in one of the chairs in the
last row as quietly as she could.

Though
she hoped no one had seen her, she saw Sharpe look up from the
lectern far below and narrow his gaze her way.

Oh
boy.

No
doubt, he was pausing to take a mental note to make her life hell
after the lecture.

She
locked her teeth, closed her eyes, tipped her head back, and
wondered if now was just a good time to quit and cut her
losses.

“As I
am sure you are all aware, it takes years of rigorous practice to
make full use of your telekinetic implants,” Sharpe continued with
the lecture.

Every
member of the Galactic Coalition Academy had a telekinetic implant.
Even she did. In fact, she took several seconds to bring her hand
up and tap the small, hard device lodged just a few centimetres
below the base of her throat.

She'd
remembered being so excited when she'd received it.

In her
mind, she’d hoped it would let her make objects fly across the
room, catch cruisers as they fell from the sky, and generally wield
the power of a modern god.

Unfortunately, it wasn't that simple.

Not
only were the implants hard to use, some people simply never got
the knack of them.

And
she was one of the unlucky few who had zero talent. Totally zip.
Nothing.

She
could do precious little with the implant. She’d been able to pick
up a cup with her mind once, but that was it. She had not succeeded
in using any of the specialised telekinetic weapons, and she’d
certainly never caught a cruiser as it fell from the
sky.

She
was, in other words, truly useless.

“It is
rare to find a true master of these implants. Not only does it
require years of work, but a natural talent and understanding of
the underlying dynamics involved,” Sharpe said. “So we are very
lucky to have a true master at the Academy.”

Nida
sighed as she continued to tap her implant.

J’Etem
was a marvel when it came to the use of telekinetic power. In fact,
nearly every other member of Nida's class had real talent for
it.

Nida,
on the other hand, had come to the realisation she would never be
able to use her implant properly.

No
matter how many hours of practice she put in, she never improved.
Lifting a cup was sure to be the height of her less-than heady
success.

Staring at her hands glumly as she allowed them to rest back
on the table, she wondered whether she could just sneak out of the
lecture. She was already in trouble, so it would hardly matter if
she added a fresh, new mistake to her enormous list of
misdemeanour.

Pressing her lips together, she deliberately tuned out as
Sharpe continued lecturing the class on the correct and effective
use of their implants.

She
already knew the material anyway. Heck, every recruit did; the rest
of her class was simply being politely attentive as Sharpe reminded
them yet again how powerful yet dangerous telekinetic implants
were.

She
appreciated the point, but it was hardly as if she needed to heed
the warning; coffee cups aside, Nida was never going to be able to
wield a telekinetic weapon, so there was no point in learning the
correct way to use them.

As she
tuned out, her mind wandered over what she had to do for the rest
of the day, then she mused about whether there'd be any hotdogs
left in the cafeteria after the lunch rush.

Then,
out of the corner of her eye, she saw a blue flash. The cadet
sitting next to her wore one of the standard-issue Academy watches,
and had clearly just received a message—hence the sudden pulse of
light.

But
even though she saw blue flashes like that every day, this one
caught her attention.

And
held it fast.

A kick
of nerves travelled blindingly fast up her back, and she twitched
forward as if she'd been struck.

A
memory played at the edge of her mind, toying with her.

The
cadet next to her turned, frowning at her odd behaviour. “Are you
okay?” he whispered.

She
forced herself to nod, pretending her leg had just cramped. Then
she turned around and tried to listen to the lecture.

She
couldn't. That memory kept on beckoning her. And it had something
to do with blue light. In fact, now she paused long enough, she
realised she’d been fascinated by blue light ever since she’d
returned from that rather ill-fated mission to the barren Remus
12.

It had
been several days now, and she had made a complete recovery.
Somehow, some precious how, she had fallen over in the dark,
cracked a rib, sprained an ankle, given herself a severe
concussion, and cut her fingers and cheek.

She
still didn't remember how she'd done it though.

All
she could recall about that day was being sent back to the compound
by Sharpe after she’d led Blake to the mysterious stairs. Then she
recalled nothing until she remembered waking up on-board the
Orion.

Everyone was sure she had just fallen over, and to be fair,
she was one of them. She knew first-hand how clumsy she could be,
and considering she had already broken a scanner that day on the
planet by tripping over a rock, it wasn't so much of a stretch to
imagine she had broken herself by tripping over another
rock.

. . . .

So she
tried to ignore the lights. Those flashes of blue.

It was
just her memory playing tricks on her.

Concluding that, she got back to the important task of
ignoring the lecture.

While
the cadet next to her had a rather rapt look of attention on his
face, she did not, and she couldn't muster the energy required to
try.

Sharpe
already knew she was a complete disaster when it came to the use of
her telekinetic implant.

Whilst
everybody in her class had moved on from coffee cups to actual
weapons, she hadn't, and she never would.

She
didn't, apparently, have the concentration and control for
it.

Telekinetic implants worked by allowing you to control certain
objects that had been impregnated with a specialised magnetic
material. The implant was hooked up to your central nervous system
and right into your motor cortex. With just a thought, you could
command the implant to put out a field and manipulate any material
nearby with that necessary specialised magnetic substance
inside.

It was
incredible technology, and was one of the reasons the Galactic
Coalition Academy had become as powerful as it was.

It
couldn't be used everywhere, though, and it certainly couldn't be
used on anything; implants only worked on objects that had the
right magnetised material in them.

Feeling satisfied that she clearly already knew everything she
needed to, Nida indulged in closing her eyes and forced a quiet,
careful breath.

Then
she waited, listening with only half an ear as the lecture
continued. In another hour, it was over.

She
carefully and discretely made her way out of the back entrance,
hoping that Sharpe wouldn't have the time to race around and catch
her.

He
didn't, and with a small, satisfied smile, she hurried along the
corridor.

In
fact, she ran so fast she rounded the corner before checking to see
if anyone was coming from the other direction.

Someone was, and she bumped straight into him.

Swearing softly, she jolted back, then looked up to see none
other than Carson Blake.

He
blinked at her, muttered sorry, then moved to walk off. Then he
stopped. “Hold on, you're Cadet Harper, from the mission to planet
Remus 12,” his pupils widened with clear interest.

She
winced. “Yes, that would be me. Are you going to get me in trouble
for losing your scanner?” she babbled quickly, searching for a
reason to explain his sudden interest.

“My
scanner . . . oh, yeah, we did leave that
behind, didn't we?” He looked thoughtful as he muttered a soft
“ha.”

She
breathed a sigh of relief when she realised he wasn't about to add
another complaint against her to Commander Sharpe.

“How
are you?” he asked with genuine interest.

She
blinked back her surprise. Why did he care? She was just a walking
accident and the worst recruit in 1000 years, and he was Carson
Freaking Blake.

He
smiled at her encouragingly.

He
didn’t look like he was acting, and with a quick look around her,
she realised there was no one around he could be trying to impress
by compassionately asking after her.

“Ah,”
she mumbled, realising her pause had become uncomfortably long,
“fine. I mean, they fixed me up,” she added awkwardly.

“Do
you remember what happened?” he now asked, dropping his tone as
several cadets walked past them.

She
stopped.

She
was about to say she had just fallen over, and it was nothing to
worry about, but as she opened her mouth, the words wouldn't come
out.

Instead, sudden blue flashes filled her mind, like fireflies
dancing frantically at the corners of her vision.

She
shook her head when she realised she couldn’t just stand there with
her mouth open looking dumbstruck, and offered what she hoped was a
reassuring smile. “That kind of stuff always happens to me. I'm
really sorry,” she added, “about your scanner.”

He
laughed. It was an odd move. It was as if he wasn't sure whether he
should chuckle at her, but couldn't quite stop himself. “It's okay.
It wasn't exactly mine. I had another one built as soon as we got
back to the Orion.”

She
smiled, sucking at her teeth as she did in what was perhaps the
geekiest move she could make.

She
couldn’t help herself.

Because, well, this . . . was weird. And
awkward, really, hideously awkward.

“Sorry
again,” she managed, backing off, realising she had to get away
before she tripped over her own legs and crumpled at his
feet.

Then
she heard a voice behind her.

One
that rumbled up like a volcano splitting the earth.

Commander Sharpe.

She
winced again, this time as if she were about to be chopped in
half.

Because likely she would be.

She
turned to see him march up beside her.

“Late
again,” he said tersely, “do you deliberately go out of your way to
earn reprimands from me?”

She
wanted to ask whether he deliberately went out of his way to
torture her, but she held her tongue. “No, sir,” she answered,
knowing exactly what he wanted to hear. “I
just . . . ,” she trailed off. She could come
up with all sorts of outlandish excuses, like being chased by
mercenaries, or waking up on a foreign planet and having to find
her way back to class in a jiffy. They were all lies though. But at
least they’d hide the truth, because the truth was truly
pathetic.

She
had overslept.

“Don't
bother,” Sharpe sighed heavily, “just report to detention, again,”
he spoke to her with a long-suffering tone, and shot her a look
that made it clear he was sick of dealing with her
antics.

She
turned around glumly, barely noticing as Blake offered her a
friendly, commiserating smile.

Her
heart sunk at how much trouble she was about to get in.

What
was worse, she had a mound of assignments. It had taken her longer
than usual to bounce back from her fall on Remus 12. The broken
bone had knitted quickly, and the medical team had dealt with the
concussion as fast as Coalition doctors could. But it had taken her
several days of rest until her mind had come back to
her.

For
those several days a strange fog had descended over her, and the
doctors had explained it away by theorising she was just tired and
stressed.

Now,
she was even more tired and even more stressed.

Walking to her next class, she settled into a melancholic
slump.

The
rest of the day passed, thankfully without further incident, and
soon enough she found herself back in her quarters.

She
did not enter her apartment to peace, however, for Alicia was
running around frantically.

As
soon as Nida entered, Alicia snapped up, her expression filling
with relief. “There you are. I was worried you would never return.
Now you can help me clean,” she announced at once. “This place is a
tip.”

Nida
stood there for a moment, raising her eyebrow slightly. She didn't
exactly have the gumption to point out to Alicia that there was
nothing stopping the woman from cleaning up after herself. Because
one look around this room would confirm that every dirty dish,
mound of clothes, or pile of data pads on the couch belonged to
Alicia. Nida cleaned up after herself, hell, she’d even managed to
do it over the past several days whilst she’d been
convalescing.

“Don't
just stand there,” Alicia announced, her irritation clear as she
whisked a hand towards the couch and pointed at an enormous pile of
clothes. “Help me move those into my room.”

Mutely, Nida walked over, grabbed the clothes, and marched
them into Alicia’s pigsty of a bedroom.

“Why
exactly are we doing this?” Nida asked as she walked back into the
main room.

“Boys,” Alicia answered clearly.

Nida
rolled her eyes. Why had she bothered to ask? There was only one
thing Alicia cared about, and that was men.

There
was also only one thing she ever bothered cleaning the apartment
for. Men, again.

Usually Alicia didn't invite any guys back to their apartment
because it was such a tip, that and Nida hated walking in from a
long hard day at the Academy to find her flat mate rolling around
on the couch with her latest catch.

“Oh,
don't look at me like that,” Alicia actually stamped her foot.
“They are just coming here before we go out. We'll be out of your
hair pretty quick,” she fobbed a hand Nida's way as she walked over
to the enormous pile of dirty dishes in the sink.

“They?” Nida asked as she narrowed her eyes. “You mean, you
have more than one date?”

Alicia
harrumphed. “No, I've organised a double date.”

For a
moment, Nida stood there, stock still, fear rising through her
belly like a tidal wave.

Alicia
clearly saw Nida’s shocked expression, and she tipped her head back
and laughed. “Oh my god, not for you, not for you,” she emphasised
as she chuckled even harder. “For Bridget. Don't be an idiot,”
Alicia walked past her and clasped a hand on her shoulder, “I would
never organise a double date for you.”

Nida
didn't know whether to be relieved or insulted, so she decided
ignoring Alicia was best, and she picked her way through the open
kitchen towards her room.

The
apartment was split into three rooms. The enormous shared living
space in the middle that had a lounge, kitchen, and a big table
directed at that enormous view through the plate glass windows. On
either side of that room were Alicia and Nida's bedrooms. Both
bedrooms had their own bathrooms, personal computers, beds, and
storage spaces.

If it
weren't for Alicia's mess, this place would be beautiful, but you
didn't get to pick your roommates at the Academy.

“Hey,
what are you doing? Come back here and help me clean up this mess,”
Alicia demanded.

“Look,
I've had a really long day, and I’m still feeling kind
of . . . funny,” Nida managed with a
swallow.

“Oh,
get over it. I know you fell over and bumped your head,” Alicia
gave a surprised laugh, clearly amused that someone could do
themselves so much damage by tripping up, “but that was several
days ago, and the doctors gave you the all clear yesterday. Now you
have no excuse, so help me clean up your mess.”

“My
mess?” Nida challenged in a rare moment of bravery.

Alicia
opened her mouth to say yes, but clearly thought better of it. “Our
mess,” she tried instead. “Now hurry.”

“Why?
When will they get here?” Nida turned to look at the door, ready to
see several bright and handsome cadets sweep in to vie for Alicia’s
attention.

Alicia
was stunning. The kind of stunning that knew it was stunning, and
leveraged every favour from that fact.

“Oh,
they’re not coming tonight; they’re coming tomorrow night. But I
have to go out soon, so we need to clean now,” Alicia
announced.

Nida
closed her eyes for a moment, pursed her lips, and blew a breath of
air against her ragged fringe. “I'm tired, and I need a shower.
I’ll clean up later,” she winked one eye open to see Alicia
standing there with her hands on her hips.

“No,
we’re cleaning now. You can shower later.”

With a
fresh new groan at how terrible her life was, Nida didn't complain
any further, and got to work. Whilst Alicia faffed around, Nida did
all the real work, and soon enough the apartment was
sparkling.

“Okay,
fantastic,” Alicia clapped her hands together. “Everything is ready
for tomorrow.”

Nida
walked towards her bedroom door, but paused before she opened it.
She turned around to consider her flat mate. “Why exactly do you
care so much? You go out on dates all the time. Why are these guys
any different?”

Alicia's eyes sparkled with a particularly frightening
fervour. She took on such a strong and powerful and triumphant
stance that it looked as if she were about to preside over the
conquering of the galaxy. “They are graduates. Full lieutenants, in
fact,” she said, that smile of hers reminding Nida of a rabid
dog.

Rolling her eyes, Nida now understood.

“Oh,
whatever,” Alicia snapped. “Now go and have your shower. And if you
can make yourself scarce tomorrow night, it would be greatly
appreciated.”

Nida
shook her head. “I promise you, I have no intention of coming out
of my room tomorrow to interrupt your double date with Bridget and
a pair of lieutenants,” she noted sharply as she walked through her
door and it closed behind her.

Reaching her bed, she gave her pillow a firm, almost petulant
punch. Then she hugged it in both arms, squished her face into it,
and groaned. Loudly.

She
was lucky that these rooms were relatively soundproof, otherwise
Alicia would be pounding on the door and screaming at her to shut
up.

After
several minutes of punching her pillow and groaning into it, Nida
finally grew a backbone, sat up, and told herself it was time to
get over it.

Yes,
she was unlucky, yes, she'd gotten in trouble today for sleeping
in, but what help would moping about it do?

The
answer was it wouldn't help at all.

Forcing herself at least to try to do a few of her outstanding
assignments, it wasn't long until Nida finally went to
bed.

She
slept like a log, as always. But every now and then throughout the
night she would wake, her eyes forcing themselves open as if the
lids had been dragged apart by speeding cruisers. And though she
could not tell it, little flashes of blue light erupted deep within
the pupils with the brilliance of supernovas in a starless
sky.

 



Chapter
4

Carson
Blake

He was
bored. Completely and utterly bored. He couldn't think of anything
worse than preparing for a lecture.

He had
never once considered a career as an academic, yet for some damn
reason, they continually invited him back to give talks to the
undergrads.

As he
paced in front of the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows in his
apartment, he tried not to look at his reflection.

Because he looked like an idiot.

“Okay,
class,” he began in his fake teacher-like tone, “the correct use of
your telekinetic implant takes time. But with the following
exercises, and a lot of diligent practice, you will soon find
yourself getting better,” he gave a fake smile, then made the
mistake of glancing at his reflection and realising just how dumb
he looked.

Swearing, he took a step back, flopped a hand at the window,
and walked over to the couch. With a groan, he let his knees
buckle, and he fell with a soft thump onto it. Reaching for one of
the cushions, he banged his head against it.

“I
shouldn't be here,” he whispered aloud, his voice croaky and
smothered by the soft fabric around his mouth.

Though
he understood the importance of teaching the new wave of cadets
coming through the Galactic Coalition Academy, surely his skills
could be better utilised elsewhere?

Like
back on that damn planet, Remus 12.

When
the United Galactic Coalition Council had put together the mission,
they’d called it a simple exploratory operation. But that was
clearly crap, because you didn't send the Force along to something
as wimpy as an exploratory operation.

Not
unless you expected trouble.

. . . .

So why
exactly had the United Galactic Coalition Council sent the Force to
that remote, desolate, wasteland of a planet then?

It had
been a waste of everybody's time, and that random cadet with the
unruly black hair had injured herself.

Had
injured herself . . . .

How?

Not
for the first time and not for the last, he pushed himself up and
pondered that fact.

She'd
received a broken rib for god's sake. How exactly did you give
yourself one of those by tripping over?

While
everybody else had been willing to accept the probability she’d
just fallen over, he wasn't. Because it didn't make any sense. How
exactly did you break your rib and give yourself a serious
concussion by tripping yourself up?

Cadet—what was her name? Cadet Harper, yes, that's it, Cadet
Harper—seemed like a serious klutz, granted, but she’d fractured
the back of her skull and had broken her rib just below the
sternum. How had she done that? Had she rolled down a rocky
incline? Had she taken a tumble off a cliff?

No—he’d found her on flat ground, with nothing but dust all
around her.

. . . .

Blake
shook his head.

He had
a lecture to prepare for, and the United Galactic Coalition Council
had hinted they were about to send the Force on an extremely
important mission. Yet here he was, wondering how a simple little
cadet could beat herself up so bad.

“Get
over it,” he growled at himself.

Then
the computer in his room gave a beep and reminded him in a bored,
electronic tone that he had half an hour to finish preparing his
lecture and get to class.

He
swore loudly, and he fancied the sound of it bounced off the
walls.

Standing up, he raced over to his room, and selected a dress
uniform from his wardrobe.

Yep, a
dress uniform. He was giving a lecture, and yet they expected him
to look as if he was about to entertain an ambassador or sign a
galactic treaty.

Grumbling even more, he pulled on the uniform then strode out
into the main room. Catching his reflection in the glass, he
grimaced.

Now he
would look even sillier whilst giving this dumb talk. Because,
let's face it, while he could defeat mercenaries and terrorist
factions, he had zero talent for teaching.

He
would be an awkward mess. Yet, with a steeling breath, he still
forced himself to walk out of his apartment, down to the closest
lift, and out into the glorious day.

The
stroll across Academy grounds to the main teaching building was a
short and pleasant one.

There
was a lovely breeze picking up off the bay far away, and he could
smell just a touch of fresh, salty surf in the air.

Enormous trees lined the thoroughfare between the apartment
complexes and the Academy headquarters, and their leaves rustled in
the slight wind.

If he
hadn't had a lecture to get to, he would have kicked off his shoes,
found a nice quiet section of the grounds, and taken a nap under
one of those grand old oaks.

He
didn't have that luxury though. Plus, the place was already filling
up with students, and he watched them all scoot around him, smiling
or chatting happily as they did.

He was
a bit of a celebrity around here, he knew that, and though he’d
once loved the attention, it was starting to wear thin.

During
his undergrad years, being popular had been a boon. He'd been
invited to all the parties, he’d always had a date, and he’d
generally had one hell of a time. Yet now, things had changed,
because now he had responsibility. In fact, with every day, he had
more and more.

Now he
wanted people to get out of his way so he could do what he had to.
He didn't want cadets stopping him in the street to ask for holo
photos, and neither did he want undergrads running up to him every
second to ask for tips on telekinetic implants and deep space
combat.

“Get
over yourself,” he whispered under his breath, realising how
arrogant he must sound.

With
renewed vigour, he finally made it across the grounds and into the
Academy headquarters. Then he set his jaw hard and forced himself
to find the right lecture theatre.

As the
class started to fill with cadets, he tried not to look at how
excited they all seemed.

Okay,
so he was relatively competent when it came to the use of his
telekinetic implant, but for god's sake, he wasn't the expert
everyone kept calling him. If all of these kids put in as much
effort as he had, and practised for as many hours, they would be
able to do everything he could.

All
too soon, Commander Sharpe came bustling up to him, and the lecture
began. With a short introduction, Carson found himself thrust into
the spotlight, literally. He had no problem with public speaking,
but he couldn’t help but feel like a fraud as he stood there and
pretended he had the right to be teaching anybody.

Still,
he put on a good show, strengthened his resolve, and got through
it.

Thankfully, halfway through, they turned off the spotlight,
and gave him a bunch of telekinetic weapons to demonstrate
instead.

This
part he loved; this part he could do in his sleep.

There
was something so invigorating about the use of his telekinetic
implant—or the TI, as most people referred to it.

When
he was commanding it, and seeing objects fly across the room with
little more than a thought, he felt so in control.

Yet
even as he demonstrated a powerful TI weapon known as the 10
pointed blade, it didn't stop him from looking up to see a
particularly late cadet creep into the back of the lecture
hall.

Though
he couldn't see them perfectly from where he stood, he could see
their hair.

Harper.

He
almost dropped the 10-pointed blade, but with a quick thought, held
steady.

She
was 45 minutes late.

And
that was pretty late considering this lecture only ran for an
hour.

Pushing on with the rest of his talk, he soon finished, and
before he could get away, he was inundated by questions.

Though
technically the class was over, and everyone was free to leave,
nobody did.

Nobody
except Harper.

He
flicked his eyes up to see her surreptitiously slip out the back of
the lecture hall.

Ha.

Had he
been that boring?

Clearly not, considering every other cadet in the hall was
practically fighting each other for a chance to ask him
something.

It
took a long time to wade through everybody's questions, but
eventually he did it, then he finally found himself free and
quickly scooted away from the lecture theatre before any more
cadets could pick his brains.

As he
half jogged through the halls, intending to get back to his own
office before anybody could waylay him again, he kept his eyes
peeled.

For
Cadet Harper.

He now
had two things he wanted to ask. Why had she been so late for his
lecture, and how in god’s name had she injured herself.

He
rolled his eyes as he realised he should just drop it. The medical
staff aboard the Orion would have already questioned her, and if
they’d thought there was anything suspicious, they would have
looked into it.

He
told himself firmly to get over it, but the more he tried, the less
he succeeded.

Though
he wanted to run into her, he didn't, and soon enough he reached
his office. With a massive sigh, he considered the enormous mess of
data pads and old, ruined TI weapons that were strewn around the
place. He knew he should clean it up, but always told himself he
didn't have the time.

So
instead of bending down and picking up the junk littering the
floor, he pushed his way over to the windows. Then he looked down
at the unrivalled view of the Academy grounds below.

Before
too long he found himself scanning the lawns, checking every corner
for a hint of curly black hair.

When
he realised what he was doing, he shook his head.

“Get
over it,” he commanded himself one last time, “you're just trying
to distract yourself from bigger things.”

Which
was true.

Carson
had far larger problems to consider, and just maybe he was using
the not-so mysterious injuries of Cadet Harper to
procrastinate.

After
he finally convinced himself that was the case, he turned, and he
got back to work.

 



Chapter
5

Cadet
Harper

Dammit, she had done it again.

She’d
been late for class. She’d just overslept. Despite the fact her
alarm was set diabolically loud, she had somehow snoozed right
through.

Was
there something wrong with her?

She
had to get to her next class, but as she walked across the
enormous, green grounds in between the Academy complex, she found
herself slowing down.

Before
she knew it, she angled towards a tree on the far edge of the lawn,
and promptly sat underneath it, pressing her back against its
girth.

She
loved this tree, and she loved sitting exactly here. Because if you
huddled yourself up just right, nobody could see you. It was just
you, the tree, a slice of blue sky visible through the leaves, and
relative silence.

“Get
to class,” she mumbled under her breath, admonishing herself as she
did. “You can't afford any more reprimands,” she added with a
grimace.

But no
matter how sternly she told herself to move, she couldn't. She just
hugged her arms around her knees and rocked back and
forth.

She’d
had some pretty weird dreams last night.

Strange and deeply unsettling ones.

She
rocked back and forth harder and harder, her shoulders banging into
the trunk behind her with a rhythmic thump, thump,
thump.

Every
single dream had been about that planet. Remus 12.

And
all had featured odd, dancing, writhing blue light.

She
squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force the memories from her mind,
but it wouldn't work.

Impressions kept on forming there, like shapes in the clouds
above.

“Come
on, get to class,” she clenched her teeth hard.

But
she couldn't.

She
just couldn't move.

She
felt immobilised by the flashes of her half-remembered dreams.
Impressions, thoughts, visions. They swept around her, curling in
and in like a rope wrapping around her middle.

“It
was just a dream.”

Yet no
matter how much she tried to convince herself it was nothing, her
body twitched and stiffened under the flashing visions of her
nightmares.

Eventually she rested her head back, closing her eyes as she
did.

After
several minutes of fighting against the sensations haunting her
mind and body, she felt herself drift off.

All
thoughts of getting to class were forgotten.

Soon
enough all she was aware of was her slowly thumping heart and a
beautiful, warm ray of sunshine filtering in through a break in the
leaves above. It played against her face like the touch of a gentle
hand.

Then,
before she knew it, she fell asleep.

Just
as soon as unconsciousness took her, she drifted straight into a
dream.

She
was standing back on the surface of Remus 12. It was night. The
stars glittered high above her, dancing and flickering and
glimmering.

She
reached a hand up to them, but then, with a stab of shock, she
realised blue light travelled across her skin. It jumped up from
her wrist, curling around and pushing its way into her fingernails.
Then it travelled deep down into her palm, caressing each bone and
pushing its way through every vein, until it erupted again through
her palm, twisting around every centimetre of her flesh as it burnt
bright blue.

She
stared at it, fear and surprise coalescing in her heart until it
felt as if she would pop.

She
tried to bat the blue light away, tried to push that dancing,
writhing energy off her hand, but she couldn't move.

“Help
me,” she said under her breath, barely capable of opening her lips.
“Help me,” she said again, panic rising in her heart like a lick of
flame growing brighter and brighter.

She
looked up again, tearing her eyes off the terrible energy forcing
its way through her, and she saw the stars cape above.

It was
different.

The
stars, the constellations, everything had changed.

And
then, in a moment of primal instinct, she knew why.

It was
old.

This
was old. The planet, the stars, the energy.

Old.

That
knowledge built up in her with a horrible, pounding
certainty.

As it
did, she began to feel ancient. All of the youth and vibrancy in
her body washed away, and centimetre by centimetre, second by
second, she began to stiffen. Like stone.

She
was turning into a statue.

Returning to the earth. Returning to the ancient, dark reaches
of time.

She
tried to scream. She couldn't. She tried to breathe, but her chest
no longer moved up and down. All that shifted was that blue energy
as it continued to rise through her arm, up into her neck, and
deep, deep into her chest.
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6

Carson
Blake

He was
at a loss. He’d given his lecture that morning, and then he'd gone
back to his office to finish off whatever paperwork he'd been
avoiding for the past few weeks. Now he had nothing to do. Which
was unusual, because he was the head of the Force, and they existed
to be busy. But right now, he was between missions.

And it
felt like hell.

It
gave him way too much time to think.

And he
really didn't need that right now.

So he
picked himself up and decided it was time for a walk instead.
Trundling across the grounds, he found himself staying to the
relatively unused paths. He really didn't want to be stopped by any
undergrads for photos today. So he walked along the sides of the
buildings, staying under the large trees, and enjoying the shade of
their canopies. It was when he was slowly strolling past one
enormous oak with a fantastically large trunk that he saw a cadet
sleeping underneath it.

He
chuckled under his breath as he walked past, then he
stopped.

He
recognised the black, unruly, spring-like hair.

Cadet
Harper.

While
he obviously didn't know much about her timetable, he could bet she
was meant to be in class, and not snoozing under a tree.

He
cleared his throat.

She
didn't wake up.

In
fact, she looked deeply, deeply asleep. Apart from her soft,
percussive breathing, the only thing that moved was her left hand.
It slowly twitched, as if she were trying to hold onto
something.

She
had an unnatural, restless silence about her, and he couldn't help
but frown as he stood there and watched.

Then
she whispered something.

He
couldn't hear it properly, as it was little more than a mumble, but
the quality of her tone lifted the fine hairs on the back of his
neck and arms.

Realising he could hardly stand there and watch her sleep when
he knew she should be in class, he cleared his throat again. When
that didn't work, he shifted forward and pushed the toe of her boot
with his own.

She
snapped up, as if she'd been struck.

Planting her hands next to her and pushing her back off the
tree, she jolted forward with a full-bodied twitch.

He
actually jumped back, and as he did, he stared at her eyes as they
shot open.

For
just a second, for one simple second, he thought he saw something
dancing in her pupils. Something that shouldn't be there. A flash
of blue.

But
again, he dismissed it immediately.

She
looked completely disoriented as she stared down at her hands,
around her, up at the tree, then over to him.

“You
were sleeping,” he supplied with a cough.

“What?” her voice was far off, and she quickly turned from
him, staring down at the hand that had been twitching during her
slumber. She appeared to consider it as if it somehow didn’t belong
to her.

“Are
you . . . okay?” he tried slowly.

Eventually she shook her head, looked back up at him, clearly
realised who he was, and started to blush.
“Oh . . . god . . . sorry,
Lieutenant Blake.”

“I
think you should probably get to class,” he managed after a long
and extremely awkward pause.

“Class?” she asked, her confusion apparent. Then realisation
clearly struck her, and she bolted to her feet. She swore
loudly.

He
could have reprimanded her for it, but he didn't. Instead, he
swallowed a small smile. “Didn’t you sleep properly last night?” he
asked, realising the question was lame, but figuring he had to say
something.

“I . . . ,” she looked at him, then turned
around, glanced at her hand, and shook her head. “I have to get to
class.” She brushed the grass off her uniform, then turned around,
staring at the buildings behind him as if she were trying to get
her bearings.

When
he realised she was about to rush off, he pushed a hand out. “Hold
on,” he began, realising this was a perfect opportunity to ask her
some questions, “there’s something I need to talk to you
about.”

She
didn't glance his way as she brought up her wristwatch and typed
something into it. She clearly had no idea where she was meant to
be, but with another particularly bitter cuss, she began to rush
off across the grounds.

“Hold
on,” he repeated as he jogged to catch up.

“Oh
no,” she muttered under her breath, “he's going to kill
me.”

“Who's
going to kill you?” Carson easily kept pace beside her.

“Commander Sharpe,” she groaned. “I am already on reprimand.
Oh dammit, why the hell did I go to sleep under that tree?” She
searched around herself frantically, as if she'd forgotten her
way.

“Where
are you meant to be?” he asked helpfully.

“Training Centre Alpha-2,” she looked down at her wristwatch
again for confirmation. “I'm not very good with directions,” she
added needlessly, “and I’ve only been in the training centre once
before.”

“It's
this way,” he said as he waved her forward.

He
really didn't know why he was helping her get to class. He’d just
caught her napping under a tree, and knew it was his duty to
reprimand her for shirking off one of Sharpe’s tutorials. Instead,
he led her on, confidently walking through the halls as she
awkwardly strode beside him.

Occasionally he would glance her way to note that her
expression swung periodically between embarrassment and
something . . . else.

Fear.

Panic
of some description.

She
kept looking at her left hand too. Pumping it back and forth as if
she’d lost circulation to it.

“What
were you dreaming of?” he found himself asking suddenly and
possibly a little rudely.

She
blinked as they entered the long corridor that led directly to
Training Centre Alpha-2. “Sorry?”

He
cleared his throat. “Before, under the tree, you looked like you
were dreaming. You even said something under your
breath . . . . So I was just
wondering . . . never mind,” he grimaced at how
dumb he sounded.

“I
wasn't dreaming,” she answered with an almost dead tone. “And thank
you for directing me here, Lieutenant,” she nodded, even offering a
salute. And though every other move she made was ungainly and
uncoordinated, the salute was snapped, sharp, and proper. For some
strange reason, he felt compelled to give one in reply.

Then
she scooted off without another word.

He
desperately wanted to know what she had dreamt of, and what was
wrong with her left hand, and, come to think of it, what exactly
had happened to her down on Remus 12, but she turned and ran to
class without even glancing over her shoulder towards
him.

He
stood there, staring at the enormous black doors of the training
centre she'd just run through.

“Ha,”
he muttered under his breath. “This is just weird,” he admitted
objectively. Then he shook his head, realising he had other things
to do, and forced himself to walk away.

He
didn't get far.

Just
as he rounded the corner, Sharpe came marching up towards him.
“Blake, just who I’ve been looking for. My other tutor for this
session is sick, and I need somebody to stand in right now. You
don't look busy. Are you busy?” he asked pointedly.

If it
were anybody else asking that question, Blake would have brushed
them off. He was leader of the Force, after all, and could easily
come up with an excuse to get out of most things.

But
Commander Sharpe was Commander Sharpe, and Blake owed it to him.
So, with a groan, he admitted he wasn't, and Sharpe took him by the
arm, turned him around, and shoved him forward. “I know this is a
little bit below your level of expertise, Lieutenant, but I need
you to help me demonstrate class I TI weapons to some of my
students.”

Blake’s eyebrows twitched up. “Class I?”

“Yes,
yes, I know, child's play for you, but just humour me. I can't find
another tutor, and I really don't want to cancel the class. I'm
late as it is.”

As
Sharpe marched him forward, Blake quickly realised they were headed
to Training Centre Alpha-2.

With a
soft chuckle, he smiled.

Cadet
Harper was in there, and if Sharpe was late, the class hadn't
started yet, which meant she wouldn’t get in trouble.

Lucky
for her.

And
the poor cadet really looked as though she could use some luck
right now.

Once
Sharpe marched him through the doors, Blake's presence was met with
instant and excited muttering.

This
training centre was an enormous complex. A room of about 200 meters
by 200 meters, it had enough space to allow budding cadets to learn
the intricacies of TI weapons. It also had enough defensive
parameters in place to stop them from doing harm to themselves or
anybody else.

Because TI weapons, in untrained hands, were dangerous
things.

“All
right, listen up,” Sharpe announced as he walked into the centre of
his class, “today we are lucky enough to have a true master with
us,” he gestured towards Blake.

Carson
forced himself to lift a hand and wave to the class, but he winced
as he did. Why did people always refer to him as a master? He was
just a guy, for god's sake.

The
class practically gave a collective cry of joy. Well, almost
everybody did.

Carson
found himself focusing on one cadet standing a little way from the
group, shuffling her feet and staring at her left hand.

Cadet
Harper.

She
had such a confused expression on her face, and again it seemed
that she was staring at her palm as if it didn't belong to
her.

“Alright, class, spread out, you know the drill,” Sharpe
snapped. “Everybody pick up their class I weapons. Harper, you're
with me,” Sharpe added tersely at the end.

Harper
looked up, her expression crumpling with obvious
disappointment.

As her
shoulders slumped, she walked past Carson without another look,
heading towards Sharpe.

Carson
turned on his foot to watch Harper and Sharpe head over to a
different section of the training hall, where the far simpler TI
objects were kept. The stuff they used for the first-year cadets,
the kids who had only recently received their TI
implants.

Was
Sharpe simply reprimanding her by not allowing her to use the
weapons, or had she never progressed?

Considering that question briefly, he came up with the answer
all too readily.

She'd
never progressed.

Though
she seemed friendly and sweet, she really didn't come across as a
competent cadet.

All
too soon Carson found himself demonstrating class I weapons, and
the students around him did their best to follow his
example.

He was
admittedly distracted though.

He
kept staring over at Sharpe as he tersely snapped at Harper to try
harder. She was barely capable of shifting a small TI block off the
floor. Though her face was deeply furrowed with concentration, no
matter how hard she appeared to try, she just couldn't do
it.

Sharpe
looked practically apoplectic, and kept telling her she was worse
than she usually was.

Though
Carson kept half an eye on her, he knew he couldn't allow himself
to become completely distracted. Even though he was only dealing
with class I weapons, he had to watch the rest of the students in
case they had any accidents.

That
being said, they all appeared to be quite talented, and one in
particular was a cut above the rest.

Cadet
J’Etem.

He
recognised her from the Remus 12 mission. She was a friend of Cadet
Harper, and had already been selected as a potential recruit for
the Force.

Her
command of class I weapons was astounding.

Without any tutelage from him, she managed to pick up three
blocks, and spin them around herself with impressive speed. Though
he could easily thrust out a hand to catch one, with practice,
she’d be able to propel the blocks so fast they’d be able to crash
through walls.

The
blocks were about 30 centimetres square, and made of completely
smooth gunmetal-grey stone. Well, he said stone—in reality, they
were pure telekinetic magnetised material. The very stuff TI
implants operated on.

Still,
even though they were only class I weapons, Cadet J’Etem had a good
handle over them.

“That's great,” Carson managed as he smiled at her.

Demurely, she offered a shy smile of her own. “Thank you; I’ve
been practising hard.”

“That's great to hear,” he said, realising he’d said great
twice, as if he didn’t have the brain cells to think of another
word.

Someone sniggered at his side, and he turned to see it was
Sharpe.

“How's
it going, tutor?” Sharpe asked with a pointed look.

“Fine,” Blake said.

“Cadet
J’Etem here is one of our finest TI specialists,” Sharpe pointed
out needlessly.

Carson
already knew that, though he liked the polite smile J’Etem gave at
the compliment.

“It's
nothing, really,” she managed, “I'm nowhere as good as I should
be.”

“Don't
be humble, Cadet; you've put in the hard yards, and it has paid
off. Unlike some,” Sharpe said as he shot Cadet Harper a stern look
over his shoulder.

Harper, for her part, looked as if she'd given up. Several
training blocks were strewn at her feet, but she didn't appear to
have the ability to shift even one of them.

“You
know, I could try to give her a hand,” Carson offered as he nodded
Harper's way.

Sharpe
gave out a laugh like a bullet blast, “don't waste your time,” he
said simply.

Though
Carson already knew Sharpe had a temper and a personality like a
bulldog, he bristled at that. Yes, Harper appeared to be
particularly incapable, but she didn't deserve everybody's ire. She
wasn’t incompetent on purpose. She simply appeared to be flaky. Yet
before Carson could point this out, he watched as Cadet J’Etem
reached down and managed to activate four blocks by her feet all at
once.

He was
impressed, and he offered her a smile that conveyed
that.

Then,
with perfect timing, she managed to make them spin around
her.

She
really was good, and he realised that before too long, she would
undoubtedly make her way into the Force.

He
could use good TI practitioners like her.

Yet,
just as soon as those four blocks began to spin, one of them darted
off.

Quickly.

In
fact, blindingly fast.

He had
time to stumble forward as surprise slackened his brow, before the
block shot across the room with the speed of a bullet.

It
slammed into Harper.

She
turned briefly and he saw her eyes widen as the block smacked into
the centre of her chest, sending her flying as it did.

There
was a crack, and it most definitely sounded like bone.

The
block didn’t just knock her off her feet. It pinned her to the
ground.

Sharpe
was the first to react. The Commander sprinted towards her, then
reached forward with his hand, spreading his fingers and activating
his implant. A faint yellow energy played across his fingers as he
used as much power as he could muster to pull the block off
Harper.

It
should have been an easy task for somebody like Sharpe. For all the
times he claimed Blake was a master, Sharpe was one of the best TI
practitioners at the Academy. Yet as he reached Harper, it was
clear he was having trouble pulling the training block off her
chest.

It
still pinned her to the ground, pushing down with all its weight
against her chest.

“Come
on,” Sharpe hissed under his breath.

Then,
with a snap, the training block finally released, and Sharpe
managed to yank it off the cadet.

Carson
now sprinted to his side.

“Oh
god, Harper,” Sharpe said under his breath. His anger was obvious,
but so was his compassion. With one look at the man, you could see
his features were pale and drawn. He immediately used his wrist
device to check her vitals, then made a quick call to the medical
bay.

Harper
was unconscious.

Her
head lolled to one side, her hair a mess over her shoulder as the
clip that had fixed it lay broken beside her.

With a
powerful kick of fear, Carson noticed a trickle of blood trailing
down the side of her parted lips.

She'd
just been struck by a speeding training block.

She
was lucky to be alive.

“Blake, you deal with my students,” Sharpe snapped as he stood
over Harper protectively, waiting for the medical team to arrive.
“And figure out what just happened,” he growled under his
breath.

Carson
wanted to point out he could take Harper to the medical bay, but he
soon realised Sharpe had no intention of letting him. For all
Sharpe's apparent hatred of Harper, he clearly felt responsible for
her too, and right now, he looked exactly like a protective father.
So, silently Carson stood back, watching as the medical team rushed
in, placed Harper on a hovering stretcher, and took her
away.

For
far too long Carson stood there staring at the doors as they closed
behind Sharpe.

Then
he shook his head and forced himself to turn.

“Oh
no, what did I do?” Cadet J’Etem croaked as she clapped her hands
over her lips. Her eyes were wide and trembling with
tears.

He
turned to her and slowly glanced out at the rest of the
cadets.

Everyone looked surprised.

And
fair enough, though you often did have training accidents, that had
been . . . terrible. That block had shot off
towards Harper with unfathomable speed.

It
could have killed her.

If
Sharpe hadn’t managed to disengage the block and pull it from her
chest, it would have.

“What
did I do?” J’Etem whimpered again.

Even
though Cadet J’Etem was a particularly skilled TI practitioner,
Carson knew she hadn’t caused the accident. She didn’t have the
power or the skill.

“It's
fine,” he tried, giving J’Etem what he hoped was a commiserating
nod, “she’ll be fine,” he added under his breath.

“What
happened?” one of the other cadets asked, walking over to the
offending training block. It still lay exactly where Sharpe had
dumped it after pulling it off Harper's chest.

Frowning, Carson walked up to it and looked down. He lifted it
up and turned it around in his hands.

It
looked and felt normal, and as he quickly scanned it with his wrist
device, he realised there wasn't anything overtly wrong with it.
“It'll have to be tested. It's probably
just . . . an imbalance in the magnetised
material,” he tried, realising his explanation sounded implausible.
Right now, he couldn’t come up with anything better
though.

“I'm
so sorry,” Cadet J’Etem said, her hands still gripped over her
mouth as her stunning eyes widened further.

“It
wasn't your fault. This was an accident,” Carson told her with a
firm nod. “Now, I’m cancelling this class. Return to your rooms,
and head to your next class when it's time.” With that, he nodded
at Cadet J’Etem once more, hooked the training block under his arm,
and headed for the doors. He’d take the block to one of the labs,
to see if it really was malfunctioning in some way. Then he'd head
up to the medical bay to see how Harper was.

Unfortunately something came up, and by the time he reached
the medical facility later that afternoon, Harper had already been
discharged. Though the training block had broken several of her
ribs and given her extensive internal bleeding, the wonders of
modern medical technology had fixed her up immediately.

Apparently, she’d already been sent home.

Feeling disappointed that he hadn't been able to see her,
Carson promised himself that at the next opportunity he would get,
he would drop in to see how she was.

And
yes, this time he would find the time to ask exactly what had
happened down on that planet and what exactly she had been dreaming
of.

 



Chapter
7

Cadet
Nida Harper

She
sat on the edge of her bed, pressing her fingers into her
ribs.

They'd
been fixed, but they still tingled.

Unpleasantly.

In
fact, her whole body vibrated with pins and needles.

Pressing her lips together, she indulged in a
groan.

Wow,
hadn't today been one for the books.

She
was usually unlucky, but this was extreme, even for her.

Not
only had she overslept again, only to fall asleep under a tree
rather than getting to class, she'd been knocked out in the
training centre.

At
least that hadn't been her fault though.

It had
been an accident. One that no one was able to explain to her.
Nobody had made that block go scooting across the training centre
to wallop her on the chest, so the prevailing theory was that the
block itself had malfunctioned.

She'd
never heard of TI blocks malfunctioning, but she wasn't exactly the
most knowledgeable cadet out there.

Pushing herself up, she let out a breath, being careful not to
extend her chest out too much as she did.

Though
her muscles didn't ache, it felt weird to move them.

Because every damn thing felt weird.

Again,
for about the millionth time, she brought up her left hand and
stared at it.

She
was still dimly aware of the terrible dream she'd had under the oak
tree that morning. But it was fading.

She
could recall that writhing blue energy biting its way into her palm
and fingers though, and it made her shudder.

“Come
on,” she told herself through gritted teeth, “you have to do your
assignments.”

She
couldn't put them off any longer. She was getting further and
further behind. What was worse, she'd missed all afternoon due to
her injury.

She
slowly slouched over to her desk, neatened what she could, then
stuck her tongue out as she considered the display on the hovering
holographic computer screen. It sat about several centimetres above
her desk, tipped at an angle so she could see it properly. Right
now it displayed an enormous list of stuff she had to catch up
on.

She
tried closing her eyes, but when she opened them, the assignments
hadn't disappeared.

The
last thing she wanted to do right now was work. She would prefer to
make herself an enormous bowl of ramen and fold up on the couch
watching holo movies. She couldn't though. She had to catch
up.

So she
sucked in a breath, stiffened her back, forced her chin to jut out,
and got to work.

She
did what she could, keeping the boring tasks until last.

And
the boring tasks were always the same for her.

TI
practice.

Ah,
she hated it.

No
matter how hard she tried, she never progressed. Everyone—including
Sharpe—believed that with just enough sweat and tears, anyone could
master their implant. Well she had sweated and she had cried, but
she was still at the bottom of the pile.

She
stood up, marching over to her bedside table and picking up the
tiny, itty-bitty TI cube she was meant to use for
practice.

Fresh
new cadets learnt to master the use of this itty-bitty cube in
their first week.

She
still had trouble lifting it out of its case.

Sitting roughly on her bed, she shot the cube a merciless
glare as it sat there, offending her by its mere
existence.

Contrary to popular belief, Nida was not lazy. She tried her
hardest. It just so happened that her hardest was never good
enough.

She
hadn't given up yet. And that was something. But it was still
seriously demoralising every time she had to face her utter
incompetence with the use of her TI.

“Okay,” she breathed dramatically, tipping her head back and
rolling her eyes at the ceiling, as if it agreed with her that all
TI blocks were lame. “Come on,” she reached forward and pressed the
button that would disengage the TI block from its
pedestal.

There
was a slight beep and a flash of yellow light.

Yellow
light.

She
knew it was yellow.

Yet
for a heart pounding instant, she thought it was blue.

She
blinked, even pressing her fingers into her closed eyelids. “What
the hell is wrong with you?” she muttered, winking one eye open to
confirm the light was most certainly yellow.

“You're tired, you're stressed, and you spent the afternoon
being coaxed back from death,” she answered her own question. And
it was a pretty good answer. There was nothing wrong with her,
other than that which she had already stated.

Feeling relieved at that conclusion, she leaned forward and
spread the fingers of her right palm over the top of the TI block.
Her hand hovered several centimetres above the block, and with a
commanding thought, she tried to force the block to jump up into
her grip.

It
didn't work.

It
never worked.

But
before she could give up and flop back down, something incredible
happened.

The
block began to spin.

Fast.

Blindingly fast.

In
fact, the force of it rattled the bedside table.

“What
the . . . ?” she began, pushing herself back on
her bed.

Then
the block shot towards her.

She
had just enough time to push her hand out to grab it before it
slammed into her chest.

Then
she held it.

Surprise slackened her jaw.

Had
she just . . . moved the block on her
own?

She
slowly brought her palm out, opened the fingers, and stared at the
little cube.

With a
gulp, she set it back on her bedside table, then she pushed her
hand out again. With a silent command, she imagined the block
jumping up and flying into her grip.

It
did.

Fast.

In
fact, the speed of it threw her backwards until she banged against
the wall behind her bed.

“What?” she gasped, staring at the block tightly clasped in
her fist.

Then
she offered a quick, nervous laugh.

She
tried it again.

She
set the block down, she commanded it to come to her, then it
came.

And
the more she tried it, the quicker it came to her, until she had to
stop. Pain stabbed through her arm and hand from catching the
speeding block, but she paid no attention to it.

Instead, she jumped to her feet and she laughed.

Happily.

Wow.
She'd done it.

She'd
mastered the training block.

It had
only taken her years and years of practice. But right now, that
little fact didn't matter. Nida let out a relieved laugh and
skipped around the room.

She
had to show somebody.

She
had to prove to someone else at the Academy what she'd just been
able to do, otherwise she wouldn't believe it herself.

With
another happy little laugh, she opened her door and practically
danced out into the living room.

She
expected to see Alicia there, eating in front of the TV, looking
bored as usual.

She
didn't.

Instead, she glanced over to see two men sitting on her
couch.

She'd
seen one off the Academy bulletins, and she knew the other
personally.

Lieutenant Carson Blake.

In her
apartment. Sitting on her sofa. Staring at her TV.

. . . .

What
the hell?

He
looked up, and so did the man beside him, Lieutenant
Travis.

They
both appeared surprised, and she quickly realised she was in
nothing more than a pair of flimsy black shorts and a
singlet.

“Ah . . . what are you doing here?” she
squeaked as she positioned herself behind the kitchen
bench.

Blake
actually looked flushed, but his friend just shrugged his
shoulders. “Your flat mate Alicia is in her room. We're just
waiting for her.”

“Oh,”
Nida muttered, quickly realising that Travis and Blake were clearly
the two lieutenants Alicia had mentioned last night.

What
with one thing and another, Nida had completely forgotten Alicia
had invited guests around. “Ah, right,” she managed, turning around
to head back to her room.

She
realised she was being rude, but she didn't care. She just wanted
to get back into her room before she blushed an even more
incandescent shade of blue.

No,
red.

She
meant red.

God
dammit, blue was on her brain.

As she
shook her head to dislodge the thought, Blake got to his
feet.

“How
are you?” he asked quickly. “I didn't get a chance to see you after
the accident.” He looked genuinely concerned, and as he crossed
from the lounge towards the open kitchen, he appeared to assess her
for any sign of injury.

Which
was kind of embarrassing considering she was still in her
pyjamas.

“What?” she asked stupidly as she tried to hide behind the
bench.

“You're accident,” he said slowly, as if he were talking to a
child, “in the training centre. The block,” his eyebrows knit
together as he took a swallow.

“Oh
that? It's fine,” she flopped a hand at him.

As she
did, a small drop of blood flew from her palm and landed on the
clean white bench before her.

“Hey,
are you cut?” Blake took several sharp steps up to her
side.

“No,”
she answered automatically, then brought her hand up to stare at
it.

It was
bruised, cut, and blood was dripping down her palm and
fingers.

. . . .

The
cube.

Jesus.

Every
time she'd caught the training block, it had been moving with such
force, it had lacerated her hand.

Yet . . . she hadn't noticed.

The
excitement of being able to move the cube had somehow blocked out
the pain of injuring her hand.

“Um,”
she managed dumbly as she continued to stare at her
palm.

Looking up to see Blake's clear shock, she quickly cleared her
throat, closed her hand into a fist, and nodded. “Um yeah,” she
managed. “Just a little. It's fine,” she added.

He was
looking at her askance, as if she were mad. “That looks pretty
bad.”

“It's
fine,” she squeaked.

“How
did you do it?” he kept trying to shift around the bench to get a
closer look at her, but she wouldn't let him. She just ducked
further around the bench to keep her threadbare shorts from
view.

“Ah . . . fell over?” she tried, knowing
her questioning tone was unconvincing.

Before
Blake could call her bluff, the main doors opened, and Alicia's
friend Bridget walked in.

She
gave Nida a pointed look.

It was
time for Nida to make a discrete exit before she could get in any
trouble.

“Right,” she squeaked, “enjoy your date.” With that, she
turned and practically threw herself at her door.

Once
she was through it and it closed behind her, she leaned there,
shaking her head as she did.

“Oh . . . oh that was
just . . . perfect,” she managed
sarcastically.

Carson
Blake of all people had been in her living room. What was worse,
she'd acted like a complete idiot by not realising she'd cut
herself.

With a
heavy swallow, she brought up her right hand and stared at
it.

It was
badly bruised now. She could see the familiar mottled pattern of
purple, black, and murky red.

The
bleeding was slowing at least.

She
took a breath as she poked her injuries with her good
hand.

They
didn't . . . hurt. Not like they should. A dull
ache radiated from them, sending a mild cold sensation pushing
through her wrist, but that was it.

She'd
bruised herself before, and she'd cut herself—multiple times—and it
never felt like this.

It was
almost as if her brain was preoccupied with something else. Like
her central nervous system was too busy processing the tingles
burrowing into her flesh to bother with the pain from her latest
injury.

She
grated her teeth back and forth, still poking at the bruise, then
she pushed up from the door and stared over to her
computer.

She
wondered whether she should try to contact one of her doctors, just
to let them know what was happening to
her . . . in case it was serious. But with a
sigh, she realised there was no point. They'd already checked her
over thoroughly, and she had a reputation for being a walking
accident—one she didn't want to keep adding to.

Still,
as she turned her attention back to her hand, she decided she would
definitely see someone in the morning if her weird symptoms
persisted. Right now, however, she would have to bandage her
hand.

She
walked over to her bedside table, grabbing a top from it and
holding it tight against her bleeding hand.

Then
she glanced at the training block.

She'd
placed it back in the cradle once she'd finished practising with
it.

It sat
there, locked in place by several strong metal clamps.

She
felt sick as she looked at it.

In
fact, a horrible nausea started to lift through her, making her
shiver and sweat.

As she
stared at the training block, she swore she saw the yellow light on
the cradle flash to blue.

Then
the intercom on her door beeped.

She
jumped, letting out a yelp.

“Ah,
Harper?” someone asked hesitantly.

It was
Carson.

She
was thankful for the soundproof walls. She didn't need him thinking
she was any more. pathetic than he already did.

“Harper?” he tried again. “Are you alright?”

She
clenched her teeth, and sucked a breath through them.

She
shook her head.

She
was starting to realise that just maybe she wasn't
alright.

She
couldn't feel her hand. The pain . . . it just
wasn't there.

And
those flashes of blue . . . .

She
shook her head again, the move sharp and desperate.

“Harper?” Carson asked once more.

She
stood up.

She
had to go back to the medical bay. Okay, so the doctors would
likely tell her she was just being a hypochondriac, but she had to
check.

She
walked for the door.

Alicia
and Bridget would kill her for coming out and interrupting their
pre-date, or whatever it was, but Nida didn't have a
choice.

Plus,
if Alicia didn't kill her, this cold, stone-like sensation
would.

Reaching for the door, Nida was about to open it before she
realised she was still half dressed.

“Woops,” she mumbled to herself as she cast around for her
clothes.

She
walked over to where she'd dumped her uniform.

She
didn't reach it.

“Harper?” Carson tried once more. “Seriously, are you alright
in there?”

There
was a crack.

A loud
one.

She
had just a second to look up as she saw the training block tear
from its cradle.

It
shot towards her.

She
stumbled backwards, throwing herself at the wall and pushing out
her hand to catch the block.

She
managed to catch it, but the force of it bowling into her served to
slam her against the door.

It
also broke her wrist.

She
could hear it, but she couldn't feel it.

Then
the block kept on moving.

Though
she'd caught it, it didn't stop.

It
twisted in her grip, flinging her with it as it smashed into the
door. Her knuckles slammed against the unyielding metal of the door
frame, and she screamed in horror as blood splattered from
them.

She
still couldn't feel it though.

And
the block still did not stop moving.

Yet no
matter how hard she tried to let it go, she couldn't.

It
felt as if her fingers had turned to stone.

 



Chapter
8

Carson
Blake

“Come
on, Carson,” Travis said from the couch, “she clearly doesn't want
to talk to you. Just leave her alone.”

Carson
turned over his shoulder to shoot Travis a silencing glare. “She is
injured,” Carson said clearly.

“She's
always injured,” the woman called Bridget laughed. “Travis is
right. She'll be fine.”

Carson
looked at them both, then he promptly turned around, jammed his
thumb into the intercom button by Cadet Harper's door, and asked to
be let in again.

“Carson, come on,” Travis tried as he finally got up from the
couch.

“Nope,” Carson answered clearly. “You guys can go, but Nida is
injured, and needs to go to the med bay. Plus, after the accident
today, I owe it to her to check,” he added under his
breath.

“What
accident? You mean the one in the training centre? Did that happen
to her?” Travis asked conversationally.

Carson
didn't bother to reply.

Then
he heard something.

A
thump.

A loud
one.

It
came from Harper's room.

He
stood back sharply.

Then
he snapped forward and jammed his finger back into the button.
“Harper, Harper,” he snapped, “open the door. What happened? Are
you alright?”

“She
probably just tripped over,” Bridget tried from behind him, but her
voice wavered.

Travis
now walked quickly to his side.

There
was another resounding thump from Harper's door.

“Okay,
this isn't right,” Carson breathed quickly.

Then
he did something he probably shouldn't.

He
invaded Cadet Nida Harper's privacy by overriding the lock on her
door.

It was
easy, especially with his level of clearance. All it took was
several codes typed into the panel on the wall.

The
door opened.

With a
swish.

And
Nida flew out.

He had
time to duck to the side, furling an arm out to grab her around the
middle.

Her
torso slammed against his grip, as something propelled her
forward.

Everything happened so damn fast.

He
kept his arm around her, but he had to use every gram of his
strength not to let her go.

Then,
with a crack that sounded like bone snapping, something erupted
from her hand.

Small
and black, he realised it was a training cube. The tiniest and
easiest of the training cubes in fact.

Well
it sprung from her grip like a bullet, then shot across the
room.

He had
barely a second before it changed direction abruptly and headed
straight back for Nida, travelling at blinding speed.

Travis
jumped forward, grabbing the cube as he did, his right arm
exploding in yellow energy as he turned his TI onto
full.

Though
he managed to catch the cube, he couldn't stop it, and it dragged
him forward, his boots squeaking dramatically across the
floor.

“Turn
it off,” Carson commanded, spitting his words
desperately.

“I
can't,” Travis spoke through clenched teeth, tension making every
muscle in his neck protrude outward. The tiny training cube in his
hand kept pulling him forward, right towards Harper.

“Turn
it off,” Carson now screamed. He still had an arm around Harper.
She was practically limp in his grip, her right arm hanging loose
against his, blood covering it and splashing against his
boots.

“I
can't,” Travis said, yellow energy cascading up his arm, indicating
his TI was at full capacity.

It
would ordinarily take little effort for someone like Travis to turn
off a TI cube, let alone such a small one.

But he
couldn't, and he clearly gave it everything he had.

The
cube kept dragging Travis forward as it forced itself towards
Harper.

If or
when Travis let go of it, the little cube would punch forward with
such speed, it would likely rip through Harper's chest.

Realising that in a cold wash of dread, Carson thrust Harper
back and through her open bedroom door. Then he reached up and
closed it.

He
watched the doors swish shut with a whispered hiss.

He
stared at them.

He had
barely a second to turn towards Harper. She lay still, his free arm
still pinning her to his side.

She
was awake and breathing erratically, but her right arm was a bloody
mess against her stomach.

Before
he could reach down to check on her, something slammed into the
closed doors, forcing them to buckle forward.

He
jumped, doubling back.

He
watched the metal bend and twist as a small cube-shaped dent
appeared in it.

The
training block was forcing its way in, right through the closed,
reinforced doors.

He
swore loudly, then snapped his attention back to Harper.

She
couldn't be doing this. Not only did she have precious little
ability with her TI implant, she was practically out cold, yet the
block was still moving.

He
stared at her quickly, realisation dawning on him.

Her
implant.

It had
to be malfunctioning.

It was
the only thing that could explain what was happening and what had
happened earlier today.

He
reached down, just as the doors gave a groan.

As
quick as he could, with sweat covering his brow and building up
between his fingers, he pushed the top of her singlet
down.

All TI
implants were embedded just below the throat, and he quickly found
hers with trembling fingers.

He
then commanded his own implant with a quick and powerful thought,
sending a pulse of yellow energy through his palm. It pushed down
against the small, round, silver implant that was flush with her
skin.

He
would try to turn it off. And if that didn't
work . . . Christ, he'd have no option but to
rip it from her throat.

It
wouldn't kill her, but unless he stopped that training block, it
would rip through her like hail through a spider web.

He
waited, unable to breathe, barely capable of thinking, and poised
with so much tension raking his body his bones could have
shattered.

He
waited for the implant to turn off. With a click, it
did.

But
the block didn't stop.

He
turned his head in a snap to see the doors still buckling under the
cube's force.

He
stared at the sight, surprise ripping through him.

Then,
just as the doors threatened to give way, the groaning
stopped.

Silence filtered in.

He
heard Travis swearing from the other side, and with a heavy breath,
Carson realised it was over.

“Are
you alright?” Travis screamed at him.

“Fine,” Carson shot back.

Then
he turned.

And he
stared at her.

She
was still awake, but only barely.

She
was on her back, her body twisted in an uncomfortable arrangement,
her head lolled to the side as she stared at her bloodied right
palm.

“It's
okay,” he dropped to his knees beside her, his palm hovering over
her badly injured arm.

She
looked up at him, wheezing as she laboriously turned her
neck.

She
would be in incredible pain.

“A
medical team will be here soon,” he promised her, then he sat back
and screamed at Travis to get the door open and get a doctor here
now.

When
he returned his attention to Harper, he saw how strange her
expression was. It wasn't twisted in agony, only
confusion.

“You'll be okay. Your implant malfunctioned. I've turned it
off. You'll be okay,” he repeated, possibly for his own benefit.
“Just lie there and try not to think about the pain.”

“It
doesn't hurt,” she answered, her voice filled with a far-off
quality.

He
bristled, the hair on the back of his neck standing straight.
“What?”

“I
can't feel it,” she mumbled, still breathing hard. “I can't move
it,” she added, still staring at her hand.

“You'll be fine. You're just injured,” he promised
her.

“It
feels like stone,” she managed.

He
shivered.

There
was a horrible, sorrowful edge to her tone.

“Hey,”
he leaned down, ducking his head close to hers, trying to distract
her, “the medical team is coming. Everything is going to be
fine.”

She
looked up at him, her hazel eyes wide.

Her
expression stilled him. No, it reached into him and imprinted
itself upon his mind. If he closed his eyes, he'd still be able to
see her horribly pale cheeks and drawn, thin, blue-tinged
lips.

“It'll
be alright,” he said one last time.

“No it
won't be,” she whispered.

Then
she blacked out, her head slumping to the side.

He
checked her, confirming she was still alive. Then he stood up and
stared at the door.

It was
destroyed.

Completely warped.

In a
second, there was a thump, then another, and it buckled
in.

Travis
came rushing through, a medical team just behind him. “What the
hell just happened?” Travis stared at Carson with pale shock
slackening his usually confident expression.

Carson
placed a hand on his mouth, locking it around his lips. It took him
too long to realise his fingers were covered in Nida's blood, and
it was only the distinct tangy smell of iron that made him shiver
and pull his hand away.

The
medical team set to work immediately.

Carson
was struck with the realisation this was the second time he'd seen
Harper packed gently on a hover stretcher today.

This
time, however, he was going with her.

As a
thin-lipped doctor surveyed her arm, she stood and nodded at him to
get out of her way.

“Hold
on, I'm coming too,” Carson announced. Before the doctor could
protest, he put his hand up and shook his head. “That's an order,”
he said simply.

“What
the hell is going on?” Travis breathed heavily as he stood out of
the way and let the stretcher and doctor pass. He shot Carson a
pleading look. “I couldn't stop that training block. I mean, I used
everything. I couldn't turn it off. I couldn't even slow it
down.”

Carson
tried to nod, but he couldn't. Instead, he stood there and shivered
for a moment. “It was her implant. It malfunctioned,” he said, but
his voice sounded hollow.

“Implants don't malfunction,” Travis croaked back, “not the
new ones.”

“Well
this one did,” Carson swallowed, his Adam's apple pushing hard
against his high collar. “That block only stopped once I turned her
implant off.”

Travis
looked sickened from his shock, but he finally nodded and pushed a
trembling hand through his hair.

It was
his right hand, the one he usually used to manipulate TI
objects.

It
probably hurt like hell, Carson realised. “You should get that
checked out,” he nodded at Travis' hand.

Travis
looked at it, then nodded. “I intend to. But right now, I need a
real stiff drink.”

Carson
gave a sharp, bitter laugh. “So do I. But it can wait. You stay
here and—” he began.

“Explain to anyone that asks what happened to that door,”
Travis nodded at the badly warped metal.

“Yep,”
Carson nodded. “I'm going to go to the med bay with her. I want to
be there when she wakes up,” he added needlessly.

He
didn't have to be there when she woke up; Carson barely knew
Harper, and their interactions to-date all revolved around her
injuring herself.

But
that didn't matter; he wanted to be there anyway.

Travis
shrugged his shoulders and shot Carson a knowing look. “Alright
then. You run off and I'll deal with the aftermath,” he mumbled as
he poked the warped door with his boot.

With
that, Carson gave his friend a quick nod, then picked his way out
of Cadet Nida Harper's room.

As he
did, he briefly glanced around at it.

It was
neat and clean, or at least it would have been before a training
cube had smashed it up.

There
were several paintings on the walls, and a holo photo of Nida with
a smiling man and woman who were probably her parents. She had a
big, friendly grin on her face, and her arms were scooped around
the both of them.

He
turned away from the photo sharply, realising it was an invasion of
her privacy, and walked out of the room.

Alicia
and his date—Bridget—were standing in the lounge room, their faces
ashen with fright.

He
barely knew them, and he'd only agreed to accompany Travis on this
double date because the guy had twisted his arm.

Still,
he offered them both a sedate smile. “We're going to have to
cancel,” he said quietly.

“What . . . what happened?” Alicia asked
quickly, her words barely audible as she spluttered through
them.

“Accident,” he mumbled, his tone reserved. “Everything will be
fine. Harper . . . is going to the medical bay,
and Travis will stay here to clean things up. Everything will be
fine,” he added needlessly as he backed away through the
room.

“What,
you're leaving?” Bridget asked through a quick blink.

“Sorry, I'm going to see how she is,” he answered briefly. He
lifted a hand in goodbye, then practically ran from the
room.

Then
he headed as fast as he could to the main medical bay of the
Academy.

There
he waited as doctors saw to Cadet Nida Harper.

He had
a lot of time to think.

Yet
all he could think of was the moment she'd burst from her door,
straight into his arms, blood covering her right arm as her hand
had clutched that speeding cube.

It
seemed to take longer than usual for the doctors to fix Harper up,
and the hours drew on and on.

But he
didn't leave.

He
just waited until she finally woke up.

 



Chapter
9

Cadet
Nida Harper

She
woke with a start.

She'd
been dreaming again. That same damn dream. She'd been back on the
planet, her hand covered in writhing blue energy.

As her
eyes shot open, she stared at the ceiling, breathing
hard.

It
took her way too long to realise the ceiling wasn't
hers.

Then
she heard someone stand sharply by her side, their shoes squeaking
over the floor.

She
turned to see Carson Blake.

She
blinked back her surprise.

“You're in the medical bay,” he said clearly and slowly, “you
were injured. You're fine now though,” he actually sighed with
relief as he noted that.

“What?
What do you mean I'm in the medical bay?” she asked, her tone high
with disbelief.

Then
she realised with a quick glance past Carson that she was indeed in
the medical bay. She'd been here enough times to recognise it
easily.

“It's
okay,” he reached her side, then his hand hovered awkwardly above
her shoulder as if he wanted to rest it there reassuringly. “There
was an accident. Do you remember what happened?”

She
stared at him, trying to push past the remnants of her dream. They
still fogged up her memory, making everything else seem indistinct
and far off. But slowly it came back. “The training centre,” she
managed. “That block that hit me.”

He
nodded, but he pressed his lips together hard, the flesh crumpling
and turning white and blue. “Yeah, that happened, but do you
remember what happened in your apartment?”

She
stared at him.

She
tried to recall something, anything.

After
a pause, she shook her head. “No.”

His
shoulders sagged and he grabbed his mouth, breathing hard through
his fingers. “Okay, one of the doctors should probably tell you
this, but they aren't around.
You . . . um . . . your
implant malfunctioned,” he managed.

She
couldn't do anything but stare at him. She knew she looked like a
complete idiot, but she couldn't help it. “What do you
mean?”

“It
malfunctioned,” he breathed uneasily, “the doctors have confirmed
it. It sent . . . a training block,” he
stopped, clearly trying to select his words carefully, “you had an
accident with a training block,” he shook his head.

“I
don't understand,” she answered truthfully.

“You
don't remember what happened in your room? You don't remember the
small TI block you keep on your bedside table?” he tried
hopefully.

She
went to shake her head. But she stopped.

A
thrill of excitement raced through her, almost immediately followed
by dread.

She
remembered sitting on her bed and succeeding for the first time in
her life at controlling her TI block. She recalled commanding it to
come to her, and the small thing zipping through the air with
incredible speed.

Then,
with a terrible chill, she remembered the block slamming into her
hand and bashing her against the door.

She
collapsed her fingers over her mouth and whimpered.

He
winced. “It's okay. Everything is fine now. Nobody got hurt. I
mean . . . nobody but you,” he corrected
awkwardly.

She
kept her fingers pressed hard over her lips, forcing the warm flesh
against her teeth. Then she jerked it back as she realised it was
her right hand.

She
stared at it in horror.

“They
fixed you up,” he assured her. “No permanent damage. And your
implant has been recalibrated. It won't malfunction
again.”

She
clutched her right hand into a fist, closed her eyes, and tried to
control herself.

Carson
Blake was standing by her bedside after having saved her from
another training accident, and here she was, falling apart like the
pathetic cadet everyone thought she was.

Blinking one eye open to see him still staring at her
compassionately, she cleared her throat.

“Thank
you,” she managed.

He
laughed. It was a frustrated, disbelieving move, and not one of
mirth. “Don't thank me. I should have realised there was something
wrong with your implant after that incident in the training
centre,” he admitted, his tone tight with guilt.

She
looked at him, assessing him as carefully as she could.

He
didn't look like he was lying, which meant he somehow genuinely
thought this was his fault.

“Why?”
she asked suddenly.

He
considered her, his surprise evident. “I just should have realised.
That block in the training centre checked out as
normal . . . so I should have at least
considered the possibility your implant had
malfunctioned.”

“No,
you shouldn't have,” she told him evenly. “None of the doctors
thought my implant could be acting up, and neither did Sharpe,” she
added quickly, “and Sharpe thinks of everything.”

Carson
considered her quietly, then offered a half smile.

“So
you can hardly blame yourself, not unless you want to blame Sharpe
too. And let me tell you, he's faultless. Blaming that man will get
you nowhere.”

Carson
laughed. It was a soft move, and the sound of it echoing through
the empty room was a welcome one.

Briefly, it made her forget what had just happened to
her.

But
its effect didn't last.

All
too soon, she brought up her hand to stare at it again.

But it
wasn't her right hand—the one she'd damaged in her room—no, it was
her left palm.

The
one that danced with energy in her dreams.

She
frowned at it, considering the marks in her flesh and the whorls on
her fingertips.

“What
is it?”

She
let the hand drop and tried to ignore it. “Nothing. I'm sure it’s
just stress. The doctors keep telling me I'm just stressed,” she
closed her eyes, “because I'm so far behind on my assignments and
so damn unlucky and accident-prone.” She laughed bitterly. “And now
I suppose I'm going to miss tomorrow's classes, and get even
further behind.”

“Today's classes,” he corrected gently.

“What?”

“It's
6 A.M. in the morning,” he pointed out, gesturing to a window
behind him.

She
stared at it dumbly.

She
could see dawn streaming in through the glass.

“How
long have I been out?” she croaked.

“10
hours, 45 minutes,” he answered, his tone tight.

“Wh . . . what?”

“They
had trouble rousing you,” his cheeks twitched as he spoke. “Your
injuries were more extensive than they first thought,” he
reasoned.

“Oh . . . ,” she managed after a lengthy
pause. “Right . . . okay,” she forced a smile,
“so it's tomorrow already, and I get the day off, again,” she
couldn't hold her smile, “which means Sharpe is going to be on my
case for missing too many classes,” she groaned.

“No he
won't be,” Carson said immediately, “he knows what happened here. I
told him myself.”

She
blinked as she looked up at Carson Blake.

With a
few rays of light filtering in from the window behind him, he
looked almost otherworldly. He stood with such poise and
confidence, it seemed he could take on the world.

Carson
Freaking Blake.

The
finest graduate of the Galactic Coalition Academy in
years.

The
most popular man around.

And he
was standing in her hospital room, trying his hardest to reassure
her everything would be fine.

What
exactly had she done to deserve this? How exactly had she captured
the attention of someone like Carson?

Despite the rumours, Nida was not soppy, and neither did she
have particularly low self-esteem. Though she appreciated Carson
was popular, and realised he was objectively handsome, that was it.
She wasn't the kind of girl who would go pink at the prospect he'd
smiled at her.

Instead, it just confused her deeply.

Girls
like Alicia commanded the attention of men like Carson Blake,
because they were made for each other. And she hoped they'd be
happy together.

Nida,
on the other hand, wouldn't be able to keep up with someone like
Carson. He was too flashy, too important, and too well
known.

She
liked a quiet life. Or at least she usually did, when she wasn't
tripping over and almost dying, that was.

But
still, she had to wonder what the hell he was doing in her hospital
room looking so deeply and genuinely concerned.

“They'll let you go soon,” he promised, sighing as he did.
“But I'm going to get them to check your implant one last
time.”

“Okay,” she answered, incapable of thinking of anything else
to say.

Was
this the bit where she was meant to throw herself at him and thank
him for saving her? Well, of course she was grateful, but she
wasn't going to do it.

Someone like Bridgett might do it, but someone like Bridgett
would want the attention of Carson Blake.

It
just made Nida confused.

With a
sigh, she shifted her head back until she stared up at the ceiling.
Then she closed her eyes.

“You're probably tired,” he muttered.

“Hmm,”
she answered.

“You
should get some rest. I'll have one of the doctors look in on you
later,” he promised.

“Ah
ha,” she managed.

“You'll be okay,” he said one last time.

It was
as if he couldn't think of anything else to say. He'd repeated that
exact same phrase like ten times already.

Realising she shouldn't be rude, she muttered a quick thank
you, then let her head sink back down into her pillow.

She
felt sleep creep towards her again, drawing a sheet of perfect
black over her mind as it did.

And
there, within the black, she saw a glint.

A blue
flash.

Light,
like water lapping and trickling over stone, washed around her,
escaping from her left hand and plunging deep, deep into her
chest.

. . . .

 



Chapter
10

Carson
Blake

Without another word, she turned around and promptly fell
asleep.

He
blinked back his surprise.

Then
he saw it.

Her
left hand.

It
twitched as if it were trying to catch hold of
something.

The
move was slight, but it was there.

His
expression compressed with confusion and suspicion.

Just
what was wrong with her?

How
had her implant malfunctioned?

And
what exactly did she keep dreaming of?

Before
she'd woken up, he'd sat dutifully in her room. As he had, he'd
seen her dream.

It had
been fitful. Her hand had kept clutching back and forth, catching
nothing but air.

He'd
pointed it out to a passing doctor, but they'd dismissed it as
random nerve activity.

Carson
couldn't dismiss it though.

He
couldn't dismiss anything. All he could do was sit there and
remember—in perfect, agonising detail—what had happened in her
room.

He
tried to reassure himself her implant had just malfunctioned, but
it was a small and bitter consolation.

He
wanted a better reason.

He
wanted this to be more than an accident.

Yes,
that was it. That was why he couldn't ignore her twitching hand.
That's why he couldn't pull himself from her side, even though she
was asleep again.

He
needed this not to be random.

Though
he didn't really know why.

. . . .

With a
heavy blink, he realised he was very much tired, and very much
confused.

He'd
had one hell of a night, and he couldn't realistically spend the
rest of the day sitting by a random cadet's bedside.

Because, seriously, he hardly knew her.

People
would start to talk.

Reluctantly, he got to his feet.

He
tried to make it to the door, but he couldn't.

Instead he turned, and he sat back down again.

Her
left hand kept twitching as she slept.

Again,
a restless silence descended on her, and he sat there uncomfortably
on the edge of his chair as he listened to it.

She
shifted her head to the side, sighing heavily.

She
didn't wake up though.

A part
of him felt wrong for watching her whilst she slumbered.

In
fact, again he pushed to his feet.

This
time he walked towards the door resolutely.

He
didn't reach it.

She
whispered something.

“Help
me.”

Just
two little words.

He
could barely make them out.

And
they locked him to the spot.

She
shifted again, her left hand clutching harder at the
air.

He
stood there in the doorway, staring at her, waiting to hear it once
more.

Just
as his heart started to calm, she whispered those two little words
again, “help me.”

She
was still unconscious; the computer panel lodged into the wall
above her bed confirmed that.

She
was just talking in her sleep.

She
said it one last time, then she shifted, rolling over, wrapping her
arms around herself.

She
stilled.

Her
left hand stopped clutching at the air, and she didn't whisper
another word.

It
took him a long time to leave. In fact, it wasn't until a doctor
walked in beside him that he managed to shift back from
her.

He
told the doctor she'd woken up, then he backed out of the
room.

As he
walked through the corridors of the medical bay, he felt
numb.

Her
whispered words kept echoing in his head.

She'd
been asleep, and they had meant nothing, but he couldn't stop them
from reverberating through his mind.

It
took a long time to shake off their effects, but he couldn't forget
them, no matter how hard he tried. Work, however, got in the way.
And soon enough Carson found himself pulled into one distracting
task after another.

He
didn't get a chance to go back to see her that day. In fact, by the
time he went to check on her, she'd been discharged
again.

This
time he didn't wait to chance upon her naturally. He went straight
to her apartment.

True,
he hardly knew her.

And,
yeah, people might start to wonder why he was paying ‘the worst
recruit in 1000 years' so much attention.

But
that didn't stop him.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
tried to concentrate during her classes, but she couldn't. Her
attention kept on drifting.

She
swore she was seeing things. She even rang the medical bay to
mention this to one of the doctors, but they reassured her it was
nothing.

She
just needed rest.

They'd
released her about midday, and though she'd been given an order to
return to her apartment for some bed rest, she'd ignored
it.

It
hadn't been a direct order, and she really couldn't afford to miss
any more classes.

So
she'd headed to her next lecture instead.

She'd
slipped in the back of a lecture hall, yet again, just as Sharpe
was finishing up some prosaic talk on the history of telekinetic
implants.

She'd
tried to pay attention to him, she honestly had, but all too soon,
she'd realised that the people around her had stopped listening and
had turned to stare at her instead.

She
was no stranger to attention, but it only ever coincided with when
she was making an idiot out of herself. Other than that, all the
other cadets ignored her.

Well
they weren't ignoring her now. She could feel their collective
stares concentrate on the back of her neck with all the force of an
anti-matter laser.

She
tried to ignore it and focus on Sharpe, but she couldn't. Not only
was it seriously hard to brush off everyone's gob smacked gazes,
she simply couldn't focus. It felt as if her mind had been replaced
with fog.

Once
the lecture was over, she jumped up and scooted out the back before
anyone could ask her questions.

Clearly, news about what had happened last night had
spread.

She
didn't want to answer any questions, because she doubted she could
give a satisfactory reply.

She
had no idea why her implant had malfunctioned, and that was a
question only someone way smarter than her would be able to
answer.

Though
she tried to get away, it was hard, and she had to race past quite
a few curious cadets to get to safety.

She
quickly ducked down several corridors, feeling a little like she
was running away from the press.

Then,
finally, when the coast was clear, she felt a sudden burst of pain
stab hard through her chest.

She
doubled over and planted a hand on the wall beside her, breathing
hard.

“Harper,” someone snapped.

She
looked up to see Sharpe bearing down on her.

“Oh,
umm,” she straightened, thankful her shooting pain lasted only for
a few seconds.

Sharpe
shot her a withering look, but it didn't last. With a shake of his
head, he sighed. “What are you doing?” he asked, his exasperation
clear.

“Oh,
don't mind me,” she tried, patting at her uniform, trying to make
it neat. “I had a little accident last night.”

“Little?” he gave a disbelieving laugh, “it was a major
accident. And I know all about it.”

She
winced. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to,” she began.

“It
was hardly your fault, Harper,” he said.

“It
wasn't?” she asked stupidly.

He
gave a long-suffering sigh. Then he shooed several cadets along as
they walked up the corridor, gawking at her.

She
was silently thankful for his help. And it felt weird to be
thankful for anything Sharpe did.

Then
he returned his burning gaze to her, and she felt like withering up
and dying on the spot.

“I
thought your doctors told you to go back to your apartment to get
some rest,” he enquired with a snap.

“Um,
no, they suggested it. When I asked whether it was a direct order,
they said it wasn't,” she managed bravely.

“Ha.
So you thought you'd ignore their suggestion,” he stressed that
word, “and come to class. Well I admire your sudden enthusiasm, but
do us both a favour, and just go home.”

“I
can't,” she swallowed hard, muscling up some courage as she did,
“I'm too far behind.”

“You
can catch up later,” he snapped.

“No.
I'm fine,” she said with a firmer tone. “I can do this.”

“Harper,” he looked at her menacingly, “the doctors might not
have ordered you back to your apartment, but I'm going to. Go back
now,” he said each word slowly, “before someone has to carry you
back,” he added under his breath.

She
was used to being insulted by Sharpe; it happened nearly every
day.

She
usually didn't react; she would just tuck her chin in, nod her
head, and mutter a “yes, sir.”

But
this time she didn't.

Blame
it on the fog in her mind, or the power of the dreams still
haunting her, but she looked directly into his eyes. “You can't do
that, sir. You can't override a medical decision; you aren't a
doctor.”

Sharpe
looked shocked for a second, then his eyebrows descended darkly
over his eyes. “Are you challenging me?”

“No,”
she choked, now realising this had been a bad idea, but also
realising she couldn’t back down yet, “I'm just asking you to cut
me some slack for once,” her voice wavered.

Dammit.

She
hated showing weakness in front of Sharpe, because Sharpe treated
weakness as an excuse to harass you even more.

He
looked ready to shout at her, but he stopped.

He
stood back.

He
took a breath.

He
shook his head. “Fine, you can go to class. But take it easy,” he
said each word slowly, as if she were especially hard of hearing,
“and if you black out, I will use this as a personal excuse to kick
your ass. Do you understand?”

She
nodded.

Had . . . she just won?

Had
she stood her ground against Commander Sharpe and actually managed
to get him to change his mind?

“Be
careful,” he snapped as he turned away from her. “And, Harper, I'm
glad you're alright,” he added as he walked off.

. . . .

What?

Sharpe
was glad she was alright?

Was he
just messing with her?

Was
this an alien mind game?

No,
she realised as he walked off stiffly.

He was
glad she was alright.

Because although he spent his life making hers hell, she knew
deep down he didn't hate her.

Oh, he
loathed her weakness and general incompetence, yes, but he didn't
hate her.

Surprised at that realisation, she quickly ran to her next
class, though she was careful not to push herself too
hard.

Though
the other cadets all stared at her and tried to ask her questions
during her break, she managed to avoid them.

Then,
eventually, she made her way back home.

She
was exhausted.

Really, really exhausted.

When
she got in the door to her apartment, she greeted the place with a
shaking sigh.

She
wanted a steaming hot bowl of pasta topped off with mounds of
cheese. And she wanted it now.

She
also wanted to curl up on the couch and waste the night away
watching crap on the holo TV.

She
wouldn't get the chance.

As
soon as the doors closed behind her, Alicia was on her feet,
marching up to Nida's side.

“What
the hell happened to you?” she looked Nida squarely in the
eyes.

Nida
gulped, shrugging her shoulders as she brought her hands up to wave
Alicia off. “I'm fine.”

“Fine?” Alicia spoke the word with all the force of a slap.
“What do you mean? Have you seen your bedroom door?”

Nida
turned to look at her door. “It seems fine.”

“That's because it was replaced,” Alicia huffed. “After that
training cube of yours obliterated it.”

Nida
blinked her eyes closed.

She
didn't want to remember what had happened last night.

“Okay,
this is too weird. But what are you doing just standing there?”
Alicia snapped again.

“What
should I be doing?” Nida asked warily.

“Go
and sit on the couch, girl. Put your damn feet up. You almost died
last night. I mean, you totally ruined my double date with the most
eligible bachelors in all of the Academy, but you still almost
died. And I'm a pretty forgiving soul.”

Nida
looked at her flat mate askance. “Are you being nice to
me?”

“Yes,”
Alicia said defensively, taking Nida by the arm and leading her
towards the couch. She even fluffed up a pillow.

“Why?”

“Because you almost died,” Alicia pointed out peevishly. “And
I'm not a total bitch. And damn you for thinking I am,” she waggled
a stiff finger at Nida. “Now, what do you want for dinner? Wait,
no, I already know. One of those enormous bowls of pasta with
cheese, right?”

Nida
nodded happily.

“You're so predictable,” Alicia sighed. “Now tell me what
happened when you got to the med bay? I've been trying to contact
you all day, but you've been in classes. And what's up with that,
by the way? What are you doing going to class after you almost
died?”

It
felt strange to hear Alicia repeating that fact.

Nida
had almost died.

If it
hadn't been for Carson and his friend, Travis, she would
have.

She
felt cold, and gave a tight shiver.

Alicia
saw it, and immediately walked over to the panel on the wall,
turning up the heat.

“So,”
she asked after an almost polite pause, “what happened in the med
bay? Or can you not talk about it?”

“Ha? I
can talk about it,” Nida answered, confused at Alicia's
suggestion.

“Really? I thought they'd be keeping this under wraps until
they know exactly what happened to your implant. I mean, TIs aren't
meant to malfunction. They used to in the bad old days, but one
hasn't malfunctioned in years. So I just figured they wouldn't let
you talk about it until they are damn sure what went wrong, so they
can allay everyone's fears.”

Nida's
lips dropped open.

She
hadn't thought of that.

In
fact, she'd barely considered why her implant had stuffed
up.

It
was, strangely enough, the least of her problems.

Her
dreams, however, commanded her full attention.

“So
what happened?” Alicia prompted again, clearly eager to get the
full story.

“Ah,
nothing much. They recalibrated my implant, apparently, and fixed
me up. When I woke up this morning, Carson told me what happened. I
fell asleep again, and then they discharged me and I went back to
class. I'm afraid that's all I know. They didn't tell me anything
more.”

Alicia
turned, her mouth dropping open dramatically. “Sorry, what?” she
asked excitedly.

“They
recalibrated my implant,” Nida suggested hesitantly. “Do you think
that means it malfunctioned? Do you think it's serious?”

“I'm
sorry, skip back to the bit where you said Carson Blake told you
what happened. Did he go to see you?” Alicia asked
excitedly.

“Ah,
no; he was there when I woke up.”

Alicia
closed her eyes, then opened them wide. “What? He stayed with you
the whole night? Are you serious?”

“Ah, I
don't know. He was just there when I woke up. I think he'd been
sitting in the chair in my room, waiting for me to regain
consciousness.”

“Carson Blake?” Alicia questioned. “The Carson
Blake?”

“Yes,”
Nida managed quietly.

“Oh my
god, Bridgett is going to kill you,” Alicia chuckled as she bit her
lip.

She
didn't sound malicious, and Nida scrunched her lips together. “It
doesn't mean anything. I think he
just . . . wanted to see if I was
okay.”

“Yeah,
so he spent the whole night sitting next to you, when he could have
easily gone home to sleep, and check in on you later,” Alicia
laughed harshly. “Because that makes so much sense.”

“Ah . . . I don't know if he stayed there
the whole night,” Nida said, getting defensive. “Maybe he just
popped in to see me. I don't know.”

“This
is incredible,” Alicia continued, clearly ignoring Nida.

“It
doesn't mean anything,” Nida tried again, her frustration
building.

“What?
Are you getting angry because the most eligible bachelor and
popular guy in the Academy heroically saved you and spent the whole
night at your bedside?” Alicia ticked her head from side to
side.

“It
doesn't mean anything,” Nida snapped again, “and why should I care
if he's popular?”

“You are so
weird,” Alicia rolled her eyes and let out a heavy sigh. “It's
Carson Freaking Blake, man. It's Carson Blake,” she repeated
slower.

“And
he's just a guy,” Nida sat back, crossing her arms, knowing she was
right. “I'm not interested in him,” she added.

Alicia
guffawed. “What do you mean you're not interested? Are you blind?
Have you ever seen him?”

“Yes,”
Nida said, wanting to add she'd seen him up close several times as
he'd saved her life.

“And
you don't like what you see?” Alicia rallied.

“He's
not an object,” Nida noted with a harrumph.

“Yeah,
okay, he's not an object. But you're nuts. You can't seriously
pretend you’re not even a little bit interested,” Alicia
laughed.

“It
doesn't matter,” Nida tried, “he's not interested in me. I'm not
his type. Bridgett is,” she pointed out evenly.

“Ah
ha, you are interested,” Alicia confirmed triumphantly, “and you're
right. Bridgett is so his type—that's why I set them up on a
date.”

Nida
huffed. “He's just a guy,” she tried one last time.

“Yeah,
yeah, I heard you the first time,” Alicia turned and fobbed a hand
her way. “Now how much cheese do you want on your pasta exactly?”
She walked over to the food oven. It was a small, oblong box
nestled into the wall. In one of the cupboards underneath it were
stacks of silver foil nutrition packs. If you upended one of the
packs into a bowl and loaded it into the oven, you could program
the oven to make any of thousands of dishes.

“Lots,” Nida answered resolutely.

“Lots
it is,” Alicia programmed the food oven, then stood back and waited
for it to turn the simple contents of the foil bag into a steaming,
hot bowl of pasta.

“Is
Bridgett . . . really mad at me?” Nida asked,
hating how pathetic she sounded.

“Who
cares,” Alicia answered flatly. “You’re injured, so you get to do
whatever you want,” Alicia stated as the food oven finally pinged.
She opened it, pulled out the bowl, set it down on the bench as she
realised how hot it was, then grabbed a spoon from a
drawer.

Soon
she delivered the hot bowl to Nida, and nodded firmly as she took
it. “Good, now you've got your food, you can put your feet
up.”

Nida
laughed.

Alicia
was rude, belligerent, and pretty darn arrogant, but sometimes she
was nice too.

“Hey,
don't laugh at me,” Alicia whirled on her foot and returned to the
food oven, selecting her own pack, “I'm allowed to be nice to you
once in a while.”

“Why
only once in a while?” Nida asked around a steaming mouthful of
pasta.

“Don't
speak with your mouth open; it's unattractive,” Alicia pointed out
properly. “And yeah, okay, so I should probably be nicer to you,”
she admitted.

Nida
actually set her bowl aside as she stared at Alicia warily. “Are
you sick?”

“No,”
Alicia snapped indignantly, “I just got the fright of my life
yesterday when I saw that training cube try to slice you in half,”
her tone pitched up and down.

Nida
stopped teasing. “I'm sorry,” she managed quietly.

“Ha,
god, you're so nice,” Alicia walked over to the oven and grabbed
her food out, “you're not the one who's meant to be sorry, kid. I
am. For being a monumental bitch all the time. So take the damn
apology, and shift over,” Alicia announced as she reached the
couch.

Nida
moved to the side.

Even
though Alicia was all of several months older than Nida, Alicia
always referred to her as kid.

Nida
would just let it slide; she let everything slide.

She
did not stand up for herself, because it was easier to ignore
everyone instead.

But
now she didn't have to ignore Alicia; in her own brusque way, she
was being nice.

“What
do you want to watch? Oh, oh, I know! There's a new Arcacian Slave
movie out. How about that?” Alicia practically jumped up and
down.

Nida
laughed. “Sure.”

“Now,
are you warm enough?” Alicia cast an appraising glance her
way.

“I
guess I could do with a blanket,” Nida tried, not really expecting
Alicia to get her one.

“Right,” Alicia marched up, pulled one from a storage
cupboard, and threw it at Nida. “Blanket. Food. Movie,” she pointed
at the holo TV.

Nida
smiled.

She
couldn't help herself.

People
were being nice to her. Sharpe, Alicia, even Carson.

Then
again, now she paused to realise it, Carson had never been mean to
her.

She
still didn't understand why he was hanging around though. Okay,
maybe he felt it was his duty, but next time she saw him, she would
assure him it wasn't. He'd done what he had to, and he could get
back to his normal life.

Taking
another bite of her pasta, Nida laughed as Alicia stole a corner of
the blanket.

Then
they both settled down to watch TV.

 



Chapter
12

Carson
Blake

He
walked up to her apartment feeling like he was going on a first
date.

Which
was dumb, because he wasn't.

He was
here to check she was fine.

She'd
almost died yesterday, twice.

He
owed it to her to confirm she was okay. He also needed to put her
mind at ease about her implant. He'd spoken to the technicians that
afternoon, and they'd assured him they'd recalibrated the
implant.

It
wouldn't malfunction again.

Which
just left the truly unsettling question of how it had become
scrambled in the first place.

The
technicians had taken scans though, and were trawling through the
data. The prevailing theory was that at some point, her implant had
received a damaging blow that had not been noticed by anyone,
including Harper herself.

That
wasn't such a stretch of the imagination when you considered who
Cadet Harper was. He'd already confirmed for himself that she was
extremely clumsy.

Still,
it was unsettling that no one had ever detected the damage to her
implant; all TIs had internal diagnostic tools that were meant to
alert their user of any problems immediately.

Well,
according to the technicians, for some reason the internal sensors
of her implant had screwed up too.

It was
extremely unlucky, as they'd put it, but not completely
impossible.

Though
Carson had accepted their explanation, it sat heavily with
him.

Nothing about this whole damn scenario felt right.

Still,
he forced himself to walk along the long corridor that led to her
apartment.

Then
he paused in front of the door.

And he
waited.

He
waited a damn long time until he built up the courage to press the
intercom and ask to be let in.

Nerves
were kicking through his stomach, and he quickly flattened a sweaty
palm over his mouth, trying to unstick the stupid smile that had
frozen there.

Then,
all too quickly, the door opened.

He
looked across to see Alicia.

For a
woman who barely knew him, she gave him a knowing wink. “Are you
here to see our patient?”

Carson
cleared his throat properly. “I just wanted to check on
Harper . . . is she in?” he asked, trying to
lean past Alicia to get a look at the apartment behind
her.

He
hadn’t liked the way Alicia had winked at him.

Bridgett wasn’t here, was she?

“Come
on in,” Alicia stepped to the side, gesturing to the large room
behind her with a grand sweep of her arm. “You’ve mortified my flat
mate by showing up uninvited, but she’s just in her room. She’ll be
out in a second.”

Carson
coughed again.

Alicia
was blunt.

Which
wasn’t a problem; he was used to blunt women. But at her quip about
mortifying Harper, he knew his cheeks reddened. “I just wanted to
check on her,” he clarified, “put her mind at ease about the
implant,” he added.

“And
what exactly was wrong with her implant? Have you heard the gossip
doing the rounds?”

He
looked at her sternly. “It was an isolated malfunction, nothing
more.”

“Oh,
right, of course it was. People were taking bets, and my favourite
was that Harper somehow ran into some crazy alien technology that
altered her implant and made her even more accident prone than
usual.”

Maybe
Alicia was expecting a laugh, but she didn’t get one. Instead,
Carson considered her stonily. “Your flat mate almost died
yesterday,” he said, his tone severe, “I think maybe you should be
a little more respectful of that fact.”

“It’s
okay,” Harper said, appearing at her bedroom door and calling out
to them.

It was
so strange to see her standing there. It was also damn strange to
see her door fixed. The last time he’d laid eyes on it, it had been
a warped mess.

“Nida,
I mean Cadet Harper,” he coughed, realising he was hardly on
first-name terms with her.

Alicia
appeared to swallow a smile, then walked off to the kitchen, no
doubt to lean against the bench as she watched the show.

Nida
kept standing in her doorway, apparently unwilling to walk further
into the room. “I’m okay,” she said firmly.

“Ah . . . yeah. Look, I just thought you
ought to know that your implant is fixed. It was just an isolated
fault,” he stumbled over his words.

Christ, he really did feel like he was on a first date. Except
he really, really wasn’t.

So,
with a comforting breath, he nodded firmly. “You should be okay
now. It’ll never happen again,” he managed, but towards the end, he
choked on his words.

Because he remembered something.

When
he’d promised Harper everything would be fine just after he’d
turned off her implant and saved her, she’d told him in a haunting
tone that it wouldn’t be.

Hot on
the heels of that unpleasant memory, he recalled the two little
words she’d whispered that morning as he’d watched her
sleeping.

Help
me.

God,
his skin still crawled at how harrowing it had been.

He’d
faced mercenaries, violent alien races, terrorist factions, and the
worst scum of the galaxy, but those two little words and the
tortured way she’d whispered them had terrified him.

He
tried to reason that it had just been a dream, and that she hadn’t
really been asking for his help.

She
didn’t say anything, and with a glance over her shoulder, appeared
ready to retreat into her bedroom again.

He
didn’t want to let her go. He wanted to stand there and stare at
her until he confirmed that there really wasn’t anything wrong with
her any more.

“Ah,
you should be able to go back to classes soon,” he tried, stalling
for time as he thought of something smart, if not actually useful
to tell her.

“I
went today,” she admitted.

“Sorry? Really? I thought the doctors told you to go home,” he
pointed out quickly. Possibly a little too quickly, as she recoiled
at his tone.

“They
said it was my decision. Plus, I can’t afford to miss any more
classes. I’m woefully behind as it is.”

He
pressed his lips together and nodded. Then he looked up.

The
words were on his tongue before he could think them through, “I
could help you, you know. Help you catch up,” he clarified with a
truly awkward cough.

Alicia
made a sound that was most definitely a strangled laugh.

And
Harper, well, her eyes opened wide with surprise. “Don’t you have
more important things to do?”

He’d
done a great job of putting himself on the spot here. The truth
was, of course he had more important things to do. Though he was
between missions with the Force, he knew a crucial operation was
currently being planned. He should be preparing for it, or at the
very least trawling through his paperwork. Yet here he was offering
a no-hoper cadet a hand with her homework.

He
caught himself as soon as he thought that.

She
wasn’t a no-hoper. That was a cruel way to put it. She was
just . . . challenged.

Realising that was hardly more polite, Carson simply decided
to stop thinking about it.

Then
he realised she needed a response, so he shifted his shoulders and
offered a shrug. “I think it’s the least I can do,” he managed
slowly, coming up with an excuse on the fly, “considering I almost
got you killed.”

“We’ve
already talked about this,” Nida sighed, “and it wasn’t your fault.
Nobody, including Sharpe and the doctors, noticed my implant was
malfunctioning. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

Yeah,
but he hadn’t done anything right. He should have realised
something was wrong after all the things he’d seen. That block in
the training centre had veered off towards her with frightening
speed, and he should have figured out why.

Nida
rolled her eyes. “You’re not guilty. Nobody is. And you don’t
really want to help me catch up with my classes; you have other
things to do, with far more important people,” she added. “It’s
okay. You don’t have to keep checking up on me. You’ve done your
duty.” She offered a brief, if unsure smile, then took a step back.
“If you don’t mind, I’m kind of tired. Thank you again,” she said
quietly as she walked back into her room and closed the door behind
her.

He
didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye.

Though
he could have overrode the lock on her door easily, he didn't. Not
this time.

She’d
made her desires clear, and it appeared she didn’t want to see
him.

He
stood there understandably shocked.

He
hadn’t been rude, right? Had he come across as belittling at all?
Had he insulted her by offering to help with her
homework?

“Oh,
just ignore her,” Alicia remarked, “she’s very tired. And when she
gets tired, she gets grumpy. Really grumpy,” she emphasised with a
bob of her head.

Carson
doubted that.

He
couldn’t imagine Nida getting grumpy at anything.

Well . . . except him.

He’d
come here to check on her, and he’d somehow upset her along the
way.

He
felt like a fool.

Then
he realised he could hardly stand there staring at Nida’s door
morosely.

Not
with someone like Alicia watching him.

He
straightened. “She’s going to need to head to the technicians so
they can check her implant again in the morning. It’s just a
precaution before she begins classes again,” he told Alicia firmly.
“And keep an eye on her,” he added as he shot Nida’s door one last
look.

“Oh,
I’m really busy,” Alicia stated flatly. “I don’t have the time.
You’ll have to do it yourself,” she added, her tone tightening with
interest.

“Find
the time. She’s your flat mate. You need to check on her
regularly,” Carson snapped.

“I
know, and I will. But I won’t be able to do so during the day,”
Alicia pointed out quickly, the tiniest of smiles lifting her lips
and making her eyes sparkle. “I’m not in the same classes. So
you’ll have to do it yourself,” she repeated.

He
knew very well that she was manipulating him. He would not budge
though. “Harper has made it clear she doesn’t want me checking up
on her any more. I need to respect that.”

“She’s
grumpy,” Alicia repeated as she flopped her hand at him
dismissively. “Don’t pay any attention to her. And I’m serious, if
you want to know how she’s going, well, you’re just going to have
to go find her tomorrow and see.”

Carson
knew he wasn’t going to win, so he mumbled a brief goodbye and left
promptly.

Then
he stood outside of the apartment door as it swished
closed.

He
stared angrily at his feet.

That
had not gone well.

With a
grimace, he ran a hand over his head, and forced himself to walk
away.

He
didn’t like leaving things broken. That included everything from
machines to relationships.

Not
that he had a relationship with Harper of course.

. . . .

He
just knew her. And for some damn reason she occupied his attention.
He couldn’t get the image of her slumped on her bedroom floor out
of his mind. Neither could he clear her whispered, “help me” from
his ears.

But
the point was his natural inclination was to go back and try to
reassure her he hadn’t meant to be insulting.

He
hadn’t always been this conscientious and polite. That had come
with age and a little bit of hindsight.

He’d
been a right card as an undergrad, and he now cringed at some of
the things he'd done. He’d had a new date every other week, and
he’d hardly cared about anyone’s feelings apart from his
own.

That
had all changed though.

He’d
grown up.

And
the terrible thing about growing up was that the older you got, the
harder it became to ignore your responsibilities. Right now, he had
a responsibility to patch things up with Harper and assure her that
a) he didn’t have more important people to see, and that b) she
wasn’t some kind of duty for him. She wasn’t a mission, or some
task he could complete and get a commendation for.

She
was a person. She’d needed help. He’d given it.

He had
the awful, haunting feeling she still needed it too.

But he
couldn’t march back in there and demand she talk to him, so he made
his way back to his own apartment instead. Then he sat there on his
couch, staring at the view.

Maybe
Alicia was right, and he ought to go find Harper tomorrow, just to
check on her.

Okay,
he was damn sure Sharpe would keep a watchful eye on his ‘worst
recruit in 1000 years’, but Carson would just drop by occasionally
to confirm she was fine.

Yeah.

That’s
what he’d do.

With
that conclusion calming him, Carson finally settled down for the
night.

He had
a restless sleep though, and every time he woke, he found himself
wondering just what Cadet Nida Harper would be dreaming
of.

 



Chapter
13

Cadet
Nida Harper

Alicia
was still being nice to her, or at least a certain kind of
nice.

In
Alicia’s own brusque way, she was caring for Nida, and it was a
welcome change.

“Now
you better not fall over or get into any kind of trouble today,
young lady,” Alicia said as she pushed a slice of toast over the
counter towards Nida.

“Yes,
mum,” Nida grabbed up the toast and took a bite.

“Excuse me? What? You think I’m old enough to be your mother?”
Alicia pretended to be mortified, and clutched her skin, apparently
looking for wrinkles.

Nida
laughed. “So are you going to check up on me today? Sneak into my
classes just to see I’m not lying dead under the seat?”

Alicia
didn’t laugh. In fact, her expression became stony. “Now, that is
not a funny joke. And to answer your question, no, I’m not going to
check up on you. Carson Blake is,” she pointed out with a
wink.

Nida
paused, halfway through a bite. “Sorry?” she mumbled. “I thought I
told him to leave me alone?”

“No,” Alicia
pointed a finger at her, “you told him he could leave you alone.
You told him he didn’t have a duty to look after you any more. And
he’s clearly decided to ignore you,” she pointed out gleefully.

Nida
didn’t know what to say.

She
suddenly felt angry.

Very
angry.

She
didn’t need someone like Blake checking up on her, because every
time he popped his head around a door to see if she was fine, he
would be wasting his time.

He had
much more important things to do.

“Oh,
don’t look like that,” Alicia snapped. “And you were rude to him
last night. You should have seen the puppy dog eyes he gave your
door when you left him without a goodbye.”

Nida
stiffened, giving up on the toast and returning it to the counter.
“No, he didn’t,” she said, sounding exactly like a child denying
the obvious.

“Ha,
yeah he did. You didn’t see it, but I was there. I know what I saw,
and I can remember just how disappointed everybody’s favourite
lieutenant appeared when you rudely dismissed him. He saved your
life, remember?” Alicia pointed out needlessly.

“Yes,
I remember. It only happened two days ago. But the point is I don’t
need him checking up on me. He shouldn’t waste his time on someone
like me.”

“Well,
he clearly doesn’t think it’s a waste of time,” Alicia purred, then
she looked at Nida sternly, “and what do you mean someone like you?
I’ll admit, you’re no Bridgett, but that doesn’t seem to bother
him. Somehow, and for some reason, you have caught the eye of the
beloved Lieutenant, and you should be proud.”

Nida
felt her cheeks redden. “It’s not like that. He doesn’t like me,”
she forced a laugh, “he just thinks it’s his duty to look after me
for some reason. I thought I told him last night it wasn’t, but he
clearly didn’t get the message.”

“Oh,
I’m sure he’d get it if you got up real close and whispered it in
his ear,” Alicia laughed.

Nida
rolled her eyes.

She
wasn’t having this conversation.

She
grabbed up her toast, shot Alicia a chilly look, then walked for
the door.

“Have
a good day,” Alicia waved to her cheerily.

Nida
opened the door.

“And
don’t forget to send the lieutenant my love,” Alicia added with a
cackle.

 


Nida
walked to class in a foul mood. Well, half a foul mood. She was
still feeling atrociously ill.

Every
move she made was laborious, and usually accompanied with a heavy,
pathetic sigh.

She
was approximately one year away from graduating, but despite the
pain she'd pushed herself through to get this far, she started
thinking seriously of quitting.

Like
today.

She
could go up to Sharpe, tell him to get lost, and be on a transport
home by the afternoon.

With
that thought to distract her, she made it through the grounds to
her first class. As she walked across the lawns and through the
halls, she half expected to see Carson Blake shadowing her. Perhaps
he'd be leaning out of the 20th floor window, following her with a
holo camera. Or maybe he'd be up a tree, watching to see if she'd
die underneath it or something.

She
expected him to be around every corner.

. . . .

But he
wasn’t.

First
period she had advanced engine design—a core unit that she was most
definitely going to fail. After that, she'd attended astrophysics,
then maths, and finally more TI theory.

She
really expected to see Carson snooping around at some point, but
she didn't.

Not
once.

Either
he was particularly stealthy, or he'd lost all interest in
her.

Perhaps he'd gotten the message that she didn't need someone
like him looking after her.

Apart
from checking for Carson under every seat and behind every door,
the day was mostly a blur.

Nida
spent her time avoiding her classmates. Their sudden interest in
her was unnerving.

They
all wanted to know the same thing.

What
was wrong with her TI? Had it been fixed? Could other TIs
malfunction in the same way?

When
cornered, she always muttered the same reply: she didn't
know.

Needless to say, everyone found this unsatisfying, and they
kept pressing her for more.

So she
found herself running away a lot that day.

In
fact, by the time she made it home, she was totally and utterly
spent.

She
had a pounding headache, her chest felt half frozen, and her right
hand tingled uncomfortably.

All
she wanted to do was head straight to bed.

She
didn't get the chance.

She
made it in the door when the apartment's computer chimed with a
message.

Dreading it was Carson calling to check on her, she slowly
made her way up to one of the large holo panels on the wall. After
a tight breath, she accepted the message.

Instantly a face popped up on the panel.

It
wasn't Carson though.

It was
Alicia.

. . . .

Nida
had to swallow something that tasted suspiciously like
disappointment, then she tried for a smile. “Yeah?”

“I
need you to come help me now,” Alicia said dramatically.

Before
Nida could worry whether her flat mate was in serious trouble,
Alicia took another overwrought breath.

“My
other friends have cancelled on me. Left me in the frigging lurch,
the bastards,” Alicia spat.

“Ha?
What's the problem?” Nida asked, realising she was definitely being
roped into something, but she was too tired to do anything about
it.

“How
are you feeling?” Alicia asked, her eyes darting up and down as she
appeared to assess the image of Nida she'd be receiving on whatever
panel she was using to make the call.

“Ah, a
little like hell,” Nida admitted.

There
was a lengthy pause. “How much like hell?

“Where
is this going?” Nida asked perceptively.

“Basically, I need a hand. I've been asked to help out with an
event for the E Club, and now I’m roping you in too.”

Nida
stood there and let her expression reveal all.

She
was not going.

The E
Club? Was Alicia out of her mind?

Apparently, because she shoved her face right up close to the
holo panel. “You’re coming,” she said with supreme
finality.

“Alicia, are you nuts? The E
Club . . . and me? Yeah, that’s not going to
work. I’m going to walk in the door and be dumped right back out on
my ass,” Nida crossed her arms sternly.

“They
are not that bad,” Alicia pointed out with a huff.

“Not
that bad?” Nida questioned after a lengthy pause. “They're snooty
elitists. The best of the best at the Academy. The popular, the
smart, the beautiful, the strong, and the talented.”

“You’re point?”

“I don’t belong
there. No,” Nida corrected quickly with a strong shake of her head,
“I don’t want to go there. I have better things to do with my
time.”

“Yeah,” Alicia’s voice was strained. “Of course you do. But
you’re coming to help. Because not only do I need a hand, I also
want to keep an eye on you. I don’t like the idea of you being in
that apartment all alone. Something
could . . . happen,” she took a step backwards,
her whole face coming into view. Her usually confident, if arrogant
expression became fractured with worry.

Nida
was ready to say there was no way she was coming, but she hadn’t
been prepared for that.

Alicia
didn’t look as if she were acting.

Still,
Nida wasn’t about to abandon reason and voluntarily attend an E
Club function. That would be like putting your hand up for several
hours of crippling social embarrassment. “Ah, I’d like to help,”
she lied, “but I feel terrible. I just need to sleep.”

Alicia
appeared to be calculating something. Perhaps she was getting ready
for a second assault, or maybe she was pausing to think of an even
better excuse to manipulate Nida with. Instead, she sighed. Loudly.
“God, you’re right. Of course you are. Never mind. But I’ll call
occasionally to check how you’re going.”

. . . .

Really?

Alicia
was going to give up just like that?

“Go
and get some rest,” Alicia smiled. It wasn’t even a bitter move;
she looked genuinely friendly, as if she’d dropped all attempts at
manipulation.

“Ah . . . okay,” Nida pushed her fingers
into her collar and pulled it away from her skin. “Are you
sure?”

“Yeah.
You need rest. Now go get it. I’ll tell you all about this event
when I get home,” Alicia announced happily.

“Right, okay. Have fun,” Nida managed as Alicia signed off,
leaving nothing but a black screen.

Nida
blinked at it for several seconds, closed her eyes, winked one
open, then shrugged her shoulders and moved off.

That
had been strange.

Alicia
was usually as determined as a pit-bull, but she’d changed her mind
with little protestation from Nida.

Muttering to herself as she walked away, Nida paused to stare
out at the view briefly.

It was
a glorious afternoon, and looked as if it would lead to a light and
breezy night.

While
everyone else in the city would be out enjoying it, she would be
wrapped up in bed.

It was
a little disappointing, but only a little.

All
Nida had to do to confirm going out was idiotic was to look at her
right hand, then over to her left one.

Whilst
her right hand had received the injury, it was her left hand that
perpetually felt . . . odd.

It
just didn't seem right, almost as if it wasn't entirely hers any
more.

As she
struck upon that thought, she realised it summed up what she was
experiencing perfectly: her left hand didn't feel entirely her own.
Which begged the question—who or what else did it belong
to?

Shivering at that extremely unsettling thought, Nida walked
into her bedroom, changed, and settled down on the
couch.

Before
she knew it, she dozed off.

And,
like usual, she dreamt.

This
time she wasn't on the planet; she was walking through the halls of
the Academy. As she wound her way along, she stretched out her left
hand, or rather, it stretched itself out. As it did, blue energy
cascaded over it, twisting and writhing as it played over every
centimetre of flesh.

She
pressed her fingers into the wall, and immediately the blue energy
shot into the smooth metal, burning and blistering it.

She
kept walking along, humming some kind of tune.

She
reached a classroom.

There
were people inside.

She
kept walking past them, but as she did, the blue electricity shot
from her hand, plunging into their chests.

There
was a snapping noise. Then screaming. Horrible, continuous
screaming.

She
couldn't see their faces.

She
didn't pause to watch them fall.

She
simply moved on.

She
kept walking the halls.

Then
security came.

They
ran towards her, guns levelled.

They
screamed at her to stop.

She
simply kept walking forward.

She
couldn't stop.

They
went to shoot her, but they didn't get the chance. With a swipe of
her left hand, every man and woman in the team lifted into the
air.

She
watched their faces contort in shock.

Then
she pointed one finger upwards. As energy crackled over her skin,
the floating security team shot upwards. With terrible, resounding
cracks, they slammed into the ceiling.

She
didn't wait.

She
didn't stop.

She
kept on walking.

As she
moved underneath them, little droplets of blood fell from the
ceiling onto her cheeks and hands.

. . . .

She
could not stop herself.

No
matter what she did.

She
kept on walking forward, destroying everything in her path, until
the real Nida screamed herself awake.

 



Chapter
14

Carson
Blake

He was
at a total loss. He knew where he had to be tonight, but that
wasn't where he wanted to be.

He was
standing on the lawn between the accommodation buildings, staring
up at them glumly.

It
didn't take much effort to figure out which window belonged to
Nida.

Which
was creepy, right? Standing on the lawn and staring up at her room.
Yeah, that was kind of stalkerish.

“Come
on,” he whispered to himself, “get to the party.”

He
tried to coax himself forward. There was an E Club event, and he
had to attend. His friends would kill him if he didn't.

The
problem was it was all the way on the other side of town. It
definitely wasn't in Nida's room.

“Come
on,” he begged himself again. But no matter how much he coaxed his
body to turn and head to the nearest transport hub, the damn thing
wouldn't pay any attention.

She'd
outright told him last night not to bother her any more. She,
apparently, didn't need anyone checking up on her.

He
should respect her wishes.

. . . .

But
try as he might, he couldn't. Because, despite her protestations,
he didn't believe her.

He
couldn't shake the feeling she needed help.

Sometimes his friends accused him of having a hero complex.
This was different though. Nida wasn't his duty as an officer of
the Academy. And neither did he still feel guilty over failing to
prevent the accident in the training centre.

No,
none of that explained how he felt.

All he
could say was that he had this burning desire to check on her. He
knew it didn't make sense—the doctors had cleared her, and so had
the technicians—but it didn't matter.

Soon
he couldn't stop himself any more., and he angled towards her
apartment block.

With
every step towards it, he felt more and more guilty. She would
likely throw something at his head when he popped up at her door
uninvited, but at least he'd be able to confirm she was
fine.

Yeah,
that's all he had to do. Check to see that she was okay.

With
that decision offering him resolve, Carson made it all the way up
to her level.

Then
he paused outside her door.

It
took several painful seconds to muster up the courage to press that
intercom button.

Finally, he jammed his thumb against it.

Yet
before he could speak, the doors opened and someone barrelled
out.

Nida.

She
stumbled right into him, and he had to catch her before she fell
back. “Whoa,” he managed.

She
pulled herself from his arms, locked a hand on the door frame for
support, then blinked back her surprise.

Her
face was ashen. Her cheeks were slack, and there was a drawn,
almost vacant look in her eyes.

“Hey,
are you alright?” he'd been about to make a joke about her running
into him all the time, but it died on his lips.

She
looked haunted. Yes, that was the right word—haunted.

She
pushed a hand into her mouth, breathing through the crooked
fingers. Slowly she nodded.

“You
look terrible,” he told her truthfully.

“I'm . . . ,” she began.

Then
she stood there and appeared to make up her mind.

“Nida?” he prompted slowly.

“You
need to take me to the med bay,” she managed through a swallow. “I
mean, can you please take me to the med bay.”

He
didn't pause; he just nodded. “Sure. Come on.”

She
walked past him, the door to her apartment closing with a swish.
Then she stood there and took a very deep breath.

Her
left hand was clutched into a fist. In fact, clutched wasn't the
right verb to describe it; crumpled was better. The fingers were
closed so tight, it looked as if she caged something in place
against her palm.

She
caught him looking at it. “I . . . I don't
really know what's going on. Just need to go to the med bay,” she
mumbled.

“Can
you walk? Do you need a transport?”

“No, I
can walk,” she managed in a quiet voice, then demonstrated her
ability by turning and heading off down the corridor.

Her
shoulders were hunched forward, her left hand still clutched into a
fist by her side.

He
rushed up beside her. “What's going on?”

She
didn't answer right away. She simply stared at her feet as she
walked.

“Nida?”

“I
don't know,” she wouldn't turn to face him.

“Are
you sure I shouldn't call a transport?”

“I can
walk,” she whispered again.

He
fell into step next to her, and soon they made it to the
lifts.

There
were a few other cadets in the lift, and they all looked at Carson,
their surprise evident.

Then,
almost as one, their attention shifted to Nida.

She
wasn’t looking at anyone. Instead, she stood in the corner of the
lift, staring at the wall, her left hand so tightly clutched by her
side it seemed as if she would snap her arm.

Carson
took a step in front of her, trying to block everyone's view. He
cleared his throat properly.

A few
cadets tried to ask what was going on, but he blew them off, and
quickly marched off with Nida when the lifts arrived at the ground
floor.

He
desperately wanted to know what was going on with her, but there
were too many people around to ask.

Plus . . . he doubted she would tell
him.

She
appeared to be focusing all her attention on reaching the med bay.
Not for the first time, he wondered whether he should call a
transport anyway. He didn't though. Instead, he monitored her,
ready to step in if she needed him, but content to walk by her side
for now.

Soon
they reached the hospital. It took up an entire building. It didn't
simply house the clinics of the Academy, but the medical research
labs too.

Well,
as he walked in the front door, he grabbed the first doctor he
could see.

Soon
Nida was whisked away into a room.

He
still had no idea what was wrong with her.

As he
stood there in one of the sparsely decorated waiting rooms, his
wristwatch beeped with a message.

He
glanced at it, noting with a grimace that it was Travis,
admonishing him for being late to the E Club Event.

Carson
technically could leave the hospital and head straight over, but he
had no intention of doing so.

He was
going to stand in this room and wait until someone could tell him
what was going on with Nida.

Which
could be a long time. Heck, it could take all night. But he wasn't
leaving. After a moment's pause, he messaged Travis back, inventing
some story about work. When Travis called immediately, Carson did
not accept the message. Travis would know Carson was lying, but
that didn't matter.

He
wasn't leaving.

With a
tight sigh, Carson finally found a seat and sat down roughly.
Locking his arms against his chest, he stared at the clean white
walls.

And
there he remained.

 



Chapter
15

Cadet
Nida Harper

She
hadn't expected to see Carson hovering outside of her door. She'd
been glad for his company though.

He'd
walked with her, in thankful silence, all the way to the med
bay.

Though
he'd asked what was going on, he hadn't pushed when she'd failed to
reply.

Now
she sat on the edge of the hospital bed, wondering just how much to
tell the doctor by her side.

“I'm
sure your . . . dreams are simply a result of
stress,” the woman tried.

Nida
shook her head. “You don't get it. I don't feel right. Something is
wrong.”

The
doctor tried for a smile, but it was clear she was sick of Nida's
stories.

Because that's what people thought they were.
Stories.

The
doctors thought she was making this up. That she was overacting.
That she was a hypochondriac.

But
she wasn't.

Something was happening to her.

“You've been seriously injured recently, multiple times,” the
woman pointed out slowly and clearly, “you need rest.”

Nida
shook her head.

Rest
would not help her.

She
had to find out what was happening.

Ever
since her return from Remus 12, something had been building within
her.

The
flashes of blue, the dreams, the accidents. They were all
connected. But when she'd shared that theory with the doctor, the
woman had dismissed it out of hand.

Because it didn't make sense.

Nothing had happened to Nida on Remus 12, and none of the
numerous tests done on her revealed anything out of the
ordinary.

She
was making it up.

She
was stressed.

“You
just need rest,” the doctor spoke through a heavy, rattling sigh.
“Everything will be fine once you give yourself time to calm
down.”

Nida
didn't reply.

She
simply sat there.

She
had convinced herself to come to the med bay because it had seemed
like the right thing to do. Sitting there and suffering in silence
had been stupid. And while Nida was a lot of things, she wasn't
dumb.

But
the doctors could not help, because to them, nothing was
wrong.

“Just
go home,” the woman tried to offer a reassuring smile. “Everything
will be okay tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Nida managed, realising she couldn't just sit there
like a surly teenager.

“I can
give you something for the dreams. It'll stop you from experiencing
them,” the doctor said as she walked up to Nida and administered
something to her neck with a syringe gun.

Nida
felt the injection, but almost immediately the sensation became
indistinct as a flood of tingles surged towards it. It was almost
as if they were nullifying the effects of the
syringe . . . .

Nida
did not say anything to the doctor. Instead, she stood up, thanked
her, and walked out.

She
strode from the med bay, her mind a mess.

She
had no idea what to do.

Every
time she closed her eyes, all she saw were flashes of her latest
dream.

If you
could call it a dream.

The
way she'd walked through the Academy halls, killing
people . . . .

She
buckled forward as she recalled the screams and blood. Clamping a
hand over her mouth, she kept stumbling forward though, determined
to get back home.

She
would try and sleep, and hopefully the medication the doctor had
administered would stop the dreams.

. . . .

Except
Nida doubted it would. She knew instinctively that nothing could
stop them. They would simply become worse with every passing
day.

She
went to go home, but she stopped. As she walked across the lawns
between the Academy buildings, she realised she couldn’t go back to
her stuffy room.

She
just couldn’t do it.

The
thought of sitting down on her bed felt like opening up to the
shadows.

. . . .

The
shadows that apparently did not exist.

Everyone was telling her she was just stressed, that the
dreams were nothing more than figments of a fatigued
mind.

And
maybe they were right.

Maybe
she just had to distract herself and wait for it to
pass.

Strolling across the grounds, she paused and looked up at the
accommodation buildings before her.

Then
she turned and cast her gaze towards the city. It sat there
glittering, promising distraction with every twinkling
light.

Nida
paused, stared down at her left hand, then pushed
forward.

Not
towards her apartment, but away from the Academy compound and into
the rest of the city.

She
could ignore her headache—it wasn’t that strong any more. The
doctor at least had fixed that.

And if
she really tried hard, she could ignore that cold, stone-like
feeling creeping up from her left hand.

Because it was just her imagination.

. . . .

It was
just her imagination.

 



Chapter
16

Carson
Blake

He was
starting to get worried. Nobody had come to see him, nor had Nida
reappeared.

He
stood sharply, the chair behind him toppling as he did.

“Right,” he muttered as he strode from the waiting room. He
caught the first person he could find, asking them for some
information on Nida.

He was
shocked to find she’d already been discharged.

Too
shocked.

Figuring the nurse had been wrong, he checked in with the
hospital’s records himself—something he could do with his rank—and
confirmed the news.

She’d
left without him.

And
worse than that, she’d been discharged.

When
he’d taken her to the hospital, she’d appeared in a bad way. Yeah,
capable of walking, but he’d seen the pallid, sickly hue to her
skin, and the horrible, tense way she’d clutched her left
hand.

. . . .

But
they’d discharged her. Apparently, nobody could find anything wrong
with her, well, physically wrong. According to the records he’d
accessed, the doctor who’d seen her had made a note about stress
and possible hypochondria.

In a
way, he couldn’t believe it. He’d expected the doctors to
find . . . something.

Because there was something wrong with her.

He
shook his head as he marched forward.

He
headed back up to her apartment.

In
fact, he reached the lift at the bottom of the building at a jog,
and didn’t wait when a cadet rushed up and told him to hold the
lift.

Instead, Carson crossed his arms and waited for the lift to
shoot up to the right level. When the doors opened with a
resounding ping, he sprinted through them.

He
didn’t stop until he reached her door.

Then
he jammed his thumb into the intercom button. “Nida? It’s Carson.
Open up,” he demanded.

No
reply.

He
kept his thumb on the button. “Nida, come on. Open up. You left
without saying a word. I just want to check up on you,” he couldn’t
keep the frustration from his voice. He couldn’t keep it from
tightening his chest either, and crawling its way up his
throat.

She
still didn’t answer.

“Nida?
Oh, fuck it,” he took a step back, coming to a quick and hasty
decision as he did. Without pause for reason, he overrode the
lock.

The
door swished open and he ran in.

She
wasn’t in the main room. “Nida,” he announced as he strode over to
her door.

It
wasn’t locked, and he walked in, hesitating and even bothering to
knock first.

. . . .

She
wasn’t in there.

She
wasn’t anywhere in the apartment in fact.

After
he searched it, he rested one hand on the kitchen table and swore
again. Loudly.

Where
the hell was she?

She’d
been discharged a little under an hour ago.

Anger
rushed up his belly, and hot on its heels came worry.

She
may have been discharged—and that was a questionable decision, as
far as he was concerned—but she was not in any state to be rushing
around town at night.

“Where
the hell are you?” he muttered under his breath as he took a step
forward and considered the view.

He saw
the rest of the Academy complex, and the city stretching out beyond
it. Everything was drawn in shades of midnight blue, set off with
the sparkling lights of the city.

In the
gaps between the buildings, he could see a thin stretch of the bay
with a luminescent night sky glittering above.

It was
beautiful.

In
some ways, he found his home planet far more amazing than the rest
of the galaxy combined.

But no
matter how startling and still the night appeared, it could not
distract him.

He’d
already broken the rules by overriding the lock to Nida’s
apartment, but he wasn’t done yet.

He
accessed the private Academy communication lines from his watch. As
a lieutenant, he had certain privileges, and as the head of the
Force, he had even more.

Usually you had to have a very good reason to look up a
cadet’s personal contact details, and Carson never abused that
power.

Today,
he didn’t even hesitate as he dug up the number for Nida’s
communication device.

He
called it. Without pause.

She
didn’t immediately answer.

When
the call finally went through with a click, he pushed his head back
and sighed with relief. “Where the hell are you?” he snapped
immediately.

“Ah,
who’s wrist device is this?” someone answered.

It
wasn't Nida.

“It
belongs to Cadet Nida Harper. Now who the hell are you?” Carson
spat.

“Ah, I
just found this on the street,” a man answered.

Carson
froze. The hand holding his wristwatch to his mouth stiffened to
the point of turning to stone. “Where?”

“Ah, I’m in the 4th District,” the guy
answered.

“Return this watch to the closest Academy cadet or officer you
find,” Carson commanded.

“I am
one. I mean, I’m a cadet,” the guy said with an awkward cough. “And
you are?”

“Lieutenant Carson Blake,” Carson barked. “Take this watch
back to the Academy now.”

“Whoa,
Carson Blake,” the guy’s pitch changed from one of mild shock to
reverence.

“Just
take the watch back to the Academy,” Carson demanded. “And what’s
your name?”

“Cadet
Ye Lai, sir.”

“Well,
cadet, you have your orders,” Carson took a step back and closed
his eyes.

“Yes,
sir,” Lai answered properly.

“Hold on, where exactly in the 4th
District are you?”
Carson asked pointlessly as he checked the location of the call on
his own watch.

“Just
outside of Barney’s Saloon, sir,” Lai probably snapped a
salute.

“Right. Do you know Harper? Can you see her anywhere?” Carson
asked, realising how dumb the question was just as he asked
it.

“Ah . . . who?”

Of
course Lai didn’t know Harper, otherwise he would have handed her
the watch.

Shaking his head and sighing, Carson again told Lai to return
the watch to the Academy, and ended the call.

“What
the hell is she doing?” he asked as he whirled from the view and
headed for the door.

You
didn’t just lose your watch. It couldn’t fall off. It was built to
sit there on one’s wrist through alien incursions, ship explosions,
and apocalypses.

Nope.
Nida would have taken her watch off. But why? It was drilled into
you at the Academy that you left the damn things on. They were
communication and location devices, not to mention rudimentary
scanners and computers.

Yet
she’d clearly taken hers off . . . for some
reason.

Carson
swore again.

He’d
taken her to hospital, and he’d seen how freaked out she’d
been.

“Goddammit, Nida,” he said aloud.

Then
he blew a breath of air through his tightly clenched
teeth.

Just
because she’d taken off her wristwatch didn’t mean he couldn’t
locate her.

Every
cadet and officer at the Academy were micro chipped. But it was a
big deal to access the system that could locate them. He would have
to put an official request in. And to do that, he would have to be
explicit about why he needed to track Nida Harper down so
badly.

He
would have to tell people she’d taken off her wristwatch, and that
could get her into some serious trouble.

But it
couldn’t be helped.

Just
as he lifted his wristwatch to make the call, someone called him
instead.

Flustered, he answered before checking who it was.

“And
what the hell are you doing?” Travis asked without even a
hello.

“Travis?” Carson groaned. “Just get off the line. I’m
busy.”

“Yeah,
of course you are. Too busy to attend this E Club event, even
though in many ways it was organised on your behalf to celebrate
all of your incredible achievements.”

Carson
groaned again. “I told you, something really important has come
up.”

“Yeah,
of course it has,” Travis laughed. “You’re too busy to come and
help your buddy. Here I am, sitting at the bar, in desperate need
of a wingman so I can make my move on the lovely Alicia. But you’re
busy.”

The
name Alicia grabbed Carson’s attention. “Alicia’s
there?”

“Yeah,
with her flat mate.”

“Sorry? What did you just say? You
mean . . . what’s her name? Bridgett?” Carson
took a startled breath.

“Yeah,
no, I mean her flat mate. Nida. I think I remember the difference
between them,” Travis said, his voice straining as he did. “I may
have the lovely Alicia as a distraction, but trust me, I will never
forget her flat mate. Nor will I forget what happened to her
bedroom door.”

For a
second Carson did nothing but stand there.

He
couldn’t believe this. But Travis was right—he wouldn’t be
mistaken, and if he were making this up, Carson would kill
him.

“What?
You’ve just gone all quiet on me. Are you finally realising what
you’re missing out on? Because Bridgett is here too,” Travis
began.

“Listen to me, go and find Nida and check on her,” Carson said
quickly and sternly.

“What,
why? She just got here. She’s helping Alicia out.”

“An
hour ago I took her to hospital, then she walked out without a
word. She’s also taken off her wristwatch. Some guy called Cadet
Lai found it, and I’m having him take it back to the Academy,”
Carson couldn’t get through his words fast enough. “Just go find
her and keep an eye on her until I get there.”

“Wait,
what’s going on?”

“I
have no idea. Just go and check on her. I’ll be as quick as I can,”
Carson practically skidded for the door, ploughing out of it as it
opened.

Then
he ran, as fast as he could, to the closest transport
hub.

It
took him approximately seven minutes to cross town.

Then
he found her.

 



Chapter
17

Cadet
Nida Harper

She
didn’t know what she was doing here. Well, looking for a
distraction, clearly, but beyond that, this was social
suicide.

Not
only was she the worst recruit in 1000 years, but the story of how
her implant had stuffed up was hot gossip.

Still,
when she’d walked in, Alicia had immediately shuffled her off into
one of the back rooms.

“I
can’t believe you actually came,” Alicia said with a chuckle as she
clapped a hand warmly on Nida’s shoulder. “I mean, you actually
came.”

Nida
nodded. “I love a good chance at embarrassing myself. And as the
room out there is filled with the Academy’s best and brightest, I
figured it was a great opportunity to really maximise my
humiliation.”

Alicia
rolled her eyes expressively. Then she did something
odd.

Really
odd.

She
folded her arms around Nida and hugged her.

When
Alicia pulled away, Nida was left dumb struck. “What was that
for?”

“You
looked as though you could use it,” Alicia answered perceptively,
“plus, I’m really proud of you. I know these kind of parties aren’t
your thing, but you still came to help me out. I have a feeling
you're a better friend than all my other so-called
buddies.”

Nida
smiled.

She
didn’t, however, take the opportunity to point out to Alicia that
the only reason she’d come here was to take her mind off
stress-induced dreams and a terrible bout of
hypochondria.

“Okay,
so, what would you like to do? You could serve drinks or help out
with the entertainment,” Alicia began.

“Ah,
not the entertainment,” Nida answered immediately. “But hold on,
why are we serving drinks? Aren’t people just going to order their
drinks from the computer?”

“We’re
going with the human touch for this event. Plus, there’s nothing
like a pretty, smiling cadet behind the bar,” Alicia winked at
her.

“Well
then, I guess you’d better ask Bridgett,” Nida joked.

“Bridgett? Oh, don’t get me started on Bridgett,” Alicia
spat.

“What?”

“Never
mind. Forget I said anything. But, you, my dear, will be perfect,”
with that, Alicia proffered an arm, and waited for Nida to hook her
own around it, before she led them both from the room.

It was
strange work to be behind a real bar and set with the task of
handing out drinks.

But,
oddly enough, Nida started to enjoy it.

It was
simple enough work. Someone would ask for a drink, then Nida would
find the correct bottle under the bar and pour a glass.

It was
also strangely soothing.

She
was rushed off her feet, and simply didn’t have the opportunity to
worry about how cold her left arm felt, or whether her dreams would
return that night.

Plus,
no one seemed to recognise her. Or if they did, they were too busy
to say anything.

Just
as she relaxed into her work, someone she recognised walked up to
the bar.

Bradley Marshall. He was from her year, and once upon a time,
they’d had classes together, before he’d been selected for the
training program into the Force.

Whereas everyone else had stood a respectful distance away, he
rested his elbow onto the wood, leaning as far in as he could. At
first, he had a flirtatious smile curling his lips, then he blinked
quickly, clearly recognising her. “Harper?” his tone distorted with
disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Serving drinks,” she answered blankly. “Now what do you
want?”

“This
is an E Club function, right?” he looked around, then back at her.
“You do know where you are?”

She
pressed her lips together but didn’t answer.

He
laughed at his own mean joke. “Apparently not. Or did they let you
in because they’re trying to keep you quiet?”

Her
lips pressed tighter together.

“What
exactly happened to you, anyway? You’re the talk of the Academy.
Carson Blake had to save you from yourself,” Bradley let out a snap
of a snide laugh. “Apparently if he hadn’t been there, you would
have impaled yourself with a frigging training block.”

“Hey,
do you need a drink?” Alicia walked up behind Bradley and hit him
on the shoulder.

Bradley turned around and shot her a suggestive smile. “Yeah,
you offering?”

“Oh,
god no,” Alicia shook her head, “but I am offering to kick you out,
how does that sound? You either shut up and ask the bar mistress
for a drink, or you leave.”

Bradley spluttered. “Excuse me? You can’t order me
around.”

“No,
but I can,” a man said as he walked up behind Alicia.

It was
Travis, Carson’s friend.

He
shot Nida an odd, worried look, then turned his attention back to
Bradley. “Stop being a dick, and that’s an order. Now get a drink
and piss off,” Travis shot Bradley a stern look.

Though
Bradley looked indignant, he didn’t say anything more. Neither did
he order a drink. He simply walked off muttering to
himself.

“Oh,
look at you,” Alicia giggled as she smiled at Travis, her
appreciation as bright as a thousand suns, “you’re a
hero.”

“Thanks,” Travis laughed. Then he turned that worried glance
back to Nida. “Are you okay?”

“Ah,
yeah. He wasn’t really bothering me,” she shrugged her
shoulders.

Travis
looked uncomfortable. He also appeared to assess her closely; his
darting gaze crossed over her face and settled on her right wrist.
“Um, you sure you’re feeling okay?”

“Ah . . . yeah?” she managed.

“Are
you trying to spook her?” Alicia crossed her arms.

“Not
really,” Travis answered, still clearly uncomfortable, “I’m trying
to figure out if Carson is playing games with me.”

At the
mention of his name, Nida pressed a hand to her mouth.

Carson.

Damn.

She’d
left him in the hospital.

She’d
walked out without a word.

He was
probably still there.

“What’s he talking about?” Alicia glanced at Nida, sudden
excitement lighting up her smile. “Has Carson come to see you?” her
voice dipped with interest.

“Oh . . . ah,” Nida began.

“He
said he took you to the hospital,” Travis said, still looking
confused as he assessed Nida, “but you appear to be
fine.”

“Hospital,” Alicia’s voice became sharp, all playfulness gone.
“Nida, what’s going on?”

Nida
took a step back, enjoying the fact the bar had little lighting
compared to the rest of the room. Maybe if she descended far enough
into the shadows, people would forget she was there.

“Nida?” Alicia snapped again. “What’s going on?”

Before
Nida could answer, she heard someone call her name.

A
man.

He
marched up to the bar.

Carson
Blake.

She
swallowed hard.

He
reached the bar and didn’t pause—he jumped right over
it.

The
move was smooth, fast, and coordinated.

With a
thud, he landed right next to her.

She
gave a soft yelp in surprise.

“Are
you alright? Why did you come here when you left the hospital? And
why didn’t you say anything? And why the hell did you take off your
watch?” he snapped, irritation arcing through his voice.

She
blinked, still pushing a hand into her mouth.

Even
under the dim light of the bar, she could see his expression. He
was shocked and angry, very angry.

“Why
did you take off your watch?” he repeated, lowering his voice as he
glanced around him.

People
were starting to stare. Which was fair enough, as Carson had just
made a stellar entry by marching in, jumping over the bar, and
shouting at the bar mistress.

Though
she was shocked, she had the presence of mind to pull up her right
sleeve, intending to show him her watch was still very much
there.

The
only problem was it wasn’t.

She
clutched at her skin, dragging her fingers across it, confirming
with a shudder she’d lost it.

“Are
you going to say anything?” Carson asked, eyes still
flashing.

“Hey,
buddy, keep your voice down,” Travis leaned over the bar and
hissed.

Carson
shot him a look, then cursed under his breath. “Nida?” he asked
through gritted teeth.

Everyone in the room had now stopped what they were doing to
stare at the show.

Suddenly the low lighting behind the bar couldn’t hide her any
more., and she felt completely exposed.

She
backed off. Without a word, she jogged towards the door behind the
bar, opened it, and ran through.

He was
hot on her heels.

So
were Travis and Alicia.

There
was a long dark hallway that branched off into various rooms, and
she kept striding down it until Carson actually grabbed her
shoulder and pulled her back.

A
flood of emotion followed his move as she realised she couldn’t run
from him.

“What
are you doing?” he snapped again.

She
put her hands up, hating the fact tears started to well in her
eyes.

“Hey,
Carson, calm down. Just let her speak,” Travis waded forward,
putting a hand on Carson’s arm.

She
didn’t want to speak.

She
wanted to get the hell out of here.

This
had been a monumental mistake.

Then
again, it had all been fine until Carson had showed up.

But
before she could transfer her anger onto him, she had to remind
herself she had begged him to take her to the hospital, only to
leave him in the lurch afterwards.

She
swallowed, or at least she tried to. Her mouth was so dry it felt
as if she’d inhaled a whole desert planet.

“Nothing happened at the hospital,” she finally managed, her
voice weaker than it had ever been, “they told me it was all in my
head. So I . . . ,” she trailed off, not
wanting to tell Carson she’d forgotten about him
completely.

“So
you went out, rather than going straight back to bed. Then you
breached Academy rules by taking off your wristwatch,” Carson’s
words were bitter and sharp.

“I
didn’t take it off,” Nida tried to defend herself, her already
flushed cheeks becoming redder with every word. “It must have
fallen off.”

“They
don’t fall off,” Carson spat. “They’re designed to stay on, no
matter what.”

“I
didn’t take it off,” she replied, voice shaking with
anger.

Carson
took a step back, swearing into his hand as he half covered his
face. “Of course you didn’t.”

His
tone got to her.

 

He
clearly didn’t believe her.

In
fact, as she cast her glance at Travis and Alicia, she realised
they didn’t believe her either. They were staring at her with a mix
of worry and surprise. And why wouldn’t they be? Even the freshest
cadets knew wristwatches couldn’t fall off.

. . . .

Yet
hers had.

She
hadn’t taken it off.

Suddenly she felt alone, completely alone.

Nobody
believed her. Because what was happening to her didn’t make
sense.

The
dreams, the watch.

And
the blue light.

She
shivered. It was a full-bodied move, more like a violent
twitch.

She
watched Carson’s already worried glare intensify. “You need to go
back to your apartment,” he lowered his voice, the anger and
frustration lessening.

He
went to reach a hand out to her, but she jerked back.

She
didn’t want to be touched.

Because she knew instinctively her skin was as cold as
stone.

She
could feel it again. The prickles jabbing their way up her wrist
from her left hand.

They
felt crippling.

Each
tingle felt like a blade of ice stabbing harder into her
flesh.

Then
they reached her bloodstream, and in a surge travelled up her arm
and into the point below her throat, exactly where her implant
sat.

She
screamed, clutching at the implant with her good hand.

It
pulsed, throbbing with a vicious, cold power.

“Nida,” Carson skidded to his knees just as she fell to
hers.

She
couldn’t breathe. She could hear herself trying to inhale, but all
she could do was wheeze.

“Jesus, she’s cold,” she heard Carson spit.

Then
she felt it.

A
surge.

Like a
wave.

Coming
straight at her.

She
froze, just as Carson ignored her icy touch to bring his arm around
her shoulders.

Something clanged in a room to her side.

Then
with a thump, thump, thump, it rolled towards the door.

Everyone in the corridor looked up to see a thin, metal pole
roll into view.

Even
though the pain still ate into her chest, and Carson still had an
arm collapsed around her, they both looked up to see the pole
tumble towards them.

There
was a moment of silence, sweet and quick, before the pole started
to vibrate.

“What
the hell?” Travis began.

Then
the pole shot forward, straight at Nida.

Carson
threw his arm to the side, his hand lighting up with the glow of
his implant.

He
caught the pole, and brought it to a stop less than a centimetre
from her throat.

She
let out a silent scream, opening her mouth wide, but unable to
force anything out.

Carson
grunted as he tried to pull the pole back. “Travis,” he
screamed.

Travis
dashed forward, grabbing the pole behind Carson.

It was
happening again.

. . . .

It was
happening again.

The
pole was a special kind of telekinetic device; she could tell from
the unique stamp all TI devices had.

“God,”
Travis groaned as both he and Carson were dragged
forward.

She
couldn’t do anything.

She
simply sat there and stared at the tip of the pole several
centimetres from her throat.

“Don’t
just sit there, move,” Alicia screamed as she latched a hand on
Nida’s shoulder and gently shifted her along the wall until the
pole no longer pinned her to it.

As
soon as Nida stood, the pole shifted to face her. With Carson and
Travis still holding onto it, they too were moved around, their
boots squeaking against the floor.

“Get
her out of here,” Carson choked through his words, “go.”

Alicia
grabbed Nida’s arm and tugged her back towards the bar.

“It’s
her implant,” Carson called after them. “Turn it off. Turn off the
implant.”

Alicia
pulled her forwards. She opened the door to the bar and shoved Nida
through.

Nida
lost her balance, falling to the floor as fear washed through
her.

She
couldn’t feel her body any more. Only the cold, stone-like
sensation.

“Get
up,” Alicia screamed as she barrelled through the door, grabbed
Nida, and shoved her against the bar.

Nida
could hardly move her limbs, but somehow she turned and scrambled
up the bar. Rolling over it, she fell off the other side, hitting
the floor with a thump.

The
whole room stared at her. Then Alicia powered over the bar, grabbed
Nida up, and shoved her in the back. “Clear the room,” she
bellowed, “there’s been an accident. Get out now.”

Though
Alicia was not senior enough to be ordering anyone around, it
didn’t matter; everyone moved.

And to
help matters along, there was a sudden resounding bang, as
something struck the door behind the bar.

The
pole.

With a
horrified gasp, Nida saw the thing start to protrude through the
closed doors.

It was
an exact replay of what had happened to her several days
before.

“Come
on,” Alicia screamed in her ear as she shoved her forward. “We have
to get you somewhere safe to turn off that implant.”

The
implant.

It
felt . . . like it was crumbling inside
her.

The
cold from her arm continued to sink into it. Only the pressure of
the situation kept her running forward rather than crumpling to her
knees in terrified agony.

Alicia
shoved her out of the main door to the bar.

As
Nida barrelled through it, she was met with a blast of night
air.

It was
cool, and there was a tang of the sea mingling with the sweet
scents of food.

She
had no time to enjoy it.

People
were rushing around, understandably freaked out, all asking Alicia
what the hell was going on.

Without a word to any of them, she grabbed Nida by the arm and
led her down the side of the building to a small square. It had
several benches and two lovely ash trees.

She’d
come here once or twice, but not recently, considering this was the
favourite haunt of the E Club.

Alicia
kept checking over her shoulder.

Reaching one of the park benches, she shoved Nida down, then,
with two hands on Nida’s collar, Alicia ripped it open to get to
the implant.

Alicia
gasped, her forehead disappearing under her thick, stylish fringe.
“What the hell is that?”

Nida
paled. Then she mustered the courage to look down.

It was
blue.

Her
implant was pulsing blue.

It
wasn’t a dream. She could see it, and so could Alicia
apparently.

With a
stiff, steadying breath, Alicia brought up her trembling hands and
tried to touch the implant.

She
couldn’t.

Something rebuffed her.

An
invisible force of some kind.

Alicia
tried again, but as her hand neared the implant, it slowed down, as
if encountering heightened gravity.

With a
gasp, she gave up and stepped back.

“What
the . . . hell is going on?” she shook her head
and took another step back.

Then
there was a bang from the club behind them.

It was
so loud, that it shook the ground. It almost sounded as if one of
the walls had fallen down, and with a shot of panic, Nida realised
one probably had.

Somehow, she was attracting that TI pole towards her. Somehow,
her implant was malfunctioning.

If she
didn’t shut it down . . . .

“What
the hell do I do?” Alicia rocked back on her feet, jerking her head
towards the club as another bang shook the ground.

Nida
didn’t have an answer.

She
felt cold.

Bone
cold.

It was
as if her blood had been replaced with the frozen expanse of
space.

She
started to fall backwards. No, that wasn’t right; she was still
sitting on the bench. But somehow, she felt as if her body was
pitching into a void.

“Nida,” Alicia rushed forward and grabbed Nida’s hand, then
she let it go with a yelp. “Nida, Nida,” she kept
calling.

Nida
didn’t answer. Instead, she watched as visions started to spread
through her mind like wildfire. She would see patches of the
planet, then a flash of the blue energy infesting her hand, then
finally the statue.

Yes,
the statue. She could remember it now.

“Nida,” she heard Alicia call one final time.

Then
Nida blacked out.

She
dreamt, almost immediately. The scraps of visions became a
whole.

She
was standing back on the planet, staring at the dust under her
feet.

Except
it wasn’t dust.

It was
buildings, plants, and people that had been crushed under the force
of immense power.

She
stared at the dust, watching the wind push it against her bare feet
and legs.

As
each speck drifted past her, she could see trapped within it the
history of a tree or a house or a flower or a child.

She
stumbled to her knees. She pushed her hands into the dust and
brought it up to her face.

As she
stared, she understood.

She’d
done this.

She
had caused this destruction.

The
energy in her hand . . . .

It was
responsible.

Nida
screamed, but there was no one to hear. She cried too, but she
could not even feel the tears trickling down her numb
cheeks.

All
she could do was stare at the destruction she had wrought and that
which was yet to come.

 



Chapter
18

Carson
Blake

He
stood there and he tried to understand.

He
couldn’t.

He
couldn’t understand how this had happened. He couldn’t understand
how no one had stepped in to stop it. He couldn’t understand how no
one had figured out what was wrong.

But
more than anything, he couldn’t understand why he’d been so
slow.

Something was wrong with Cadet Nida Harper, very
wrong.

As he
stood over her, staring down at her comatose body, guilt crawled up
his spine, burning up his ego as it went.

He was
meant to be a hero. He was meant to be head of the freaking Force,
yet he'd been unable to do anything for her.

He was
a so-called master of the telekinetic implant, yet he’d been unable
to stop that pole.

In
fact, the only thing that had stopped its indomitable attack was
Nida falling unconscious.

And
unconscious she remained as an entire team of medical personnel
fussed around her as she was prepped to be loaded onto a
transport.

Occasionally doctors snapped at him to stand back, but he just
snapped he was going to keep standing right here.

He
couldn’t shift away. He couldn’t move from her side. He just knew
if he did, another TI object would come shooting her way, and he
had to be here to catch it.

“Come
on, Carson, it’s not your fault,” Travis said in a tired, gravelly
voice.

Carson
didn’t turn.

“She’s
in good hands now. Come on, they’ll figure out what’s going on,”
Travis said, but the note of confusion and uncertainty shifting
through his tone was undeniable.

“Right,” Carson managed.

“They’ll have everyone working on it,” Travis tried
again.

“Yeah,” Carson mumbled.

“It
wasn’t your fault,” someone else said. It wasn’t Travis; it was
Alicia.

Carson
finally turned to face her.

She
looked shocked; her eyes were hooded, her gaze glassy as she stared
at the medical transport. It was parked off towards the side of the
square.

Carson
couldn’t say anything; he simply stared at Alicia, and when that
became too uncomfortable, he pushed off and started walking around
the square.

TIs
didn’t just malfunction, certainly not twice.

What
was happening to her?

“They’ll be able to remove it, right?” Alicia stepped forward,
her gaze pleading.

“Remove what?” he wasn’t following.

“The
implant. They’ll be able to get passed
that . . . blue energy and remove
it.”

Carson
pressed his lips together and shot a look at Travis.

Alicia
had been the only person with Nida when she had passed out. Alicia
claimed to have seen some kind of blue energy building up in Nida’s
implant. It sounded outlandish and implausible.

“We’ll
just let the doctors and technicians figure it out,” Travis
suggested diplomatically.

Alicia
turned on him sharply. Her usual fiery determination flared in her
eyes. “You don’t believe me? What, you just think I’m stressed too?
I’m telling you what I saw. There was some kind of energy building
up in her implant, and it forced me back when I tried to touch
it.”

“We
know what you said,” Travis tried.

“No,
what I saw,” Alicia corrected angrily.

“Look,
we’re all tired,” Travis smiled at her carefully, “and we have no
idea what happened. We’ve just got to wait for the doctors to
figure it out.”

Alicia
crossed her arms and stared at him stonily. “She was freezing,” she
pointed out through a stutter.

“What?” Travis shook his head. “What are you talking
about?”

“Nida.
I could barely touch her. It felt like I was shoving my hand into
deep space.”

Carson
let his arms drop loosely by his sides as a chill escaped over his
back. “I felt it too.”

Alicia
looked up sharply. Though at first she had a challenging glint to
her gaze, it soon mellowed. “So what the hell does it mean? Humans
shouldn’t feel that cold.”

“What
are you two talking about?” Travis looked between them both, and
though it was clear he wanted to keep his objective mindset, the
edge to his jaw steadily slackened. Then he swallowed. “Maybe she
was just . . . sick.”

Both
Carson and Alicia shook their heads at the same time.

“No,”
Carson practically whispered, his voice hoarse and croaky. “No,
this was freezing.”

“Come
on, man, that’s not possible,” Travis tried.

“You
mean like it’s not possible for a TI to malfunction, let alone
twice? And how, in god’s name, did it generate enough power to pull
that weapon towards it? Nida doesn’t have that kind of power, and
an implant is only as strong as the wearer is. No, something is
happening here,” Carson turned his head, watching the medical
transport as it finally took off, hovered over the ground for a few
seconds, then shot up into the night sky. Its downdraught rustled
the two trees of the square, sending a few leaves scattering down.
Two of them dashed against Carson’s boots.

“She’s
been screaming in her sleep,” Alicia suddenly said, her voice
distant and cold.

Every
hair on Carson’s back stood on end. “What?”

“I
just put it down to the stress. She said she’s been having
nightmares,” Alicia stared at her hands as she answered.

For
the usually confident, if sometimes-arrogant woman, she now looked
wracked with guilt.

It was
an emotion Carson could identify, as it now crippled
him.

He’d
done so many things wrong. And the worst, above all, was not asking
her sooner what exactly had happened on Remus 12.

Because this all went back to Remus 12, didn’t it?

“The
doctors have checked her multiple times though, right?” Travis
tried, his usually confident demeanour wavering. In fact, he looked
ten years younger, all authority gone as his shoulders crumpled in
and he stared at Carson from under a heavy brow.

“Yeah,” Carson forced himself to answer, “but maybe they
didn’t know what they were looking for. And maybe I should have
tried harder to force them to see something was wrong.”

Alicia
sighed. It was a tight, clearly aggravated move. “It’s not your
fault,” she snapped. “God, if it’s anyone’s, it’s mine. She’s my
freaking flat mate, and I should have been keeping an eye on her.
Instead I invited her to this stupid function.”

“Come
on, you didn’t know something like this would happen,” Travis
walked up to Alicia and tried to place a hand on her shoulder, but
she shrugged away.

“Don’t
even try to make me feel better. I don’t deserve it.” Alicia
hissed.

“Look,
guys,” Travis raised his voice, his exasperation clear, “you both
need to stop standing here blaming yourselves. You two clearly have
your own theories about what happened, and maybe I need to see more
evidence before I can agree with you. But I can tell you one thing;
you aren’t going to achieve anything by standing here and
wallowing. Nida’s being taken straight to the Academy hospital. I
assume she’s going to want someone there when she wakes up. I can
stay here and deal with security, again,” he added with a sigh,
“and you guys can go. Alright?”

Though
Alicia still looked pissed off, she softened at Travis’ offer.
“Fine,” while she kept her arms crossed, she did shoot Travis an
appreciative smile.

“Yeah,” Carson added.

“Alright, go,” Travis pointed behind him in the direction of
the Academy.

Carson
nodded, then strode off, Alicia at his side.

They
walked in total silence.

Though
he kind of knew Alicia, this was the longest time they’d spent in
each other’s company, and the silence between them dragged. He
couldn’t ease it though—he didn’t want to chat about the weather or
the next E Club event. He just wanted to find out exactly what was
happening to Nida.

So
they simply walked together without sharing a word. When they
neared the Academy grounds, however, he got a call.

Feeling flustered, he answered with a huff. “Who is this?” he
snapped, not recognising the number.

“Ah,
sir,” a man squeaked in a clearly worried tone, “Cadet
Lai.”

Carson
had to search his memory.

“I
found that watch before,” Lai supplied helpfully.

“Yes . . . why are you calling me?” Carson
asked bluntly.

“There’s . . . something not right with
it.”

“What
do you mean?” Carson slowed down.

“Well,
it started making weird noises. I thought that maybe there was
something wrong with the processor—so I popped it open to have a
look. I’m a pretty good technician, sir; I fix wristwatches all the
time,” he explained.

“Just
tell me what’s wrong,” Carson demanded.

“Yeah . . . ,” Lai took a heavy breath
that rumbled over the communication line, “the insides
are . . . warped.”

“What?”

“They’re warped, sir. I can’t explain it. Something really,
really weird has happened to it. I mean, I’ve never seen anything
like this, and I must have cracked open over 2000 of these in my
time. It’s almost like it has got too close to a black hole or
something,” Lai reasoned, curiosity brimming through his
tone.

Carson
felt cold.

He’d
slowed right down, and now he stopped, Alicia pausing right by his
side. She looked up into his eyes, tension making her expression
appear poised on the edge of panic.

She’d
clearly heard what Lai had said. “He’s talking about Nida’s watch,
right?”

Carson
nodded.

“I
mean, I’ve never seen a malfunction like this,” Lai continued,
“whatever happened to this watch appears to have happened over
time, otherwise its internal diagnostics would have picked up on
it. As it was, whatever damaged the rest of the watch damaged them
too. Slowly. Or at least I think it did; I won’t be able to tell
until I get it back to the lab.”

“Hold
on,” Alicia stepped in, raising her voice. “Cadet Lai, is it? I
know it’s a long shot, but can you tell me whether the watch was
taken off, or whether it fell off?”

“Ah, I
don’t know,” Lai answered after a pause, “but with this much
damage, the thing could easily have fallen off. I mean, I know
they’re designed to stay on, but something has taken this little
watch way beyond its operating parameters. Why do you want to
know?”

Alicia
looked right up into Carson’s eyes. “My friend said she dropped it,
and I told her she was lying. In fact, I gave her a pretty hard
time about it. But I guess I was wrong.”

Carson
knew the message was meant for him.

“Yeah,
I suppose,” Lai admitted, “ah, you said this belonged to Nida
Harper right?” his voice tightened with interest. “I looked her
name up, and isn’t she the one who was almost killed—”

“Alright, I have somewhere to be,” Carson cut in immediately,
“thanks for your information, Cadet Lai. Take that watch directly
to a lab and run as many tests as you can think of. Just do
everything. I need you to find out as much as you can.”

“Yeah,
okay. I mean, I am meant to do a project for Commander Bayu,” Lai
began.

“This
is an order. I’ll contact Bayu and tell her you’re working for me
now. I want you to contact me—day or night—as soon as you’ve got
anything. Alright?”

“Sure.
I mean, yes, sir,” Lai snapped.

With a
brief goodbye, Carson ended the call.

Then
he made the mistake of glancing Alicia’s way.

“We
were wrong,” she said in a voice crippled with guilt. “Jesus, her
watch really did fall off.”

Carson
didn’t say anything; instead, he walked as fast as he could towards
the Academy complex.

Alicia
hurried to keep up. “What, aren’t you going to say
anything?”

“What
do you want to hear? That I was wrong about that too? Yeah, well I
have made multiple mistakes here, and that’s only one. You don’t
need to rub my nose in it; I’m already doing a perfectly good job
of that myself.”

“I’m
not trying to blame you,” Alicia began.

“Yeah,
you are,” he countered quickly.

“Fine,
I am, a little. But that’s not the point. Didn’t you hear what that
guy said? Something warped her wristwatch, causing it to fall
off—something we were both so sure couldn’t happen.”

“What’s your point?”

“That
the same thing probably happened . . . or is
still happening to her implant. It keeps malfunctioning, and maybe
the same thing that stuffed up her watch is causing that
malfunction.”

Carson
stared past Alicia at the city stretching out behind her. It should
have been a distracting sight. He could have forced his attention
to focus on the smooth, clean lines of the buildings stretching
high into the night sky. He could have turned his head up to stare
at the sleek, shooting shapes of ships zooming far
above.

But he
didn’t.

Instead, he let her words settle in.

She
was right; it did make sense.

“We
can’t just stand here on the street while you think about this,”
Alicia twitched her head in the direction of the
Academy.

“Yeah,
I know that,” he noted in the most patient voice he could manage,
considering the circumstances, “but, not to be rude,” he began,
about to say something very rude indeed.

“But
what? You want to know why I suddenly care about my flat mate, is
that it?”

Carson
nodded. “Yeah. Granted, I don’t really know you, but you don’t
strike me . . . ,” he trailed off. There was no
polite way to put this.

Nida
was nice. Alicia wasn’t. End of story.

Alicia
raised an eyebrow slowly. It was more of a twitch actually. A
challenging one. “What?”

“You
appear to come from different ends of the social spectrum,” he gave
a quiet cough.

“Yeah,
so do you; what the hell is your point? I’ll grant you, I don’t
really have much time for her. And, to be honest, I used to think
she was nothing more than a ditz. It was a mild embarrassment to be
sharing an apartment with the worst recruit in 1000 years. But hey,
she almost died a couple of days ago, and that had the odd effect
of forcing me to realise I was being a total bitch. She’s quiet,
she’s understanding, she keeps the apartment clean, she doesn’t
argue, and she hasn’t once stitched me up or ditched me, which
can’t be said for any of my so-called friends.”

He
didn’t interrupt Alicia’s tirade, and when it was over, he pressed
his lips together and shrugged his shoulders.

“What,
that’s it? This is the sum total of Carson Blake’s emotional depth?
I just admit to you I’m feeling guilty about how I’ve treated my
flat mate, and you stand there mutely and shrug your bear
shoulders?”

Alicia
was speaking too fast. Her lips practically jerked around her words
in her efforts to cram everything out as quickly as she could. Her
cheeks were blotchy too, and she kept on balling her hand into a
fist and tapping it against her stomach.

Which
made sense. She’d just seen her flat mate almost die. She’d just
helped Nida run from the club, and then Alicia had watched—unable
to do anything—as Nida had faded into unconsciousness.

A
tight, cold blast of a shiver shot across his shoulders, forcing
him to tuck his arms in and his head down.

If
Alicia was stressed and shocked, he wasn’t doing any
better.

All he
could do was tap his open palm against his thigh, remembering how
tightly he’d held onto that TI pole, but how it hadn’t mattered in
the end. It had slipped from his grip as if he’d possessed little
more strength than a child.

“We
should just drop this and hurry up. Travis is right; she’ll want
someone there when she wakes up,” Alicia started marching
forward.

Carson
jogged to catch up.

Alicia
was right, but she was also wrong. As hard as they were both
trying, neither of them were really Nida’s friends.

She’d
want her family. He didn’t, however, have the authority to call
them in; that decision would rest with the Academy Board. If there
were something radically wrong with her implant, they would want to
keep all news of it under wraps for now.

He
could call Cadet J’Etem though. So he did. Pulling back a little
from Alicia, he sent a quick message to the Cadet.

Then
he hurried forward.

He
might not have known Cadet Nida Harper for all that long, but he
was determined to find out all he could about what was happening to
her.

Determination, however, would not be enough.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
woke up. Slowly.

It
took a long, agonising time to open her eyes, let alone
differentiate the sounds and feelings swirling through her
blackened consciousness.

In
fact, the first sensation to resolve was a deep, powerful tingling
right in the centre of her chest.

With
all the energy she could muster, she brought up a hand to touch
it.

“She’s
awake; registering conscious activity, but it’s still pretty low,”
a woman said from her side.

Nida
tried to open her eyes, but the effort almost sent her back to
sleep.

She
groaned. At least that she could manage.

She
felt like hell. No, worse than hell—she felt as though she’d been
plunged into some gut-wrenching realm of pain and agony from whence
there was no return.

“I
don’t like those readings,” someone snapped from her other side,
“get one of the technicians in here. This field needs to be
strengthened.”

. . . .

Field
needs to be strengthened? Readings? Where was she, and what was
happening?

She
rallied to open her eyes again, but gave up with another
groan.

“We
need to move fast to secure that thing before it sets off another
one of those pulses,” the woman spoke again.

Suddenly a blast of tingles surged in her chest, and Nida
sucked in a gasp.

“It’s
ramping up again. Where the hell are those technicians? We need
that field doubled, now.”

The
tingles in her chest kept building and building, pouring into a
single point.

She
tried to clutch a hand to it, but she couldn’t lift her
arms.

“Come
on, come on, come on,” someone snapped.

With a
twitch that travelled violently through her shoulders, back, and
arms, she screamed. But her voice was far off, distant, and no
longer sounded like her own.

In
fact, with a wash of detachment, the tingles raking over her skin
began to fade as she fell back into unconsciousness.

It was
the most welcome sensation she’d ever felt.

Then,
almost immediately, the dreams began.

She
walked through the halls of the Academy, forcing the walls to
buckle with a single outstretched hand. Then she made it to the
grass. It withered and died under her feet. Then, with a glance up
to the sky, the ships high above stopped, shuddered, and fell to
the ground in burning chunks of metal.

It was
horrible. Terrible.

Flash
after flash of destruction.

Yet
eventually it stopped, and she was back on the planet.

She
stared at the dust below her. She leaned down, picked some up, and
let it trickle between her fingers.

She
watched as the wind caught it and blew it away, the fine particles
tumbling into the distance until she could see them no
more.

She
looked up, tears filling her eyes, misting her vision as she stared
at the stars above.

One by
one, they blinked out.

Twinkle by twinkle, they flickered off like dying
fireflies.

With
every star that disappeared, she twitched. Her body rocked back and
forth as if she’d been shot.

Then
it started.

She
felt that by-now familiar sensation.

An
energy building in her left hand and shooting through her arm and
up into her chest.

She
barely had time to gasp before the dust by her feet kicked up into
the air as if caught by the strongest of gales.

Then
it pushed towards her, swarming down towards her chest.

She
screamed, swatting at it.

Then
she saw through it. To the world around her.

Gradually everything lifted into the air.

From
the barren rocks to the destroyed buildings. They floated up from
the ground, then hung in the air for several amazing
seconds.

They
did not stay there though. With a crack like a world being broken
in half, they shot towards her. All of them. Every rock, every
crumbled-down ruin, every pile and heap of dust. All of it. It all
shot towards her.

She
backed away, but there was nowhere to go. In every direction, dust
and rock and debris swirled.

With
one last scream, she stumbled to her knees. In a flash, she saw the
sky above.

The
lights of the stars were back.

But
there was something wrong.

They
were bigger, and growing bigger at an alarming pace until, with a
violent shudder that felt like it snapped every bone in her body,
she realised what was happening.

The
stars in the sky, the planets, the constellations, all were drawn
towards her.

The
night was dark, lit only by the incredible colour of the stars cape
above. But with every nanosecond that passed, that light grew and
grew.

The
swirling dust and stone cascaded around her, but did not touch her.
It merely twisted and span around her body, less than a few
centimetres from her face, chest, torso, and legs. But it left
enough of a gap for her to stare at the night sky.

The
stars kept getting closer.

She
could feel their heat. She could see the trails of light they left
streaking through the black sky.

Second
by second they neared, and second by second the debris slashing
around in front of her closed in too, until she could see nothing
but the tightly packed stones and dust.

She
fell to her knees and waited for the sky to fall and the world to
crush her.
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Carson
Blake

No one
had any idea what was happening.

Not
the doctors, not the technicians, not the specialists being brought
in from the TI research facility. No one.

And
that included him.

He was
still at the hospital, for all the good it would do him. He wasn’t
allowed to see her—he didn’t have the clearance.

He’d
been right about one thing, at least—the Academy was keeping this
under wraps. Nida’s parents most certainly had not been called, and
though he’d told Cadet J’Etem to get to the hospital, she’d been
turned away.

His
rank provided him with the authority to be in the building, but
that was it.

Even
Alicia had been turned away, something she had reasonably been none
too pleased about.

Now he
sat there, for the second time that night, staring at the same damn
sparsely decorated waiting room.

With
his arms crossed and his body stiff, he leant against the wall.
Occasionally he tried to close his eyes and think, but nothing made
sense. No matter how he tried to analyse events, he could see no
reason, no pattern, no clue.

With a
heavy, almost hopeless sigh, he pushed up from the wall, did a
short tour around the room, then rested back against the same
spot.

There
was nothing to do but wait. Though multiple people had suggested he
simply go home, he couldn't.

He
wanted to be right here. Even if he couldn't see her and apparently
didn't have the authority to find out what was going on, he
couldn't walk away.

At one
point, he'd gotten the bright idea of calling Cadet Lai back to ask
about Nida's watch, but Lai hadn't answered. A senior technician
had, and the woman had promptly informed Carson that this matter
was no longer his concern.

The
Academy had found out about Nida's watch, clearly, and was treating
it with as much secrecy as everything else.

Though
Carson knew there was objectively little he could do whilst
standing in this terribly drab room, it would take an admiral to
pull him away.

He
would happily stand here assessing the situation from every
conceivable angle until it finally made sense. Yet he didn’t get
the chance. For, several minutes later, the door opened, and low
and behold, an admiral did walk in. Admiral Lara Forest, to be
precise.

It
took Carson entirely too long to straighten up, snap a salute, and
greet the Admiral.

Forest
marched in, her hands clasped tightly behind her back. Her usually
stern expression was even stonier than usual, and Carson fancied
that if she scrunched her lips any tighter closed she would shatter
her teeth and jaw.

“Admiral,” Carson nodded low.

Forest
did not return the nod. “What are you doing here? Go home,” she
commanded with a grumble.

Carson
had a relatively good working relationship with Admiral Forest.
Sure, she was frosty, but that could be said for most of the
admirals he’d ever met. You didn’t get to climb the ranks that high
by being sweetness and light. Forest was efficient and to the
point, and right now she growled at Carson once more to leave the
damn hospital and go back to his apartment.

Though
he should have immediately snapped a salute, turned from her, and
followed her direct order, he didn’t. Despite his years of
training, he simply stood there, his lips parted in
surprise.

“You
heard me,” Forest grumbled. “There is nothing you can do from this
room. Nobody will answer your questions; I have told everybody in
this hospital not to answer anybody’s questions. From the press,
from her parents, from friends, from cadets, from anybody. This
situation is now locked down,” Forest brought up a finger and
pointed at the ground with so much finality it was a wonder the
concrete didn’t shatter into dust.

Carson
swallowed hard, and he had to use every ounce of self-control not
to tell her he had no intention of following her order.

Forest
pressed her lips together and considered him in silence for several
seconds. “You have done all you can. We have got it
now.”

“So
I’m just meant to return to my
apartment . . . and what? Pretend nothing
happened? Get on with my life? Forget
this . . . whatever this is?” Carson pushed his
questions out, even though asking them was against his better
judgement. While he did objectively have a good relationship with
Forest, she was an admiral, and he wasn’t. He was just a
lieutenant, and he had absolutely no right to be peppering his
superior with demands. She would tell him just as much as she
believed he needed to know, and no more. That was how the chain of
command worked.

But
right now, he chose to forget that as he squared off his shoulders,
locked his jaw, and stared down at her, demanding an
answer.

Forest
held his gaze like the true professional she was, then she arched
an eyebrow slowly. “For god sakes, man, there’s nothing more you
can do here. And no, you aren’t meant to go home and forget about
this. We will keep you in the loop, but right now, there isn’t much
of a loop to keep you in, and you aren’t doing anybody any favours
by sitting grumpily in this room. We have our best people working
on this, and right now, you need to go and get some rest. Because
we never know when we might have to get the Force involved,” she
added under her breath.

Carson’s eyebrows crumpled at that. He couldn’t help it; it
was an instinctive move. At Forest's mumbled comment, his belly
kicked with nerves, and panic cascaded up his back like a cold,
frozen wash of ice, freezing him as it went. “What is that meant to
mean?”

Forest
looked up at him sharply. She appeared to consider her words before
she answered, “we need to find out what is happening here, we also
need to be prepared in case things get worse.”

“Worse?” Carson took a step towards Forest, even though it was
an intimidating move, and she was the kind of woman who could not
be intimidated.

Sure
enough, she didn’t stand back or shut up, she simply hardened her
gaze and shot him a look that told him he was nothing but a boy
compared to her. “We have no idea what has happened to her implant,
none. But it’s clear that whatever it is, it cannot be controlled
and is very, very dangerous. We need to act to find out what is
going on and to ensure that whatever the trouble is, it won’t
spread,” Forest's voice became croaky as a burst of desperation
constricted her throat.

Despite himself, Carson shivered. “Spreads? How could it
spread? The last I heard, the technicians told me that the damage
to Harper's implant was likely due to some kind of
impact.”

Forest
considered him in silence, then she shook her head. She had closely
cropped brown hair, and for a moment, she forced her fingers
through it, the knuckles white with tension. “That was just a
theory, and now it has been superseded by another,” she said
diplomatically.

“Tell
me.”

Again,
Forest arched an eyebrow at him. “I will tell you as much as I
believe you need to know, and you should not push me for more
information.”

Carson
slammed his teeth together, swallowing whatever insult came to
mind.

She
was right.

“But
as for this, you will likely find out about it soon anyway,” she
sighed, and it was a particularly heavy, fatigued move that
suggested she was far more tired than her steely gaze allowed for.
In fact, it was likely the Admiral wouldn’t get a chance to rest
any time soon; the entire Academy and every member of its council
would be awake until this situation was solved.

Carson
withdrew into silence, allowing her the opportunity to answer at
her own pace. It was hard though; he wanted to rush up to her, beg
her—no shout at her—to tell him everything right now.

“There
is some kind of . . . energy attacking the
implant,” she managed.

Carson
felt cold. Colder than before. In fact, the chill that passed
across his skin was so perfect and complete it felt as if the blood
had been pumped from his veins and replaced with nothing but
powdered snow. “Energy?” He repeated in a husky tone.

Forest
nodded, closing her eyes briefly as she did. When she flashed them
open again, she appeared to double her efforts at composing
herself. “We have kept it in check so far with a stasis field, but
we cannot say what it is and where it has come from.”

Carson
doubled back. “What do you mean by energy?”

Forest
shrugged her shoulders, momentarily looking completely lost.
Admiral Lara Forest was not the kind of woman who ever looked lost;
she knew how to handle herself in every single situation, and it
was usually with forthright power and determination. Yet now she
brought up that same white knuckled hand and forced it through her
short hair. “We don’t know. Something is attacking the implant. It
could be an entity; it could be some form of radiation we have
never encountered. All we know is that there is some kind of blue,
cascading light that appears to be . . . well,
destroying the implant,” Forest managed with a brief shake of her
head.

Carson
stood there and waited for her to explain. Because what she had
said made no sense. None at all.

An
entity, blue energy? It sounded like pseudo-science from 1000 years
ago. And then he remembered something. Something that sent a
powerful shudder shooting up his spine as if somebody had slammed a
sledgehammer into it.

Blue
light.

Several times, he had sworn he’d seen a flash of blue light in
Harper’s eyes. Right in the depths of her pupils. Each time he had
dismissed it, because, frankly, it had seemed
impossible.

Now it
chilled him even more, until he felt like nothing more than a body
carved from ice.

“The
short of it is, simply, that we do not know. We are still doing
tests, and that is why we must be very careful. We need to keep
this under wraps,” Forest's determination returned to her, and she
pointed another stiff knuckled hand at the floor, “we cannot let
word of this get out until we know what we are dealing with. There
could be panic.”

Carson
did not need Forest to explain that; he understood the sentiment
completely. At the mere mention that Cadet Harper's implant had
malfunctioned several days ago, the Academy had buzzed at the
gossip. Telekinetic implants, after all, did not malfunction. But
what was now happening to Harper and her
implant . . . went beyond that. It went several
thousand light years beyond that. Something was attacking her, and
nobody, including the smartest minds in the galaxy, had any idea
what it was.

Panic,
in fact, would be an understatement. The kind of furore this news
would create could cripple the Academy. Every single cadet,
officer, lieutenant, captain, and admiral had a telekinetic
implant. You received it on your first day at the Academy, and you
wore it until you died. It was integral to the use of the United
Galactic Coalition Army's technology.

If
something threatened that . . . god, it
practically threatened the future of the United Galactic
Coalition.

For
the first time he realised how serious this was, and he took a step
back, slapping a hand on his open mouth and drawing a breath
through his sweaty fingers.

Forest
watched him carefully. “No news of this can get out,” she
repeated.

He
nodded. “But . . . ,” he began, searching for
something to ask that would force this situation to make sense,
“what do we do now?”

“We
let the doctors and technicians work,” she said clearly, false calm
infiltrating her voice. It was false, because there was no way
anyone, even Admiral Lara Forest, could be calm under circumstances
like these.

“Is
she . . . . Do you think she'll be okay?” he
stuttered.

. . . .

It was
the dumbest question he could have asked, especially in the
Admiral’s presence. A) she didn’t know, and b), it wasn’t her
primary concern. As harsh as it sounded, Cadet Harper's life wasn’t
the reason for Forest's dismay; it was the implant.

Forest
considered him silently, then shrugged, the move so tense her neck
muscles protruded. “We are doing everything we can,” she
managed.

Carson
just nodded, then he took another step back, and another, and
finally he snapped a salute. Well, he tried to snap a salute; what
he managed was more of a limp, sloppy wave, but at least Forest
returned it.

“Go
back to your apartment, and you will be contacted when we have any
information to share,” Forest assured him once more.

He
nodded at the Admiral. Then he turned, heading towards the doors.
Before he reached them, he paused. He twisted his head, considering
her from over his shoulder. “This all started on that planet, you
know, Remus 12,” despite himself, his voice shook as he repeated
the planet's name.

Forest
looked up sharply. “We can’t be sure of that.”

Carson
swallowed a bitter laugh. No, they couldn’t be sure of that, but
they could be relatively certain nonetheless. According to what he
knew of Cadet Harper, she had been nothing but the worst recruit in
1000 years before she'd ventured to that planet. Now she was quite
possibly the greatest secret the Academy had.

He
shook his head stiffly. “It all started on that planet,” he
repeated.

“Unless you have solid evidence to prove that, I suggest you
leave the theorising to the technicians.”

Though
the Admiral’s tone was aggressive, Carson didn’t react.

He
knew he was right. Dammit, he just knew he was right. Her dreams
hadn’t started until she'd returned from Remus 12, right? And she
certainly hadn’t harboured the ability to cause TI objects to go
nuts around her before her mission to that world. If she had,
Commander Sharpe would have said something about it.

No, he
knew it had started there.

Suddenly he stiffened.

He
forced his mind to go through everything he knew about that planet,
and as it did, it brought up one single fact and one single
memory.

Just
after Carson had seen Harper on his return to Earth, she had
apologised for losing his scanner.

She
had left it on the planet.

. . . .

Carson
looked up and he knew what he had to do. He took a single
determined step into the room, and his footfall echoed loud and
clear. “We have to go back to Remus 12. I am almost certain that
whatever happened to Cadet Harper can be tracked down to how she
received her injuries. The broken rib, the sprained ankle, the
concussion. Everybody assumed she’d fallen over, but I’m telling
you, whatever caused that probably caused what’s happening to her
implant,” his voice became unstable towards the end, but with a
stiff breath, he managed to finish his words.

Forest
looked at him, a strange mix of concern, disbelief, and anger
flashing through her gaze. “I told you, unless you have some
evidence,” she began.

He put
a hand up in a commanding, authoritative move that could easily get
him a reprimand. “I do. My scanner. Cadet Harper lost it on the
planet. Presumably, it's still there.”

Slowly
Forest narrowed her eyes. “That’s it?”

Carson
swallowed uncomfortably, but he pushed on nonetheless. “Those
scanners are hardy, and I’m damn sure it will still be there. If
we’re lucky, it will be able to tell us everything about what
happened to her.”

“And
if we are unlucky, it will tell us nothing, and we will have wasted
a trip to Remus 12,” Forest shot back immediately.

Carson
took a frustrated, ragged breath. Planting his hands on his hips,
he pushed his shoulders out until he felt the reassuring rigidity
travel up his back and stiffen his legs and jaw. “It’s worth a try.
You said yourself, we have no idea what is going on here. And if we
have no idea, we must be sure to gather information from every
possible source. You may not believe me that this all began on that
planet, but give me the chance to prove it. Remus 12 isn’t all that
far away using priority Coalition transport routes. I could be
there and back in a week.”

Forest
didn’t say anything. Instead, she stood there, looking as
stiff-lipped and severe as a statue of a vengeful goddess. But
finally, she nodded her head. It was a curt move, but it sent a
thankful wave of hope rushing through him.

“It
could be the only chance we have to find out,” he
continued.

It was
Forest's turn to put a stiff hand up in a stopping motion. “Enough,
Lieutenant; you have already convinced me. And you are right; in a
situation as uncertain as this, we must look to every possible
clue. I will clear a priority transport route for you, but I will
not clear your whole team. You will have to go alone. I do not want
the Force to leave Earth, not now,” she added in a far-off tone as
she stared past Carson at the door.

Carson
didn’t want to know what she was thinking about. He could guess
though.

With a
shiver, he snapped another salute, and this time it was firm and
perfect. “Thank you, Admiral.”

“Don’t
thank me, just prove me wrong. Bring me back that scanner from
Remus 12, and shed light on this rapidly darkening situation. I
want to know what that blue energy is, and I want to find out if it
can spread.”

“And
you want to save Cadet Harper’s life,” Carson added.

He
shouldn’t have, he really shouldn’t have. Forest had just given him
what he wanted, and now he was subtly correcting her.

But he
had a point. A terribly good one.

While
everything else was critically important, they couldn’t forget that
a cadet’s life was on the line.

Far
from reprimanding him, the Admiral nodded. “Yes, we need to do
everything we can to save her life. Now you are dismissed. Go back
to your apartment before I have a security detail escort you
there.”

With
that threat ringing through his ears, he turned on his heels,
didn’t bother to offer a goodbye, and half jogged from the
room.

As the
doors closed behind him, he closed his eyes too and gave a brief
prayer of thanks.

It
felt good to have a plan; it felt better to have the permission to
go ahead with it.

As he
strode through the hospital corridors, he couldn’t help but notice
how many security guards were dotted around the place.

And
not just your average security guards; he recognised the specific
black armour and red insignia of the Academy Elite
Forces.

He
knew some of those men and women, and he nodded at them as they
passed.

Though
they returned his greeting, they did not seek to engage him in
conversation. Instead they stood there, looking supremely watchful
and powerful, their weapons ready at their sides.

The
other thing Carson noted as he strode through the hallways was the
lack of staff and patients.

It
appeared they had all been shifted to another floor of the
building.

Of
course they had.

If he
were in Admiral Forest's position, maybe he would have done the
same thing. She had to keep this under wraps, and the best way to
do that was to minimise how many people came in contact with
Harper.

With
every step through those halls, it dawned on him how terribly
serious the situation had become.

It
seemed like only a few minutes ago that he'd caught Harper
slumbering under that oak tree. Well now she was in a locked down
hospital, under some kind of stasis field, whilst every senior
member of the Academy tried to figure out what was going
wrong.

As he
finally made it out of the hospital doors and into the cool,
pleasant night, he couldn’t even muster a smile for the gentle
breeze and the brilliant night sky above.

Even
though this city had a great deal of light pollution, you could
still see the stars glittering down from on high, and it was one of
Carson’s favourite pastimes to stare up at them and indulge in
their unique beauty.

Well,
right now he didn’t have the time. And the only feeling he could
indulge in was guilt. Guilt that he hadn’t seen what was happening.
That he hadn’t figured it out. And that he hadn’t, importantly,
stopped it.

Though
he made it back to his apartment in short time, as soon as he
walked in the doors, he was at a loss.

Though
he wanted to take off his clothes, shower, and grab some food, he
couldn’t.

He
simply ground to a halt in the centre of his lounge room floor,
within distance of his couch, but without the energy to walk over
to it and flop face-first into the cushions.

So
instead, he simply stood there and slowly surveyed his
house.

There
was artwork on the walls and on the tops of the furniture. Tribal
masks, intricate boxes and vases, holographic pictures of alien
planets. All souvenirs he had brought back from his
travels.

They
drew the eye, trying to distract him with their intricate and
unique beauty, but again, there was nothing he could fix his
attention on other than Harper.

. . . .

He
closed his eyes. Pressing his thumb and forefinger hard into his
eyelids, he watched stars cascade through the dark.

Though
he wasn’t a child, and knew better, he kept on pressing and
pressing until his eyeballs hurt and the flashes of light merged
like glowing trails squirming in the dark.

It
took a long time to force his hands to drop to his sides, and even
longer to walk over to the couch.

Then
he sat. He rested his head against the high back of the couch,
eventually managing to close his eyes.

Now he
would have to wait. It sounded like a simple enough task, but he
was not naïve, and knew it would be almost impossible.

And so
it was. He spent a restless, truly horrible night in his apartment
until early the next morning he finally received a call.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
was awake now, if you could call it awake. The doctors were keeping
her so drugged up, she could hardly slur a sentence together, let
alone keep her eyes open long enough to assess what was going on
around her.

. . . 

And
there was a lot going on around her.

Anarchy, in fact.

She
had realised some time ago that she was back in the
hospital.

With a
brief stab of anxiety, she had worried they’d brought her in for
being a hypochondriac. Perhaps the doctors of the Academy had
finally grown weary of her constant visits, and had decided to
admit her on psychiatric grounds.

Quickly that particular worry died. And hard.

All
she had to do was look up to see the incredible, crackling, glowing
force field in place around her bed to realise there was something
far more serious going on.

She
could feel the power of the field; it set her hair standing on end,
and sent hot, dancing tickles crawling over her skin.

The
force field flashed between orange and blue, and it was one of the
most distracting sights she’d seen. Though she worked for the
Academy, and had certainly viewed holograms of stasis fields like
this before, it was her first direct experience of one.

. . . .

Which
was just as unnerving as it sounded. For, even though she couldn’t
remember her lectures on the technology of stasis fields that well,
she could remember one fact: they absorbed enormous amounts of
power, and you only ever bothered using them if you had
to.

As
dismay poured into her mind, clutching at her throat with a
frighteningly tight grip, she tried to reason why she would be
trapped in a stasis field.

Then
the doctors came.

But
not too close.

With a
brief look around the room, she realised she’d never been to this
part of the hospital. There was an enormous amount of equipment
around her, and as far as she could tell, she was occupying the
only bed right in the centre of the room. It was a cavernous
expanse, too, and you could easily fit about 40 beds in
here.

. . . .

She
shivered, and as soon as she did, several of the doctors working on
a console a few meters to her right looked up sharply. She could
see them peering at her even through the crackling arc of the
field. The oranges and blues and reds dancing over the surface of
that energised bubble made the faces of the doctors colourful and
garish.

It did
not, however, obscure their expressions.

Grim
didn’t even begin to describe how serious they appeared.

She
tried to speak, but quickly realised she couldn’t control her
tongue and throat. Everything felt limp and wobbly. But,
nonetheless, she kept trying until she managed,
“what . . . .
What's . . . happening?”

She
heard the doctors mumbling, but their voices were too indistinct,
and the crackle of the force field was too loud to hear
over.

She
repeated her question, trying even harder to control her
uncooperative lips and vocal cords.

They
wouldn’t answer. They simply kept muttering amongst themselves,
their voices quiet, but the tone of worry ringing through them
painfully obvious.

If she
wasn’t already nervous, she now became powerfully
anxious.

The
force field, the stern-looking doctors, the cavernous room with
only her in it . . . . Something was very, very
wrong.

Then
she remembered.

In an
excruciating, crippling flash that felt like a flare going off
behind her eyes, she recalled the club.

She
remembered Carson shouting at her, something about her taking off
her wristwatch . . . . Then that pole. The
TI pole that had shot towards her.

Shaking now, the memories came faster and harder, slamming
into her as if they were more substantial than mere thoughts, and
somehow had the force of fists and insatiable, groping
hands.

She
remembered collapsing on that park bench; she remembered Alicia
saving her from the club . . . .

Then
finally, Nida remembered the rest.

The
dreams. The horrible, horrible nightmares.

The
visions that had raged through her mind whilst she had remained
unconscious.

In
striking detail, she recalled everything she had seen, from how she
had walked through the Academy crushing it, to the horrible destiny
she had faced on Remus 12. She remembered every scrap of dust and
rubble that had whirled around her like a tornado with her body as
its eye. She even recalled the stars going out, only to reignite as
they streaked through the sky, ploughing down on her as if she was
the gravitational centre of the galaxy.

She
shook more violently now, and she couldn’t stop it. Her body
convulsed with terrible, involuntary shakes.

She
heard the doctors speak louder, their tones coalescing into a
collective note of panic.

Then
she felt something dart up from the base of the bed. With wide,
shocked eyes, she saw a robotic arm twist up with a syringe gun
clutched in its metallic fingers. Without pause, it injected the
gun into her neck.

Immediately she felt a powerful numbing sensation wash through
her. It felt as though she had just been injected with detachment,
in its purest, most distilled form.

Her
body stopped shaking, and the horrible flashes of her nightmares no
longer strangled her mind.

She
simply lay there, her body forced into a false calm, induced by
whatever powerful drug the syringe gun had injected into her
neck.

She
waited for unconsciousness to take her, but it didn’t. Only the
numbness did.

Then,
finally, she was aware of somebody walking up to the edge of the
field.

She
struggled to turn her head, and eventually managed it.

“What's . . . happening?” she tried again,
and this time she had to put in herculean effort to force her numb
lips to form the words.

The
woman on the other side of the field didn’t answer. She simply
looked at Nida carefully, calculatingly, and coldly.

“Please,” Nida managed.

The
woman’s previously stony expression softened. “You are stable,” she
answered.

Nida
struggled to repeat the word, but she couldn’t. Instead, she stared
imploringly through the force field at the woman.

“You’ve had an accident,” the woman said in a low, firm tone,
“and you are being looked after.”

Despite how much energy it took, Nida shook her
head.

There
had been no accident.

She
could remember exactly what had happened, and it wasn’t as if she’d
simply tripped over her own feet and smashed her face into the
pavement.

It was
the light from that planet. From Remus 12.

Nida
did not pause to wonder how she knew that, instead she shook her
head again. “Take me home,” she now announced, her voice far more
controlled, every note of fatigue dropping from it as if Nida had
returned to full, vibrant health.

The
woman on the other side of the orange and blue crackling field
narrowed her gaze. “You must remain under medical
observation.”

Nida
shook her head repeatedly, and it didn’t matter that her ears and
the side of her face kept bashing up against the hard edge of her
bed; she couldn’t stop. “Take me home before it is too late. Take
me home,” she demanded, her voice trilling with a certainty her
addled mind and body should not possess.

“Cadet
Harper, you cannot go home. You have been in a serious accident,
and we must . . . do what we can to help you,”
the woman paused, appearing to choose her words
carefully.

“I
know I wasn’t in an accident,” Nida managed, all certainty and
command gone from her tone.

She
felt like herself again.

“You
need to rest,” the woman began.

“I
have to go back to Remus 12. Now. Before it’s too late. I have to
go back,” Nida repeated, again her voice brimming with energy and
authority.

The
woman’s eyes narrowed even further. “You are confused. We will do
what we can to look after you. But you need to rest.”

“I
need to leave,” Nida looked at the woman, trying to convey her
desperation with every flicker of her dancing gaze.

“You
need to calm down,” the woman countered, “there are only so many
drugs we can pump into your system, especially with
your . . . specific injuries.” The woman stared
at Nida’s chest.

Nida
looked down, following her gaze.

The
implant.

She
could remember the terrible rush of tingles like knife pricks in
her skin. That horrible sensation had rushed up, pushing into her
implant, and now she brought up her trembling fingers and placed
them on the smooth metal surface jutting out from her
neck.

It was
dented, as if somebody had bashed it with a hammer or pounded on it
with their fist.

It was
also blue. A faint, persistent glimmer glowed across its
surface.

Stranger than that, there were thin tendrils of glowing,
bright blue light branching off from the implant, through her skin,
up her neck, and down her chest.

She
bucked with panic, clutching at her flesh, pulling down the thin
collar of her hospital gown as she tracked the pattern penetrating
further down her body.

“Calm
down,” the woman pressed closer towards the crackling veil of the
force field, her eyes growing wide.

“What
the hell is this? What is this?” Nida clutched at those blue,
glowing, branching veins, dragging her fingernails across them. But
no matter what she did, no matter how hard she pressed or groped,
the glow would not fade. In fact, at her frantic attempts to remove
it, it only blazed brighter.

“Calm
down,” the woman shouted, her voice pitching into a scream. It
echoed around the room, and the tone of her sudden desperation was
so clear it alone made Nida stop.

She
turned and stared at the woman.

“You’re being transported to the Jupiter Substation,” she
noted, incapable of blinking as she stared at Nida with a
frightfully complex, calculating gaze.

“What?”

“As
soon as we find some way to stabilise these fields, you will be
transported,” the woman repeated.

“To
the Jupiter Substation?” Nida finally stopped trying to rake the
blue energy from her veins, and instead let her trembling fingers
clutch into fists.

The
Jupiter Substation was one of the Academy’s most secure facilities,
and was used to house its most dangerous experiments.

“You
need to calm down and let us handle this. We know what we are
doing. Now just rest back, close your eyes, and try to go back to
sleep,” the woman commanded, but there was a distinct pleading note
to her tone.

“Sleep?” Nida repeated the word, flabbergasted it could be
suggested.

She
couldn’t sleep. She had to find out what was going on to
her . . . . No.

No.

She
had to get back to her home.

To
Remus 12.

That
thought impressed itself upon her with all the power of a
supernova.

Yes,
she had to get back.

With
that certainty offering her a rare calm, she closed her eyes, lay
back down, and waited.

She
did not know what she waited for; all she knew was that sometime
soon she would act.

Yet it
was not Nida that knew that fact. Rather the certainty belonged to
that overpowering sense that told her she had to return to a planet
barren and devoid of life, yet one that held the key to
everything.
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Carson
Blake

When
he received a call from Admiral Forest early in the morning, he
answered immediately. He had barely slept the night before, and the
little fitful slumber he had managed to take only served to make
him all the more tired. Nonetheless, he managed to answer with a
curt “hello.”

Admiral Forest did not bother with pleasantries; she told him
immediately that his ship had been cleared, and that a priority-one
transport lane had been opened up for him. True to her promise last
night, she was going to send him to Remus 12.

Then
Forest cleared her throat, and an unusual, hesitant silence
descended over the line.

Carson
stood there, ramrod straight, his hands clasped behind his back,
staring at the computer panel in his lounge room.

“We
are moving her to the Jupiter Substation,” Forest suddenly
announced.

Carson
lost all of his hard-won composure, and his hands fell hard at his
sides as surprise slackened his features. “What?” he stuttered, all
control lost from his voice too.

“We
need to isolate her. We also need to study her properly, and the
only way to do that is by taking her to the Jupiter Substation. We
simply cannot run the risk that . . . she has
been infected by something that can be transmitted to other
telekinetic implants. It’s the safest thing to do,” Forest added in
a firm voice that told him she would not compromise on her
decision.

Slowly
he clamped his teeth together, concentrating on the sensation of
compression and tension rather than what Forest had just
said.

“We
must isolate this,” Forest repeated, but it was unclear what this
referred to. Was it the situation as a
whole . . . or was it just Nida?

They
were treating her as if she was diseased, like the strange effects
ailing her implant could be picked up by somebody else.

He
wanted to tell Forest that was cold, almost inhuman, but he didn’t.
Because deep down under his swirling and turbid emotions, he could
understand her point.

The
Academy could not run the risk of this spreading, so right now they
were treating it like an infection. And the first thing you did
with an infection was you isolated the patient. Hence the Jupiter
Substation.

Still,
the thought that Nida would be transported there made him cold with
worry. The Substation was where the Academy took all of its most
dangerous subjects. From unknown alien life forms, to confiscated
technology, the Substation was built to withstand
danger.

This
was yet another signal that what was happening here was now deadly
serious.

And
yet, all Carson could think of was how downright innocent, if
awkward, Nida seemed. She didn’t deserve to be at the centre of
this. In fact, it just seemed plain odd that she was. Odd, and
unlucky.

“Carson,” the Admiral abruptly used his first name, “are you
paying attention?”

With a
quick blink, he realised he had zoned out, and he cleared his
throat and nodded his head. “When do I leave?” he asked, deciding
to concentrate on the one thing he could achieve. He had absolutely
no chance of stopping Nida from being transported to the Jupiter
Substation, but he could return to Remus 12. He could look for that
scanner, and he could bring it back and find out what secrets it
held.

That
thought alone strengthened his resolve more than all of the weapons
in the United Galactic Coalition could.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Forest announced.

Carson
nodded, then realised he ought to offer a salute, and snapped his
stiff hand to his brow. “Thank you, Admiral. I will be in
touch.”

“As
will I. This is . . . ,” she trailed off, and
briefly, she stepped away from the view screen, as if she no longer
wished to be seen. Then, with a resounding sigh, she came back into
view. Her eyes were hooded in shadow, and it was clear she hadn’t
slept a wink last night.
“Lieutenant . . . Carson,” she used his first
name, “good luck. God knows we need some good luck right
now.”

The
Admiral looked as if she wanted to end the call, but Carson stepped
forward. “What else have they found out? Have they been able to
remove the implant?” His questions were probably stupid considering
the Admiral had already told him Nida was being transferred to
Jupiter Substation. And the Academy would hardly bother
transferring her unless there was still a damn good reason to do
so.

The
Admiral shook her head, and it was a bitter move. “We have been
unable to remove the implant. Whatever
is . . . attacking it, will not let us. The
Cadet is currently inside a stasis field, and as soon as we
stabilise it, she will be transported. And, before you ask, no, we
do not know anything more. We have no idea what that energy is, we
have no idea where she picked it up from, and we have no idea what
it will do to her or the implant.”

Carson
didn’t know how to reply, and even if he had thought of the best
and sagest wisdom to impart in that moment, he wouldn’t have been
able to force himself to speak. He was rendered to the spot with
surprise and deep, deep, bone-shaking shock.

With a
brief goodbye, Admiral Lara Forest ended the call, leaving Carson
alone in his apartment, staring at nothing but an empty computer
panel.

His
gaze fixed on the spot where the Admiral’s face had once been, and
he slowly blinked, squeezing his eyes as tightly closed as he
could.

“This
doesn’t make sense,” he told his empty apartment in a hesitant,
wavering voice.

“Energy? A blue light attacking her implant?” he said aloud
again. “Someone must have some idea what’s going on.”

For a
brief, paranoid moment, he wondered if they really did. If Forest
and the other heads of the Academy knew exactly what had happened
to Nida, but for now, they were keeping that information to
themselves.

As
Carson pondered that fact, he quickly realised it couldn’t be true.
Forest was stalwart and hardy, even under immense stress, yet right
now, she was visibly cracking. No, she didn’t know what was
happening any more than he did.

In
fact, none of them would find out until and unless he returned to
Remus 12 and found his scanner.

It
held the key.

He
knew it did.

Clutching his once loose and sticky palms into tight fists, he
rammed them against his legs and blinked. Then he whirled on his
foot and headed for the door. He didn’t even bother collecting any
personal items; he simply strode through the halls of his apartment
block until he reached the nearest lift. Then he rode it down to
the ground floor and made his way across the Academy to the main
ship dock. There he found the small cruiser the Admiral had set
aside for him.

He
quickly scouted out the engineer refuelling and restocking his
ship, and once Carson confirmed his vessel would be ready within
five minutes, he finally started to relax.

But
only just.

He
couldn’t deny this incredible sense of impending doom that was
descending on him from above like the thickest, blackest, and most
stifling of clouds.

He was
running out of time. Which was a terrifying concept considering he
didn’t even know how much time he had left, let alone how quickly
he was running out of it. Yet he could not deny that with every
second he stood there and waited for his ship to be ready, it felt
as if he were throwing away the most precious resource he had
left.

He
tried to distract himself with watching the ship dock around him.
Usually it was a startling sight. An enormous ring-shaped building
with an open roof that led straight up to an unrivalled view of the
picturesque blue sky above.

Within
the building itself were multiple levels, all made of enormous,
reinforced metal floors that could slide back into the sides of the
building to allow ships docked on the lower levels to
leave.

It was
a testament to technology, and showed just how powerful the
Galactic Coalition Academy was. There was no other ship-docking
complex like this on Earth, and the majority of Academy traffic
came through here.

Well,
at least the majority of the spaceship traffic that actually landed
on Earth. The larger vessels, from the enormous Coalition cruisers
to the gigantic survey ships and resource transports, never landed
on the planet. They always remained in space, only ever taking up
orbit around the world, but never descending to the
surface.

Still,
the small cruisers and reconnaissance vessels that were currently
housed in this building were impressive enough.

In
fact, one of them in particular caught his eye as he stared across
the expansive, glistening, white metal floor in front of
him.

There
was a sleek-looking, blue and black cruiser about the size of a
house, but narrower and with a long, almost elegant, pointed
nose.

It
took him a moment to recognise the design, and he quickly realised
it was one of the Academy’s newest and most experimental of ships.
It was fast, it was powerful, and as an engineer gestured towards
it, Carson realised it was his.

He
swallowed his shock as the engineer marched up and told him he
could now take off.

When
Admiral Forest had given Carson the go-ahead to return to Remus 12,
he had assumed she'd done so only out of loyalty, not because she
genuinely thought it was a good idea. Yet as he stared at the
experimental vessel she had chosen for him, he had to reassess his
assumption.

“She
is called the Farsight,” the engineer said as he scratched
grease-covered fingers over his stubble-rayed chin.

“Damn,” Carson couldn’t keep the surprise from his
tone.

“Yeah,
I know, right? Beautiful, but that being said, don’t scratch it,”
the engineer grumbled. “The controls are easy enough; the same as
all Academy light cruisers. This one is armed to the teeth though.
So if you get in a fight, remember that. It’s a pretty big vessel
for one person, but the Admiral told me you’re going on your own,
so be sure to set the computer to automate all engine and systems
maintenance,” the guy continued.

Carson
nodded his head, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the vessel. It
wasn’t just that it was an objectively incredible sight, and
clearly the pinnacle of current Coalition technology. Oh no, what
commanded his attention was what it meant.

. . . .

Why
the hell was Forest giving him this ship? Especially when she
thought he was going on a useless mission.

Something wasn’t right here, but he didn’t have the luxury of
time to try to find out what it was. Instead, he snapped a salute
at the engineer, then walked across the cavernous, echoing room
towards his vessel.

The
closer he got, the tighter a knot formed in his stomach, until he
finally reached the vessel, and it felt as though he would double
over from the nerves welling within him.

He
kept walking though, and finally reached the open hangar door at
the back of the ship. Walking up the reverberating ramp, he was
struck by how sleek everything was inside. It was composed of
smooth, elegant lines and forms, and everything was coloured in
shades of clean white, shiny silver, and matte black.

Once
he made it into the belly of the vessel, he walked over to the
nearest lit up panel, and he pressed several buttons in sequence,
causing the hangar door to close. It didn’t creak and nor did the
ship shudder; everything moved smoothly and with perfect
precision.

Realising he could hardly stand there and stare boggled eyed
at this marvellous technology, he quickly whirled on his foot,
headed out of the hangar bay, and into the rest of the
ship.

He
briefly toured the major rooms: the compact engineering bay, the
small but well-serviced galley, the main quarters, and the bridge.
Feeling satisfied that everything was in order, he finally sat down
in the captain’s seat. Then, with several brief commands to the
computer, the ship hummed into life. It didn’t roar or rumble like
a Coalition heavy cruiser; the sound of the engines as they pulsed
into life barely registered.

Offering a brief smile at how incredible this ship was, he
settled into the back of his seat and watched the view screen as
the cruiser took off.

It was
so automated that he didn’t have to offer the computer another
single command; the ship simply followed a set exit protocol, and
flew itself out of the narrow aperture of the Academy main dock. It
shot into the air, and as it burst free from the open-ceiling,
swathes of blue sky and white cloud surrounded it. With a single
blink, the view of the city transformed from an enormous,
sprawling, well-lit metropolis, to nothing but a dot on the edge of
a continent. The ship moved that fast.

Carson
chuckled to himself, then with a swallow, he realised how serious
the situation was, and he stiffened his smile into a frown. “Come
on,” he said under his breath, begging the universe for some
much-needed luck, “come on,” he repeated one last time.

Then
he settled back and he waited. He did what he could, running
through the ship’s diagnostics to confirm that everything was
working. Then he double-checked the navigation coordinates, to
ensure he was on track for Remus 12.

Then . . . well, he kicked his shoes off,
closed his eyes, and fell asleep.

There
was nothing more to be done.

Soon
he would reach his destination, and he knew he should take the
opportunity to rest now.

But
rest he would not, for though Carson did not appreciate it, at that
moment, a surprise was headed his way.

Cadet
Nida Harper, to be specific.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
could not sleep.

Neither could she talk.

In
fact, she could barely think.

Because something was happening to her. Something
terrible.

The
pain in her chest kept building and building, and as she stared
down at her hand, with a surge of incapacitating terror she saw
blue tendrils of energy driving under her skin.

She
tried to bat at it, tried to grab it and pull it from her veins,
but it was too insubstantial to touch. Yet she could feel it as it
wiggled its way through her flesh.

She
wanted to cry out, she wanted to scream and tell the doctors what
was happening to her, but she couldn’t move her lips. They were
numb. No, worse than numb—they felt as stiff as the carved mouth of
a statue.

That
particular image stuck in her mind, and could not be dislodged even
as another surge of panic washed over her.

She
was still in the same cavernous hospital room, and the doctors were
still trying, apparently, to stabilise the stasis force field that
enshrouded her.

Occasionally she watched the flickering orange and blue light,
but now the only light that held her attention was that which had
invaded her bloodstream.

The
doctors no longer seemed to pay much attention to her; they had
grown used to the fact they could not calm her down, and now barely
glanced up every time she tried to scrape the luminescent blue
energy from her body.

No
matter how many drugs the robotic arm injected into her neck, they
had no effect. She would feel their cool rush as they entered her
body, but the tingles from the blue energy would soon surround and
obliterate the drug.

With
every passing second, a sense of desperation grew within. Doom and
malaise and terror pressed in on her, reminding her exactly of how
the rubble of that planet had swirled and pitched and circled
around her crumpled body.

She
tried to beg for help, but again she couldn’t move her lips, and
neither could she force her voice to ring aloud. All she could do
was beg over and over again in the confines of her mind.

It was
truly horrifying, agonising even, terrifying on a level she had
never experienced before. And with every passing moment, it grew
until she felt she would break, the fear carving her in
half.

She
could no longer listen to the scientists as they muttered and
debated how to strengthen the field. All she could do was lie there
and ride it out.

Just
as it seemed as if she could take no more, something
happened.

Her
body calmed, her limbs drawing still as a last, small jerk passed
through them.

Before
she could wonder whether the robotic arm had just injected a far
more powerful drug into her body, something happened to her mind.
It began to fill with this warm, comforting presence.

As it
did, she was immediately reminded of a sight she had once seen. A
beautiful statue of a smiling woman with a long dress and stunning
hair carved in flowing lines around her.

It was
the smile more than anything—the remembered angle of the lips and
the compassionate edge to the statue's gaze—that finally calmed
Nida enough to stop trying to tear the blue energy from her
veins.

That
presence filled her mind. It built and built, expanding into every
crack of fear that had broken her will, until the anxiety lost all
hold of her.

“We
must return home,” the presence spoke. Though it had no voice,
somehow its meaning and intent solidified in Nida’s
mind.

Home.

They
had to return home.

To the
barren wasteland of the world the humans and Coalition referred to
as Remus 12.

Nida
concentrated on that fact, and she let that glowing, warm presence
calm her.

“We
cannot stay here any longer; we will corrupt, we will destroy,” the
presence said, again its voice little more than solidified
thought.

Nida
had to struggle to understand the words; she was losing all sense
of herself, and could barely concentrate for more than several
seconds at a time.

But
slowly she understood.

Slowly
the pieces started to fit together.

And
with it, a final memory slammed into place like a key being shoved
into a lock.

Nida
remembered exactly what had happened to her on Remus 12.

She
recalled coming across that second set of stairs and falling down
it. She'd broken her ribs, done something to her ankle, and she had
lost Carson Blake's scanner in the dark. Then she had clambered up
the wrong set of stairs, only to find herself in an enormous room,
completely empty save for a startling statue.

As
Nida lay there following her memories, she recalled, in perfect
detail, how she had walked up to the statue, marvelled at its
unique beauty, and then . . . she had reached
out a hand to touch the blue, glowing orb it had held.

That
was when everything had started. That was when the energy from the
orb had exploded and rushed into Nida.

She
remembered it so clearly it was as if she was experiencing it
anew.

As
that memory ebbed, and she again became aware of the hard medical
bed below her, she opened her eyes.

As she
did, she felt something build up behind them, and she saw the world
cast into a curious blue glow.

With a
disconnected certainty, she realised the energy from her left hand
had possessed her eyes. In fact, as she glanced down at her body,
she now realised she glowed from head to foot.

Glancing up at the stasis field above her, she stared on in
mild curiosity as the thing began to flicker. Great arcs of energy
passed across it, and the orange glow became incandescent, flecks
of fiery red cracking across it like plumes of larva spilling up
from fissures in the earth.

She
heard the scientists screaming now. Their voices were distinct, and
yet Nida did not have the concentration necessary to understand
them. Instead, she marvelled at the feeling flowing through
her.

She no
longer felt pain, no agony, no sickness.

With
the memory of what had truly happened to her on Remus 12, the
mystery of the energy no longer haunted her.

She
understood what it was. She knew where it belonged. And as she
slowly pushed herself up from her hard bed, she realised she had to
take it home.

That
disembodied voice in her mind once again repeated that they had to
leave Earth before they became corrupted.

Nida
did not understand what corrupted meant, but in a flash, she saw
herself walking through the halls of the Academy again, destroying
everything in her path. Taking sadistic, horrible pleasure in
crippling and crushing everybody that stood in her way.

“The
stasis field is failing,” she heard one woman scream.

“Jesus
Christ, the generator is buckling,” another man noted with a
keening cry.

As
Nida sat up, she stared through the malfunctioning field at the
rest of the room.

The
machines that generated the energetic veil holding her in place
were starting to warp. The metal was stretching, buckling, and
groaning as it shifted closer towards the field, as if pulled by an
invisible hand.

“We
have to do something,” someone screamed.

Nida
did not hear them answer.

Instead, she stood up. As she shifted her weight to her feet,
again, she found herself staring down, and she watched that blue
distinctive energy trace its way over every centimetre of her
skin.

This
time she did not flinch though. She no longer brought her
fingernails up and dug them into her flesh as far as they would go,
trying to root out every last scrap of that energy.

Instead, she opened herself up to it.

She
surrendered to that soft, welcoming presence in her mind that told
her in sweet, reassuring tones that as long as she returned home,
everything would be fine.

Everything would be fine.

Nida
took a step forward. She wasn't entirely in control of her body; it
was only in concert with the presence in her mind that she managed
to move her limbs.

Though
everything she knew about stasis fields told her not to reach out a
hand and touch one, she did it anyway. And as her blue, glowing
fingers pressed against the side of the field, it failed. In an
incredible, gushing ray of sparks, the machines that manufactured
it exploded.

People
screamed.

She
wanted to tell them it would be okay, but she couldn't.

Instead, she took a laboured step forward, her movements
jerky.

She
felt like a puppet being pulled along by strings, but nonetheless
she made her way across the room.

With
every step she took, the devices and machines around her shifted
closer towards her body.

They
grated across the floor, no matter how big nor heavy they were.
Some even lifted into the air as if they had cancelled out the
effects of gravity.

Though
they circled her, she did not fear they would rush towards her and
crush her body.

She
simply ignored them and took yet another strained step
forward.

She
was no longer aware of what the scientists were doing. She simply
concentrated on the door on the other side of the room.

She
could hear some kind of alarm blaring, and the part of her that
still remembered her Academy training knew it was a red
alert.

Red
alert . . . ? That was serious. That would call
the Academy's combined security force.

She
would not be able to get out of here. They would put every single
obstacle in her path until they slowed her down. If that wouldn’t
work, they would likely kill her.

Despite that realisation, she did not stop. It did not really
affect her. With the warm, reassuring presence in her mind, little
could.

She
finally reached the door, and as she did, it opened.

A team
of black-clad security guards brought up their weapons and pointed
them right at her.

She
should have doubled back; she should have put her hands over her
head and begged for mercy.

She
didn't.

She
simply took a shuddering step forward.

The
man directly in front of her was wearing a helmet that matched his
black armour, but it only half covered his face. She could see his
mouth, and right now, she watched as it dropped open in
unmistakable fear. “Don't move,” he cried, and that same command
was picked up and repeated by every member of his team.

She
took another step forward, staring at the barrel of his gun as he
pointed it at her.

She
realised how dangerous it was, but again, that realisation had
little of an effect on her. It felt more like some curious fact she
had learnt long ago in school, rather than the unmistakably
important reality she now faced.

Without another warning, the man ducked back and he
fired.

She
watched the pulse of red light tear from the muzzle of his
gun.

Then
it seemed as if time itself slowed down.

Or
perhaps it didn't.

The
bullet did.

As it
shot towards her, it slowed, and then, like the metal objects had
in the room, it began to circle around her.

The
security guards doubled back, shouting amongst themselves, and then
they fired again.

Seven
more bullets ripped towards her, but rather than striking her and
blowing her off her feet, they simply slowed and began to circle
around her as if they were feathers or leaves trapped in a gently
moving eddy of air.

She
took another unsteady step forward, and then another.

She
had to get out of here.

The
problem was she had never been in this particular corridor. She
also knew, academically, that unless she did something, security
would lock this entire building down.

Just
as that realisation dawned on her, Nida found herself leaning
down.

Her
knees didn't buckle out from underneath her; slowly her body
descended until she planted one hand on the flat, smooth, cold
floor.

Blue
energy rushed down into the concrete, cracking it into fine powder
as tendrils of the light spread out further and further.

The
security guards behind her screamed, but she had no idea what they
were saying.

And
when they tried to shoot her again, the bullets only slowed down
and circled around her, joining with the other pulses of light that
were already there. In fact, as Nida sent tendrils of blue energy
into the cracked concrete floor, dust from where she had broken it
reached up, lifted into the air, and joined the bullets as they all
circled her.

As
more and more energy pumped down from her hand into the floor, she
watched it snake its way up into the walls and ceiling. She saw it
shoot forward, following an erratic path, like droplets of water
streaking down a windowpane.

As the
energy raced across the white walls, the presence in her mind
thinned.

Then
she saw flashes.

Flashes of the rest of the building.

She
saw rooms and doors and panels and the faces of doctors and
technicians and security guards. She saw the basement, she saw the
roof, and she saw the beautiful blue sky above.

Concentrating on the vision of a panel in a secure room,
filled with other softly glowing technology, she watched the blue
light power into it, encasing it in tendrils of glowing
energy.

“Do
not worry,” the presence in her mind commanded her. “We will
escape. We will escape,” it repeated.

She
simply knelt there on the floor, her palms still locked onto the
cold concrete as her eyes stared, unfocused at the blue energy
branching through the walls.

Then
she felt it. The presence returned to her, and in a snap, the
branching energy infecting the hallway returned to her
too.

The
blue light just shot back into her body as if it had been attached
to a tether she had just yanked.

She
stumbled to her feet, her hands now glowing even more than they had
before.

All of
a sudden the red alert klaxon stopped.

And
she knew, without question, that it had been her doing. No, it had
been the presence.

The
entity in her mind had turned it off.

“We
have disabled the security of this building,” the presence told her
in its soft, disembodied voice. “We have found an escape. We will
make it off this planet,” it concluded.

That
fact made Nida's heart sing.

Without the ability to stop herself, she walked forward, her
movements still jerky and lumbering as if she were a doll being
moved by a child.

As she
walked through the corridor, doors opened for her, the handles
rattling or the panels sparking as more energy shot out from her
and infested them.

As she
stumbled forward, the presence guided her, and somehow it ensured
her route was clear. She did not pass another single security
guard, and nor did she see a doctor or technician.

Perhaps they were all trapped in some room, or maybe they had
fled the building. It didn't matter. All that counted was that
nobody stood in her way.

The
buildings of the Academy complex were connected by underground
tunnels, and some of them even had over ground bridges that
connected the skyscrapers.

It was
for one of these bridges that she now headed.

No
matter how far she walked, and through how many halls and corridors
she passed, she did not meet another soul.

Nor
did she come across any resistance at all.

Still,
it took her some time to figure out where she was
headed.

The
ship dock.

It was
an enormous building, and it was where the Academy kept all of its
light cruisers, the heavier stuff always remaining in orbit and
never descending to the surface.

As she
walked, she still moved like a puppet being jerked around on a
string. Her shoulders would twitch to the side as her legs took
fumbling steps. This process repeated itself until she finally
reached the space dock.

Usually this building was full of engineers and technicians
and cadets and officers preparing for missions.

It was
a hub of activity 24 hours a day. The lights were never
off.

But
now the lights were off as she entered the building from the ground
level. And there was nobody to be seen.

The
panic tried to punch through the calm that had descended through
her, yet it could not. She appreciated the fact she was alone and
that it was unusual, but that was it.

She
lumbered forward and soon reached a lift. In the blink of an eye,
it took her to the top level of the building.

Above
her, the mid-morning sun smiled down, and it would have been
pleasant to lie flat on her back to watch the shapes in the clouds
as they drifted on by.

She
didn't.

Instead, she staggered across the deserted platform towards a
ship on the far side.

It was
small, barely several meters square, and she recognised the design
as a standard fast cruiser.

It was
built for maximum speed and nothing else.

She
had no idea how to prep the ship for flight; she'd never been
particularly good in flight school, and had certainly not been
taught how to master a light cruiser yet. Especially on her
own.

But
that didn't matter.

She
made her ungainly way towards it. As she did, light bled from her
hands and feet. It danced into the clean, smooth, white metal
floor, and shot towards the waiting vessel.

The
sight was incredible, unbelievable, in fact, as that blue glow ate
up into the sides of the ship, plunging into the metal as if it
were nothing more substantial than air itself.

She
did not stop walking towards it until finally she reached it. As
she did, the small hatch at the side of the ship opened with a
hiss.

She
made her way inside and sat in the single seat surrounded by panels
at the front of the tiny vessel.

As she
sat, the hatch closed, and in a blink, the panels before her all
turned on. Seconds later, she could hear the rumble as the ship's
engines engaged as well.

Without a command from her, the vessel lifted up with a jerk,
and hovered several meters above the white, gleaming floor of the
hangar bay.

She
ticked her head up, considering the startling view of the clear
blue sky above.

Then,
without warning, the vessel pitched to the side and shot
upwards.

Nida
was not thrown back in her seat; all spacefaring vessels had
internal gravity and could dampen the impact of inertia at all but
the fastest speeds.

But
she did find herself slumping against the back of her seat, her
limbs incapable of movement.

In
fact, as she forced her eyes to scan her hands, she noted that the
blue energy was now pushing back into her left hand, receding down
every one of her muscles and bones until it rested once more in her
palm.

She
blinked at it, sudden lethargy taking hold.

Slowly
she faced the view before her, and noted that the ship had already
passed high above the cloud line, and she could see space
glittering a distinct navy-blue through the final levels of the
Earth's atmosphere.

Soon
she would punch through and make it out into orbit. Then, she would
be in space.

And
she would head home, she added as an afterthought.

Home.

. . . .

She
rallied to stay awake; she rallied to take hold of her
concentration.

Though
it was terribly, painfully, mind-bogglingly hard, she managed to
scrape together enough awareness to realise what had just
happened.

And
the fact of it stilled her with perfect terror.

She
had broken her way out of the Academy, and she had no idea
how.

The
halls had been empty, and the ship had been waiting for
her.

Where
had everyone gone?

And
more to the point were they safe? Had the presence—the blue energy
residing in her left palm—hurt them in some way?

As
soon as she questioned that, the presence in her mind returned. It
seemed to caress her with invisible hands, drawing her close and
embracing her, filling her with reassuring calm.

“They
are fine,” it told her, “and we are going home.”

Too
tired to fight that thought, she relaxed into it. And as she did,
sleep reached up to take her.

 



Chapter
24

Carson
Blake

He
awoke to the computer going ballistic.

Practically falling from his seat, he shook himself awake,
then commanded the computer to tell him what the hell was going
on.

“Priority one message from the Academy,” the computer noted in
an electronic tone, “there has been a Level Four
incident.”

Carson
blinked back his surprise. Level Four? What was
that . . . ? Alien incursion?

It
took awhile to remember what it was, because, in all his years at
the Academy, it had never come up.

The
Academy was part of the United Galactic Coalition, and the United
Galactic Coalition was by far the most powerful force in all of the
galaxy. It commanded almost 60 percent of the solar systems of the
Milky Way, and there were very few entities that dared disturb it.
Made up of over 90 different races, the United Galactic Coalition
had been peaceful for over 100 years. Yes, there were the
occasional wars with various alien races and empires, and yes,
there was always a persistent problem with terrorists and pirates,
but for an alien race to attack Earth? To attack the
Academy?

He
couldn't believe the computer. So he jumped to his feet and rushed
over to the nearest computer panel. Typing in several codes, in a
flash the enormous view screen before him lit up with the face of
Admiral Forest.

“Priority one message received,” the computer told him in a
bored voice.

“Admiral,” he shouted, “what's going on down there? My
computer just told me you're suffering an alien incursion. What the
hell?” He wasn't exactly being eloquent, but how could he be in a
situation like this?

The
Admiral's expression was drawn, and her eyes were even more hooded
with fatigue, but she didn't look as if she were currently engaged
in an epic battle with an alien empire. She just
looked . . . shocked.

Yes,
that's it, shocked.

Carson
rocked back on his feet, waiting for her to reply.

“I
don't know how to . . . begin,” she brought a
hand up and scratched at her throat, the move distracted and
completely unlike her.

“Admiral?” His eyes drew wide in reaction to her clear and
unmistakable confusion.

She
shook her head. “We have had an incident. Cadet Nida Harper has
escaped.”

“Escaped?” he repeated the word as if he couldn't understand
it.

“That . . . thing . . . the
entity—whatever is infesting her implant—it was far, far more
powerful than we accounted for. It infested our computer systems.
It locked us out. Somehow it controlled her body. We don't know
how. It broke out of the hospital and played havoc with our
systems. It somehow initiated an Endgame Manoeuvre,” the Admiral
shook her head as she spoke, as if she couldn't even believe her
own words.

And if
Admiral Forest couldn't believe what she was saying, what hope did
Carson have?

Because what she was saying, was impossible. “Endgame
Manoeuvre?” He repeated, completely dumbstruck.

He
expected her to shake her head, and explain she'd just been joking.
But she didn't. “The entity managed to have every single person in
the Academy compound transported out of it. No matter where they
were and no matter who they were.”

Carson
jerked back as if he'd been struck.

He had
never, ever actually seen an Endgame Manoeuvre. Because he had
never had cause to.

The
Academy had multiple strategies to deal with various scenarios.
Ranging from the likely, right down to the apocalyptic. And an
Endgame Manoeuvre was what you did when all else was lost. If the
Academy compound itself were ever compromised, the computer system
would eke out every scrap of power from every single generator and
use it to transport all Academy members off the
premises.

It was
what you would do if an alien army were assaulting the compound. It
was what you would do if a powerful weapon was about to destroy the
city.

And
yet, according to Admiral Forest, Cadet Nida had just performed
one. Or, if not Nida, then whatever infested her implant, as the
Admiral had put it.

Carson
stood there for god knows how long, staring up at the picture of
Admiral Forest, waiting for her to tell him how this all made
sense.

She
didn't though. She simply stared back at him, his own fear
reflected in her contorted, sorrowful, deeply confused
expression.

“Admiral,” he said through a croaky voice,
“how . . . ?” he trailed off.

“The
entity, as we are now calling it, is far more powerful than we
guessed. It can travel through material. From concrete to metal to
reinforced nano fibbers, it doesn't matter. And it can infest
systems. It can imbue them with power. That's what it did. It
managed to infect our computer cores, and triggered the Endgame
Manoeuvre, transporting every single soul off the premises. Then,
as far as we can tell, it took Nida to the space docks, and stole a
ship. According to the Earth's security satellites, it left almost
half an hour ago. We had no hope of stopping it; we only made it
back to the compound five minutes ago.”

Carson
didn't know what to do, so he found himself turning around, heading
over to the captain's seat, and sitting slowly. It was that or
falling down.

When
he faced the Admiral again, she finally appeared to have controlled
her expression. She stared at him with thin-lipped anger. “I can't
believe we underestimated it.”

It.

The
entity, as they were now calling the blue energy that had infected
Nida’s implant.

“This
is . . . ,” the Admiral said, but she didn't
finish her sentence; instead, she squeezed her eyes shut. Carson
could see from the skin stretching tight around her eyelids just
how pronounced and pressured the move was.

“Have
you sent ships after her?”

The
Admiral finally opened her eyes, and it was to shoot him an
extremely terse look. “Of course we have. But you, quite possibly,
are closest. Your vessel is equipped with a specialised relativity
drive that will enable it to get there faster than anything we
already have on her tail. I am ordering you around.”

“What
are her last known coordinates?” Carson asked through a choked
breath.

“We do
not know. The Earth security satellites tracked her out of the
atmosphere, but that's it. Beyond that, we have lost all record of
her. It is reasonable to assume that the entity has somehow
shielded her vessel from detection.”

That
was a very hard statement to swallow.

Not
only was this entity a terribly amorphous and ill defined force,
but how exactly could it snap its immaterial fingers and hide an
entire cruiser from sight?

The
Admiral appeared to realise just how strange her statement had
been, and she shook her head. “We know nothing about what is going
on here, nothing. It doesn't make sense. I know that,” she said
through gritted teeth, making each one of her words akin to a
snake's hiss. “But we may never find out if we let that vessel
escape. Our priority is to capture it.”

“And
Cadet Harper?” He found himself asking, his voice little more than
a light whisper.

“Our
priority is the entity. We need to capture it, study it, and find
out just how much of a threat it is,” the Admiral snapped,
answering his question without answering it.

Carson
wanted to say something in Nida's defence, but it was
useless.

She
was no longer anyone's priority, as harsh as that sounded. If the
Admiral was telling the truth, and she had no reason not to be,
then this situation had just become perilously
dangerous.

He sat
back hard in his chair, forcing his shoulders as far into the
yielding leather as they would go.

The
Admiral considered him with a tightly closed mouth and a brow
smoothed with worry. “Fix this,” she suddenly commanded. “You have
my permission to do what you need to, to fix this.”

He
straightened. “Admiral?”

“You
are the head of the Force, Lieutenant Carson Blake, and right now,
I'm giving you a blank check to get this sorted. Alright, not a
blank check,” she clarified, “but I am extending your powers and
upgrading your authority. I have a feeling that there will be no
easy solution to this, and I doubt throwing torpedoes and plasma
blasts its way can solve anything. This is going to take tact,
diplomacy, and investigation. So, Lieutenant, I repeat my order:
fix this.”

It was
unlike any order he had ever received. There were no clear
operational parameters. There was simply the amorphous fact that
the Admiral was asking him to fix what was wrong. Which was
particularly hard considering the sheer number of things that had
stuffed up here.

But he
understood the gist of her request.

“Though we are sending the entire Fifth and Twelfth fleets to
intercept that stolen cruiser, I doubt their efforts will come to
much. We have not yet tapped the abilities of this entity, and to
be honest, I don't want to provoke it any further. If it could
infiltrate our computer system and initiate an Endgame Manoeuvre
without any authority from the Council, then I shudder to think of
what else it is capable of. It can clearly manipulate technology at
a distance, and it can also protect itself. When the Cadet broke
out of the hospital, a security team tried to force her back.
According to their reports, though they shot at her, no bullet
landed. Some kind of force sent every object that neared her
spinning around as if trapped in a vortex,” the Admiral's
explanation was choppy and she paused for breath after almost every
word, but once she was done, she turned her pleading, but still
commanding gaze, back onto Carson. “Do what you have to,
Lieutenant. Try to intercept that ship, but if it doesn't work,
head back to Remus 12. If that's what you think is best. You're
closer to this situation than I am. I'm relying on you, so is the
rest of the Academy.”

Wow,
so no pressure, then? A rebellious part of Carson's mind
thought.

Then
he shook his head and really pondered what the Admiral had just
told him.

He was
on his own here.

“We
don't have time to send you reinforcements, and you certainly can't
return to Earth. You need to use the Farsight to its utmost
potential. Figure out what's going on,” she repeated.

Figure
out what's going on?

Him?

He
didn't deserve this task.

He'd
failed already, after all.

He'd
suspected there was something wrong with Cadet Nida for the past
several days, and yet he hadn't had the intelligence to do anything
about it. Though he realised he was being slightly unfair to
himself, considering how often he had tried to look in on her, it
didn't matter.

He
should have tried harder.

He
could have prevented this.

“We
will be in contact. You will have the full resources of the Academy
and the United Galactic Coalition Army. This must be contained,”
the Admiral said one last time.

He
nodded his head. As he stood up to salute, the Admiral ended the
call without a goodbye.

That
left him in silence. There was nothing to distract him save for the
constant, dull hum of the ship's engines.

Without hesitation, he strode over to the navigational panel
and checked his course.

Though
he could have sought out the locations of the Fifth and Twelfth
fleets, and navigated his ship to rendezvous with them, he
didn't.

As the
Admiral had already said, nobody knew where Nida's ship was.
Somehow, it had dropped out of sensor range. Which meant it had
already left the solar system, or that, indeed, the entity had some
way of hiding an entire vessel from the very sophisticated sensor
net of Earth.

Clutching a hand onto his chin as he tried to think this
problem through, it took a long time for Carson to decide what to
do next.

He
would head to Remus 12.

That
was the only strategy that made any sense. Yes, the Admiral had
ordered him to try to track down Nida’s ship, but she had also
extended his authority and essentially given him the power to
choose what he would do next.

And
this was what he would do.

He
would return to that planet, he would find his scanner, and he
would finally ascertain exactly what had happened to Cadet Nida
Harper all those days ago.

Though
it was good to have a plan, this time it offered him no resolve.
Because this time he truly understood there was no room for
failure, and worse than that, he could not afford to waste even a
nanosecond of his time.

With
Nida in a stolen ship infected by god knows what, the United
Galactic Coalition was relying on him.

With
that heavy thought, he briefly closed his eyes and then sat down
roughly in his seat.

He
waited.

But
this time he did not fall asleep.

He sat
there and he thought and he planned and he pleaded with the
universe for things to turn out right.

 



Chapter
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
kept falling in and out of consciousness. But it didn't seem to
matter. The presence in her mind commanded the ship, and there was
little Nida could do but simply sit there and watch.

Yet as
time passed, slowly her attention returned to her. In scraps at
first, and it was hard won, but eventually she could string
together enough concentration to really consider what had just
happened to her.

She
had broken out of the Academy hospital, stolen this vessel, and was
now travelling at many times light speed, back to a planet she had
only visited once but now called home.

The
more Nida pondered those facts, the more they scared
her.

Who
knew what forces were after her, and far more chillingly, who knew
what the presence in her mind had really done to everyone at the
Academy. Yet whenever she questioned that fact, the presence always
reassured her that nobody had been hurt.

But
the fact was she had left the Academy and Earth far behind her
now.

She
was on her own in this tiny cruiser.

Nida
had very rarely travelled in spaceships. She'd certainly been in
her fair share of hover transports over the years, but she had
never had cause to embark on interstellar travel. In fact, her
recent mission to Remus 12 was the furthest she'd ever been from
Earth.

Yet
now, as she stared at the view screen before her and the black
depths of space streaked with the lines and speckles of stars, she
felt as if she had seen this exact sight millions of times
before.

It was
such an alien sensation that it did not take her long to realise it
was not hers.

It
belonged to the presence in her mind.

Home.
All it wanted was to get home.

That
one word seemed to calm her more than anything else could, because
it focused the presence in her mind. And when the presence was
focused, its influence on Nida lessened.

She
tried to talk to it, but there was little it would say beyond the
fact they were returning home. Yet occasionally, and quite
frighteningly, it would point out that if they did not return fast
enough, they would become corrupted.

At the
word corrupted, she would always see the same visions flash before
her eyes. Walking through the halls of the Academy, destroying the
building as she passed. Or standing on the surface of Remus 12 and
watching the entire planet break up into dust and stone, and swirl
around her in a vortex of destruction.

That
was what the entity meant by corrupted.

And it
scared Nida senseless.

As
time wound on, and the days ticked by, slowly she learnt more about
the entity.

It
seemed it could only speak certain words, and when it tried to
convey other information, it did so with half remembered dreams and
contorted imagery.

So, in
a fugue of dreams, visions, and sleepy hours spent staring at the
view screen, time wound on.

As it
did, she truly awakened as her natural faculties returned to her,
until the sharpness of her attention and focus rivalled that which
it had once been.

Yet
with her intelligence and focus came a fear far more exquisite then
she had experienced before. Now she had the faculties to understand
exactly what was happening to her, it crippled her.

All
she could do was sit there and stare at the view screen and wait,
wait for the ship to reach Remus 12.

She
had to get there. She had to return the entity to the
statue.

She
had to do it before they became corrupted.

Occasionally Nida tried talking to herself, or humming, or
listening to music, but nothing would distract her.

She
did try, however, to use the ship's communication functions to get
in contact with the Academy, or to scan all frequencies for any
news.

She
couldn't do it.

The
computer would block her out, and all too soon, she realised the
entity in her mind did not want her to make contact.

Because it could not be stopped.

If she
tried to reach the Academy, they would find out where she was. If
they found out where she was, they would stop her. They would
prevent Nida and the entity from returning to Remus 12.

Feeling far more trapped than she ever had in her life, Nida
somehow managed to soldier on.

As the
minutes ticked by into hours, she did not crumple her hands over
her eyes and burst into sorrowful tears.

She
simply sat there and she tried to think about what would happen
next.

After
she got to the planet. After she returned the entity to its
home.

. . . 

Then
what? Could she go back to the Academy?

Though
Nida had always been an optimistic and hopeful girl, she doubted
it.

In
fact, she could paint an almost perfect picture of what would
happen to her. She'd be remanded into custody, studied, and quite
possibly kept in a laboratory for the rest of her life.

Okay,
the Academy was a lot more ethical than that, but her future would
not be bright.

Trying
not to think of it, she distracted herself by reading the
navigational data displayed on the ship's primary console. It
charted a path through the various solar systems they were yet to
traverse on their way to Remus 12.

She
remembered from her time aboard the United Galactic Coalition heavy
cruiser Orion that Remus 12 was very close to the outer border of
the United Galactic Coalition. In fact, it was in an area that had
once seen very heavy activity by the Kore Empire.

While
the United Galactic Coalition was by far the most powerful group in
all of the galaxy, it still had adversaries. Though thankfully
there had been no open hostilities for years, occasionally there
were skirmishes, and areas like the solar system Remus 12 belonged
to, were not considered 100 percent safe.

Occasionally you could run across Kore scouting ships. Far
more frightful though, very occasionally you could run into the
Barbarians.

The
Barbarians were a tightly organised alliance of about 10 alien
races from the far rim of the Milky Way. Though they were a small
group, they were incredibly powerful.

While
the Kore were the primary threat to the United Galactic Coalition,
the Barbarians, in many ways, were far more dangerous. They had an
insatiable desire for technology, and would often engage in
industrial espionage, peaceful or violent, to glean the secrets of
new Coalition devices.

Worse
than that, the Barbarians were not above capturing passing
transports and survey vessels to kidnap the crew, steal the cargo,
and strip down the vessel for parts.

They
were vicious, underhanded, and desperate. By all means, a deadly
combination of traits. And when you factored in that the two main
races of the Barbarians were two of the most violent alien species
in all of the Milky Way, you would begin to understand how truly
and terrifyingly dangerous the Barbarians were.

Still,
when Nida had been aboard the Orion, she'd learnt there hadn't been
any Barbarian or Kore activity in this system for a very long
time.

She
held onto that fact now. Tightly. The last thing she could put up
with right now was another surprise.

“Come
on, come on, come on,” she said to herself, her quiet voice
nonetheless echoing through the small cockpit of the
ship.

Though
the ship barely had any amenities, and just enough to keep one
person alive, that fact alone did not bother her. She did not seem
to need much food; the blue light infesting her palm somehow kept
her energised.

Still,
incapable of distracting herself further, Nida pushed up from her
seat, and walked all of about a meter to the tiny receptacle that
manufactured food. She pressed several buttons, and soon got a glob
of grey substance known as a complete nutritional mass.

She
stood with her back pressed against one of the cramped walls as she
nibbled at the unappetizing food, picking at bits of the lump with
the tips of her fingers and considering them with little enthusiasm
before popping them in her mouth.

As she
stood there, the presence stirred, and for about the millionth time
it told her they were heading home.

Home.

That
one word lifted Nida's world, and suddenly the terrible food she
was eating tasted like the very ambrosia of the gods.

Her
levity would not last.

For
despite the entity's assurance, they would not get home.

 



Chapter
26

Carson
Blake

The
past several days had been hell. He'd paced this enormous and
lonely ship looking for answers. Searching his mind, searching the
computer's records, doing whatever he could to come up with a
strong, airtight plan. But the problem was, his memory could only
tell him so much, and computer files could tell him even
less.

Though
of course there were various mentions of peculiar entities over the
years, nothing like the thing that now resided in Nida.

At
least there were occasional mentions though, and Carson whiled away
the hours by poring over them, separating out each fact and
analysing it as if it held the secrets of the universe.

When
he wasn't accessing the computer's scant knowledge on strange
entities, he was using the gym. He ran, he lifted weights, and he
distracted himself by keeping fit.

It was
somewhere around the third day, when they entered an area bordering
the Remus system, that the computer alerted him to a glitch with
the scanners.

Frowning, he checked the readings on the panel in his
armrest.

Immediately he jumped to his feet. “Computer, upgrade defences
now,” he snapped.

“No
immediate threat has been detected,” the computer countered in a
dull, electronic tone.

“Upgrade defences now,” he snapped again.

The
computer did not question him this time; it simply set the ship on
a yellow alert. The usually bright light of the bridge glowed with
a yellow tinge, and a warning tone filtered through the room. He
could also hear the hum of the engines change as their output
increased.

“The
ship's defensive plating has been activated. Localised force fields
are in place, and inertia barriers have been generated.”

“Inertia barriers?” Carson questioned.

“This
ship is equipped with an experimental device designed to alter its
gravitational properties and exploit these to increase or decrease
inertia, affecting any incoming objects.”

He
blinked, impressed, then he returned to the ever-present task at
hand.

Swiping at the sweat collecting over his brow, he stared up at
the view screen.

And he
waited.

“No
enemy vessels have been detected, neither have the scanners picked
up any spatial deformities,” the computer explained to him
patiently.

“Just
keep the defences upgraded,” he snarled back.

“Yes,”
the computer responded.

He
could take the time to explain his logic to the computer, but it
wasn't necessary. It would only follow his orders, and though it
seemed to question him now, he could turn that function off with a
single command.

Taking
several stiff steps back, he whirled on his foot and walked across
to one of the sleek panels embedded in the wall. As he typed
something into it, he frowned at the readings that played across
the panel's small screen.

Though
the past several days had convinced Carson there was so much he
couldn't do, there were still certain things he had
mastered.

And
this was one of them.

Even
though the computer remained convinced there was nothing out there,
Carson knew better.

He'd
seen scanner malfunctions like this before, always in areas on the
rim of Coalition space.

He
knew what they meant, and it wasn't that the scanner array needed
recalibrating.

His
few years as a lieutenant and the commander of the Force had
brought him against the Barbarians before, and he knew what to look
for.

The
alignment of the scanners was off by 0.5 percent, enough for the
effects of the misalignment to be almost negligible. But that
wasn’t the only fact that now saw Carson rush over to a panel that
gave him direct access to the ship’s weapons.

No.
The scanners were picking up a greater concentration of particles
throughout the system. Worse than that, the readings from his
engine core indicated slight interference in the magnifying
coils.

All of
these three things combined reminded him of when the Barbarians had
snuck up on ships in the past.

So
right now, he acted with lightning speed to bring the Farsight’s
defences online.

As
soon as the weapons were charged and those new, nifty inertia
fields were in place, he allowed himself a single moment to
relax.

Then
he saw it.

Only
several kilometres off the bow of the Farsight, a ship
materialised. In a cascade of green particles that darted off the
emerging ship's hull, a long, sleek vessel came into
view.

Carson
doubled back, but almost immediately he commanded the computer to
lock weapons on the vessel.

“Prepare countermeasures for any incoming attack,” he spat,
“keep the plasma turrets charged.” He didn’t need to command the
computer to do those things; it was doing them anyway, it was part
of the defensive upgrade he’d ordered. But the sudden pressure of
the situation meant he had to do something.

The
long sleek vessel that had just materialised. was unlike any design
he’d ever seen. But that wasn’t much of a surprise, not when you
considered the Barbarians were involved.

They
hunted out new technologies voraciously. Though they were rarely
brash enough to penetrate deep into Coalitions space, they often
ran sorties to planets they could safely reach, obliterating
laboratories and research facilities, and stealing what they could.
Which often included the scientists themselves.

Of all
the United Galactic Coalition's enemies, the Barbarians were by far
the most fearsome, even if they were not technically the most
powerful. What they had was a desire, a never-ending drive to
capture whatever power they could, and that was what made them more
dangerous than any other race or empire.

Carson
had no doubt they were now after his ship. The Farsight was the
cutting edge of the Academy’s technology; it would represent an
incredible prize for the Barbarians.

As he
stood there, waiting for them to make the first move so he could
capitalise on it with the Farsight’s superior speed and weaponry,
his mind raced with the possibilities.

There
weren’t many technologies in existence in the Milky Way that could
hide an entire vessel from view. And the ones that did exist were
enormous, taking up half a planet.

Yet
the Barbarians had clearly managed to get their hands on some kind
of technology small enough and hardy enough to be used on a
spaceship.

That
fact alone was truly unnerving, but it gave way to a far more
worrying thought.

With
technology like that, the Barbarians could have infested multiple
solar systems, lying in wait with their hidden vessels until
something they wanted drifted on by.

Yes,
that’s probably what had happened here. That Barbarian vessel had
been hiding out in this system for god knows how long, waiting for
something juicy enough to fly past and into their trap.

But,
with luck he hardly deserved, Carson had seen through the trap
before he'd mindlessly wandered into it.

Suddenly the computed beeped, and it told him in its never
wavering tone that the ship was receiving a message.

A
visual message.

The
Barbarians were clearly trying to contact him.

“Go
ahead,” he commanded the computer. Seconds later the view of the
vessel was replaced with the snarling face of an alien.

A
Xerk, to be precise. One of the most militant, dangerous races in
all of the galaxy.

Carson
had fought them before, and he could point to more than a dozen old
injuries they had inflicted on him.

This
Xerk, as was characteristic for his race, had three large sunken
eyes that were the yellowed colour of jaundiced skin. Slit-like,
black pupils now focused wide as the alien stared at
him.

It was
not large. By rule, Xerks weren't. They were a little smaller than
your average human was, yet they had more strength, more agility,
and more speed than a human could ever wish to enjoy. And worse
than that, Xerks had no morals, no compunctions, no voice in their
head telling them to hold back. Their brutality went to a level
that was beyond description. Think of the very worst criminals and
despots of Earth’s history, and combine them into one snarling face
equipped with tusks for teeth and ragged, tendril-like brown locks
for hair.

That
was a Xerk. They never blinked, they never slept, and they never
stopped hunting you.

Well
right now this one smiled, the fat, purplish flaps of skin that
accounted for its lips drawing over its tusks with a slobbery, wet
slap. “Downgrade your defences.”

That
was all it said.

Carson
didn’t even bother to answer. Instead, he crossed his arms and
stared at the alien.

“We
have your vessel in our sights. We will destroy it. Downgrade your
defences.”

“And I
have you in my sights,” Carson snarled, “you may be equipped with
some kind of invisibility technology, but this ship is still faster
and more powerful.” As Carson spoke, he let his lips spread thin
over his clenched teeth. Though the move was not nearly as
disgusting as the Xerk’s had been, he hoped it was equally as
intimidating.

“This
vessel is equipped with weapons you cannot detect,” the alien
continued, never blinking as it locked Carson in the gaze of its
jaundice-coloured eyes.

“Bullshit,” Carson answered simply.

The
Xerk laughed, and it was a truly horrible sound. It was relayed
through Carson’s speakers, and it echoed through the bridge with
startling clarity, as if the alien stood right behind
him.

Still,
Carson did not twitch. He simply stared back into those terrible
yellow eyes. “This isn’t going to be a negotiation, and you aren't
going to manipulate me into downgrading my defences. You are
illegally trespassing in Coalitions space. This vessel belongs to
the United Galactic Coalition Army, and I am a lieutenant. You will
be dealt with under the current Coalition treaty outlining the
treatment of foreign hostile entities.”

The
Xerk’s horrible eyes grew wide until they appeared to be two round,
glistening yellow orbs of hatred, surrounded by a truly fearsome
face. “Lower your defences, human,” it spat, “and we won’t feed
your guts to our younglings.”

Carson
didn’t even blink. “Computer, lock port turrets on the Barbarian
vessel.”

The
alien snarled again, then slowly began to laugh.

Well,
Carson was going to cut that laugh short. Without an audible order,
he raised his hand in a specific position, and the computer knew
exactly what it meant.

Immediately the Farsight’s gun turrets burst into life, and
fired round after round at the Barbarian vessel.

For
the briefest, smallest fraction of a second, Carson worried that
the Xerk was telling the truth and that somehow its vessel really
did outgun and out manoeuvre the Farsight.

Yet in
a blazing moment of destruction as the Farsight’s shots ripped into
the Barbarian vessel, he realised it had been a ploy.

The
Xerk screamed at him, his insults lost in translation.

Carson
simply repeated his warning. “You will be dealt with under the
United Galactic Coalition treaty that outlines the treatment of
foreign hostile entities,” he stood back, typing something into the
panel next to him.

Instantly the view screen switched back from that close-up
view of the alien's face, and once again displayed the Barbarian
ship.

Though
it shot several volleys from its own guns towards the Farsight, the
inertia shields saw them slow down enough that the Farsight’s
computer could track and shoot them down with blasts from her own
turrets.

If or
when Carson got the chance, he would have to thank the Admiral from
the bottom of his heart for clearing such a stupendous vessel for
him.

But
just as he managed a smile, the computer blared a
warning.

“Another vessel is entering the system,” it said in its usual
bored tone.

“Who
does it belong to?” he snapped, sudden terror pulsing through his
veins at the thought the Barbarians could have back up.

While
the Farsight was indeed a powerful ship, if the Barbarians amassed
enough firepower against it, it too would fall.

“Galactic Coalition Academy,” the computer pointed out, “it is
a light cruiser registered under the number R5 912.”

“Academy?” he snapped. “What's an Academy light cruiser doing
out here?” he began.

He
stopped.

Realisation dawned on him, and it felt like an anchor had been
tied to his gut and sent sinking through the floor.

Nida.

Jesus
Christ, it was Nida.

“The
vessel is damaged,” the computer announced, answering a question
Carson hadn’t even had the time to think of.

When
Nida's vessel escaped Earth, the entity had somehow found a way to
shield the ship from the Earth’s sensor net. Yet now the Farsight’s
computers could clearly pick it up.

And
the reason why, was the enormous, trailing plume of smoke gushing
out of its port engine. Automatically the Farsight’s computer
narrowed in on it, and the picture on the view screen showed chunks
of blackened hull battered with gaping holes.

“Can
you detect any life signs? Can you detect any life signs?” Carson
shouted at the computer.

“Negative. Sensors cannot penetrate the hull. An unusual,
unknown energy source is blocking all attempts to scan,” the
computer replied.

Before
Carson could take a second to think, the embattled Barbarian
cruiser turned towards Nida’s ship.

“Intercept,” Carson barked, lunging forward and clapping his
hands on the panel as he stared with wide, focused eyes on the view
screen. “Disable the Barbarian vessel's guns. Now,” he
croaked.

Then,
in a flash, he caught up to the situation, or at least his
instincts did. Though he’d only been a lieutenant for a handful of
years, in that time he'd seen more than his fair share of combat.
And though he always relied on his training and knowledge,
instincts, more often than not, were the single factor that kept
him alive.

And
now they roared in his mind that, once again, he was wandering into
a trap.

Nida’s
vessel was damaged, but what in the hell had damaged it?

In a
flash, he understood there was another Barbarian ship.

“Pull
back,” he screamed at the computer, “increase the inertia field.”
He had no idea whether he could do this, but right now, he was
desperate.

Then,
in a flash, he saw it.

Another Barbarian vessel materialising right on the other side
of his ship, blocking him off from Nida’s badly damaged
cruiser.

“Countermeasures,” Carson had time to spit before both
Barbarian vessels opened fire on him.

The
Farsight was squeezed between both ships like the fillings in the
centre of a sandwich.

His
ship’s engines now powered up, shaking through the floor, and
causing him to wobble where he stood.

The
view on the main screen now showed flash after flash as both
Barbarian vessels shot everything they had at the
Farsight.

The
ship shook, but so far, the inertia field was holding, and the
computer was shooting each charge out of space before it could
impact with the hull.

It
couldn’t last though.

He
either had seconds or minutes, but that was all.

As the
floor below him began to shudder even more, he pressed something on
his wristwatch, and his boots magnetised to the hull, helping him
keep steady as he ran for one of the panels.

His
fingers darting across it, he tried to use what power he could draw
from other systems to scan for Nida’s ship.

“Come
on,” he choked, briefly glancing up at the view screen to see those
two ships circling him, biding their time, firing, and waiting for
his countermeasures to fail.

“Come
on,” he screamed louder.

He
couldn’t find her. The Farsight scanners simply couldn’t detect
Nida’s ship any more. Whether that meant the vessel had blown up,
succumbing to its irreparable damage, he didn’t know.

But in
a flash of fright as the ship lurched violently to the side, he
realised that his vessel would be next.

“Damage detected,” the computer said, still in its bored
electronic tone. It did not speak louder, and its voice did not
register even a single note of terror. It just listed the damage
sustained to the Farsight as if it were reading nothing more
interesting than a maintenance log.

Right.

It was
time to prepare for an incursion.

Battle.

He
knew enough about the Barbarians to know they would not shoot a
ship as sophisticated as the Farsight out of space. They’d simply
board her, remove him, and take the vessel.

“Computer, prepare for an incursion. Release an armour unit,”
Carson spat as he took several steps into the centre of the
room.

“Armour unit released,” the computer noted.

He
whirled on his foot to watch as the small arms locker in the wall
unlocked, and the door disappeared into the wall, revealing rows of
neatly stacked red and yellow boxes.

He
lurched over to it, grabbing up one of the red boxes and opening
it.

Inside
were two heavy gauntlet-style gloves. Without hesitation, he
crammed them onto his hands. Then he slammed the palms together and
watched in silence as metal plating shot out from the gloves,
zooming up his arms, over his back, down his body, and finally over
his head. The plates clicked into place, and once the full-bodied
armour had formed, a zap of electricity passed over it, sealing any
cracks or holes.

This
wasn’t the first time Carson had used an armour unit, and it
wouldn’t be the last. Battle was part of his job.

He
preferred, however, to use the specially crafted, uniquely designed
armour sets the United Galactic Coalition heavy cruisers usually
outfitted their security teams with. While the Farsight could
manufacture one, Carson simply didn’t have the time. A fact he
suddenly rued. He had wasted three perfectly good days where he
could have taken his specifications, and spent hours perfecting a
strong, snug-fitting set of the most powerful armour the United
Galactic Coalition could manufacture.

But
god dammit, he hadn’t for a second thought he would run into the
Barbarians. And though he had considered the possibility of coming
across Nida and the entity, he'd quickly realised that no matter
what level of armour he was wearing, it wouldn’t matter. If the
entity could hack sophisticated systems like the entire Academy
computer, then the on-board processor of all Coalition armour would
be an easy target.

Now he
had several precious seconds to rue his decision.

Pulling a yellow box towards him, he opened it, and quickly
turned it inside out. Then he selected the correct code, and stood
back as the box morphed into a gun.

A
hefty, heavy-duty plasma rifle that should be able to do more than
a little damage to the Barbarians.

Then
Carson stopped, briefly, to turn over his shoulder and stare at the
view screen.

As he
did, he swore he saw an enormous torpedo heading straight for the
Farsight.

He
locked his magnetic boots onto the floor just before the entire
ship shuddered violently to the side.

Gritting his teeth, he swore through them, then he
waited.

The
computer ran through its damage report, and Carson grimaced at how
many systems were down.

He’d
hardly had this ship for three and a half days, and he’d already
broken it. The Admiral would kill him. In fact, she would probably
kill him twice, because not only would he lose the Farsight, he had
already lost Nida.

. . . . 

Nida.

That
thought was far too uncomfortable to process, so he pushed it from
his mind.

“Come
on,” he said under his breath just as the computer warned him that
all countermeasures were spent.

He
half closed his eyes, latching a hand onto the wall just as the
Farsight lurched so violently several armoury boxes fell from the
cupboard, onto the floor, and scattered in every
direction.

Then
he heard it—that very specific sound that told you a Coalition ship
was being boarded.

He’d
heard it before, and it always had the exact same effect on
him.

It
froze him and moved him at exactly the same time. It stilled the
emotional side of his mind, and forced his instinctual half into
action.

Carson
threw himself forward, locking the rifle against his shoulder and
ducking his head close to its sight.

“Come
on, you bastards,” he hissed, his voice coming out in a modulated
drone, altered by the mic of his armour.

With
another terrible shudder and one last warning from the computer, he
realised the Barbarians had boarded.

He had
no idea how many there would be, but he knew there was only one of
him. So he could bet the odds were not on his side.

Flinging himself forward, he commanded the computer to
lockdown all systems under a class VIII encryption code that could
only be unblocked by him. Then he made it to the bridge doors and
sealed them.

Though
he’d once thought this ship was big, it now seemed as small as a
prison cell.

He
could hear boots, and he fancied he could even smell that distinct
scent of Barbarian mercenaries. Unwashed bodies, dried blood, and
pure, distilled hatred.

He did
not stay in the corridor long; instead, he ducked into the main
quarters. His stuff was still all over the floor and bed. A pair of
standard, regulation grey nightclothes, several data pads he’d
manufactured, and a pile of dirty dishes from the
galley.

As
silently as he could, he took up position beside the bed, ducking
down low behind the girth of the mattress and grabbing a feather
pillow as he did. With a good aim, he threw it until it struck the
door and bumped off onto the floor.

Feather pillows were hardly standard in the Academy; he’d
manufactured one on board. He hated sleeping with those ergonomic
foam ones, and far preferred something that he could mould under
his neck. And right now his particular proclivities were about to
come in handy.

As he
hunkered down and waited, he heard the sounds of the incursion. The
running feet, the small explosions, the screams, and the continual
warnings of the computer.

But
none of it could trump how loudly his heart beat in his ears. It
thumped and drummed and pounded like an entire army of warriors
hammering against his skull and chest.

He
ignored it though. He drew on his years of training and dived
further and further into his instincts until he practically shut
down the analytical, objective side of his mind.

Now he
was nothing more than a set of ears, eyes, nostrils, and
hands.

Seconds later the door to his quarters opened.

Immediately Carson shot the feather pillow, and the hot,
blinding white bullet from his gun burst the outer casing of the
pillow and set the feathers alight, causing them to rush up in a
shouldering, and thankfully distracting, cloud.

Without waiting, Carson rolled to the side, firing again, and
he was gratified to hear the heavy thump of a body.

Yet
before he could cheer, there was a clink, clink, and he looked down
to see a stun grenade roll into the room.

He
shot it.

With
barely a nanosecond to spare.

If it
had been anybody else, maybe they wouldn’t have managed to do it,
but Carson had spent an unknown number of hours practising his
combat skills, and that included taking impossible
shots.

Capitalising on the surprise, he dropped to his knees, rolling
again, finally coming into line with the open door. As he punched
to his feet, he ran through it, blasting away with his gun in a
wide, wild arc.

He
heard another thump, then a growl right beside his ear.

A
Barbarian mercenary jumped towards him, pulling an enormous
electrified knife from the sheath on his side.

Carson
just had enough time to double back, then the blade came slicing
towards him.

Though
the armour he was currently wearing was good, a few strikes from
that electrified blade, and he would feel it.

He'd
also likely lose a limb.

The
mercenary growled at him again, and even through his armour, Carson
could smell the stench of the creature's breath. It didn’t just
remind him of rotting meat; it had a foul, curdled-milk edge to it
that made his stomach turn.

Doubling back again as the mercenary swiped for Carson’s head,
he tried to get off a shot, but the mercenary was too close and the
barrel of Carson’s gun was too long.

Though
he could turn and run back into his quarters, Carson didn’t want to
be pinned down. He had one advantage: surprise.

There
was another soft clink, clink, and in his peripheral vision, he saw
another grenade tumble across the floor towards him.

The
Barbarians were not a particularly caring bunch, and loyalty was
not something they lived by. If one Barbarian could benefit by the
sacrifice of another, then the sacrifice was made.

Reacting immediately, Carson shot at the grenade, but as he
did so he gave the mercenary with the electrified blade an
opportunity to strike, and strike he did. The man was not a Xerk.
He was from a race called the Mascar, and he was enormous. Easily
two-and-a-half-meters tall, he towered above Carson. Concentrated
within the creature's enormous barrel-shaped chest and
tree-trunk-like arms was astounding strength. Well, right now the
alien used it to slash the electro blade as hard as it could into
Carson’s arm.

Carson
was forced to his knees as pain shot through his shoulder and deep,
deep into his chest.

He
screamed out, but that did not stop him from jerking forward and
clutching both his hands around the hilt of the blade.

His
gun clattered to the floor, bouncing off his knee and onto his
boot.

With a
terrifying, blood-curdling scream, the alien managed to rip the
sword from Carson’s grip.

Then
he brought it down towards Carson's neck.

Immediately Carson reacted. He flung himself forward and into
the Mascar’s chest. He thrust forward with all the power his armour
could give him, and it was enough to throw the alien off-balance.
Then Carson dug his feet into the ground, pushed back, and flipped.
His hands landed, one onto the ground and one over his gun, and as
he flipped back onto his feet, he brought the gun up and
shot.

The
bullet landed dead centre and flung the mercenary against the
wall.

Turning just as another two mercenaries rounded the corridor,
Carson backed away, shooting as he did.

He was
running out of time.

He had
no idea how many Barbarians there were, but he could guess he
hadn’t even dented their numbers.

With
that horrifying fact dawning on him like the coldest of winter
days, he shuddered.

They
would find a way to kill him, and if they were feeling particularly
generous, they would simply take him into captivity and sell him as
a slave to the Kore Empire.

It
would be a sorry way for the leader of the Force to go.

As all
of these thoughts flashed through his mind, another followed
them.

He
would never find out what had happened to Nida.

Not
only had her ship been destroyed, and her body likely obliterated
by the explosion, he was about to join her.

Ducking and weaving and shooting, he managed to dispatch those
two mercenaries, but again he heard more powering down the
corridor.

He
backed off towards his room, ready for his final stand.

It
wouldn’t come.

At
least not today.

 



Chapter
27

Cadet
Nida Harper

They
had attacked her ship.

Out of
nowhere, a vessel had materialised. by the side of her cruiser, and
had started firing.

The
presence in her mind had taken sudden and immediate control of her
body, sending pulses of blue light into the panel of the cruiser,
but it had been too late.

The
enemy ship had already disabled every system and had overloaded the
engines. There was a gaping hole in the side of the ship, which
Nida was only protected from by the enclosed and sealed
cockpit.

Without the time to question or worry, the entity controlling
her had screamed.

An
incredible, unbelievably powerful, sorrow-filled scream that had
vibrated through every single centimetre of Nida, filling her with
the most agonising panic she would ever experience.

Then,
just before the enemy ship had finished them off, it
dematerialised.

Nida
blinked in surprise as the image of it simply disappeared on her
crackling, badly fractured view screen.

Then
more blue light had escaped her palms, travelling deep into the
arcing console before her. Without a command, or at least a verbal
one from her, the ship turned and continued along its original
heading.

Even
though the engines were badly damaged, the blue light pouring from
her hand seemed to sustain them, and they travelled on.

Until
they reached another system, and found another of those terrible
ships.

In a
series of incredible events, she watched the ship that had attacked
her materialise and go after an experimental vessel she quickly
realised belonged to the Galactic Coalition Academy.

The
United Galactic Coalition ship had no chance, and after a dizzying
attack from the two enemy ships, its gun turrets failed.

She
watched, unable to do anything, as the two enemy ships squeezed in
on the United Galactic Coalition vessel.

Though
she was quite new to space travel, even Nida could recognise the
ships were preparing to board.

Just
before she could scream in terror, something happened to her own
ship.

With a
commanding beep, the computer told her the cockpit was about to
lose integrity.

Time
seemed to slow down, and she had a few precious seconds to realise
what would happen.

Then
it happened.

The
side of the ship just blew open, and everything inside was pulled
into space, including her.

At
first, she tried to fight it.

Then
she couldn’t.

. . . .

She
waited for the vacuum of space to pull her inside out, but it
didn’t.

She
was alive.

Dear
god, somehow she was alive.

With a
glance down at her body, she now realised it was pulsing with the
blue glow of the entity.

She
shifted her arms around, she stared at her fingers, then she looked
out at space.

She
was in space.

She
was not wearing a spacesuit, she was encased in nothing but that
light. Yet somehow, it kept her safe from the vacuum and
cold.

But
she could not stay here forever; she instinctively knew
that.

She
did not know what she could do though.

Her
hands, however, appeared to have information she didn’t, and she
soon found herself turning, angling her body until she clasped hold
of the side of her broken ship. She pulled herself into it,
grabbing onto the seat and muscling her body down until she sat.
Then she grabbed the harness from the side and locked herself in
position.

The
blue light pulsed from her, absolutely surging as it shot down from
her hands and into every single centimetre of the ship.

She
had no idea what it was doing, but within seconds what remained of
the engines began to pulse, and the broken panel before her blinked
back into life.

The
ship began to move. Slowly, but it still moved. Towards the
embattled Coalition cruiser.

Within
minutes she reached it, and as she approached, her body shuddered
as blue light shot from her and out into space, coalescing against
the side of the United Galactic Coalition cruiser.

She
felt cold. Dreadfully, awfully cold. It felt as though her blood
had been replaced by liquid nitrogen.

Whimpering as she closed her arms around herself, drawing her
body in as far as it would go, she waited.

The
completely broken cruiser she was in inched closer and closer to
the embattled Coalition ship, and then, just before it arrived,
something incredible happened.

The
hangar bay doors at the back of the vessel opened.

Then
the blue light returned to her, snapping back into her body and
bringing with it that comforting presence and reassuring
heat.

Nida
was thrown back against her chair by the power of it, and when she
forced her eyes open, she realised her broken ship was angling
towards the open hangar bay doors. Within 40 seconds, it was
inside. Then, briefly, a surge of blue energy left her, and seconds
later, the hangar bay doors closed.

Then
Nida slumped. Her body fell limp against the harness holding her,
and it took an enormous amount of energy to draw up her hand and
unclasp the harness.

She
fell forward, slamming against the console, falling off it, and
thumping onto the ground.

Just
as she tried to get her breath back, she turned to see
something.

Something truly terrible.

Barbarians.

Xerks
and Mascars. They streamed in from the door on the opposite side of
the room. Their faces drew slack and they hesitated for a
moment.

She
understood why they paused.

She
had just boarded this vessel in a half broken ship.

Oh,
and she was glowing blue.

Their
moment of hesitation ended, and they drew their weapons and
fired.

Once
again, the bullets never reached her. They slowed down as they
neared, and the closer they got, the more they bent, until they
were pulled into a twisting vortex around her body.

She
heard screams and surprised shouts, but they didn’t
last.

Nida
stood.

Then
she walked forward. She pointed a hand to the roof.

She
didn’t know what she was doing, but the entity within her
did.

Every
Barbarian in the room lifted off the floor, their bodies floating
no matter how heavy they were or how much armour they
wore.

She
had a moment to register some of their expressions, then their
bodies shot towards the ceiling of the hangar bay. She heard
several resounding, bone-crunching thumps, and she walked
on.

She
tried to scream, but she couldn't control her throat.

She
reached the door that led to the rest of the ship, and it opened
before her.

Though
her movements were more coordinated this time, every step was still
heavy and unsure, as if somebody had attached ropes to her limbs
and tugged her forward without reprieve.

When
she reached the corridor, she saw more Barbarians.

They
fired at her, one even released a grenade, but it didn’t matter;
the bullets simply swirled around her, and the grenade warped,
crumpling in on itself

Then
she did it again. She took a single step forward, raised a pointed
finger at the ceiling, and watched in silent horror as every single
Barbarian in the corridor floated slowly off the ground then sped
up and slammed against the ceiling.

She
walked underneath them, aware that several spatters of blood rained
down on her shoulders and hair.

As she
took another step, she turned to her side and saw that the airlock
several meters away was open, leading onto another ship.

Through it, a group of Barbarians ran, but they did not get
very far. With a click of her fingers they were slammed against the
wall, pinned thereby an invisible force that squeezed them closer
and closer to the metal until they started to scream.

She
walked towards the open airlock, every footstep heavy. She reached
it. She took a step into the other ship. She dealt with any
Barbarians that came streaming towards her, then she slowly knelt
down, planting both palms onto the floor. A shot of blue energy
released from her hands, snaking across the metal, up the walls,
and into the ceiling. She waited there several seconds, suddenly
seeing flashes of the rest of the Barbarian ship. The engine room,
the galley, the quarters, the prison, everything. Then the entity
appeared to find its mark, and plunged deep into the engine core.
Seconds later a red alert klaxon blurred, and a computer voice
warned that the ship was undergoing a catastrophic systems
failure.

Nida
rose to her feet and walked backwards out of the airlock. Then she
closed it. She turned, and she continued walking through the
corridors. Soon enough she found yet another open airlock on the
opposite side of the ship, and she repeated the same procedure. She
dealt with Barbarians, then dealt with their ship, finally closing
the airlock after herself.

While
her body kept moving forward and the power kept surging through it,
Nida herself was beyond terrified.

She
wanted to close her eyes to block out the gruesome sights, and shut
off her ears to the horrifying screams, but she
couldn’t.

Instead, she was forced to watch and listen as the entity
dealt with every Barbarian it could find.

Finally, she pushed further into the United Galactic Coalition
cruiser.

She
came across one last group of mercenaries.

She
rounded the corner that appeared to lead to crew quarters, and she
saw them clustering forwards towards a black shape.

It
took her barely a second to recognise the distinctive colouring and
style of Coalition armour.

Then
she did it, one last time. She simply pointed to the ceiling, and
every single mercenary lifted into the air.

But it
wasn’t just the mercenaries—the man in the black armour did as
well.

Though
Nida had resigned herself to her total lack of power in this
situation, suddenly she screamed; suddenly she fought as hard as
she could against the entity.

“No,”
she commanded, “no, he's from the Academy, just like me.
No.”

The
mercenaries and the United Galactic Coalition soldier were still
suspended in the air, floating there as if gravity had lost all
hold of them.

Then
there was a snap.

They
slammed upwards against the ceiling and again she heard the crunch
of bone.

But
the man in the black armour did not.

He
simply floated there until slowly his body returned to the
ground.

She
stared down at him, and though she could not see his face, she knew
he stared up at her.

Then
she walked backwards, the entity turned her body, and she strode
along another corridor until she reached the door that led to the
bridge. She forced her hand out and against the locked door, and in
several seconds, it unlocked and opened.

With
one brief look around, she confirmed it was the one room in all of
the ship that still lay untouched.

She
took several heavy steps in, then she heard it.

Somebody calling her name.

Her
real name.

“Nida,
Nida,” the man screamed.

Despite the entity’s control of her, she turned, and as she
did, the United Galactic Coalition soldier sprinted into the room.
Then he stopped, several meters from her, and rocked back on his
feet as if he didn’t dare get any closer.

“Nida?” he asked in a shaking voice.

She
could not recognise it, because it bore the same distinctive
electronic monotone of anybody who spoke through armour.

“It’s
me,” the man said.

Before
he could say his name, she knew who it was.

Carson
Blake.

Sure
enough, he reached a hand up, touched something on his wrist, and
his helmet opened revealing his face.

And
his shock.

His
intense, horrible shock.

She
knew what it was directed at.

Her.

What
she had done to the Barbarians.

Suddenly control returned to her body, and she clamped a hand
on her mouth. She lost all balance, crumpling to her knees, and she
wheezed in a breath as tears soaked her cheeks faster than they had
ever come in her entire life.

“Nida?” he asked one last time as he finally took a step
closer to her.

She
shook her head.

He
slowly brought a hand up. “It's okay,” he said in a falsely calm
tone. But the calm did not extend to his expression; his eyes were
wide, his mouth pulled tight over his teeth, his cheeks slack and
pale, sickly white.

She
shook her head again, over and over, not caring that she strained
her neck muscles.

What
had she just done?

Those
Barbarians . . . . She'd clicked her fingers or
pointed at the ceiling and
then . . . .

She
pushed her fingers even harder into her teeth, choking around
them.

“You're alive,” he pointed out disbelievingly. “You're alive,”
slowly the palpable shock lifted from his face and thankful
surprise replaced it. “How the hell did you survive?”

She
didn't answer. She couldn't.

Instead, she turned, stumbled over to the wall, rested her
back against it, and fell down to her knees. Then she crumpled her
arms forward, tucking her head down.

Silently she rocked back and forth.

“Nida,” he spoke her name so softly it seemed he'd forgotten
the terrible things she'd just done. “It's okay,” he took several
steps towards her.

She
shook her head yet again. “What did I do?”

“You
saved this ship,” he said in a firmer tone. “Now just wait there,”
she heard him turn and dart over to one of the consoles. “We need
to get the hell out of here.”

“Remus
12,” she found herself saying, the entity taking control of her
mouth as she did.

“Sorry?” Carson questioned.

“Remus
12,” she said in a far more forceful tone, “we need to go back. We
need to go home. Remus 12.”

An
almost electric silence spread between them, then she heard Carson
type something on a panel. “Okay,” he said simply.

That
single little word sent incredible relief rushing through her, and
she let out a whimper.

“Nida,
it's going to be okay,” Carson tried again. “What's happening to
you . . . ? We will figure it out.”

She
finally tipped her head back, looking at him. “I know what's
happening. We have to return home. Remus 12.”

He
regarded her with pale cheeks and a drawn, tired look to his gaze.
Then he nodded. “We are going there now. You
disabled . . . I mean the entity disabled those
Barbarian vessels. It looks like they will not be able to follow.
It even took out their communication relays, so they won't be able
to get off a message to any of their friends. I would send a
communication back to the Academy letting them know that the
Barbarians have violated our territory again, but there's something
wrong with our communication relay too.”

“It
has been disabled,” Nida pointed out plainly, her voice calm and
even.

Carson
turned back to her, a very careful look on his face as his gaze
darted all over her. “What?”

“You
must not contact anyone. No more interruptions. Remus
12.”

He
took a long moment to consider her, swallowed hard, then nodded.
“Don't you worry; we will get there.
But . . . just leave her alone,” he
managed.

Nida
knew whom he was talking to. The entity.

“We
can get you back there. I'll give you my word, but leave her
alone,” he said, now speaking through gritted teeth.

“We do
no harm. Remus 12,” Nida said again, the entity speaking through
her.

“Yes,”
was all Carson could manage. Though he turned back to the computer
panel before him to type other things into it, eventually he turned
and he faced her once more.

His
eyes were wide, and he appeared to be trying to take in every
single centimetre of her. “Are you still in there?” he asked
softly.

Though
the entity had intermittent control of her, she managed to nod.
“I'm fine,” she said in a tight whisper. “We just have to get,” she
began.

“To
Remus 12. We are on it. It'll be a couple of hours. Then we will be
there. Now I just have to . . . ,” he took some
time to turn around and survey the bridge, “find some way of fixing
the rest of the ship.”

“This
ship will make the distance,” Nida pointed out in a cold and
efficient tone, “we will keep it running. You must do nothing but
wait with us.”

Carson
opened his mouth, appearing ready to say something, but whatever it
was, it died on his lips.

Then
silence came.

Sick,
cloying silence that stretched between them and stifled the scene
like choking smoke from above.

Nida
was the one that broke it. She couldn't take it any more. The
stress, the horror. She tried to get up, but she couldn't. So
instead, she turned her sorrowful gaze on him. “I'm sorry,” she
croaked. “I didn't mean to. I couldn't control myself.”

He
looked up at her sharply, and somehow, despite what she'd done,
there was no blame in his eyes. Just concern. Incredible, powerful
concern. “Nobody will blame you,” he said slowly.

“It
just needs to return home,” Nida said as she finally unhooked her
arms from around her knees and stared at her hands. They were still
bright blue, and if she concentrated, she could see those flashes
of energy pull up from her skin only to sink further down into her
palm and fingers like worms rising up from the earth only to
wriggle back down again.

“Why?”
Carson asked. “Why do you need to return home?”

“Because if we do not, we will become corrupted,” Nida
answered. Her voice was half her own and half the entity's. Half
completely shocked and half completely sure of itself. Suffice to
say, her tone shook up and down and her voice rattled in her
chest.

But
that did not stop Carson from understanding her words apparently,
because his eyes drew wide. “Corrupted? What does that
mean?”

“We
are not from this place. We are from beyond. We must return to our
home. If we stay here, we corrupt.” Nida still sat with her back
pressed up against the wall, and she was thankful for the
reassurance it gave her.

“But
what does corrupted mean?” Carson pressed again.

“Broken, changed, contorted, twisted, corrupted,” Nida
said.

It was
clear Carson couldn't understand, because he simply shook his head,
finally pressing too grimy fingers to his brow and sticking his
fingernails into the skin. He was clearly stressed, tired, and from
the way he held his left shoulder, it appeared he was injured too.
“Please, try and help me to understand. I'll do whatever you need
me to, but I need to understand. How do you mean you will be
corrupted? What will happen to you?”

“Do
not ask what will happen to us, ask what will happen to you,” Nida
found herself saying. The entity had full control of her voice now,
and the calm it used to speak its words made them all the
creepier.

Carson
dropped his hands from his head, no longer massaging his brow, and
instead staring at Nida with a clearly worried expression.
“Sorry?”

“We
will break your space. We do not belong here. If we remain, we
become corrupted, and we corrupt everything around us, twisting it
towards us, changing it,” Nida explained.

Carson
stood a lot straighter, and the look in his eye became almost
terrifyingly attentive. “You mean that was what was happening to
Nida on Earth? That's why those TI objects were being attracted to
her?”

“Yes.
Our presence within her distorts her implant, causing what you call
TI objects to pull toward her. But this effect will eventually
extend to all others. We cannot control this. We do not belong
here. We must get home. Remus 12,” Nida added again
needlessly.

Carson
nodded, but it was clear that what he really wanted to do was shake
his head and shout about how damn insane this was. “And once we get
to the planet, you will . . . leave?” He stared
at Nida, but it also appeared as if he was trying to look through
her, quite possibly at the entity.

“Once
we reach our home, we will leave,” Nida confirmed.

Carson
looked ready to sigh, but just as he began to, he pressed his lips
tightly closed. “And Nida? Will you leave her alive? Will she be
okay?” His tone was pressured, quick, and sharp.

“There
will be no damage,” Nida noted in the calm voice of the entity,
“but the longer we remain, the longer we corrupt. We must return
home soon.”

Carson
nodded, and finally he sighed. “Well, all you have to do is hold on
for several hours. Can you do that? Or are you going to
start . . . corrupting the rest of the ship?
Are the panels going to be ripped from the walls and sent flying
towards you?”

Nida
shook her head. “We can control ourselves. The closer we return to
Remus 12, the easier it will become.”

Carson
actually closed his eyes, planted a hand over them, and took
several enormous, deep breaths. “That is the first piece of good
news I have heard today. Right, we'll just ride this out. Nida,
we'll get there soon. Don't worry,” he added quickly.

“I'm
not worried,” she said in her own voice.

Carson
dropped his hand and blinked an eye open. “Really?” There was an
incredulous note to his voice.

“I'm
completely freaking out,” she clarified.

He
gave the briefest, smallest of half smiles. “So am I. But it will
all be over soon,” he promised.

That
promise was like a warm hug, something to centre her, something to
calm her, and god knows she needed that right now.

Then
she remembered something very, very important. “Earth, the Academy,
is everybody okay? What did I do?”

Carson
put a hand up to stop her. “Everybody is fine. Nobody was hurt.
You . . . the entity, managed to exploit the
Endgame Manoeuvre. Basically, it infiltrated the entire Academy
secure computer network, pumped the thing full of power, and
transported every single person off Academy grounds, giving you the
opportunity you needed to escape. Nobody got hurt,” he
repeated.

Slowly
Nida let her mouth drop open. “Endgame Manoeuvre? I did
that?”

“No,
the entity did,” he said pointedly. “Nobody is going to blame you
for anything,” he added.

She
wanted to believe that, but she didn't know if she could. Carson
seemed to be ready to trust in her and to believe in her, but she
wasn't so sure the Admiralty would agree.

Still,
perhaps now wasn't the time to worry about that. Her attention had
to be focused on one thing: returning the entity to Remus12.
Everything else could wait.

Or
perhaps it couldn't. She jumped to her feet. “The Barbarians, god,
what did I do to them? Are they okay?”

Carson
looked at her very carefully. “They aren't going to bother us,” he
said diplomatically.

She
pushed her head to the side as she stared at him askance. “You mean
they all retreated back to their ships?” she asked
naïvely.

“No,”
he said simply. “You dealt with the threat,” he added
opaquely.

She
started to feel sick, very sick. “Where are they?” She turned to
head off the bridge.

Carson
took several steps towards her, and went to reach out a hand to
grab her arm, but stopped. Instead, he strode around her, planting
himself firmly between her and the bridge door. “The threat has
been dealt with. The Barbarians are vicious, vicious enemies. They
were going to take this ship and kill the both of us. The entity
dealt with them,” he said simply. “Nobody will blame you,” he
added.

She
receded, staring at that very careful look in his eyes. “I killed
them,” she whispered harshly.

He
didn't move a muscle and neither did he say anything.

“I
killed them,” she repeated. “Jesus Christ, I killed
them.”

“Nida,
if the entity had not intervened, this ship would have been stolen
by the Barbarians, and both you and I would either be dead or on
our way to be sold into slavery. And I really don't want to go into
how horrible the life of a Barbarian slave would be. The problem
was dealt with. You didn't attack their ship; they attacked ours.
They started this. They were not willing to compromise. The entity
dealt with it. That's the end of the story.”

She
shook her head.

God,
it felt like the only thing she could do. It felt like simply by
shaking her head she could make everything go away.

But
she couldn't.

She
couldn't deny the reality.

She
had killed the Barbarian attackers that had boarded this ship, she
had severely disabled the two Barbarian vessels, and god knows
whether she had left them life support.

“Nida,
don't be so naïve,” Carson said through clenched teeth, “you are in
the Academy. When you graduate,” he said, hesitating on the word
when as if he really wanted to say if, “you will become a full
member of the United Galactic Coalition Army. You will devote your
life to protecting those of others. And that comes with a price.
You don't get to pretend to be nice any more. You don't get to hang
back when somebody else is in danger. You have to put your life on
the line, and sometimes your peace of mind, to do what has to be
done. If the Barbarians got hold of this vessel, it would equip
them with what they would need to complete far more devastating
attacks. And if they had got their hands on the entity,” he said in
a far quieter voice, “I can't even imagine what would have
happened.”

She
understood what he was trying to say, she really did, but it didn't
help. She couldn't get past the fact that she had murdered
people.

And
yes, she was a member of the Galactic Coalition Academy, and yes,
she knew that if she graduated, she would become a full soldier in
the United Galactic Coalition Army. But somehow, she had never put
the two together. Somehow, she had never really appreciated how
dangerous space travel could be, and how it could not only threaten
one's life, but one's moral integrity too.

She
felt so very sick that she found herself rocking backwards, and
then, without warning, collapsed to her knees.

Carson
rushed forward to help her, but he seemed too hesitant to actually
touch a hand to her shoulder and arm. Instead, he hovered beside
her, concern igniting in his gaze as he searched her own.
“Everything will be fine once we get to Remus 12. Nobody will blame
you,” he repeated.

She
tried to nod, but she couldn't. Instead, she swallowed hard. Her
hands were shaking, and so were her arms and legs, and no matter
what she did, she couldn't stop them.

“Everything will be fine,” he said one last time through
gritted teeth.

“I
dreamt this,” she suddenly said.

Carson
paused, his once determined expression faltering. “Sorry?” He was
still sitting on his haunches, a good half meter from her side.
Concern flashed through his gaze. “What do you mean?”

“Back
on Earth, I dreamt of this. I didn't understand at the time, but
now I see it was a warning,” she noted in a far-off
voice.

Though
she tried to focus on a patch of clean, white floor just past
Carson's left knee, she darted her gaze up to meet his.

He
looked . . . freaked out. But that didn't stop
him from inching a little closer. He still apparently didn't have
the gumption to touch her, but now he was right by her side. “What
did you dream of?”

“It
just started off as blue light. I would be standing on the surface
of Remus 12, and I'd look down to my left palm,
and . . . ,” she remembered how horrible the
dreams had been at the time, how hard she had tried to get that
blue light out of her hand. But now she was covered in it, and now
she had surrendered to what it was. But that didn't stop her from
remembering how terrifying the dreams had been. Taking several even
breaths to calm her voice down, she continued, “and then the dreams
started to change. Do you remember several nights ago when you came
to my room and I demanded you take me to the hospital?”

He
gave a low, bitter chuckle. “Yes,” he pointed out dryly. “I'm not
sure I will ever forget.”

“I
forced myself to go to the hospital because of what I dreamed, but
the docs just told me I was stressed,” she noted as she brought her
hands up and stared at her fingernails.

Finally, Carson touched her. He brought one of his own hands
out and covered hers, pushing them down lightly, cantering her
attention as he did. She looked into his eyes, and he looked back
into hers.

“What
did you dream of? It's okay; I'll believe you,” he added with a
light chuckle. “After what I've seen, I'll believe
anything.”

She
wasn't quite sure whether that was meant to be reassuring, yet she
couldn't help but smile.

Nor
could she help but feel calmer, and safer than she had
before.

Because she wasn't alone.

Whilst
the entity still remained in her mind, the sudden connection she
felt with Carson was completely different.

He
didn't blink once and neither did he drop his gaze; he simply
nodded at her to continue.

He
still had his hand on top of hers, and the warmth that translated
down his skin into hers was astoundingly pleasant. It gave her the
strength she needed to finish what she had started, “I dreamt I was
walking down the Academy halls, buckling the walls. Then people
would come up to try and stop me, and I would,” she wheezed, “I
would,” she couldn't say it.

“Kill
them?” he suggested softly.

She
choked, tears swelling in her eyes. But she managed to nod
nonetheless. “Yes. I would do to them what I did to the Barbarians.
Just point a finger at the ceiling, and they would go slamming into
it. I'd hear the crunch of bones, and blood would drop on my face
as I walked underneath them, and,” she choked again, more tears
streaming down her face. “I was terrified that it would really
happen. The dreams were so vivid. That's why I went to the
hospital. But nobody would believe me.”

“Hey,
I believe you now,” Carson took one of her hands in his and held it
firmly. He no longer appeared scared of the blue light darting over
her body. In fact, he didn't even glance at it; he only stared into
her gaze. “We're heading to Remus 12. We will solve this.
Together,” he added.

She
nodded.

“Now
there is something I have been dying to ask you for over a week,”
he began.

Her
stomach involuntarily twitched with nerves.

Not
the kind of terrifying, panic-filled nerves that had been assailing
her ever since she had left Earth, but a different kind
entirely.

She
fancied she even blushed, not that anybody would be able to tell
considering how blue and glowing her skin was.

“What
happened to you on Remus 12? How did you sustain those injuries?”
he finally asked.

Oh,
she felt like saying. That's it?

Instead, she nodded her head. “It took me a long time to
remember, but I do now. I found another set of stairs. When you and
Commander Sharpe sent me back to the compound, I was walking in the
dark, and I tripped down another set of stairs,” she admitted with
a cough.

Carson
gave a small smile.

His
lips pressed in, and his chin dimpled. It was categorically one of
the cutest, most charming moves she had ever seen.

“Shut
up,” she said under her breath, even though he hadn't said a
thing.

“You
fell down a set of stairs,” he prompted, serious this
time.

“Yes,”
she sighed. “That's where I lost your scanner. Anyway, it was
really dark, and I got turned around, and when I went to crawl up
what I thought was the right set of stairs, it led me somewhere
else. Into this room,” her voice tightened.

“What
was in the room?” Again, his gaze darted around, searching
hers.

“Nothing . . . except a statue. It was
holding a blue orb,” she managed.

She
watched as the skin around his eyes slackened. He had mesmerising
eyes. They were large and violet. They were the kind of eyes you
could happily stare into without ever getting bored.

“A
statue?” he prompted.

“I
walked over to it. I don't know. I felt like I was drawn towards
it. And then, before I knew what I was doing, I touched it. Some
kind of force erupted from it, I fell on my back,
and . . . ,” she couldn't say the
rest.

“Nida?
What happened next?”

She
finally withdrew her hands from his, and she tapped her chest. “The
light rushed inside me. And then I don't remember anything else.
Somehow, I got back up to the surface of the planet, and that's
where you and Sharpe found me. And
well . . . ,” she trailed off.

“I
know the rest,” he nodded. Then he sat back, finally falling from
his haunches, and landing onto is butt with a thump. He brought his
knees up in front of him, and loosely held them with his hands.
“Right,” he managed as he scratched his eyebrow distractedly. “I
probably shouldn't say this, but I'm going to say it anyway,
Academy recruits are taught fairly early on not to touch weird
looking glowing objects on alien planets.”

She
pressed her lips together, letting them crumple in. “Shut up. Plus,
I told you, I felt like I was being drawn towards it.”

He
smiled. “I know. I was playing with you.”

Despite the situation, she laughed.

It
felt strangely good. It felt that with just a little bit of humour
it could make all the desperation and panic and agony simply drift
away.

. . . .

It
couldn't, at least not really.

As she
sat there in silence, she felt cold, terrified, and
overcome.

“What
do you think will happen to me once we return to Earth?” she
finally asked in a falsely even tone.

Carson
didn't immediately answer.

She
looked up at him sharply.

“I'll
do what I can. Once the Admiral understands what happened, nobody
will blame you,” he tried.

“You
don't really know that, do you?” she asked perceptively. “It will
all depend on what they believe. And hey, let's face it; they're
probably going to lock me up on Jupiter Substation for at least a
couple of months as they run tests.”

He
winced, and he went to shake his head, but he stopped. “I’ll fight
for you,” he said. It was a simple enough statement, but it felt
like it was out of the blue.

She
ticked her head to the side, feeling awkward. She tried to push her
hair behind her ears, only to realise how oily it was.

Yuck.

She
was in desperate need of a good shower, a good sleep, and a good
eat. As if to confirm that, her stomach gave a rumble.

While
the entity appeared able to sustain her with its own energy,
perhaps the fight with the Barbarians had left it running on
empty.

Carson
heard her stomach rumble, and raised an eyebrow. “I take it you're
just hungry, and you don't actually have a bear in your stomach,”
he quipped.

It was
a bad joke, but it made her laugh. Possibly a little too much,
because once again, it felt incredibly good to laugh.

Carson
joined in, and when they petered out, he finished off with a
smile.

She
stared at that smile for entirely too long, until she finally asked
something she had wanted to for the past several weeks. “Why are
you helping me?”

He
looked momentarily taken aback, then he shook his head in
disbelief. “Because you have an incredibly powerful entity inside
you that must be returned to Remus 12 before it corrupts space
time,” he said very clearly as if she'd forgotten
everything.

She
shook her head. “That's not what I mean. Back on Earth, before
anybody really knew what was wrong with me, you were the only one
who seemed to . . . I don't know, care.
Why?”

It
appeared to be an uncomfortable question for him, and he receded a
little, dropping her gaze and staring at his hands instead. “I
don't know, really, I just . . . . You caught
my eye,” he tried.

She
really did blush this time, but once again, you would have required
a microscope to see it past her vibrant blue skin.

Her
expression changed though, and Carson clearly saw it. He put a hand
up. “Sorry, that didn't come out right. I mean to
say . . . . I don't know. You were just acting
so strangely. And I couldn't help but be intrigued by what happened
to you down on the planet. We found you lying in the dust with a
broken rib, a severe concussion, and a sprained ankle. And
everybody just seemed so content to believe you had fallen over.
How in the hell does anybody damage themselves that much by falling
over?” His voice became impassioned, and he gesticulated widely
with his hands, as if he was sharing some grievance that he'd been
holding onto for a very long time.

“I
once fell over when I was walking down the street as a child, and
broke my hip. And then, when I joined the Academy, in my first
year, I received two broken bones, four concussions, and an untold
number of abrasions. To be fair to everybody else on the mission,
they just knew me better than you did,” she admitted
quietly.

He
looked at her as if he didn't want to believe her, then gently
pressed his lips together. But his silence didn't last. “It still
didn't make any sense. My instinct told me that something else had
happened on Remus 12. So yeah, I kind
of . . . followed you around I guess. I wanted
to get the chance to talk to you, to ask what had really happened,
but then . . . other things started occurring,”
he admitted.

Nida
didn't need to ask him to clarify what those other things
were.

The
accidents with the TI objects.

Carson
looked cold, and even though he was wearing his armour, he brought
up his hands and tried to rub some warmth back into his shoulders.
Then he winced.

She
stared over at him, her gaze darting across the large dent in his
arm. “You are injured. You should fix yourself up,” she
commented.

“Yes,
I should,” Carson noted as he shrugged his shoulders, “but we've
still got three hours, and I kind of . . . want
to finish talking to you first,” he managed awkwardly.

Nida
had no idea why he was being so uncomfortable, and she wasn't sure
whether she should blush again. Instead, she settled on clearing
her throat. “What else do you need to know?”

“Nothing much. It just seems that I've been waiting for the
past two weeks for a chance to talk to you, and it feels damned
foolish to cut it short now.”

She
sat there in silence waiting for him to ask a question, but when he
didn't, she felt itchy and a little flushed. Scratching at her arms
and sighing, she turned around to check the consoles and panels of
the bridge. The ship seemed to be running itself, despite how
damaged it had become in the Barbarian fight.

Still,
it looked incredibly sophisticated. “What kind of ship is this?
I've never seen one before.”

“It's
an experimental vessel,” Carson said, his voice quick with
excitement. “It's incredible. If I hadn't been surprised by that
second Barbarian vessel, I would have been able to overcome the
both of them easily,” he added with a chuckle. Then he stopped.
“Which brings me to my next question: how exactly did you get from
your ship onto the Farsight?”

“Is
this ship called the Farsight?” she asked.

He
nodded.

She
paused. She searched for a way to explain what had happened to her
without it sounding . . . totally and utterly
impossible.

“Well?” he prompted.

“My
ship depressurised,” she finally blurted. “The cockpit ripped
open,” she admitted.

His
eyes drew wide. “Jesus Christ, how did you get out
alive?”

“Well . . . .”

“Did
you get into a spacesuit quick enough?”

She
shook her head.

“The
entity protected me. Somehow . . . space didn't
affect me. The cold, the vacuum—it didn't matter. The entity just
kind of, well, controlled the remnants of our vessel, and managed
to make it to the Farsight.” When she stopped, she looked carefully
at Carson to see whether he would burst into laughter.

He
didn't. Instead, he swallowed heavily. “I guess I shouldn't be
surprised. That thing can do incredible things, and this is just
another feat to add to its growing list of impossible abilities.
Wow, I'm sure every single scientist in the Milky Way would want to
get their hands on it to study that thing,” he added.

Nida
stiffened. She didn't do it on her own. And suddenly her eyes
narrowed. “We will return to Remus 12.”

Carson
immediately put his hand up. “It was just a comment. It was just a
comment. We are returning to Remus 12. You have my
word.”

Slowly
Nida relaxed.

She
even let a tight breath of air through her clenched
teeth.

Carson
whispered a “sorry” and winced at his mistake.

Then
silence descended between them again. She wondered whether he had
finished asking his questions, but he didn't appear ready to leave
her alone yet. He just sat there, occasionally running a hand down
his armour, then shooting her a surreptitious look when he thought
she wasn't watching.

In a
rush, she realised how lucky she was. If Carson hadn't showed so
much interest in her, things would have ended very differently,
wouldn't they? For one, she would have been killed by multiple
flying TI objects. For another, the Barbarians would likely have
destroyed her ship.

She
wanted to say something to him, but she didn't know how to frame
her statement without sounding sappy.

Carson
finally pushed to his feet, touching the slash in the side of his
armour as he did, his lips drawing into a thin frown. “Well, I
suppose I should probably do something about this before the next
surprise comes slamming our way.” He turned to walk
away.

She
punched to her feet.

He
stopped and looked at her slowly over his shoulder.

“Thank
you,” she blurted.

“For
what?” He shot her a curious smile.

“For
bothering me even when I told you not to,” she managed.

He
chuckled. “Are you trying to say thank you for saving your life
from the TI objects? Because if you are, you're not doing a
particularly good job.”

She
shuffled her feet, and when she looked up at him, he was still
staring at her unblinkingly. “Okay, fine, thank you for saving me.
If you hadn't showed so much . . . interest,
I'm sure I would be dead by now,” she choked over her
words.

He
took a step back, then he did something strange. He bowed. “You are
welcome. And I suppose I should return the thanks. If
you . . . ,” his voice shook on the word you.
“If the two of you hadn't boarded the Farsight when you had, I
would either be dead or a Barbarian slave. I think we're even. Now,
I really need to get this armour off and see to my damn
arm.”

“Do
you need some help?” She walked forward awkwardly, not because the
entity had control of her—it didn't—but
because . . . well, she simply felt
awkward.

Carson
considered her and appeared to pay special attention to the blue
glow encasing her skin, then he shrugged. “Okay.”

For a
brief moment, she wondered if anybody else would have done and said
the same thing in his position. She convinced herself they
wouldn't. The doctors and scientists back at the hospital had been
scared of the entity, and had been scared of her in the process.
But Carson . . . . He was different.

Yes,
Carson Blake was different.

He was
also injured, however, and she was going to do her best to help
him.

They
had several hours left until they reached Remus 12, and they would
need them.

Yet,
in that moment, she could not appreciate how much they would need
them. Waiting on Remus 12 was a terrible, terrible
surprise.

 



Chapter
28

Carson
Blake

Things
were working out far better than expected. When Admiral Lara Forest
had given him the seemingly impossible task of fixing everything,
he had imagined it would take herculean effort and ridiculous,
ridiculous good luck.

But it
hadn't. No, things just seemed to
be . . . working out. Nida had found him, and
the powerful entity residing within her had dispatched the
Barbarians with terrifying ease.

And
now they were all returning to Remus 12.

In
several hours, this whole sorry chapter would be over, and he could
return to the Academy with Nida at his side.

And
though she was sure she would get in trouble or be transported to
Jupiter substation for a lifetime of tests, he would be true to his
word, and he would fight for her. He would do everything he could
to convince the Admiral that she was not a problem.

Because she wasn't. Nida herself was not dangerous. She
was . . . well, nice, sweet, and yes, very
awkward, but underneath that remarkably practical.

He
couldn't imagine anybody else surviving what she had with such
resilience. There was an enormously powerful entity within her
body, sending her terrifying dreams and visions, and yet she was
still capable of smiling and functioning normally.

He
wanted to say that he was proud of her, but couldn't think of a way
to do so that didn't sound sappy and really, really
pathetic.

He
kept telling himself that he hardly knew her.

Okay,
so they'd gone through some particularly harrowing events together,
but still, he didn't even know her middle name, let alone how many
years she had left at the Academy. The majority of her life was
just a big question mark in his mind, and he longed for the
opportunity to find out as much about her as he could.

First,
they had to get to Remus 12 though. Everything else could
wait.

Well,
apart from his injury.

His
arm throbbed. It had been throbbing ever since the Barbarian had
attacked him, and it had only gotten worse whilst Carson had been
talking to Nida. But he hadn't dared interrupt the
conversation.

Because finally, finally he'd gotten the answers he'd been
looking for.

Her
dreams . . . . They now made sense.

And
the injuries she'd received on Remus 12, in fact, everything was
starting to fall into place.

Though
Carson wanted to head to engineering and the primary armoury locker
that was there, he didn't want to walk Nida through the rest of the
ship. He couldn't let her see the Barbarians.

He had
already confirmed with the computer that there were no life signs
other than himself and Nida, and as he'd rushed through the
corridors following her to the bridge, he'd seen what she had done.
No, he corrected himself, what the entity had done.

To put
it succinctly, it had been effective.

The
Barbarians had been neutralised.

That
was the only way he wanted to describe it, because if he delved
into the true facts, it would terrify him, and he really, really
didn't have the opportunity to be terrified right now. He had to
stay strong, at least for the next several hours.

So
instead of heading down to engineering, he simply walked over to
the armoury cupboard on the side of the bridge.

He
rooted around in it until he found a set of tools.

Then
he ran his hand over his damaged shoulder again.

Assessing it, he finally realised it was probably easier to
take the armour off, and brought up his wristwatch, typing
something into it.

Instantly the armour receded from his body and back into the
gloves it came from.

However, when it came to his injured shoulder, there was a
strange beep, a crackle, and that section of armour simply fell off
and tumbled to the floor.

“Well,
that answers that question,” he muttered under his
breath.

“What?” Nida asked from his side.

“Whether I had broken this armour or not. And the answer is
yes. This one is stuffed. Luckily enough,” he pointed to the open
armoury cupboard,” I have a supply to last me a
lifetime.”

Nida
leaned down beside him and picked up the broken section of armour.
Little tendrils of blue light escaped from her skin and played over
the surface of the cracked plating, as if they were exploring
it.

Now
completely distracted from his task, he stared at it, and he stared
at her.

She
didn't appear to be aware of what she was doing, or at least not of
what the entity was doing. “I can fix it. Is it important to you?”
she asked.

Her
voice was not her own.

It was
the entity's. It was calm, it was sure, and it was
ancient.

Terrifyingly ancient. There was no other way to describe it.
The sense you got when you listened to it was one of incalculable
age.

He
swallowed, trying to control his reaction. “It's okay,” he answered
clearly. “It isn't important.”

She
looked up at him sharply, and her already blue eyes flashed with a
far more vibrant spark of colour. “We do not know what is important
until it is important,” the entity commented.

“Okay,” he answered dumbly.

Really? Okay? He had been schooled in how to deal with alien
races. Diplomacy, cultural sensitivity, and yes, negotiations. And
yet here he was acting like a freaking three-year-old around one of
the most powerful entities the United Galactic Coalition had ever
discovered.

He
swallowed nervously.

Then
the entity appeared to withdraw, and Nida shrugged her shoulders,
letting the broken armour plating go, and throwing it lightly to
the floor. Then she looked up at his shoulder and winced. “That
looks really painful,” she pointed at him.

For
the first time he looked down and considered his injury.

Damn
cheap prefabricated armour sets, he thought bitterly. If only he'd
gone to the trouble of creating his own set of armour before the
Barbarians had boarded, he wouldn't have this injury. “It's okay,”
he managed in a falsely light tone, “it will fix pretty quick,” he
added as he reached further into the armoury cupboard and grabbed a
first aid kit.

“Do
you want me to run to the infirmary to get better equipment?” she
offered.

“No,”
he said too quickly and too loudly.

She
blinked, her shock obvious.

“I
mean, there's no point,” he said as he coughed, forcibly calming
his tone. “This will do fine,” he added, trying to smile at
her.

Though
she still looked a little shocked at his sudden reaction, she
shrugged her shoulders.

He
didn't want her exploring the rest of the ship.

She'd
appeared overcome by what she'd done to the Barbarians, and he
couldn't let her go and remind herself by seeing the
bodies.

“Are
you sure you don't want to do this in the infirmary?” she asked
carefully, “I mean, take it from someone like me who gets injured
all the time, you can do some pretty miraculous healing with the
right equipment.”

He
laughed, but it was really awkward, and it petered out to a wheeze.
“Yes you can. But I'm really not that injured. Plus, I don't want
to leave the bridge, and I don't want you to leave the bridge
either,” he added quickly when she looked ready to offer again. “We
should just stick together until this is over,” he said
firmly.

This
appeared to convince her, and she nodded.

“Right,” he managed, lumbering over to the captain's chair and
sitting in it roughly as he opened the first aid kit on his lap.
Shifting through the contents, he finally found what he wanted. A
long dressing made of a specific type of nano fibber that would
release nano particles into the blood that were programmed to heal
everything from a bruise, to completely shattered bone.

“This
will do,” he muttered as he took hold of the bandage. Then he
awkwardly tried to pull up the sleeve of his uniform.

“It's
not going to roll up that far,” she pointed out lightly. “I can
turnaround if you don't want to take your top off in front of me,”
she managed with a little cough.

His
cheeks immediately flushed with heat. “No, I,
umm . . . ,” he trailed off.

Well,
damn, wasn't this awkward.

She
looked intensely uncomfortable at his reaction, but he couldn't
tell whether she was blushing; her skin was incandescent blue,
after all.

“I
have no problem,” he supplied, realising that was possibly the most
awkward thing he could say, and quickly admonishing himself
silently.

“Okay,” she said in a high-toned voice.

To
demonstrate his point, Carson now proceeded to take off his tunic
top. It was the same uniform he had been wearing since the Academy.
Though he could have changed into other clothes aboard the
Farsight, he hadn't bothered yet. Well, now he pulled it off,
realising his skin really was flushed as he did.

Trying
to ignore it, he dumped the top on the floor by his chair, and
quickly distracted himself by tending to his wound.

With
the top off, he could see just how bruised he was. His shoulder was
purple and blue, and in places, black. He had received a
considerable blunt trauma. While the armour had stopped the blade
from cutting into his skin, and it had disbursed the impact, it had
not protected him entirely. And now he clamped hard on his jaw as
he palpated the injury.

“Why
don't you just give yourself a localised anaesthetic?” Nida asked,
her voice still high pitched.

He
glanced up at her. She was standing several meters away, with her
hands clasped very properly in front of her, staring at her
feet.

“I . . . well,” he began.

“Look,
I have done this many times before. Let me do it,” she announced,
taking a jerky step forward.

He
wanted to tell her not to bother, but he didn't get the chance; she
stumbled over to him, grabbed the first aid kit off his lap, and
started administering to his wound.

Very
quickly and very professionally. Because she was likely right, she
had done this numerous, numerous times before.

She
gave him a localised anaesthetic, then discarded the nano bandage
he'd selected, and rummaged around until she found one to her
liking. “Those other ones absorb into the skin and leave a dreadful
tingle,” she announced, explaining her decision, “these ones
don't.” She carefully applied the bandage, patting the edge of it
down until it stuck completely.

It
took him awhile to realise he was holding his breath.

And he
didn't know why.

Okay,
maybe he did; there was a glowing blue woman attending to his
wound, and that wasn't something that happened every other
day.

Now
she was up close to him, he could see how alive the energy encasing
her was. The light didn't simply glow; it moved, it danced, it
jumped up from her flesh, travelled several centimetres, then dived
down again. It was a lively, engaging pattern, and before too long,
he found himself staring at her neck, then her hands.

She
cleared her throat. “It's all finished.”

He
doubled back, trying to pretend he hadn't been staring. “Great, I
mean, thanks,” he added as he brought up his good hand to check the
bandage.

He had
to admit, she'd done a pretty good job. If the Academy didn't work
out for her, then maybe she could go into the medical sciences. He
could see her as a nurse or doctor . . . .
Okay, maybe he couldn't. She would likely trip over her patients
and fly head-first through the window.

She
took several steps back, clasped her hands in front of her again,
then looked over at the view screen.

It
took him a moment to realise she was waiting for him to put his
shirt back on.

He
cleared his throat, feeling like a complete idiot, then practically
jumped off the chair, snatched it up, and crammed it over his head
as quickly as he could.

“Thanks,” he said again.

But
she didn't turn to him and she didn't respond. Instead, she stared,
without blinking, at the view screen.

“Nida?” he asked in a quiet, cautious tone.

Again,
she didn't reply. That blue light in her eyes flashed, and he knew
the entity must be taking hold.

“We
will arrive there shortly,” he reassured it.

Now
she turned. Now she faced him. “I hope it will be that easy,” the
entity said.

The
hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and a fresh wash of
fear rushed through him. “It will be. This is Coalition space, and
though we ran into those Barbarian ships, there won't be any more.
Plus, I don't think they will be bothering you again,” he added,
his voice shaking with disbelief. He could remember, in perfect
detail, how the entity had dispatched those Barbarians.

With
bone-chilling efficiency.

Whatever the entity was, it was powerful. Yet if it was right,
it was also incredibly dangerous. If it stayed much longer in this
space-time, it would corrupt. And from the brief explanation Carson
had been given, corruption didn't sound like a good
thing.

Taking
a breath and re-engaging his resolve, he nodded at her. “Everything
will be fine,” he promised once more.

The
entity stiffened, then he realised it wasn't the entity any
more.—it was Nida. She looked uncomfortable for a moment, then
shook her head. “It's very strange . . . having
something in your mind that can control your body,” she
admitted.

He
wanted to laugh and point out that was an understatement, but he
didn't. Instead he watched her in silence, then gave what he hoped
was a commiserating nod. “We're almost there,” he pointed out
uselessly. God, he felt like he was simply repeating the same empty
statements over and over again. It will all be okay; we're almost
there; everything will be fine soon. He probably sounded as if he'd
hit his head.

“I
think I might . . . have a shower,” Nida
announced.

Carson
went to say sure, but shook his head. He didn't want her going into
the rest of the ship.

She
saw his movement, and her eyebrows crumpled down. “It's okay,” she
began,” I can . . . ,” she trailed
off.

“The
Barbarian bodies,” he took a long time to say the word bodies, “are
still out there,” he finally admitted to her. “Maybe you should
stay in here.”

Even
under the blue, incandescent glow of her cheeks, he swore she
paled. Her gaze drifted down to the ground, and she stared at her
shoes. Then she shook her head. “I . . . am
okay,” she began. “What am I saying? I killed those men,” she
brought her hands up and stared at them.

Once
he'd been hesitant to touch her, but now that didn't seem to matter
any more. He crossed the distance between them, grabbed her hands,
and pushed them down.

She
didn't jerk back, but she did shift her head up until she looked at
him.

“Just
don't think about it. Don't think about anything until we get to
Remus 12. And I know you want a shower and maybe a fresh change of
clothes,” he mumbled as he looked down at her. Firstly, she was
wearing a hospital gown. Secondly, it had blast marks over it, and
there were holes peppered here and there. “So just
wait . . . until
I . . . deal with the stuff outside,” he
gestured over his shoulder to the rest of the ship.

She
looked as though she would be sick.

“You
didn't kill them,” he said through clenched teeth, his words
sounding far more dismayed than he'd intended.

Though
her gaze flashed with guilt, she eventually closed her eyes. “I
could have stopped it,” she admitted, “I managed to stop it from
killing you. Which meant that if I had tried just a little harder,
or cared a little more, I could have stopped it from killing the
Barbarians too.”

He
spluttered. He couldn't help it. “Listen to yourself. If you had
stopped the entity from killing the Barbarians, the Barbarians
would have killed you. They aren't nice, caring people, Nida. They
are violent, homicidal, vicious psychopaths. Do you want me to go
through the number of crimes they have committed? Would you like me
to list the number of worlds they have ransacked? Should I tell you
what happened a couple of years ago when they managed to get their
hands on a Coalition heavy cruiser and all its crew?”

She
shuddered back, but he still held hold of her hand.

“I
know this is hard, but really, just don't think about it. And thank
you,” he added in a husky voice at the end.

This
made her look up. She locked her shifting, wavering gaze on him.
“For what?” she mouthed the words, clearly incapable of saying
them.

“For
saving me. For stopping . . . the entity,” he
managed.

It was
so strange to speak of the entity whilst it was right there inside
her, and could take control of her at any moment. But it didn't
matter. He wanted to reach out and communicate with Nida right now;
he needed to reassure her.

Though
she did not look happy and guilt still flashed in her eyes, she
finally took a deep breath. “You shouldn't have to deal with
the . . . bodies on your own,” she
whispered.

“No,”
he said firmly, “I will deal with them on my own. I need somebody
here to look after the bridge,” he added, coming up with a quick
and very effective excuse. “Academy regulations state that when a
crew consists of two or more people, there should always be at
least one manning the bridge. And that, Cadet, will be
you.”

She
opened her mouth, clearly ready to argue the point.

He
shook his head, finally dropping her hand. “I'm afraid that's an
order,” he said in a lower tone close to a growl, but nowhere near
as angry.

She
pursed her lips together and finally nodded.

She
took several steps away from him, pushing her hair behind her ears
as she did.

It was
such a dramatic sight to see her encased in that blue
light.

It was
easy to allow himself to be fully distracted by it. To be
completely mesmerised.

He
wanted the time and opportunity to assess that light, to watch it
as it danced over her skin. He of course would not get the time,
and he certainly wouldn't get the opportunity. Things were awkward
enough between them as it was without sitting there and staring at
her face for several hours.

Gulping at his own uncomfortable thought, he finally turned
around and walked out.

As the
doors to the bridge closed behind him, his heart closed with
them.

He had
seen dead bodies before. It was part of space travel.

Yes,
things were safer now than they had been in the past. Ships didn't
decompress as much; the technology was vastly superior to the bad
old days of initial interstellar travel. There were also less wars
and violent disputes. But that didn't mean that every Coalition
soldier would always be safe.

So
yes, he had seen his fair share of death, and unfortunately, he had
meted it out too.

But it
never made it easy.

Especially dealing with the aftermath.

With a
heavy breath and heavy footsteps, he toured the ship.

He
didn't even want to count how many Barbarians there were. Instead,
he attended to the grisly task of dealing with their
bodies.

At
some point, the entity had stopped pinning them to the ceiling or
the walls, and they were now all flopped face first on the floor.
There were several bodies, however, that he was responsible for,
and as he walked up to the Barbarian he had shot outside of his
bedroom, Carson had to slam a hand on his stomach not to throw up
everywhere.

The
stench was . . . simply indefinable. It was on
a scale the human nose was not designed to tolerate.

It
made him gag.

But
somehow, he pushed through.

Though
the Barbarians were, by definition, barbaric when it came to the
disposal of enemy bodies, he worked for the United Galactic
Coalition. And he respected the rights of the dead.

It
took almost half an hour, and by the time it was over, he felt
heavy and cold all over.

He
also realised he couldn't return to the bridge. Not looking and
feeling like this. So instead, he set about the task of assessing
the damage to the ship. He also took the opportunity to remove all
TI objects he could. He didn’t want any on board with Nida. So he
gathered them up and locked them deep within one of the armoury
cupboards.

He
simply could not run the risk of another accident. Plus, even if
the inconceivable happened, and more Barbarians attacked, the TI
objects and weapons would be of no use; the Barbarians all
possessed technology capable of blocking TI fields. There were only
certain races who couldn’t block TI fields, and unfortunately,
those brutes weren’t one of them.

Nonetheless, it would be an inconvenience; TI objects could be
used to make many ship processes more efficient.

Still,
if it meant stopping more accidents, he’d throw those damn objects
out of the airlock. He simply couldn’t put up with another TI block
or pole trying to impale her.

Gathering up all the TI objects on the ship, he soon made it
to the engine room.

As he
entered, he expected to see a mess.

What
he saw instead was a strange, pulsing, blue light flickering around
the dual engine cores.

He
recognised at once that it was the entity.

It had
already told him that despite the damage this ship had received, it
would get the Farsight to Remus 12.

He
stood there and stared at that blue light dancing and wriggling and
jumping around the engine cores.

It was
strangely relaxing. It helped him forget what he'd just
done.

He
couldn't tell how long he stood there staring at them, waiting for
the warmth and emotion to return to him.

Then
he heard a soft voice behind him. “Carson? Are you
okay?”

He
turned to see Nida standing in the doorway.

His
immediate reaction was to shout at her to get back to the bridge.
He hadn't wanted her to see any of the destruction her entity had
caused. But he'd already dealt with the bodies, and frankly, there
was no way he could repair the ship on his own.

He was
aware that she was staring at him, and as he briefly glanced her
way, he noted just how sorrowful her expression was. “I'm sorry you
had to do that on your own,” she said in a raspy voice.

He
shook his head, trying to appear strong, but it was a poor,
pathetic effort. He closed his eyes instead, actually fearful he
might shed a tear.

Then
he felt a soft, small hand on his arm.

It was
Nida.

“We're
almost there,” she said in a quiet voice. “It's almost over,
right?”

Though
he wanted to keep his eyes still firmly closed, he opened them. She
was right there in front of him, and he could see that incredible
light playing across her skin like the reflected glow of a bright
burning fire.

Just
as the light of the engine cores had calmed him, the blue glow
encasing her comforted him also. Or maybe it wasn't the glow; maybe
it was Nida herself.

“You
should go back to the bridge,” she tried, “otherwise you'll be
breaking Academy regulations.”

Despite how cold he still felt, he raised an eyebrow. “You're
the one breaking regulations. I ordered you to stay
there.”

“When
you didn't return, I got kind of worried,” she admitted in a quiet
voice, “plus, I'm pretty sure there is a counter regulation that
states when a crew member has been out of contact for an extended
amount of time, you are permitted to leave the bridge to look for
them.”

Somehow, he managed a smile. And somehow, that smile made
everything feel just a little bit better. It did not wash away what
he had just dealt with, but it made it seem a tiny bit easier to
bear. “I guess you're right, Cadet. But I'm pretty sure you
shouldn't be telling me what to do,” he managed, forcing a half
smile again.

“Are
you sure? I do possess an entity of unfathomable power,” she
tried.

He
wanted to laugh at her joke, but it fell flat. It touched far too
close to the bone. Instead, he patted her shoulder and stepped
away.

Yep,
he patted her shoulder, as if he was some kind of overbearing
father figure.

He
wanted to cringe at his own behaviour, but he didn't have the time.
“I will return to the bridge, and you should be okay to have your
shower now,” he announced.

“Okay.
But maybe you should . . . ,” she
began.

“Yes?”

“I
don't know, but maybe you should put your armour back on,” she
suggested.

This
made him frown. “You don't like my uniform?”

She
didn't laugh. “I don't know what we're going to find down on Remus
12,” she stated, her voice becoming croaky, almost to the point
that he could no longer understand it.

He
frowned deeply now, and the move reminded him of just how cold he
felt. “What are you saying?”

“I
don't really know. I just get this
sense . . . that things might not be over yet.
I think you should return to the bridge and put your armour on. I
think we should be prepared before we go down to the
planet.”

He
considered her quietly, then nodded. She was right. “I'll do one
better; I'll manufacture a proper set of armour for myself. If you
give me your specifications, I'll make one for you too,” he
began.

She
shook her head. “We will not be constrained,” the entity
interrupted.

Carson
opened his mouth to protest, but stopped.

He
wasn't dumb enough to argue with the entity. Instead, he nodded.
“Okay, no armour. You can have your shower now,” he suggested,
watching carefully to see whether the entity would be
placated.

With a
confused blink, the real Nida appeared to return. Giving an awkward
wave, she walked out, mumbling that she would be quick.

He
watched her go.

Then
he sprang into action.

And it
felt good.

Action
was the one thing that could stop him from thinking about the
horrors he'd just witnessed.

He
would build himself the perfect set of armour, and he would be
prepared. For what, he didn't know, but he would be as prepared as
he could be.

That
strengthened his resolve, and immediately Carson set to
work.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

It
felt unbelievably good to have a shower. It felt like she was
washing the past away.

Once
she'd dried herself and dressed in a clean but overly large Academy
uniform, she felt ready to face Carson again.

Before
she did, she reminded herself firmly to stop acting like a complete
freaking idiot around him.

She
was being a total goose, and she didn't know why.

Okay,
that was a lie; she knew exactly why.

Carson
was turning out to be different from the man she'd assumed him to
be.

And
that was throwing her off guard.

He was
kinder and funnier and subtler and gentler than his reputation
allowed for.

As she
walked onto the bridge, he turned to face her. He was standing in
the centre, with his hands clasped firmly behind his
back.

He was
also wearing a particularly incredible set of armour.

It was
black with gold and red trimming, and the insignia of the Academy
on his left breast, with the insignia of the United Galactic
Coalition on his right upper shoulder.

He
wasn't wearing a helmet, but she knew he could force the armour to
produce one with nothing more than the press of a button or a
single thought.

“You
ready?” he asked with a flash of a smile as she entered. “And where
did you . . . find those clothes? They are
about three sizes too big for you.”

She
looked down. Yes, okay, so the sleeves hung over her hands, and the
pants trailed a little bit past her boots, but she just shrugged.
“This was the smallest size I could find in one of the
lockers.”

“You're going to trip over your pants,” he announced with a
snigger.

“Then
I'll tuck them into my boots,” she retorted as she got down on her
knees and tucked the hems firmly into her socks.

This
elicited a chuckle from Carson. “Fashionable,” he
teased.

She
finished tucking her pants into her boots and stood. She stared at
him and crossed her arms. “I really don't think it matters whether
I'm fashionable, do you?”

He
shrugged, clearly conceding her point.

Then
it happened again.

The
awkwardness set in.

It was
coming fast and thick every time they spent more than a couple of
seconds in each other's presence.

He
went from looking sure of himself to looking like a lost puppy. He
brushed his fingers through his hair whilst rapping his other hand
on his armoured thigh, then promptly distracted himself with a
panel several meters to his side.

She
didn't know what to say, so she simply stood there, twiddling her
thumbs.

Yes,
she was actually twiddling her thumbs.

She
was about to return the entity to Remus 12 before it became
corrupted, and here she was playing with her fingers.

She
felt remarkably like a child, and not at all like a cadet of the
Galactic Coalition Academy.

“We'll
be entering orbit soon,” he announced, his voice dipping
low.

She
stiffened.

Every
single muscle in her body tensed.

And
then she heard it—the presence in her mind, the entity—it
practically sang to her.

It
chanted an indefinable tune, yet it was the most pleasant sound she
had ever heard.

It
occupied her attention, and after a long pause, she glanced over to
see Carson staring at her curiously.

“Are
you okay?” he asked quietly.

It
took a lot of effort to nod, but she managed it. “I'm
just . . . ,” she trailed off. There was
nothing more to say.

She
was almost home.

No,
the entity was almost home, but sometimes it was hard to
distinguish where she stopped and the creature began.

“We're
going to enter the planet's atmosphere in approximately five
minutes,” he announced.

She
turned sharply on her foot and regarded him as surprise shot
through her flickering gaze.

They
were that close already?

“Is
there anything else . . . you need to do?”
Carson asked. There was a different note to his voice, a far more
diplomatic one, and she quickly realised he wasn't talking to
her.

“I
don't think so,” she answered, realising that if the entity really
did want to do something, it would do it without asking.

Again,
silence descended, but this time it was less awkward and far more
expectant.

The
past several weeks had been leading up to this point, and now it
was almost here.

It
would all be over soon.

“I've
been careful to scan and rescan this system to ensure there aren't
any surprises,” Carson typed something on a panel then pointed at
the screen. “Though I doubt the Barbarians have too many more of
those ships, we can't be too careful.”

She
nodded, feeling a little ill as she did. She placed a hand on her
stomach, pushing her fingers hard against the loose fabric of her
uniform.

She
stared fixedly at the view screen.

It
showed space, flecks of stars, swathes of colourful constellations,
and then, in a flash, a planet.

Remus
12.

Home.

She
started to shake.

Her
whole body convulsed.

She
couldn't stop it.

“Nida?” Carson pushed away from the console he was working on
and ran to her side. “Are you okay?”

It
took her a long time to answer yes. “I think the entity is just
excited,” she tried.

“Right,” he answered slowly. “Right. Well hold on. I just
engaged the landing sequence, and the computer should take
everything from here. I'll set us down in the same compound we were
investigating two weeks ago.”

She
nodded.

Then
she waited.

And it
was, categorically, one of the hardest things she'd ever
done.

The
closer they neared the planet, the more frantic the energy within
her became.

She
could feel the entity's desire to return home. And it was
unfathomable.

She
kept on shaking until finally Carson reached up and actually
wrapped an arm around her shoulders, standing by her side as he
did. Together they stared at the view screen.

She
could feel the bulk of his arm pressing into her back, and it was
strangely reassuring. Though she still shook, it no longer bothered
her.

“Nearly there,” Carson said needlessly.

He
kept saying the same statements, as if simply repeating them would
make the situation more manageable.

She
didn't point this out to him. Instead, she let him stand there and
hold her in place.

As the
ship plunged into the atmosphere, her eyes drew wide.

The
scant clouds on the skyline rushed around the Farsight as it
plunged towards the surface of the planet, and they reminded her
exactly of her dreams. Standing on Remus 12, all of that rubble and
dust swirling around her in a powerful vortex of
destruction.

. . . .

She
forced her eyes closed.

As if
on fast forward, she saw a replay of every single vision the entity
had ever given her.

Soon
it would be over, she told herself.

Then
she would see them no more.

With
that reassuring thought, the ship gave a shudder, and she snapped
her eyes open to see that they had landed.

“Come
on,” Carson said from her side, giving her arm a
squeeze.

If she
had been her usual self, she would have pushed him away and pointed
out she was perfectly capable of standing and walking on her
own.

She
wasn't though, and she enjoyed his presence far more than she was
willing to admit.

Together they walked from the bridge, through the halls of the
ship, and towards the hangar bay.

Once
they were in the hangar bay, Carson took a moment to shake his head
at the completely broken Coalition cruiser she had flown into the
Farsight.

It was
still sitting there in the centre of the hangar bay, leaning on one
side, an enormous gaping hole in the cockpit.

He
appeared ready to say something, but he quickly pressed his lips
shut, and concentrated on opening the hangar bay doors
instead.

As the
doors opened, Nida could not help herself any more.

She
ran forward, straight at the barren wasteland of Remus
12.

The
dust and rubble were like open arms, waiting to embrace
her.

“Nida,
wait up,” Carson commanded from behind.

She
heard him jog down the ramp; his heavy, armoured boots making the
whole thing shake and reverberate.

Soon
he was by her side, but he didn’t pull her back; he simply matched
her pace.

“Where
are we going?” he asked eventually.

She
couldn’t answer.

All
she could do was search for it.

Home.

That
one word was all she could think of. Home.

Home.

She
stumbled forward, searching.

It was
dusk on Remus 12, and slowly the day gave way to night. Above her
that beautiful, almost luminescent stars cape glittered.

She
stared at it as she ran forward, and as she did, she felt
something.

She
understood something.

Something terrible.

The
stars were not right.

They
were different.

She
stumbled to her knees.

Instantly Carson leaned down, trying to help her up. “Nida?”
His eyes flickered with concern. True, genuine concern. “Are you
okay?”

She
couldn’t answer.

Instead, she began to shake again.

“Nida?” He drew his arm around her shoulders once
more.

The
move appeared to be easier for him now. She could still remember
when he had been hesitant to touch her—now he did it with
ease.

“Something isn’t right,” she finally managed to move her lips
and make her voice rattle from her parched and constricted
throat.

“What
are you talking about? Is there a problem with the entity?” He
shuddered, but still held an arm around her shoulders.

“This
planet . . . . Something isn’t right,” she
managed again.

Carson
pulled away from her, typing something on his wristwatch. Then he
turned a full circle, surveying the dust and rubble around them.
When he faced her, he simply pressed his lips together and
shrugged. “I’m not detecting any enemies. It’s just you and me. No
other life forms, no buildings, no other ships, no other power
sources. We are alone.”

She
wanted to be reassured by his words, but she couldn’t. Because he
didn’t understand.

“They
aren’t right,” she pointed up to the sky.

He
followed her move, then narrowed his gaze. “The stars?”

“They
don’t match the ones I saw in my dreams. There is something wrong,”
she flattened her sweaty palm over her implant
protectively.

He
placed a hand carefully on her shoulder, looking into her eyes as
she finally raised her head. “We’ll find that statue. We'll return
the entity. Come on.”

She
let him pull her forward.

They
walked and walked, looking for those stairs that led down, but they
could not find them.

As
dusk settled into night, desperation kicked in. Nida stumbled
forward, pushed on by the frantic fear of the entity.

Though
Carson was by her side, and picked her up every time she fell over,
there was nothing he could do.

Just
as it appeared she would never find the stairs, she found
them.

She
did so by tripping over a stone, landing on her knees, and
rolling.

“Nida,” Carson called from behind, lurching forward and
grabbing her arm before she could roll face first down the
stairwell.

He
tried to help her to her feet, but as soon as her eyes locked on
the dark, descending shadows of the stairs, she lurched
forward.

“Be
careful,” he begged.

She
didn't listen.

She
ran down.

It
didn't matter that it was dark down here; she was glowing, after
all.

She
saw the other set of stairs.

She
ran up them as fast as she could.

She
made it to the room.

It was
dark in here now. It wasn't how she remembered. It was different
because the blue glow that had encased it now encased
her.

Carson
called her name again, then finally ascended the stairs to stand
next to her.

For
several seconds he was silent.

Then
she began to walk forward, and he immediately reached out to grab
her shoulder. “We need to be careful,” he hissed.

She
simply shrugged out of his grip.

Then,
once again, she was drawn towards the statue. It was as if
invisible tethers were pulling her closer.

She
reached it.

The
glow from her body was now as vibrant as it could be, and it threw
out so much light it lit up the room completely.

The
statue stood before her, but in a moment of powerful confusion and
fear, she realised it was different.

It was
falling apart.

Whereas once it had been beautifully carved, depicting a woman
in vibrant health, her hair and dress flowing in an invisible wind,
now she could barely recognise the form of a head, torso, and
several crumbling hands.

“What
is this?” Nida gasped.

“How
do you return the entity?’ Carson asked quickly from her
side.

She
couldn't.

She
simply couldn't, because something was terribly wrong.

“Nida?” This time Carson seemed hesitant to place a hand on
her shoulder, and he ducked to the side, bringing his head down
until he stared into her eyes. “What's going on?”

It
took all of her effort to draw her gaze off the statue and onto
his. “Something happened to the statue.
It's . . . broken.”

His
expression crumpled. It was clear he didn't understand. Quite
possibly because she had no idea what she was talking about
herself.

But
she understood one fact as clear as day. Something was terribly,
terribly wrong.

“What
do I do?” she whispered—not for Carson's benefit, but for the
entity's.

She
tried to reach out to it; she tried to conjure up its
presence.

But
all she felt was its shaking, palpable, terrible fear.

“What
is it? What's wrong?” she asked the entity out loud.

Then
she started to twitch again, but this time pain shot through her
body as she did. With a terrified gasp, her knees gave way from
underneath her, and she fell down.

She
did not strike the cold, carved, stone floor; Carson caught
her.

This
time he wrapped both arms around her, and stared directly into her
gaze. “Nida, what's going on?”

She
tried to answer. Tried to cobble together an explanation that would
make sense.

But
she didn't get the time.

For,
at that exact moment, something rumbled on the surface of the
planet high above.
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Carson
Blake

He had
her in his arms, and he could feel how violently she was
shaking.

It was
agonising to watch; he just couldn't do anything to help
her.

She
kept repeating that something was wrong, but he had no idea what it
was.

Then
he heard it.

The
rumble.

For a
split second, he wondered whether it was an earthquake. Then he
understood what it was.

And he
froze.

A
ship.

A
large ship was landing on the surface of the planet above. And, if
he was any judge, it was close, damn close, quite possibly exactly
above this hollowed out, cavernous room.

He
stiffened.

Could
it be the United Galactic Coalition? Had Admiral Forest already
sent reinforcements?

There
was one way to find out.

His
scanner.

He'd
picked it up several minutes ago when he had found it at the bottom
of that mysterious stairwell.

True
to its design, it was still working. Okay, so it had several
scratches and a big dent in its side, but it could function. And
right now, he brought it out of the magnetic holster on his hip and
stared at it.

If the
ship above were Coalition, they would be sending out a standard
Coalition greeting on all frequencies.

He
would also be able to pick up a specific energy signature that all
Coalition vessels had.

. . . .

The
ship above was not Coalition.

His
heart sank, faster than a bullet shot from a gun.

He
jerked his head up. “We need to leave,” he snapped.

She
stared at him, her mouth open, but no words coming out.

“Nida,” he hissed again, “it's the Barbarians,” he said the
word, but his voice shook like a child's as he did.

Though
his scanner was small, and could not penetrate too far above to the
planet's surface, the readings it managed to relay confirmed one
terrible fact.

There
was a Barbarian ship parked right above them.

“We
have to do this now,” he whispered again, his voice barely
registering above a tight breath, “release the entity. We have to
leave.”

Nida
didn't appear capable of understanding him. She simply stood there,
staring past his right shoulder and up at the crumbling
statue.

He
shifted his hands around until they were placed heavily on her
shoulders. “Nida,” he gave her a little shake. “Please.”

That
word seemed to wake her, and she finally looked at him. “This is
the wrong time,” she said simply.

It was
such a strange statement considering the circumstances, and he gave
a bitter, harsh laugh. “Yes it is, but we can't exactly go up there
and tell the Barbarians to wait.”

She
shook her head, staring at him with a dull gaze that told him the
entity was half in control. “This is the wrong time,” she spoke
each word slowly as if every syllable had the import of a magic
spell or incantation.

He
went to say that he understood, but he stopped.

Because maybe he didn't.

There
was something about the quality of her gaze and that terrible
certainty shaking through her words.

“Nida?” he whispered.

“We
have arrived at the wrong time,” the entity said.

“What
do you mean the wrong time?” he asked breathily. Though he was
hardly running around engaging in combat, he felt winded. He stood
there, panting, still holding her shoulders, trying to understand
what was happening here.

“Space
time has distorted. We are trapped,” the entity said.

His
hands fell away from her shoulders. “What do you mean?”

The
entity stepped forward. Or rather, it forced Nida’s body to step
forward. As he was standing right there in front of her, she simply
pressed into him. Then she brought a hand up, and placed it flat on
his chest.

Before
he could shift back, he felt something.

And
then he saw it.

Flashes of a vision.

The
planet around them, the statue, and a strange, impossible sight of
stars compressing down into a single point.

So
much information was relayed to him in that moment that he simply
could not comprehend it.

Then
she shifted back.

She
took her palm from his chest and let her arm drop to her
side.

“What
was that?” He clutched at his armour, dragging his fingers across
the strong, cold plating. “What was that?”

“We
are running out of time,” the entity said.

At
that admission, Carson glanced up.

The
ceiling of the room was shaking, and fine particles of dust were
drifting down. They covered his boots, alighted on his shoulders,
and several landed on his upturned cheeks and lips. He brushed them
off. Then he snapped his gaze back to her. “Tell me how to free
you,” he spoke only to the entity now. “Tell me where you have to
go. I will take you there.”

“I am
not from your space time.”

“Not
from my space time . . . ? Do you mean
dimension?” he spluttered.

Nida
appeared to consider him. “Yes, dimension. I am not from this
realm,” she brought up her hands and considered the light racing
across them. “We are from a dimension close to your own. Too close.
Sometimes one leaks into the other. That is how I have come to be
here. But I cannot stay,” the entity returned Nida's gaze to him,
and deep in her blue lit eyes he saw an even more powerful burst of
light. “If I stay here, I will destroy myself and I will destroy
others with me. I must go home.”

“How
do we get you home?”

“This
planet is a bridge. It is a point that aligns with my dimension. At
certain times, it forms a bridge between our worlds.”

Carson
nodded, though he was having trouble keeping up. Other dimensions?
Bridges between worlds? This sounded a lot more like the plot of a
particularly unscientific holographic movie, and less like
reality.

But he
did not dare interrupt.

“To
return home, I must go to a time when the bridge is
active.”

Carson
took a breath. He could understand
that . . . kind of. Then he abruptly shook his
head. What was he thinking? Was the entity suggesting time
travel?

“We
must find a bridge,” the entity continued.

“Okay,
but how do we do that?” Do we just wait
here . . . for one to form?”

The
entity shook Nida’s head. “Remus 12 has unstable time,” it answered
cryptically.

“What
does that mean?”

He
wanted to know everything the entity had to say, but, for the love
of god, Barbarians had landed on the planet. He had no idea how
long it would take them to find this room. They couldn’t stay
here.

Just
as that realisation formed, Nida put up a hand. “We are safe in
this room for now,” she answered, as if she could read his
mind.

“Fine,
but what do we do now?” he asked through a pressured
hiss.

“We
must find a time gate and travel to another point in Remus 12's
history,” the entity announced.

Carson
just looked at her. Slowly. Because what she had just said made
absolutely no sense.

“We
must continue to use the time gates of Remus 12 to search for a
bridge to my dimension.”

. . . .

“Sorry, what?” Carson wiped a hand across his mouth. He'd been
on his fair share of strange missions—space wasn’t a simple place,
after all—but what the entity was suggesting was insane.

Time
travel simply wasn’t possible.

For
the first time, he wondered whether it was playing a game. Whether,
just maybe, it had never intended to free Nida. Whether it had
simply brought them down here to entertain itself.

His
jaw stiffened at that thought, and he regarded the blue light
dancing across Nida’s face with new eyes.

Maybe
the entity sensed his suspicion, because Nida took another step
towards him, flattening a hand on his chest.

He
wanted to catch it and pull away, but he couldn’t.

Again,
he saw flashes.

Vivid,
lifelike visions filled his mind.

He saw
Remus 12 as a planet bustling with life. He saw its marvellous
technologies, he saw its people, and then he saw the war that ended
it all. A terrible civil war that pitted one continent against
another.

He saw
their cities crumble, their fields and forests burn, and their seas
evaporate as a weapon of incredible power destroyed everything on
the surface of the planet.

He
wanted to shake back, he wanted to cry out in fear and panic, but
he couldn’t.

He was
still in the vision.

Then
that image of destruction ended, and he saw Remus 12 at a point
further back in its history. Its cities were less developed, its
technologies much simpler, and its people happier.

As
these visions intermingled, he got a strange sense of the entity in
his mind.

It
seemed to be sharing with him, in part, how it understood
reality.

It had
no theory of time. No understanding of the progression of one point
to another. It lived beyond linear causality and explanations and
in some realm far too confusing for him to understand.

Then
Nida took a step back. Again, she removed her small palm from his
chest. This time it felt as if she took away a part of him, and he
stumbled forward.

“Do
you understand yet?” the entity asked, its usually calm tone
flaring with passion and haste. “You must find the time gates. You
must travel to different points in this planet’s history. You must
discover where the bridge to my dimension has shifted
to.”

All
Carson could do was nod. The visions were still raw in his mind,
and he instinctively knew it would take him weeks if not months to
process them all. But he didn’t have weeks or months. In fact, he
didn’t have any time at all. “How do we find the time gate?” he
asked through a rasping voice. He didn’t know if he believed the
entity—he didn’t know if he could conceive of time travel as
possible—but right now he realised it didn’t matter.

Barbarians had landed on the surface of the planet, and at
some point, they would make their way down to these tunnels. He had
to do something, and if that meant playing along with the entity
for now, so be it.

“There
is one in these tunnels.” The entity said. Then it turned Nida
around, and she walked with strange, jarring steps towards the
opposite side of the room. Together they travelled down a new set
of stairs, and if it weren’t for the incandescent glow of Nida’s
skin, Carson would have needed a light to see by.

Though
the ceiling above him kept on shaking, and small, fine particles of
dust kept on landing on his head, he tried to ignore it. He focused
on following Nida.

He
also tried to ignore the latent tingle in his chest from where her
hand had touched his armour.

What
was the entity? What was it capable of?

More
to the point, where was it taking him?

They
finally reached another room, and this one held yet another
statue.

It
wasn’t broken, though, and with a small stumble, Nida threw herself
forward towards it.

Wordlessly, Carson followed, ready to pick her up if she fell
over again. The entity didn’t appear capable of completely
controlling Nida’s body. Every movement she made under its
influence was ungainly and wobbly, as if she were nothing more than
a doll being walked along by a child.

As
they reached the statue, Carson looked up at it.

This
one depicted a man of indiscriminate race and age.

His
face was covered by a hood, but that wasn’t the distinctive
feature.

What
he wore on his wrist was.

It was
a strange black metal device with intricate symbols carved across
it. It wrapped around the wrist, but also sat over the back of the
hand, straps of metal wire securing it to the palm.

As he
neared, he noticed the device was giving off a faint red glow. “Is
this the time gate?” he asked.

“No,”
the entity replied as she reached up and, without hesitating, took
the device from the statue’s hand.

“What
is it then?”

“It is
yours,” the entity handed it to him.

He
didn’t accept it. He simply stood there and looked at it. “What the
hell is it?”

“You
will need it.”

“Why?”
He stared into her eyes.

They
flashed with blue. “You will need to fight the corruption. If we
stay on Remus 12, the effects of the corruption will slow, but they
will not stop. You will need this to fight them,” she held it
towards him.

He
still didn’t take it from her. “How will it fight the
corruption?”

“It
will hold things in place and force them back,” the entity answered
cryptically.

“Not
good enough. I need to know exactly what that thing does before I
accept it,” Carson began.

“Please,” Nida said. It wasn’t the entity speaking. In fact,
it was the first time Nida herself had said a word for countless
minutes. She looked up at Carson, and he saw how terrified she was.
“Carson, please, just take it. We can’t stay here any longer. We
need to find the dimension bridge; we can’t waste any
time.”

“But
what is the entity doing?” he asked, his voice shaking with
desperation.

“It’s
not a trap,” she choked over her words, “please, believe me—take
it. If you wear it, you’ll be able to stop me
when . . . ,” she trailed off and took a
steadying breath, “when the entity loses control, like it did back
on Earth when I kept having those accidents with flying objects.
You’ll be able to stop them with this,” she handed the device to
him.

He
didn’t want to take it. His objective, trained mind told him not
to. But his instincts saw him reach out and pull it from her
trembling grip.

As
soon as his fingers clasped around the device, he felt its power,
or rather his telekinetic implant did. The thing vibrated in his
chest, actually rattling his rib cage. Before he could say
anything, Nida turned and ran from the room. “Where are you going?”
he called after her.

“We
have to find the time gate before the Barbarians make it down to
these tunnels,” she screamed at him.

He ran
after her.

He
actually ran after her. She was talking about time gates and
devices that could counter the entity's terrible power, but he
still followed.

Because a part of him was starting to believe. No matter how
strange the entity’s explanation had sounded, the pressure of the
situation told him he couldn’t afford to be sceptical forever. He
had to proceed with an open mind, and yes, he had to do everything
he could to help Nida.

Everything. He suddenly made the decision that, no matter what
it would take, he would fix this. Not because the Admiral had told
him to, but because he owed it to both Nida and himself.

So he
ran forward. As he did, he turned the device around in his hand
until he fixed it to his palm.

As
soon as he put it on, he felt its power.

Its
incredible, astounding power.

A
power he would need far more than he could appreciate at that
point.

For he
was about to be thrown through time with nobody but the worst
recruit in 1000 years to help him, the both of them plunged into a
desperate and terrible quest to save the entity before it was too
late.
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Cadet
Nida Harper

She
had to find the time gate before it was too late. Soon the
Barbarians would make it into this tunnel. And though she could
fight them, it would come at a terrible cost. The more she used her
power, the more the entity would be corrupted.

She
hadn’t told Carson that yet; now wasn’t the time. Plus, she didn’t
know how many blows he could receive and still remain standing. It
was a miracle that a) he'd dealt proficiently with both the
Barbarians and the entity, and b) hadn’t left her owing to the fact
this entire mission sounded crazy.

Because she understood that none of this made any sense. Or at
least it shouldn’t make any sense. But with the entity in her mind,
it did. In flashes, she could see the world through its eyes; she
could understand everything with its ancient wisdom. There was no
time, there was no distinction, just the eternal flow of energy.
That was the dimension the entity came from, and it longed to go
back there with such sorrowful power Nida wanted to cry.

To
think, that less than a week ago, she had been terrified by the
existence of the blue energy in her dreams, and now she was
prepared to do anything to protect the entity.

So
much had changed.

Yet
thankfully, she wasn’t alone.

Again,
she turned to see that Carson was still there.

He now
wore the device on his hand, and when he wasn’t staring around in
thin-lipped worry, he was gazing at the device, his surprise and
wonder obvious.

He
would need it. She knew that, because the entity knew that. As time
wound on, it would corrupt more and more, and it would lose control
of itself. Objects would be pulled towards her, sucked into the
vortex of the entity's power.

But if
Carson could master the device, and if he could act quickly enough,
he would be able to save them both.

As
they ran through the darkened hallways, finally they found a
room.

Carson
slammed to a halt in the doorway and tried to pull her
back.

“What
the hell?” he screamed.

The
room was full of floating stones, dust, and the cracked bodies of
statues.

“Is it
happening again? Is the entity losing control?” Carson called out
to her.

No.

It was
not losing control.

Slowly
Nida walked forward and into the room.

The
dust and stones in the air lightly struck her body as she pushed
through them.

“Nida?
What are you doing?” Carson called to her.

“This
is the time gate,” the entity spoke through her.

He
replied with silence, then, seconds later, she saw him moving
through the floating rubble up to her side. “What do we do?” he
croaked.

She
stared up at the rubble slowly swirling around her.

It was
a miraculous sight.

“What
do we do?” he questioned again, his voice louder. “We need to act
now; those Barbarians will make it through soon.”

As if
to confirm that fact, there was a sudden resounding boom from the
hallway behind them.

He
ducked forward, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her
down to the ground.

He
yanked his scanner from his waist holder, stared at it, then
returned it wordlessly. “They are here,” he whispered into her ear.
He still had an arm locked around her middle, pressing her to the
floor.

She
started to shake.

“Open
the time gate,” he pleaded with her, “open the time gate,” he
repeated.

“It
will take time,” the entity answered through her.

“How
much time?” Carson asked as he reached around to his opposite hip
and pulled out a small but powerful plasma handgun.

“Several minutes,” the entity answered as it bent Nida down to
kneel in the centre of the room. She placed both of her palms on
the ground. Then she simply closed her eyes. And she did not appear
capable of opening them, no matter how hard she tried.

A
slathering Barbarian could have been standing right above her, and
she wouldn’t have had a clue.

“Nida?
Carson called her name frantically, but when she didn’t answer, she
heard him stand and walk right in front of her.

She
wanted to shout at him to take up a defensive position, but she
couldn’t. All she could do was kneel there and feel the power of
the entity pour from her hands.

Again
she started to shake, but this time it wasn’t just the entity
leaving her body; it was the fact of what was about to happen. The
room they were in was about to be attacked by Barbarians, and there
was nothing she could do to help.

It
would all be down to Carson Blake.
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Carson
Blake

She
clearly couldn’t move or say a word. Nida just knelt there, her
hands flat on the ground as the blue light of the entity poured out
of her and onto the floor.

It had
told him that it would take several minutes to open the time gate.
The only problem was they didn’t have several damn minutes. They
didn’t even have several damn seconds.

Because he could hear it.

The
thumping footfall that pounded up through the floor.

He
fought the instinct to duck to the side, to roll, and to take up a
position out of the view of the doorway.

Nida
was behind him, and she couldn’t move. And if she couldn’t move, it
meant that he wouldn’t move.

He
would protect her.

With
the sound of a cruiser coming into land, an enormous Mascar warrior
came ploughing around the door.

Carson
had just enough time to shoot at it before it shot at
him.

But
that wouldn’t work again. Now the rest of the Barbarians would know
exactly where he was standing.

He lay
down cover fire, simply blasting round after round at the doorway,
hoping that none of the Barbarians would be ballsy enough to jump
through anyway.

He was
wrong.

Two
rounded the doorway, and though he managed to blast one in the
centre of the chest, the other was far more agile, and ducked into
an immediate roll, then sprang up and slashed at Carson with an
enormous, long, glowing electric blade.

Carson
tried to shoot the alien in the chest, but the creature was too
quick, and twisted to the side.

At the
beginning of the battle, with nothing more than a silent command,
his armour had grown over his head, forming a perfect helmet in
less than two seconds flat.

Well
right now, he was more than thankful for it, because as the
Barbarian swiped his way with the electric blade, the tip of the
weapon sliced past Carson’s armoured nose, and would have carved
off a chunk of his face if it weren’t for the ablative plating
covering it.

The
Barbarian snarled at him, pouncing forward with the
blade.

Though
Carson tried to get off a shot, the creature was too quick and
ducked forward, slamming into Carson and knocking him off
balance.

As
Carson fell, he revealed Nida behind him.

Before
that, she had been largely concealed by the bulk of his form. Now
she simply knelt there, in the centre of the room, with nobody to
protect her while at least four more Barbarian warriors rounded the
door.

“No,”
he screamed as he grappled with the Barbarian that now had him in
its grasp.

He
watched, almost in slow motion, as two of the Barbarian warriors
reached up to their belts, grabbed concussion grenades, and hurled
them with perfect aim at Nida. They fell right into her
lap.

It
would take less than two seconds for them to explode, and they
would likely take a chunk of Nida’s torso with them.

It was
clear the entity could not protect her whilst it was trying to open
the time gate.

It was
down to him.

It was
all down to him.

Carson
punched forward with sudden and incredible speed that came on the
wings of his pounding desperation.

As he
did, he brought around his right hand. The device strapped onto it
surged with power.

He
threw his hand forward, and an invisible wave of energy shot out,
blasting the Barbarian off him, and throwing everything else in the
room against the far wall.

Everything save for Nida.

The
entity had somehow locked her on the spot. But the two concussion
grenades on her lap were not that lucky, and they slammed against
the far wall, shattering under incredible force.

Even
the rubble and dust circling the room cascaded forward, and in a
sudden moment, everything cleared, and he could see the room in
full.

Then
several more Barbarians rounded the doorway.

They
shot towards him, and he ducked to his knees, rolling as quickly as
he could. Then he slammed a hand into the cold floor, pushed up
into a flip, and landed right in front of Nida.

One of
the Barbarians lurched forward with an electric dagger, and threw
it with perfect aim right at Carson’s chest.

Carson's hand lurched up, and with a blast from his device, he
slammed the knife back, and it shattered against the opposite
wall.

He
heard the Barbarians scream and shout amongst themselves, but he
didn’t waste the surprise he'd just given them. Instead, he grabbed
another gun from his holster and blasted their way.

Though
they threw several more grenades in his direction, every time one
rolled towards him, he simply flung his right hand out and the
device sent a powerful and invisible wave crashing into them,
either obliterating the grenades on the spot, or hurling them
against the far wall.

“Almost there,” he heard Nida say from behind him. And it was
Nida; it wasn’t the entity. Her voice shook, and he wanted, more
than anything, to collapse to his knees and throw his arms around
her shoulders. But he couldn’t. Instead, he stood there and
defended her against the relentless attack of the
Barbarians.

If
there was one good thing that could be said about them, they were
dauntless. They did not give up, no matter what the odds. And
that’s what made them such a fearsome enemy of the United Galactic
Coalition.

Even
though the Barbarians would have figured out by now that Carson was
too powerful to be defeated by a head-on attack, they didn’t
stop.

And
they wouldn’t stop.

They
would continue to throw warriors against him until he made a
mistake. Because all he had to do was make one single
mistake.

“Come
on, come on,” he begged her.

He
wanted to turn—he wanted to find out how close she was to opening
the gate—but instead he simply brought up his right hand and
blasted out another wave of power.

He was
starting to realise he was getting weaker though.

Either
the device was running out of juice, or it was tiring him out in a
way he had never felt before.

But he
didn’t give up. He just brought up his plasma handgun and used that
instead. He fired round after round, trying to protect her whilst
he waited . . . and
waited . . . and waited.

And
then he heard it.

At
first elation filled his heart as he thought Nida had finally
achieved it, and had opened the time gate. Then he realised he was
wrong.

There
was a loud, grumbling, hissing noise issuing from further down the
tunnels, and as it grew louder, it shook the walls and
floors.

It
would be some kind of Barbarian weapon.

And
knowing the Barbarians, it would be barbarically effective. “Come
on,” he now screamed to her, “please,” he added in a final act of
desperation.

He
heard something round the doorway.

Then
he saw it.

A set
of heavy mechanical armour with a Barbarian seated
inside.

The
suit was enormous and had such thick armour it was clear it had
been repurposed from a mining planet. Turrets rested on its
shoulders, and the rest of the bulk was dotted with various other
high-powered weapons.

He
brought his right hand up, forcing it forward while trying to fling
another blast of power towards the mechanical suit before it could
fire.

But
the device wouldn’t work. Though Carson could throw a little power,
it wasn’t nearly enough.

He saw
the mechanical warrior lift one of its turrets. The thing started
to glow red.

Carson
knew what would happen next.

So he
did the only thing he could. He crumpled to his knees, he wrapped
his arms around Nida, and he collapsed his body forward, protecting
hers.

Then
he waited.

For
death.

But
death did not come.

Instead, something opened up underneath them.

Light.
Movement. Colour. Form. Charge. Weight. It seemed to take on every
single property of matter.

Indescribable, indefinable.

And it
pulled them through.

With
his arms still collapsed around her shoulders, they were sucked
down into the void.

And
then, instantaneously, they reappeared.

They
did not travel through a tunnel; they did not hurtle along some
kind of energy pathway. They simply reappeared in a completely
different room in a completely different building, and if the
entity was to be believed, in a completely different
time.

Carson
had no idea how long he knelt there with his arms wrapped around
Nida, and it wasn’t until she shuffled back slightly, staring up
into his eyes, that he finally let her go.

Then
he collapsed.

He
grabbed his right hand, realising how much it ached. “What did I do
to myself?” he groaned.

“It
will take some time to get used to the device,” the entity told
him, “and you must be careful to conserve your energy,” it
warned.

He
stared at it. “I want to speak to Nida,” he announced.

“I’m
here,” she shifted forward, her expression changing as the entity
lost hold. “I’m here,” she reached out a hand to him.

Without hesitating, he grasped it in his own. Then he just sat
there, breathing very heavily and waiting.

Waiting for some other terrible, frantic event to happen. When
it didn’t, he finally took the time to stare around
them.

They
were in . . . well, he supposed it was a house
of some description. It was simply furnished, and the walls were
made of stone, not metal.

“Where
are we?” Nida asked, combing her fingers through her
hair.

“I
think you should ask when are we,” he croaked through his words,
barely capable of believing them.

She
looked at him sharply, then she closed her eyes and took a
steadying breath. “Oh my god, we travelled through
time.”

Yes.
They'd travelled through time.

They
both sat there processing that fact, and it wasn’t until Nida
finally rose to her feet to investigate the house that Carson
mustered up the courage to follow.

Silently they assessed the building, and then they returned to
the same room.

They
stood there, about a meter apart, and assessed each other
silently.

“What
now?” she asked in a quiet voice as she rubbed her hands up and
down her arms.

“We
find the dimensional bridge,” he managed in an even quieter voice.
“Do you know where it is? Do you know how to find it?” He took a
step forward and looked into her eyes, trying to see past her to
the entity within.

She
stared back at him mutely, and shrugged her shoulders.

“Ask
the entity,” he suggested through clenched teeth.

She
drew silent for several seconds, then shook her head.

She
looked pale.

And
suddenly he understood why.

The
light that usually danced across her skin was slowly withdrawing
into her hand.

“It’s
weak,” she announced, “opening the time gate has left it weak. It
needs to withdraw. It can’t tax itself
or . . . ,” she trailed off.

He
nodded. He understood. If it allowed itself to grow weak,
presumably it would corrupt all the quicker.

So
instead, he stood there and took a massive breath.

“We
can . . . do this,” he promised.

She
considered him quietly, then finally nodded. “We don’t have any
choice.”

Her
words were soft but bitter, and they made him feel sick.

But
she was right.

They
didn’t have any choice.

They
were both stuck in the past with a critically important mission to
complete.

When
Nida had touched his chest and the entity had transferred visions
to him, he had seen what would happen if or when it became
corrupted.

Destruction. Destruction on an incalculable scale.

Something he could not let happen.

“We
will find that gate,” he said in a stronger, authoritative
tone.

She
gave a slight smile. It was a small and sad move, but then her lips
twitched to the side as if she found something amusing. “Is that an
order?”

“You
bet you it is,” he snapped.

That
kinked smile grew. “Well, there’s only one problem: I’m not sure if
you are still my superior.”

He
arched an eyebrow at her. It was a practised move. The kind of
surly, challenging look he would shoot an insubordinate
underling.

She
just smiled cheekily. “Don’t look at me like that; it’s a
legitimate question. The Academy has never detailed what happens to
the chain of command when you’re taken into the past. I mean,
technically, you aren’t a lieutenant any more. and I’m not a cadet,
because we don’t exist in this time yet.”

He now
raised both his eyebrows, and he clapped his hands on his hips.
“I’m still a lieutenant,” he said pointedly.

She
gave an overly dramatic sigh. “Then I guess that still makes me the
worst recruit in 1000 years.”

He
couldn’t help it—he laughed. They had narrowly escaped a Barbarian
attack with their lives. They were in the past, and they were
shouldering an impossibly difficult mission, and she was worried
that she was still the worst recruit in 1000 years?

It
took a while for him to stop chuckling, and he only laughed more at
Nida’s challenging look. Then he stopped, and he held his hand out
to her. “Come on.”

She
looked at the hand carefully. “Is that an order?”

He
shook his head.

. . . .

She
took his hand.

They
walked out of the building and into a new time.

They
had a mission, and he would do everything he could to complete
it.

He
knew that Nida would do everything she could too. And as he turned
his head to consider her, he realised that, as strange as it
sounded, he wouldn’t have anybody else by his side. Not Travis, not
another member of the Force, not the best recruit in 1000
years.

He
kept that thought to himself though.

Then
they opened the door to a new time and a new place.

They
walked out together.

The
end
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Chapter 1

   Carson Blake

   Had he just . . . travelled through time?

   He didn’t want to believe it; he couldn’t believe it.

   . . . .

   Yet he couldn't deny that wherever or whenever he was, he was far, far away from United Galactic Coalition help.

   In fact, he was virtually on his own. All he had was Nida.

   They had only left the house together briefly, to check the area immediately surrounding it. Thankfully, it appeared to be situated far up a lonely hill, with nothing but rolling pastures and dense forests as company.

   It was a rare piece of luck, considering what had been happening to Carson recently.

   Once they had ascertained they were alone, they had both gone back inside to thoroughly investigate the house they had appeared in.

   Though Carson was trying to make a good show of it, he couldn't hide how tired he was.

   The fight with the Barbarians had taken it out of him, but more than that, the use of this strange glowing red device had powered through his energy reserves like a 50 kilometer sprint through sand.

   He was beyond dog-tired; every single one of his muscles was filled with a heavy, distracting tingle, and he found himself huffing and puffing after less than a few steps.

   Eventually Nida rounded on him and crossed her arms. ‘For god's sake, just sit down and have a rest. I've found what I think is a bed upstairs, and you can have a nap,’ she pointed out.

   He chuckled. It was a particularly hoarse and croaky move, but he hoped it relayed his point. He was not about to go and have a lie down. They had quite possibly just been transported through time to an unknown point in Remus 12's history. He wasn't going to indulge in a little sleep. He was going to find out where they were, what was going on at this point in history, and how in the hell they were going to get back to their own time. Oh yeah, he also had that niggling little problem of finding a dimensional bridge before the entity possessing Nida killed her and everything in reality.

   So napping was completely out of the question.

   Nida did not uncross her arms from in front of her chest though. She simply shook her head, doing an okay impression of a disappointed admiral. For just a second it seemed she had channeled the terse severity of Admiral Lara Forest, but it didn't last. It couldn't with Nida. She had a round and cheerful face, even when she was trying to guilt you.

   ‘I am not going to have a sleep,’ Carson finally pointed out through bared teeth. ‘Now follow your orders, Cadet, and continue to assess this property.’

   She did not snap him a salute. Instead, she just stood there, tapping her foot on the ground. ‘You look like you are about to fall down, Carson.’

   Though it took a great deal of energy, he clamped his hands on his hips and regarded her with the authority of a lieutenant about to tell off a wayward recruit. He even cleared his throat menacingly. ‘Cadet Harper,’ he began.

   ‘Don't give me that,’ she snapped. ‘Just sit down,’ she pleaded.

   ‘Shouldn't you be the one sitting down?’ He questioned her honestly. ‘You look like hell.’ Though he tried to keep the severe, authoritative note to his tone, he couldn't. His voice broke, for more than one reason. It wasn't just the lethargy creeping in and constricting his throat; it was the memory of what they had just been through.

   She brought her fingers up and tenderly touched her pale cheeks. Her eyes were hooded with shadow, and her lips were a worrying bluish pink. ‘I'm fine,’ she said after a moment.

   ‘And the entity?’

   Slowly she glanced down at her left hand. She pumped the fingers in and out as she stared at the faint trace of blue playing across her skin. For a moment she looked worried, then she shook her head. ‘It is just resting,’ she managed after a lengthy pause.

   ‘Precisely, because it has just opened a time gate. Which means you should be resting too,’ he added immediately.

   She looked up at him, the move sharp. ‘That is an illogical leap. Just because the entity is tired, doesn't mean that I am too,’ she began.

   He let out a harsh, blast of a laugh. It was louder than he had intended it to be, and possibly accentuated how damn drained he felt. But he pushed on, nonetheless. ‘Nida, look at yourself,’ he commanded. ‘Your skin is the color of crushed bone.’

   Her eyes blazed as she stared back at him. ‘And what about you, Carson? You don't exactly look like the picture of health. You look as though you’re about to faint. That or die.’

   ‘Cadet,’ he snapped, intending to threaten her with disciplinary action.

   But she cut him short by walking over to him. Without warning, she hooked her arm over his, and then led him towards a chair.

   ‘What are you doing?’ He asked incredulously, ashamed that his voice wavered slightly. It was either his fatigue or her proximity, and he didn't want to admit to either. So he tried to straighten up, and ended up locking his feet in place, using his armor to stiffen his body and prevent her from moving him even a nano centimeter.

   She struggled against his bulk, then finally gave up with a huff. ‘God, you are stubborn,’ she spat. ‘We only have each other to rely on here,’ she added under her breath.

   ‘You're forgetting something. The chain of command,’ he noted in a dark tone.

   She actually doubled back at the exact note of anger in his voice. She even blinked at him in a fearful but still kind of pretty move.

   ‘Now, I am giving you an order as a lieutenant,’ Carson began. Then something rather terrible happened. A wave of weakness washed over him, and he found himself stumbling backwards.

   Immediately she was by his side, hooking an arm around his waist.

   She couldn't hold him though. He was larger than her, and right now he was in very sophisticated armor that was a) hard to get a grip on, and b) heavy as hell.

   As he stumbled backwards, he knocked her off her feet, and sent her thumping into the cold stone ground.

   He swore, trying to pick himself up, but his shoulders and knees and hips were so tired and weak and wobbly that he could barely move.

   ‘Carson,’ she asked worriedly as she wriggled out from underneath him. Then she knelt by his side, picked his head up in her hands, and stared down at him.

   When he blinked at her, she pressed her lips together and shook her head. ‘Looks like you need a rest,’ she pointed out sarcastically.

   ‘I'm fine,’ he tried.

   She just laughed.

   Then she let his head go gently.

   She took with her that slight, almost enchanting trace of warmth that seemed to collect over her hands and fingers. Maybe it was the entity, or maybe it was just her.

   . . . .

   But definitely he shouldn't be thinking about it.

   Clearing his throat properly, he finally locked his palms next to him and pushed himself up into a sitting position. It felt like he was dragging a mountain.

   The type of armor he wore was ridiculously heavy, and relied on an internal motor and an operating system to assist the wearer with moving it. Each section of armored plating was made out of a special reinforced smart metal, and Carson would have absolutely no way of moving it without the help of the armor’s on-board systems.

   So as he sat there, his chest rocking back and forth as he panted, he suddenly wondered whether there was something seriously wrong with the armor itself.

   That could account for his weak knees and wobbling hands.

   With a labored breath, he reached to his side and pulled out his scanner. He opened it, but as he did so, his entire arm shook as if he were holding onto an enormous boulder and not a tiny, featherweight computer.

   ‘There must be something wrong with my armor,’ he explained through a raking breath that seemed to drag through his chest as if his lungs had turned into little hands that were being forced to grasp at every last scrap of air they could.

   Nida just knelt there by his side watching him. ‘Well?’

   It took a long time for Carson's eyes to resolve the image appearing on the scanner. His brain wasn't playing nice, and neither were his fingers as he tried to manipulate the controls. But eventually he got back the readings he wanted to . . . and they confirmed that there was absolutely nothing wrong with his armor. It was operating at 100 percent efficiency. Which meant the problem lay solely with him.

   He cleared his throat quietly. ‘It's malfunctioning slightly,’ he said in a high tone, intending to hide the truth from Nida, no matter what it took. Because while he was dog-tired, she was possessed by an entity from another dimension. And if anybody needed rest, it was her.

   ‘Don't bother lying,’ she sighed at him, rolling her eyes as she did. Then she brought out her hand and clutched it around his as she took the scanner from him.

   He tried to hold onto it, but he couldn't; his hands were wobbling that badly. In fact, he'd probably have trouble holding onto a feather right now.

   She looked at the scanner briefly, then shrugged. ‘Now, I might be the worst recruit in 1000 years, but I'm pretty sure this tells me that you, Lieutenant,’ she stressed the word, ‘need to rest before you fall unconscious,’ her voice bottomed out low. Then she looked at him. And a series of complex emotions flew across her expression. Frustration, worry, sorrow, everything.

   Though he had been seconds from snapping at her that he wasn't going to take any rest, the words died on his lips.

   ‘We are back in the past,’ she noted quietly, and as she did, she held the scanner with one hand and brought her other up to cover her implant. ‘And we are far, far away from any United Galactic Coalition help. We have your armor, this scanner, the entity, and that device,’ she nodded at the implement still covering his right hand. ‘We do not have access to any medical technology. If something goes wrong, and one of us gets injured, we will . . .’ she trailed off.

   ‘Nida,’ he said as carefully as he could, ‘we will be fine.’

   ‘Yes, we will be fine, if we're careful. Now, you're the one who's falling over from fatigue. I'm not. Just go up to one of the bedrooms and rest. I'll look after things down here.’

   ‘No, there is so much we have to organize,’ he began, panic actually rising in his chest at the mere thought of closing his eyes and leaving everything to Nida.

   Perhaps she could read his mind, because the pleading smile on her face stiffened. ‘What, do you think I will screw everything up if I'm left to my own devices?’

   He opened his mouth, but he had absolutely no idea of what to say. Instead, he mutely stared at his hands.

   ‘Carson, I will be fine, trust me. I will stay in this building, and I will keep the scanner set to detect any incoming life signs. Now we are out of those tunnels, it has a pretty good range. It will work for a two-kilometer radius, and I’ll set it to constantly scan for any humanoids or sophisticated life forms. Okay?’

   He found his shoulders deflating, and as they did, so did his resolve. ‘Okay . . . Cadet,’ he answered out of habit.

   This caused her to give a soft laugh.

   Despite himself, he joined in.

   Then he let her help him to his feet, though again there wasn't much she could do whilst he was wearing his armor. Still, she provided an arm against which he could steady himself, and finally he stood.

   Then she pointed to the door. ‘Just up the stairs there's a room with this round . . . bed-shaped thing, I think,’ she said.

   He looked at her warily. ‘Bed-shaped thing?’

   She shrugged her shoulders, looking sheepish. ‘It's flat and soft, and appears to have blankets on it.’

   ‘How about I just sleep in this chair,’ he pointed out as he took a staggering step forward, locked a hand over the armrest of the chair in front of him, and maneuvered his body with great, ungainly effort until he sat roughly.

   He sighed heavily then looked up at her.

   She pursed her lips and shook her head. ‘You'll hurt your neck if you sleep in that chair. You should go upstairs,’ she began.

   He simply raised his hand. Then he settled his head back, secured his arms relatively comfortably over his middle, and closed his eyes. ‘Good night,’ he said pointedly.

   He heard her huff heavily, then eventually she walked away. Though, for at least 10 seconds she simply stood there staring down at him, possibly checking to see that he wasn't about to jump back up again.

   He winked one eye open to watch her as she slowly walked over to one of the small windows on the far side of the room. With one hand hooked tensely over the long sleeve of her uniform, she held the scanner with the other and stared at it with a morose look haunting her expression.

   He suddenly realized how lost and alone she must feel.

   Well, alone except for him. But right now he wasn't sure how much company he could be. Though they had been through a lot together, they still didn't really know each other. He didn't know what her middle name was, where she’d grown up, or what she wanted to do if she graduated from the Academy. He had no idea what she liked to do on the weekends, what her favorite food was, or what had made her join the United Galactic Coalition Academy in the first place.

   It was with these thoughts swirling through his mind that Carson began to drift off.

   But one final thought occupied his attention before slumber took him.

   That this was the lull before the storm.

   And quite possibly the last chance he would get to sleep for some time to come.

    

   





Chapter 2

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It didn't take long for Carson to fall asleep. She knew that, because she had surreptitiously set the scanner to monitor his bio signs.

   Not that she needed it. Because five minutes later, he started snuffling.

   It was categorically the cutest thing she had ever heard. She had to plant a hand hard over her mouth to stifle the giggling. Carson Blake was meant to be a legend, a hero amongst men and women, the poster child of the Galactic Coalition Academy. Yet there he was, conked out on an alien chair, snuffling like a puppy.

   After her amusement at his sleeping habits finally ebbed, she got down to the task of investigating this place. Though they had already gone through every room, and had briefly toured the land surrounding the house outside, it was time to do a thorough job.

   She checked every room, this time accounting for how much food and other resources the building had.

   Using the scanner, she made a list of everything.

   She also piled together anything that appeared to have symbols on it.

   Though most races in the known galaxy spoke the Standard Galactic Dialect in her own time, she had absolutely no idea what date the entity had transported her back to. So the symbols she stared at now were hopefully the equivalent of this people's language.

   She found the symbols written on the sides of wooden boxes, on packets of what she assumed was food in the pantry, and finally on paper-like material that resembled old Earth books and magazines.

   She made a pile of them out in the corridor beyond the room Carson was snuffling in. She didn't want to disturb him, after all.

   Then she set to work using the scanner to assess each and every symbol. Once she was done with that, she sat there with her back pressed against one of the cold walls, trying to remember some of the lessons Commander Sharpe had given her over the years.

   After much head scratching, she recalled what she needed, then set to work forcing the scanner to analyze the airwaves for any kind of coherent information, whether it be radio waves, microwaves, or any of the modern forms of subspace communication.

   She needed spoken examples of this language if she wanted to translate it.

   After several minutes of waiting, with a thrill she realized the scanner had picked up multiple radio wave frequencies.

   She then forced it to record them all, and start on the laborious task of translating them. With the examples of the written alien language she had collected from the house, and the spoken language the scanner would be picking up off the radio waves, in time the scanner would be able to create a coherent language model.

   While it was doing that, she set about looking for some clothes.

   She found some in one of the upstairs rooms, and now gathered them together.

   Using the scanner again, she told it to monitor the airwaves for any kind of visual data, and finally it began to show her images, the pictures appearing just over the bed of the scanner in small 3-D holograms.

   Needless to say, it was a confusing mix of colors and forms. She saw what she assumed was the alien race, then examples of technology, plants, animals, rolling hills, and well-lit cities. It was a colorful jumble, and made little sense to her.

   But she didn't need to make sense of it yet; she simply needed to understand what the people of this time looked like, and what they wore.

   Once she figured out what they wore, she sifted through the clothes she'd found, until she selected ones that matched what she assumed was the current tastes.

   A pair of black, sturdy pants for Carson, a white, high-collared shirt, and a brown, worn leather vest. And for her, a long skirt made of quite beautiful alternating strips of blue and green fabric. The green fabric had detailed little flowers embroidered over it, and led up to a tight, almost bodice like top with more embroidery over the bust line. Underneath this, she wore a black, long sleeved, tight shirt. She was lucky enough to have found a pair of elbow length, black, almost opalescent gloves too, which handily covered her glowing left hand. Then she finished the entire outfit off with a blue, beaded veil that wrapped around her neck and head, and sat low over her eyes.

   There was a mirror in a room she assumed was the bathroom, that she considered herself in for a good few minutes, even twirling around on the spot and watching the skirt dance around her ankles.

   She looked completely different.

   And she was well covered, which was a particularly good thing; when the entity woke up again, it would probably make her entire body glow blue, like it had before. And though Nida didn't know much about the people inhabiting this planet, she could bet that glowing women were not usual around these parts.

   Once she was done with the clothes, she sat down and tried to figure out how exactly she would make the rest of her body look like one of the aliens on this planet.

   Thankfully, they were humanoid, and as far as she could tell, were about the same height and weight range as your average human. But that was where her luck ended.

   These people had white hair, jet-black eyes, ridges along their arms, necks, and cheeks, and vibrant blue spots to finish it all off.

   While she could probably get away with things by just tugging her veil down, and relying on the fact that the rest of her body was completely covered, Carson would be a different matter.

   Realizing she probably couldn’t figure this one out on her own, she set to work analyzing what she thought were food stores in the kitchen. Though the scanner was busy trying to calculate a language model, it had enough left over power to help her assess the chemical constituents of the packets she found, and she soon selected some that wouldn’t kill her or Carson. They weren’t exactly perfectly nutritionally balanced for humans, but they would do. Then she spent a strange 20 minutes opening several of the packets and trying to . . . well . . . figure out how to make them palatable.

   It was while she was doing this, bending over what she thought was a stove, that she heard footsteps behind her.

   ‘What are you doing?’ Carson asked.

   She yelped, surprised by his sudden entrance, and accidentally tipped forward, losing her balance.

   She threw out a hand, caught the edge of the bench, and managed to steady herself though. Then she straightened up, turned around, patted a hand down her tight green bodice, and sighed.

   Far from laughing at her, Carson simply stood there in the doorway, staring at her with an open mouth. ‘Nida . . . what are you wearing?’

   ‘The traditional garb of a modern woman of this planet,’ she said with a curtsy. ‘I think. And the gloves,’ she brought them up, ‘are just there to stop people from noticing my glowing hand.’

   Carson didn’t appear to be capable of speaking; instead, he stared at her. Thoroughly. His eyes appeared to dart over every single centimeter of her, and before too long, she started to blush. She was thankful for her long veil, and suddenly tugged it down over her eyes.

   ‘Where did you get those clothes?’ Carson finally stopped staring, and perhaps he realized just how intense he’d been, because he straightened up, coughed, and looked sheepish.

   ‘Upstairs. I’ve found something for you too,’ she walked past him awkwardly, then practically ran into the hallway, the shoes she had selected clicking over the stone floor. 

   She quickly found the pile of clothes she’d selected for him, picked them up, and handed them over.

   He took them off her, then considered them, concentrating on the worn leather vest especially. ‘Fashionable,’ he quipped in a long drone. Then he glanced at her again.

   It was a weird, awkward kind of look, and he immediately cleared his throat when she saw him watching her.

   She shuffled her feet a little. ‘Are you feeling better?’

   ‘Fine,’ he said quickly. ‘But we have a lot to do. We have to figure out this alien race’s language. I have no idea what time we’ve gone back to, but I doubt that they’re using—’ he began.

   ‘The Standard Galactic Dialect,’ she finished off his sentence. ‘They aren’t. And the scanner has just finished building a functional language model for them.’ She gestured to where she had set it down on a small side table several meters from Carson.

   He actually frowned at her. ‘Sorry?’

   ‘Well, while you were asleep, I tried to remember some of my Academy lessons, and gathered together everything that looked like it had alien language on it, and fed it into the scanner. Then I told the scanner to monitor all airwaves for any kind of coherent data that looked like communication. Well, it found radio waves; I told it to assess those too. And now it has built a functional model.’ She felt a little bit like she was presenting a project in class.

   Carson’s lips were a little too far open. ‘You did that on your own?’

   She suddenly felt defensive. ‘Yes. I followed Academy regulations,’ she began.

   He put a hand up. ‘Never mind. I’m just . . . impressed,’ he winced as he said it, ‘sorry, that sounds bad. I mean . . . you did good.’ He winced again. ‘No, that sounds worse. Look, never mind.’

   Though she wanted to remain defensive, she couldn’t. He was terribly cute when he was being awkward. Which was incredible when you thought about who he was. That was Carson freaking Blake standing in front of her. He wasn’t meant to be cute. He was the leader of the Force; he was effective, efficient, trained, and sharp like the sword of justice.

   Yet now he looked like he wanted to crawl back to his little chair and fall asleep so he could snuffle the day away and forget his embarrassment.

   Thinking about that reminded her of just how damn sweet his snuffling was, and she brought a hand up and couldn’t help but giggle behind it.

   His eyebrows shot down over his eyes. ‘What?’

   ‘Nothing,’ she said in a high-pitched voice.

   ‘Yeah, right, now tell me,’ he grumbled.

   ‘You snuffle while you sleep. Maybe it was just the effect of the device,’ she tried to reason quickly, surprised that she’d actually just shared that detail with Carson.

   He looked mortified. Then he straightened his back, lifted his chin, and gave her that same look he always did when he was trying to pull rank. ‘I do not.’

   ‘My mistake, never mind,’ she added as she waved a hand at him. ‘We should just concentrate on the fact that we don’t know when we are and are completely on our own with an impossible mission to complete.’

   She couldn’t distract him.

   He just frowned at her. ‘Right,’ he looked down at the scanner again, making a show of going through her work. ‘Now we’ve got this, at least we’ll be able to translate what we see and hear. Now we’ll just need to figure out what we can actually eat on this planet,’ he added as his stomach gave a rumble.

   ‘I’ve already done that,’ she pointed to what she thought was the kitchen. ‘There were a couple of foil packets, and I assumed they were food. I scanned them, and I selected the ones that won’t make us terribly ill.’

   ‘Well, that’s reassuring,’ he quipped. ‘Perhaps I should check your work though,’ he said, rather condescendingly. Then he turned from her, his demeanor unusually frosty as he headed towards the kitchen.

   He was clearly still unhappy about her snuffling remark.

   Rather than try to soothe his hurt feelings, she trundled after him.

   In silence he scanned the same foil packages she had, and came to the same conclusion. Bravely selected one, opened it, stuck his finger inside, and licked the silver, powdery contents.

   He immediately made a face. 

   He slapped his free hand down on the bench, blinked his eyes close, and hissed slightly. ‘Holy crap,’ he said after several seconds, ‘that tastes like being punched in the gut.’

   She just raised an eyebrow. Leaning past, she dipped her finger into the packet, then, with only a slight pause, licked the contents off her finger.

   She practically fell over.

   Swearing, she slammed both hands down on the counter, and started to shake her head. ‘Oh . . . god. I need water. I need water.’

   He didn’t move to help her. He simply stood there and laughed.

   ‘It’s not funny.’

   ‘Yes, it is,’ he conceded seriously.

   She wanted to punch him, but as he was still wearing his armor all the way up to his neck, she refrained. If she so much as touched her knuckles to the ablative plating of his arm, they would probably shatter.

   And as now she was away from the best medical facilities the United Galactic Coalition had to offer, she had to be careful. Very, very careful. No more broken ribs or concussions for her.

   And no more silver powder from foil packets either.

   Once she finished choking, and Carson stopped laughing, she snapped at him to put his clothes on.

   He simply stared back at her as if she were a fool. ‘We are not playing dress ups. We are on an alien planet. By simply putting on a crappy leather vest, I’m not going to fit in. We have no idea what the inhabitants of this planet look like, but I can guarantee you they don’t look anything like us.’

   She regarded him silently, then she rolled her eyes. ‘You really do think I’m the worst recruit in 1000 years, don’t you? I’ve already accessed images of them; that’s how I know what they wear. And as for their physical appearance, thankfully they’re about the same build as we are, but . . .’ she trailed off.

   ‘But,’ he repeated challengingly.

   ‘They have white hair, black eyes, blue spots, and ridges over their bodies.’

   ‘How about I look that up for myself,’ Carson mumbled under his breath as he manipulated the scanner.

   She’d had just about enough of the rude, defensive Carson, and she cleared her throat properly. ‘Are you always this cranky after you wake up? Or is this just because I said you snuffle while you sleep? Because you do. But what’s wrong with that? It was adorable.’

   Oh no, that had been the wrong word.

   Carson looked appalled. ‘Adorable?’

   ‘Cute?’ she tried instead.

   ‘Cute?’ he challenged in a far more menacing tone.

   ‘Attractive?’ She finally chanced upon.

   But that was an even worse word, because the look Carson shot her sent her stomach careening through the floor.

   He didn’t look angry anymore; his expression was a muddle of surprise and something else.

   Clearing her throat and shaking her head, she tapped her hand on her implant. ‘Look, just forget what I said. Can we get back to, oh, I don’t know, saving the universe?’ It was a trite and somewhat silly thing to say considering how much trouble they were now in, but at least it shifted his attention.

   With a grumbled yes, he kept playing with the scanner.

   In fact, he considered it with focused attention for several minutes until finally he sighed.

   ‘What?’ she asked when he didn't volunteer anything further. ‘What's the matter?’

   He sunk his fingers into his brow and pressed the nails hard into the flesh. He still looked tired. Of course he did. He'd had all of several hours sleep, and that was not nearly enough to pay back the debt using the device had amassed.

   ‘We can't really, seriously consider going out there,’ he finally explained.

   ‘What?’

   He looked up at her, and though at first his expression was almost withering, with another sigh, he went back to being the sweet, well-behaved Carson she was starting to get used to. ‘Look, I'm sorry, I'm just . . . tired. But seriously, though, we can't actually consider going out there,’ he gestured with his hand towards the wall.

   She wasn't dumb enough to think he meant the yard. They'd already been in the yard, and it hadn’t been that bad. No, he meant amongst the populace of this planet.

   An alien race they still knew next to nothing about.

   ‘We might have a functioning language model, but it's going to be damn hard to use it discreetly. And what's more, frankly, though you occasionally glow blue, you don't have spots. And I don't have neck ridges. And we know nothing about the culture of this planet. They could be murderers, there could be ritual sacrifices, we could walk down the street, fail to wave at the right person, and commit a crime punishable by death. We can't go out there,’ he said one last time, his voice growing weak.

   She just looked at him, her lips parting open gently. Then she had to shake her head. And for a moment she wondered whether it was her doing the shaking, or whether the entity had woken up just enough to force the move. ‘No,’ she said in a firm tone that wasn't entirely her own. ‘We have to.’

   Though Carson had appeared ready to overrule her, he stopped. ‘Nida?’ he asked carefully.

   She patted her implant, feeling the minute influence the entity had wielded over her dwindle. She nodded her head. ‘It's still me,’ she said. Then she took a pointed breath. ‘And we have to go out there. How else will we find the dimensional bridge? And how else will we get back to our own time? We need to find another time gate.’

   ‘We have one here,’ Carson pointed to the floor. ‘Somewhere,’ he mumbled again. ‘I think.’

   ‘This isn't the time gate,’ Nida said, unsure of how she knew that fact. ‘I think it's just a random point in space where the gate dropped us.’

   Carson looked at her skeptically, then, after she appeared to pass some test, he swore bitterly, massaging his brow with his fingernails once more. He was leaving little half-moon, red marks etched in his skin. And they were a clear testament to how stressed and tired he was.

   He let out a long, beleaguered sigh. ‘We will find one. But you have to understand what I'm saying. We can't go out there and meet the people of this world. We know next to nothing about their culture, their morals, their laws. It will be suicide. And I don't know if you've noticed, but we've got technology from the future,’ he gestured to the scanner, ‘that would be crippling to this world's timeline if they were to get their hands on it. My armor,’ he patted a flat hand on his chest, the movement a clanging one. ‘My gun,’ he gestured to the handgun in his magnetic holster. ‘And this,’ he finally brought up his right hand, and considered the device with an expression that was part filled with awe and part filled with suspicion.

   Finally, he looked up at her.

   She swallowed.

   He was right. Absolutely everything he had said made sense. But the trouble was, she couldn't see a way around going out there. Because none of what they needed was in this house.

   She tried to stand up straighter.

   Carson shook his head immediately. ‘This is nonnegotiable, Cadet; it is in order,’ he tried.

   There would have been a time when a statement like that would have terrified her. Back at the Academy, she had done nothing but get in trouble. She'd never been a rebel or a particularly bad egg. She’d just been awkward and clumsy and unsure of herself.

   Well right now, she was sure of herself. And that fact alone made the look in Carson's eyes and the challenging note to his voice simply ineffective.

   ‘Carson,’ she said softly, ‘you know we have to go out there,’ she said simply. It hadn’t been what she was intending to say, but at the last moment, she had switched her words. Or maybe the entity had.

   Again Carson got that careful edge to his gaze as he surveyed her. He swallowed loudly. ‘I'm going to need more than that. It's far too dangerous,’ he began.

   She brought her hand up in a stiff, stopping movement. ‘We don't have the benefit of wasting time. The longer I remain here, the more I corrupt. I must find a bridge.’ The entity spoke through her. But its once sure voice now shook badly. As it manipulated her body, she felt how weak it was. The strong presence that had once filled her mind and supported her with its reassuring power was now a shadow of its former self.

   That fact scared her. Deeply. And once the entity stopped speaking through her, Nida gasped.

   ‘What is it?’ Immediately Carson closed the distance between them, and lightly grabbed her shoulder, looking into her eyes with a penetrating gaze.

   She blinked languidly, then shook her head. ‘I think it's . . . weak,’ she managed, choking over the statement. ‘Opening the time gate took a lot of energy,’ she continued, still shaking.

   ‘Is it okay? Will it . . . live?’ Carson asked, his words coming out slowly and with pressured, staccato breath as he clearly tried to frame his question in a way that made sense.

   ‘It's weak,’ she concluded simply. ‘I think it just needs to rest.’

   ‘Then rest,’ he commanded, and she wasn't sure whether he was talking to her or the entity.

   But one thing was for sure: he didn't loosen his gentle grip on her shoulder. And that fact gladdened her.

   He was strangely supportive if she let him be.

   In a way, that was completely different to the legendary Carson Blake she'd thought she had once known.

   The real Carson had a memorable tenderness to him, and it made him seem all the more human. He wasn't completely fragile or anything; he had taken on an entire team of Barbarians on his own, after all. But there was just this look of uncertainty in his eyes that made Nida realize he wasn't perfect and he knew it. Yet that didn't stop him from trying to do whatever he could. For every fault he had, he had a bucket of determination to compensate for it.

   Suddenly she smiled.

   The corners of his lips pricked up at the move. ‘Are you okay?’

   She nodded. ‘I'm fine, and I'm sure the entity will be too. But it's right. We need to hurry. We don't have the luxury of staying in this building and playing it safe. We have to see if there is a dimensional bridge in this time, and if there isn't, we need to find another time gate and travel to another point in history.’

   He opened his mouth to protest. She could see it flickering in his eyes. He didn't want to run the risk, and fair enough, because it was a huge risk. Everything he had listed was a possibility. Knowing nothing about the culture and laws of this time was a perilous combination. If you added to that the fact they were harboring technology light years beyond anything this planet currently had, and that they were both aliens, then you had a lethal combination.

   If either Carson or Nida were found out, they could completely alter this planet's timeline.

   It was such a terrible fact to think about, and yet, she knew the entity was right.

   If it stayed in this realm much longer, it would corrupt. Maybe it had several hours, or several days, or several months, but it didn't matter, at some point it would lose all control, and then . . . it would unleash destruction on an unimaginable scale.

   She shuddered to think about it.

   Carson still had his hand pressed softly into her shoulder, and now he pushed his fingers harder into her arm, holding her in place. ‘What's the matter?’ he asked quickly, his words so snapped, all of the syllables ran together.

   ‘We just need to hurry,’ Nida managed as she patted her hand to her throat, feeling the implant underneath the fabric and taking comfort from it.

   Carson appeared to consider her for a long moment, then he stood back, his hand dropping to his side. ‘Fine, but this is going to be . . .’ he trailed off.

   ‘Dangerous?’ she tried to hold his gaze. ‘But at least we've got each other, right?’ She wasn't entirely sure why she added the last part; it was a particularly embarrassing thing to say, and sounded ridiculously sappy once the words were out.

   But to her surprise, he smiled. ‘Yes, we do, and I'm rapidly finding out that you aren't the worst recruit in 1000 years.’

   ‘You know, that’s possibly the nicest thing someone has ever said to me,’ she grinned around her words.

   ‘Well, there you go,’ he began, then he opened his mouth, readying to add something else. But he stopped. Instead, he cleared his throat. ‘Right, now it's your turn to get some rest.’

   She started to protest.

   He put up a hand and stopped her mid-sentence. ‘This is not negotiable. And I'm not going to put up with any of your protests. I had my chance to sleep, and now it's time you get yours. Plus, there are quite a few things I'm going to need to organize before we go out on the town,’ his voice became indecisive at the end.

   She looked up sharply. ‘You mean you agree we have to go out there?’

   He nodded his head. It was a tense move, and it was clear he would rather be shaking it. ‘There's no other way,’ he clapped a hand over his face and smoothed down one of his eyebrows in a rough move that spoke of stress and tension and the weight of the world on his shoulders.

   ‘Then I should help you,’ she began.

   ‘No,’ he snapped harshly. In a slow move he pointed behind him into the room he had slept in. ‘You are going to get some rest.’

   ‘In a chair? Can't I go to one of the rooms upstairs?’

   ‘Nope, you are going to sleep right in front of me so I can keep my eyes on you . . . which sounds creepy, but it isn't,’ he mumbled quickly.

   She raised both her eyebrows. ‘You know, I can sleep on my own without tripping over and dying. I don't need somebody checking on me every couple of minutes like a newborn baby.’

   He simply replied with a stony stare. ‘Go and get some rest, now.’

   She tried to protest, but he simply shouted her down, and Carson Blake had an impressive set of lungs on him. He also had a very commanding tone that was hard to ignore.

   Eventually she conceded, and walked back into what she assumed was the lounge room.

   Pulling the cushion off the chair, she threw it on the floor and lay down next to it, bunching it up under her head.

   ‘You're going to sleep on the floor?’ he questioned as he walked in behind her.

   ‘I have a delicate neck,’ she pointed out roughly. ‘Now get to work.’

   He laughed, but didn't pull her up for being rude. Instead, he mumbled a simple ‘good night,’ even though it was the middle of the day.

   After shifting around on the floor for a good five minutes trying to get comfortable, finally she found a position that didn't feel as though it would break her back, and Nida closed her eyes.

   It didn't take long for sleep to claim her. In fact, all she had to do was surrender to the growing lethargy that had claimed her limbs.

   Right on the edge of unconsciousness, she felt and she saw it.

   The entity. That dancing, twirling blue light.

   It welcomed her, and she welcomed it.

    

   





Chapter 3

   Carson Blake

   He kept looking up, checking on her as she lay there on the floor, crumpled into a ball.

   Her left hand no longer twitched, and neither did she silently whisper for help as she dreamt some frightful nightmare.

   She simply lay there, and she didn't make a noise, not even a snuffle.

   The mere thought of that word made him bristle.

   He didn't snuffle while he slept. He wasn't a child. He was a grown man. And he felt sure that if he was a snuffler, somebody would have told him by now.

   Remembering that Nida thought it was adorable, immediately made him clear his throat quietly. Or maybe she thought it was cute, or attractive. She'd blushed crimson red at his reaction when she’d suggested that one.

   Because his reaction had been weird. Intense, even. And way out of proportion.

   She’d simply muttered the word, yet for some damn reason his heart had chosen that exact moment to hammer hard and send a burst of nerves rippling through his gut.

   Trying to put all of that out of his mind, he threw himself back into his work.

   This was madness. No, it was beyond madness; it was guaranteed suicide.

   Before Carson had joined the Academy, he'd been a fan of action and adventure holograms, especially ones that involved space travel. He loved to revel in those strange and wonderful stories of people travelling to distant planets and engaging in the strangest of adventures. But once he'd joined the Academy and he realized what space travel was really about, he’d quickly recognized just how farcical those stories had been.

   In the real world, you didn't just land your ship willy-nilly on some random alien world and walk up to the first local, waving and sticking your thumbs up.

   Though most of the Milky Way had been thoroughly explored, if ever a new race were discovered, it would take months of intricate planning before anyone was allowed to make contact. The new alien race would be studied, from their language to their culture, until the United Galactic Coalition knew exactly how to greet them without breaking every single cultural rule and social faux pas.

   These things were delicate, because they were unbelievably complex. Yet here he was, facing the prospect of infiltrating an alien race with only a scanner and a single set of armor to help him.

   Still, Carson did not turn away from the task.

   He drew on every scrap of training he had ever received.

   There were protocols detailing what a United Galactic Coalition member was to do if they ever found themselves stuck on a potentially hostile alien world, far away from help. And now Carson drew on them.

   It took several hours, but slowly he gathered together everything he needed to make a satisfactory disguise.

   Pigments, glue, raw materials he could manufacture into prosthetics, and dye.

   The task wasn't as hard as it sounded; with the help of his scanner, he could load in the details of what he wanted, and it would assess all of the matter around him, until it found matches to what he was after.

   Then, it was time to synthesize everything together.

   He had a collection of plants from the meadow outside, stone dust, some of the food from those suspicious foil packages, and even some chemicals he had found in the basement of this building.

   Then he sat down, and with the use of the guts of his gun, he set about making passable alien disguises.

   When he was done, he dressed, and finally checked himself out in a mirror.

   He looked . . . well, like an alien. And hopefully, exactly like an alien from this planet.

   He'd done some more digging through whatever data the scanner had been able to glean off the radio and television waves it was receiving.

   As far as he could tell, the inhabitants of this planet referred to themselves as the Vex.

   It was a curious name. Or at least it was once you translated it into the Standard Galactic Dialect.

   The planet was also called Vex.

   And, as he considered himself in the mirror, he realized that he was, quite appropriately, quite vexed.

   This wasn't the first time he had assumed the disguise of another race. Being the commander of the Force meant that he had gone on many strange missions in his time.

   Still, this was the first time he had ever been forced to manufacture a disguise out of little more than a collection of plants and suspicious powders from foil packets.

   Yet thankfully, it was passable.

   At least on the surface.

   It would not be passable on the inside.

   The Vex had green blood.

   And there was nothing that he could do to change the color of his blood. So he just had to hope that over the course of their adventure, neither of them would become injured.

   Which was a very large hope when he realized he was travelling with none other than Nida Harper.

   As he continued to check out his disguise via his reflection, he heard soft footsteps.

   Turning, he saw Nida walk slowly towards him. She looked sleepy, and her eyes were half closed. Yawning, she stretched her arms out, and promptly banged her hand against the wall. She muttered, shook out her knuckles, and tried for a sheepish smile.

   . . . .

   She was an accident on legs, and he was about to take her out onto a completely unknown alien world.

   Suddenly he felt a cold sweat pick up across his brow, and he swallowed hard.

   ‘Oh, wow,’ she said as she neared, her eyes opening wide as she considered his disguise. ‘That's amazing. Hold on, you are Carson, right?’ She asked in a high-pitched voice.

   He stared at her disbelievingly, eventually shaking his head. ‘Yeah, I'm Carson.’

   She looked sheepish again. ‘You've been busy. How long have I been sleeping for?’

   ‘About eight hours,’ he said as he patted one of his neck ridges. It felt suitably strange.

   He had taken his armor off, or at least he had partly taken it off. He’d forced the ablative plating to recede into two metal bands around his wrists. They were thick and heavy, but with a single command, he could activate the armor, and in several seconds, it would grow up over his skin.

   It was unbelievably reassuring to have it there.

   But while he could hide the armor, his gun and the scanner and the device weren’t going to be as easy.

   Nida took a small but still clumsy step towards him. ‘Really, I was out for eight hours?’

   He gestured to the small window behind him. ‘It will be dusk soon. As far as I can tell, this planet has roughly a 28-hour day.’

   ‘I can't believe I wasted so much time,’ she began, looking guilty.

   ‘You rested; you needed to rest. That is not wasting time,’ he said firmly. ‘Plus, it has taken me this long to manufacture our disguises.’

   ‘You made one for me too?’

   He nodded.

   Though he had briefly thought of leaving Nida here whilst he went out and did all the investigating, he quickly realized it was a poor idea. For one, he didn't want to take his eyes off her, and for another, he doubted the entity would let him. And he didn't want to piss it off, because every time he pissed it off, it took control of Nida, and he knew that sapped up the precious little energy the entity had left.

   ‘Wow, I can't believe we’re really going out there,’ she noted, biting her lip as she did.

   It was a cute move, but it couldn't hide how nervous she looked.

   ‘Yes, we are,’ he said carefully as he turned to her fully. ‘And now it's time to get you ready.’

   She looked up at him. It wasn’t a sharp move; in fact, it was small. But the effect it had on him was far out of proportion.

   He felt a little giddy, and, god dammit, it had been years since Carson Blake had felt giddy.

   He was a grown man, for crying out loud, he wasn't a schoolboy.

   Concluding it must have something to do with how tired he was, he cleared his throat properly, and got to work.

   Though he indicated to Nida how to assemble her own disguise, he quickly realized she was a little too clumsy to manage it, and he had to step in.

   Quite close to her.

   In fact, right up against her as he carefully applied prosthetic neck ridges, blue spots, and white dye to her hair.

   It was a lengthy process, and through the whole thing, she simply stood or sat quietly.

   Though her skin didn't glow any more, it was still peculiarly warm.

   Or maybe he was warm, maybe her proximity made him flush with heat—he didn't know. And once again, those were entirely inappropriate thoughts, and he chased them away as soon as they arose.

   Instead, he concentrated until the task was over.

   But no matter how hard he tried to focus on assembling her disguise, he couldn't ignore how . . . tender the entire experience was.

   From dying her hair, to applying blue dots to her cheeks, the physical barriers between them were broken for those few minutes.

   Though she hadn't said a word, that hadn't nullified the intensity of the experience. In fact, in many ways, it had only increased it.

   But finally, it was over, and Carson stood back, pretending he could breathe easily, and chasing away any latent tingle over his fingers by pumping them hard. ‘We are all done,’ he croaked.

   She gently touched her cheek, then ran a hand through her fresh white hair.

   She blinked at him quickly, and her entirely black irises couldn't hide her surprise. ‘Wow,’ she managed as she ran a hand up and down her throat. Turning, she looked at the mirror, and twisted on the spot, that long skirt of hers flaring around her ankles.

   He cleared his throat, and looked away.

   ‘You know, if things don't work out for you as the legendary hero of the Galactic Coalition Academy, you could move into costume design,’ she laughed lightly.

   He liked listening to that laugh.

   Then he caught up to what she had just said. He raised an eyebrow pointedly. ‘Sorry, legendary hero of the Academy?’

   She looked sprung, as if she hadn't intended to say that out loud. ‘I just meant . . . okay, come on, you must know that you are . . . seriously popular,’ she stumbled over her words like she usually stumbled over her feet.

   ‘Seriously popular?’ he questioned again.

   She threw up her hands. ‘You're in the E Club, you're the head of the Force, and every damn recruit worships you.’

   ‘Does that include you?’

   He shouldn't have asked that question, or at least not with that particular tension to his tone.

   She blinked quickly. ‘Every cadet except for me,’ she clarified, her voice squeaking a little. ‘But that's not the point. This is an incredible disguise. How exactly did you learn to do things like this?’ she asked as she leaned towards the mirror, dragging her fingers delicately across the ridges on her cheeks.

   He watched her as she pressed herself close to the mirror, and it took him a while to realize she’d asked a question. He cleared his throat way too awkwardly. ‘Survival training. I used the scanner to help me figure out what substances around this building I could use to manufacture prosthetics and glue,’ he began.

   She turned and smiled. ‘I know,’ she shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’ve been to the Academy too. But the point is, you did a good job. Which I guess isn’t surprising considering you’re Carson Blake,’ she added.

   He couldn't help but laugh again, yet this time he couldn't hide the tight, uneasy edge to it. ‘Why do you keep going on about me as if I'm not in the room?’

   She looked sprung and blinked quickly. ‘Why do you keep pretending that you’re not, well, Carson—’ she began.

   ‘Blake?’ he finished. ‘You keep referring to me as if I’m a thing,’ he challenged.

   She started to blush, and she ran her hand up and down the long black sleeve of her arm. ‘Sorry,’ she stuttered, ‘it's just, well, in the Academy, you have it drummed into your head that Carson Blake is the best of the best.’

   ‘I’m standing right here, and you don't need to refer to me by my full name.’ He was aware that he should just drop it; it was clear she wasn't trying to insult him. She was just stumbling over her words as usual.

   But he couldn't drop it. And maybe the reason he couldn't drop it was that he didn't entirely understand what he was feeling, and that scared him.

   He’d been on multiple missions before, with a whole range of different people, and yet none of them had ever been this intense.

   ‘I’m sorry,’ she said in a clearer voice now, ‘don’t mind me.’

   She sounded and looked apologetic.

   Which made him realize he was being a total ass.

   He’d robbed her of a brief moment of levity, something she deserved, considering what had happened to her. An entity from another dimension had possessed her body, she was on a run through time and space, and all he could think of was how awkward it was to be referred to as Carson Blake, the hero of the Galactic Coalition Academy.

   He clutched his neck, and let his stiff, sweaty fingers drag across the muscles. ‘Sorry,’ he managed, ‘I’ve just never been comfortable with . . .’ he trailed off.

   ‘You don’t have to explain yourself,’ she said lightly, but it was clear she was only trying to be polite.

   ‘No, I think I do. Look, my life is quite different to the one you probably think I have. I am not the legend of the Galactic Coalition Academy. I work hard, just like everybody else. That’s it. I do my job.’

   She pressed her lips together and nodded, but she didn’t look at him.

   It was clear she didn’t believe him.

   And just for a second, that irritated him again. Before he could stop himself, another wave of frustration billowed through his chest, snapping his mouth open as it did. ‘I’m just an ordinary guy, honest. I’m not a captain, an admiral, or even a commander. I’m only a lieutenant. I’m just ordinary,’ he repeated. Because, for some reason, it was critically important Nida understood he was normal. He wasn’t some untouchable legend. He was just a guy. Not that different from her, or, at least, a little more coordinated, but still ordinary.

   She finally looked up at him. It was clear that he had made this once light interaction into something uncomfortably intense. She stopped rubbing her arms and instead held her hands tightly in front of her, as if she were on parade. ‘Okay,’ she said simply.

   ‘I’m just ordinary,’ he repeated again, kicking himself for being so pigheaded. He had to stop saying that, and he had to drop this before he freaked Nida out even further.

   But she now flicked her gaze up and held his. ‘Except you’re not,’ she said in a soft tone that was nonetheless steady.

   ‘What?’

   ‘You are the head of the Force, and you have mastered the use of the telekinetic implant. People rely on you. People trust you. And you get things done. Carson, you’re not ordinary,’ she still spoke in that same deceptively quiet tone that nonetheless rang with certainty.

   He swallowed. ‘Yes I am,’ he began, sounding as petulant as a child.

   ‘You’re not, and that’s a good thing. If you weren’t here, if you hadn’t been so persistent in looking out for me on Earth, I would be dead. You, Carson Blake, are why we are both here. You’re not ordinary, and that’s a good thing,’ she looked at him as she spoke, and she didn’t once blink, and neither did she drop her gaze. She also still held her hands tightly in front of her.

   From her body language to her calm certainty, watching her was transfixing.

   He swallowed. He tried to defend himself, but he couldn’t think of anything to say.

   Because concealed in her statement and the way she had said it was a compliment. Okay, it hadn’t even been concealed. She had outright said that if he’d been anyone else, she wouldn’t be alive.

   He swallowed again. Then he managed to shake his head. ‘You’re overstating things. Anybody else could have done what I did.’

   ‘Except for me,’ she laughed lightly, but if the move had been intended as carefree, it wasn’t. She looked unusually small in that moment, and she finally unhooked her hands from in front of her, and brushed the fingers of her right hand over her left palm. ‘Maybe if I had been somebody else, things would never have gotten this far. I mean, a real cadet, someone not as useless as I am, wouldn’t have made the same mistakes. They wouldn’t have touched the blue orb in that statue room,’ she picked over her words slowly, as if she were trying to hide her emotion, ‘they wouldn’t have kept everything to themselves. They would have figured out what was going on sooner, and they would have gotten the appropriate help before it was too late.’

   She no longer looked at him. Instead, she stared at some innocuous patch of dirt on the cold, grey, stone floor.

   Without thinking, he stepped right in front of her, breaking her gaze. He dipped his head down, until she looked up into his eyes. He simply shook his head. ‘This is not your fault. And you did everything you could to stop this. People didn’t believe you,’ he stabbed a finger at the ground as he spoke, unable to keep his passion from poisoning his calm resolve. Though he wanted to speak with authority, he ended up talking with an unmistakable note of frustration instead. ‘You are the last person who can be blamed for this.’

   She pressed her lips together, but didn’t say anything more. Instead, she dropped her gaze and stared at her left palm.

   Again, without thinking, he grabbed it and held it in his own hand, covering that faint dancing blue glow with the girth of his palm and fingers.

   She was a cadet and he was a lieutenant, and he really had to stop touching her. Okay, you were permitted to engage in bodily contact when it was necessary, like when you were tackling somebody out of the way of an enormous Barbarian. But the point was, he had to stop touching her in moments like this.

   Emotional, poignant, almost scary moments. Moments that stretched like time shouldn’t, and that practically vibrated around him with strange, unknown promises.

   It took a lot of effort, but he finally dropped her hand and stepped back, reinstating their personal space.

   She was still staring at her hand, but there was the slightest of smiles warming her cheeks. ‘Okay,’ she whispered.

   ‘Okay?’ he croaked, completely unsure of what she was agreeing to.

   ‘Okay, so maybe it wasn’t all my fault, and maybe I did try hard to let people know what was happening. But,’ she took a steadying breath, ‘I still don’t think you’re normal. And thank you, for not being normal,’ she added, awkwardly.

   He opened his mouth, but he couldn’t say anything.

   He wasn’t sure whether he should thank her, argue further that he was normal, or tell her it was time to change the subject of this conversation.

   But she made the next move. ‘I guess now that we both have disguises, we can’t put it off any longer. We should . . . go out.’

   Briefly, he took that to mean something else, and blinked hard, but soon realized what she meant. Nodding his head entirely too quickly, he cleared his throat and tried to straighten up. ‘I think you’re right. We can’t waste any more time.’ He closed his eyes and sighed. ‘I can’t believe I just said that. We are about to go out on an unknown alien planet, and mingle with the inhabitants. We are so screwed.’

   ‘The Academy teaches that a good cadet never gives up,’ Nida said as she shifted past him and towards the door. The heels of her shoes clicked against the hard stone, and the elegant skirt she wore swished around her ankles. She turned over her shoulder, her new white hair cascading around her. ‘So, come on. If Commander Sharpe were to ever find out that we gave up,’ she whistled through her teeth.

   He chuckled. It wasn’t the best joke he’d ever heard, in fact, it wasn’t even funny, but she’d made it. So he laughed.

   Then they did it, they headed out.

   It was terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. It was at once completely different from every proper United Galactic Coalition mission he had ever been on, and yet exactly the same as the incredible adventure stories he’d enjoy as a child.

   Tales that had been filled with crazy scientific explanations, unfeasible amounts of danger, ludicrously violent enemies, and stupidly specific missions.

   Realizing how ironic that was did not, however, dampen how serious this situation was.

   Because nothing could.

   That thought steeled him, and Carson rustled up what determination and courage he would need for what he knew would come next.

    

   





Chapter 4

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She was strangely distracted.

   It was strange, because she had a lot that should be commanding her attention. An entity from another dimension resided within her body, and if she did not return it to its home, all of reality could be destroyed.

   . . . .

   And yet, she couldn’t help but recall, in exact and exquisite detail, how tenderly Carson had applied the disguise. From the neck ridges, to the spots, to the hair, her cheeks and scalp still tingled from his precise touch.

   Which was just stupid. For one, he was Carson Blake, and for another, hello, she had the weight of the universe on her shoulders. She was allowing herself to be distracted by the most trivial of facts, and she had to push all memory of him away.

   Which was very, very hard, considering he was right by her side.

   They had finally left the house. And it felt strangely like leaving her home, even though she’d only resided in it for half a day. Still, it was undeniably scary to leave those solid stone walls and step out into the world around.

   Dusk was starting to settle in, and it was longer and filled with more vibrant reds and gem-like purples and oranges than its equivalent on Earth.

   She did not have the time to appreciate it though. Neither did she have the opportunity to judge just how lovely the meadow and forests around her were.

   They were lush, and the grass was soft, long, and looked almost exactly like the lawns and pastures of her home world.

   The trees were somewhat different though, taller, lanky, and their foliage was tinged with orange and blue.

   Still, just like trees everywhere, they had a lovely, age old, calming presence.

   She would have adored the chance to pluck Carson’s scanner up, and spend the rest of the night investigating them. That, after all, was what a good cadet of the Galactic Coalition Academy should do. Her primary ream it was exploration. But somehow she doubted that Carson would let her lounge around in the forest for the rest of the day.

   ‘There is a densely packed populace approximately 20 kilometers from this position,’ he suddenly announced as he regarded his scanner.

   ‘20 kilometers?’

   He closed the scanner and nodded at her. ‘If we walk fast, we will be able to make it tonight,’ he said, sounding exactly like a determined Academy lieutenant.

   She made a face though. She couldn’t help it. She was still, despite her eight hours slumber, tired. There was this . . . aching weariness in her bones. Though she could move, and in a pinch, she could run, she was aware she had to be careful.

   Despite the fact Carson was still looking at her, expecting a reply, she suddenly turned her attention to her left hand. Even though it was covered by one of her black gloves, she turned it around, considering it intently.

   ‘What is it?’ He whispered, despite the fact they were very much alone.

   ‘Nothing, 20 kilometers? One night? Okay, I guess we can make it.’

   He considered her with pursed lips, and maybe he was about to point out that fitness was a necessary ingredient to a successful cadet. But he didn’t say anything. Instead, he regarded his scanner again. ‘Hey, if we’re lucky, maybe we don’t even have to go into town. I mean, the bridge could be anywhere, right?’

   He was clearly trying to cheer her up, and she offered him a smile, even though she didn’t exactly feel any better.

   ‘Speaking of which, how are we going to know when or if we find a bridge between dimensions? I mean, is it going to be obvious? Is it going to be like that time gate? Is everything going to be floating around it?’ Carson asked again.

   It wasn’t the first time he had voiced this question. If their whole mission to the past was to find a dimensional bridge, then they jolly well had to know how to identify one.

   But the problem was, no matter how many times Carson questioned her, she didn’t have an answer for him.

   The entity was too tired to tell her anything, and would only communicate with her or through her when it absolutely had to. Apart from that, it appeared that Nida and Carson were on their own.

   She smiled at him glumly, and it caused him to sigh loudly and heavily.

   ‘Great, I don’t know what I’m looking for, have no idea whether it’s even in this time zone, and we have no idea whether running the risk of going to that city is worth it.’

   She wanted to reach a hand out and pat his shoulder, but she restrained herself.

   He always looked strangely intense whenever she touched him. Or, rather, she always felt strangely intense whenever she touched him.

   Which was stupid, when she paused to think about it. She had already told Alicia that she wasn’t interested in a man like Carson Blake. And, to be perfectly honest with herself, she had to admit that a man like Carson Blake would never, ever be interested in somebody like her. He needed a woman who was as determined and capable as he was. He wouldn’t want somebody he had to pick off the floor every time she tripped over her feet, and neither could he possibly harbor romantic intentions for the worst recruit in 1000 years.

   Realizing she was distracting herself yet again, she shook her head.

   ‘Right, in the absence of all other information, I guess we should . . . at least head to that city to check it out. We can be discreet.’ Carson furrowed his brow with determination, but his lips were still drawn thin with worry. Both moves cancelled each other out, and simply left him seeming unsure of himself. Then his eyes sparked with a sudden realization. ‘We should also try to find out and amass as much information about the Vex as we can. I mean, the entity said that this planet is very close to its dimension. It said the space and time around here are affected by that proximity,’ he brought his free hand up to gesture to the rolling meadow and the dust above. ‘If that’s the case, then maybe the Vex have noticed this,’ his voice became hesitant as he clearly tried to describe a complex concept, ‘I mean, if your planet sat on the edge of a dimensional rift, I’m sure somebody would eventually notice something strange.’

   ‘What are you saying?’

   ‘I’m saying, that, just maybe, the Vex know more about the dimensional bridge and the time gates than we do.’

   ‘You mean, you think they know where the other time gates are?’ Her eyebrows crumpled in disbelief.

   ‘I’m saying they could, and even if they don’t know where exactly, I’m saying we can amass as much as they do know, and go through it ourselves. We can’t discount the collective observations of the people of this planet, both in the present and the past. They’ve been living on this planet for god knows how long, and we need to take their observations and experiences into account. It will help us to develop a more complex model of what the dimensional rift looks like. And if we can build up enough information, we might be able to make predictions about where the bridge has moved to.’

   It sounded logical . . . but it also sounded flimsy. She didn’t want to point that out to him though, as he appeared so excited by the news. So instead she tried to smile encouragingly, but as she did, she uncontrollably clutched onto her left hand.

   Not for the first time, she wanted the entity back, which was incredible, considering what it had put her through. From the dreams, to the accidents with telekinetic objects, to what it had done to the Barbarians.

   . . . .

   She couldn’t deny she had this yearning for it to return. It was such a calming presence. It would also know what to do. Or at least she hoped it would. Or maybe it wouldn’t. For if it knew exactly where the dimensional bridge had moved to, presumably it would have sent Carson and her to that exact point in time. It wouldn’t have bothered with all of this. Which meant, unfortunately, that even if or when the entity returned in full, they wouldn’t be able to rely on it.

   ‘What are you thinking about?’ Carson asked her, and she realized she had withdrawn into a lengthy and pointed silence.

   She shook her head, pushing her bright white fringe from her eyes and locking it behind her ears. ‘That I wouldn’t mind a really big bowl of pasta with butter, soya sauce, garlic, and cheese,’ she lied.

   Carson considered her strangely, then smiled. Widely.

   In fact, the smile easily took over his whole face, pushing his cheeks into his eyes, and opening them wide. ‘That sounds great.’

   ‘It is good,’ she said, chuckling as she did. Then she told him exactly how to make it, and it was a fittingly comforting distraction.

   ‘Okay, when we get back to the Academy, and we will,’ he said determinedly, ‘you can make it for me.’

   She spluttered. ‘You mean you would actually eat food that I’ve cooked?’ She patted her chest.

   Though he looked cheeky when he’d said she could make him the dish, now he paused.

   ‘I mean, considering I’m so clumsy. Who knows what I would put in the pasta.’

   She enjoyed his crumpled expression, and gave a soft laugh.

   ‘I guess that’s a good point, considering you made us eat strange silver powder from a foil packet earlier today,’ he conceded.

   ‘You were the one who ate it first.’

   ‘I guess I was, but anyhow, I think I’m game enough to try your cooking,’ he managed through another grin.

   She liked it when he grinned. It made things seem less serious, or if not less dramatic as a whole, then more manageable.

   ‘You know, if I cook for you, you’re going to have to do my homework for me,’ she suddenly announced.

   He coughed loudly. ‘I’m a full lieutenant of the Galactic Coalition Academy, and I cannot be bribed.’

   ‘I’d put a lot of cheese and garlic on your pasta,’ she tried.

   He put his hands up. ‘And it’s a deal. I’ll do all of your homework for you. When we get back to the Academy,’ he added in a quieter tone.

   When they got back to the Academy.

   And that was a big if.

   Even if they could somehow manage to find the bridge and release the entity back to its own dimension . . . Nida wasn’t entirely sure what would happen next.

   Though she’d heard the entity promise Carson that once it left her she would be fine, she wasn’t so sure.

   She didn’t know what it would feel like to have the entity leave her, and as soon as she considered that possibility, she felt like shaking.

   The mere mention of having it removed was like having her life cut short.

   For the next several hours, they walked in relative silence. After some time, Carson returned the scanner to his belt, fixing it inside a leather pouch. On the opposite side of his hip was another leather pouch that held his gun. Even though they both agreed it was a serious risk bringing the gun along, Carson had decided not to leave it behind. In his own words, he wanted to be armed.

   The closer they neared the city, the more fearful she became.

   The more she clutched her left hand too. She pressed the fingers together, or clutched it into a fist, or rubbed her palm against her implant.

   She was beyond nervous.

   Though it had been a slow build up, she could no longer deny the fact this was really happening.

   Soon they would become acquainted with the Vex.

   A race that would eventually be totally and utterly destroyed. For she had stood on this planet before, far in the future, when it had been nothing more than a dust bowl filled with rubble and nothing else.

   Nobody knew what had happened to the Vex, in fact, nobody had known what the race that had once lived on Remus 12 had been called, but suddenly their history became very important to her.

   Had they been obliterated by a spatial anomaly? Had another alien race conquered them only to strip the planet bare, and leave them with nothing but dirt and stone? Or had they done this to themselves?

   All of the possibilities were equally as frightening. What was far more frightening, however, was that Nida got the sudden impression that she would eventually find out.

   Possibly first hand.

   Shuddering slightly but trying to hide it by shrugging her arms around herself, she took a step closer to Carson.

   Somehow that made everything feel better, if only slightly.

   But right now she would take slightly.

    

   





Chapter 5

   Carson Blake

   They were nearing the city. Worse than that though, they would soon run into Vex.

   He had set his scanner to warn him whenever it detected the nearby presence of a Vex, and as it sent a silent but perceptible vibration through the belt he wore and into his hip, he knew one was close.

   He instinctively drew closer to Nida, and as she looked up questioningly, he angled his head to the side.

   She clearly understood, and her wide, completely black eyes stared back at him, her surprise and fear obvious.

   Though he wanted to grab her hand and tell her they would be fine, he didn’t. Instead, he whispered, ‘stay quiet, don’t say anything, and we will just walk past them.’

   She gave a nod, swallowed, blinked, and kept walking.

   Before they had left the building the time gate had dumped them in, Carson had spent a pressured half hour isolating certain aspects of his armor. It had been a particularly hard task considering he hadn’t had many tools, but he’d managed what he’d needed to.

   Considering how heavy and sophisticated his armor was, it had a very powerful on-board computer. Usually that computer was set to the task of analyzing battlefields, tracking the incoming direction and velocity of projectiles, and generally helping him out in combat. But it could also be used as a translator, if one had the need of such a thing.

   Incoming language would be picked up by the processor, translated using available models, and relayed through the helmet in Standard Galactic Dialect. Then, whatever the wearer said into the helmet would be translated in a synthesized voice.

   Well, Carson couldn’t exactly walk around with his helmet on. But he had managed to isolate an aspect of his helmet and its processor, and he now wore it discreetly behind his ear. It connected directly to his auditory nerve, and would relay instantaneous translations of everything he heard.

   But that was it. It would not be able to help him reply. If he wanted to reply in the language of the Vex, he would have to put his whole helmet on, and that wasn’t an option.

   Which was, frankly, terrible. If anyone tried to engage him in conversation, he would just have to brush them off.

   Feeling instantly sick and nervous, he clutched a hand into a fist as the scanner vibrated against his leg again, warning him that a Vex was close.

   Then he saw it and heard it. Out of the darkness the form of a large, broad-shouldered humanoid resolved, and the man came lumbering forward, towards Carson and Nida.

   Nida stiffened by Carson’s side, and she suddenly clutched her left palm hard against her stomach, hiding it with her right hand, even though both were covered in the black gloves. The blue glow could not penetrate the fabric, but that did not stop her from trying to tuck her left hand away under the bulk of her skirt.

   He wanted to tell her it was okay, but he couldn’t afford to speak.

   The male Vex walked towards them, its ridged, spotted face crumpling into an expression he assumed was mild confusion.

   ‘Welcome, strangers,’ the man said.

   Carson just nodded. He had no idea whether a nod was a sign of deference in this culture, or a pledge that you would kill a man and the rest of his family. But the move was instinctual.

   The Vex did not suddenly scream out in bloodcurdling rage and rush Carson, instead his lips crumpled to the side in clear confusion. Or, at least clear confusion for a human. ‘It’s quite late to be taking a Bride of the Sun out for a walk, isn’t it?’

   Bride of the Sun? What the heck did that mean?

   While the on-board processor of his armor could translate the Vex language, it could not yet account for cultural references. Its database just wasn’t big enough. So Carson had no clue what Bride of the Sun was, but he could assume the man was referring to Nida.

   Incapable of replying, Carson merely shrugged his shoulders, feeling ridiculous as he did.

   Though the man had been walking past, now he slowed and stopped. ‘Where are you two travelers from? And where are you headed? The gates to Vatron are already closed.’

   Carson nodded again. He assumed Vatron was the name of the city he was headed for.

   The man looked even more confused now. ‘Is there something wrong with your tongue?’

   Yes, it was a human tongue, Carson wanted to answer, but of course he didn’t. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders again. He felt exactly like a surly, apathetic teenager, and nothing like a lieutenant in the Galactic Coalition Academy.

   Though the man had appeared initially friendly, his gaze now narrowed and darkened as it swung between Carson and Nida.

   Instinctively Carson took a step forward and stood in front of her.

   ‘Why are you two out so late travelling alone? And where is her priestess? If you two intend to ask permission to be wed, realize that the customs of this region dictate you are to be chaperoned until permission is granted.’

   Oh, great. Fantastic. He was breaking cultural laws, and it was the first Vex he’d met.

   With absolutely no other way to communicate, Carson shrugged again.

   The man started to growl.

   Carson did the only thing he could think of. Brutal, but necessary. He reached around to his holster, getting ready to pull his gun out. He could set it to a nonlethal charge, and simply knock the man out, and then he could escape with Nida.

   It was the only way.

   But before he got the chance, Nida stepped out from behind him. ‘We already have permission, and yes, we are heading to Vatron,’ she said, except she didn’t speak in the Standard Galactic Dialect. She spoke in the language of the Vex.

   She also didn’t speak in her own voice. He could hear the control of the entity.

   He swallowed hard.

   ‘I see. Why is your friend so non communicative?’ The man asked, some of his suspicion disappearing, but not all of it.

   ‘He is a man of few words,’ she answered bluntly. And as she did, she stepped backwards, picking up his right hand, and holding onto it fast with her left hand.

   In fact, she held onto it very, very tightly.

   Her palm covered his, and her fingers curled around until they dug heavily into his device.

   With a tiny thrill of energy, he felt something cascade into it.

   Then he spoke, in perfect Vexian, ‘my fiancée and I are headed to the city, you are correct. Forgive us, we are not from these parts, and we are wary travelers.’

   The man looked mildly insulted, then gave a chuckle, shaking his shoulders. ‘Where are you from then? The Darg province?’ As the man spoke, his tone became derisive and slightly vicious.

   ‘No,’ Carson said simply.

   ‘It was just a joke; you don’t look like Dargs. But I’m afraid, as I said before, the city gates are closed. You will have to find somewhere to wait out the night. There is an inn nearby,’ he began.

   ‘What time will the gates open again?’ Nida asked, her tone wavering slightly, the effect of the entity only partially present now.

   ‘Not until morning. You will have to keep yourselves amused until then,’ the man said with something that looked suspiciously like a leer.

   Carson didn’t need the guy to paint a picture to understand what he meant by ‘amused’.

   ‘Tell me, stranger, how does a simple man, such as yourself, take a Bride of the Sun?’

   Carson didn’t like the question and he didn’t like the look the man gave Nida.

   Suddenly shooting the guy was on the cards again, and Carson let his hand rest by the large leather pouch that held his gun.

   ‘Thank you for all your assistance and advice,’ Carson managed through clenched teeth, ‘but we must be going. We have a long walk ahead of us tonight.’ With Nida’s hand still covering his own, he led her forward.

   ‘Don’t be so hasty. As I told you, I know of an inn nearby. And trust me, you will be a popular man if you bring a Bride of the Sun,’ the man smirked.

   Carson really, really didn’t like that smirk, but he hated the fact he had no idea what the man meant even more.

   ‘It’s a tempting offer, but we are well rested, and we do have a very long walk ahead of us. We have an appointment in the city early in the morning, and we want to reach there with plenty of time to spare,’ Carson said diplomatically.

   ‘Friend,’ the man brought his arms up wide, suddenly showing just how powerfully built he was, ‘I cannot let you walk away from this offer.’

   Again the man shot Nida what could only be classed as a disgusting look.

   ‘Oh, fuck it,’ Carson suddenly announced as he pulled his gun from his pocket in a smooth move and shot the man right in the chest.

   The guy crumpled to his knees.

   Nida yelped, her hand falling from Carson’s. ‘What did you do?’

   ‘I shot him,’ Carson announced as he walked slowly up to the body, pulling his scanner from his holster as he did. ‘He’s down and out, and will remain that way for several hours. And, considering the shock that blast will give his central nervous system, he probably won’t remember a thing. Now, let’s get the hell out of here,’ Carson said as he nodded along the path.

   Then he realized something odd. Something terribly, terribly odd. He wasn’t speaking in the Standard Galactic Dialect anymore. He was speaking in the language of the Vex.

   He brought a hand up and passed it over his mouth, then clutched at his throat. ‘What’s happening to me?’ he asked in Vexian.

   He passed his hand in front of his mouth several more times, and when Nida didn’t give him an answer, he came up with his own, ‘the entity . . . it did something to the device, transferred some kind of energy into it. And now I can speak perfect Vexian. Jesus Christ, that shouldn’t be possible.’

   ‘I’m tired,’ Nida suddenly announced, ‘and so is the entity. Whatever it just did, it took a lot of energy,’ she said, still speaking in the language of the Vex.

   Though he was completely shocked, he nodded at her. ‘We should go, before that guy wakes up.’

   Nida shot the unconscious Vex an uncomfortable look.

   ‘It’s fine,’ he promised, distracting her by walking in front of her, ‘but we really should go before he wakes up. Like I said, if we’re lucky, the blast will have wiped his memory, but considering what has been happening to us lately, I wouldn’t count on luck.’

   Thankfully he managed to distract her from the Vex, and she nodded.

   Then she did something strange. She walked up to him, hooked her arm over his, and lay her head heavily against his shoulder.

   Before he could ask her what the heck she was doing, he realized she was, as she had said, tired. Her legs appeared wobbly, and her steps were even more uncoordinated than usual.

   ‘Every time the entity uses its power . . . I feel . . .’ she closed her eyes, leaning even more heavily against his shoulder. In fact, he had to shore up his stance to stop from falling over.

   ‘What?’ he prompted gently.

   ‘I feel stretched thin,’ she finally managed.

   Though he didn’t understand, that didn’t stop him from shivering. It sounded ominous.

   ‘We can’t rely on it,’ he suddenly announced. ‘We can’t allow it to keep helping us get out of trouble. We have to figure out how to do this on our own.’

   She just mumbled a soft yes into his ear.

   Then, despite the fact she was a cadet and he was a lieutenant, he brought up a hand and patted her head softly and reassuringly.

   Or at least he hoped it was reassuring. He wanted her to understand that he was going to do everything within his power to make this okay. No matter what it took.

   Briefly he considered going back to the building they’d first arrived in. It felt like their only safe haven on this planet, which was really stupid when you considered he had no idea who the place belonged to. Whilst it had appeared abandoned for some time, that did not mean that the owners would never return. And if they did duck back into their home to find two aliens conked out on the couch after having eaten through the contents of all of their little silver packets, things wouldn’t end well.

   So instead they continued on. Towards the city.

   He quickly realized they wouldn’t make it in one night though, not with Nida this fatigued. So, with the aid of his scanner, he directed them off the road and up into a dense copse of trees. There he sat her down, and practically seconds later she was asleep.

   He was left alone to consider the night. As he turned his head up to survey the stunning star scape of the Vex home world, he considered his problems too, which seemed to be just as numerous as the number of stars twinkling down from above.

   He did not let himself rest that night, instead he went back to the task of trying to glean as much as he could of the Vex culture from whatever radio and television waves his scanner could access.

   By the end of the night he knew a great deal more, and hoped that his next encounter with a Vex would not end up in a firefight.

    

   





Chapter 6

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It took her a long time to wake up. She’d been having a very strange dream. It had involved powerful flashes of light racing over a landscape, destroying absolutely everything in their path.

   It made no sense, and as she rose, she placed a hand over her eyes, trying to blink away the remnants of the dream.

   ‘You’re awake,’ Carson announced from her side, then, almost immediately he added, ‘and guess what? You talk in your sleep.’

   She took a moment to understand his words. 

   She blinked heavily. ‘Sorry? I talk in my sleep? I do not,’ she rallied.

   ‘I’m afraid you do. At first it was something about you being very, very hungry, then a couple of names. Speaking of which, who is Harry?’ he asked, interest tightening his tone.

   She blushed. She’d dated a cadet called Harry Sinclair in her first year at the Academy. It had never gone anywhere though, and they’d broken up quickly.

   So she was damn sure she wouldn’t have talked about him.

   ‘I do not talk in my sleep,’ she chose to repeat again in a determined and proper tone.

   ‘Sure, just like I don’t snuffle,’ he added.

   She shook her head. Then she realized that the forest around them was lit by a gentle, early-morning glow. She looked up through the thick canopy above, and could see the brilliant colors the sun cast over the horizon as it peaked out from behind the trees. ‘How long did I sleep for?’

   ‘You needed to rest,’ he pointed out firmly, ‘somehow the entity has provided me with the ability to speak perfect and fluent Vex. I have no idea how that works, and it sounds like the badly conceived plot of one of the books I used to read as a kid. But the point is, you expended energy last night, and you needed to recoup it.’

   She simply nodded. 

   Feeling a little cold, she brought up her hands and ran them over the long sleeves of her top. She couldn’t help but smile. ‘The Vex are a strange race, I’ll give them that, but they do make some very beautiful clothing,’ she commented as she assessed the embroidery on her top.

   Carson sniggered.

   There was no other way to describe it.

   She pressed her lips together and looked at him enquiringly. ‘What? Do you have a problem with embroidery? Is it too soft for the heroic Carson Blake?’

   He shot her a steely look, but promptly shook his head and sniggered again. ‘I think I figured out why that guy from last night was . . . inappropriate,’ Carson managed, his voice growing stiff.

   She shivered slightly, but tried to hide it by tucking her hair behind her ears. ‘Why?’

   ‘Because you are dressed like a prostitute,’ Carson said blankly.

   She spluttered. ‘Excuse me?’

   Carson picked up the scanner that was beside him, and started playing with it. ‘I’ve been amassing as much information as I can from radio and television waves, and the scanner has been doing its best to put it all into a navigable database. And a Bride of the Sun,’ he cleared his throat properly, ‘is a high-class prostitute. When you concocted that disguise at the building, I shudder to think what you used as a reference.’

   She could feel her cheeks turning incandescent red. ‘You’re making this up,’ she challenged.

   He shook his head, and started laughing again. ‘I wish I was, but I’m not.’

   She crossed her arms defensively in front of her chest, as if she was trying to hide it, which was dumb, considering she was exceedingly well dressed. ‘I am clothed from head to foot. That’s hardly the garb of a . . . prostitute,’ she finally said.

   ‘Maybe not where we come from, but here, I’m afraid it is. We might have to look into getting you another set of clothes.’

   ‘So if I’m dressed as a prostitute, what are you dressed as? A gigolo?’ She looked at him pointedly.

   ‘No, I’m dressed as a simple farmer boy, merchant, or man of the lower socio-economic class.’ Carson shrugged his shoulders.

   She still had her arms crossed defensively in front of her chest, and suddenly felt like it would take a crowbar and a team of muscle bound aliens to pry them free. ‘You better not be making this up,’ she warned.

   ‘I’m not,’ he said in a serious tone. ‘Because I wouldn’t,’ he added.

   He was no longer laughing, he wasn’t even smiling cheekily, so Nida gave up and sighed. ‘I guess I am the worst recruit in 1000 years. I thought I’d done a good job with these disguises,’ she sighed again.

   ‘Don’t beat yourself up,’ he said smoothly. ‘We all make mistakes.’

   She spluttered through a laugh. ‘I’m sure we do, Carson Blake, but I really doubt you have ever gone to an alien planet and dressed up as a prostitute.’

   He conceded her point with a shrug. ‘My point is, this is a complex situation, and we’re just getting used to it.’

   She let his words mollify her, then she finally uncrossed her arms and let them rest next to her as she played with her hands.

   ‘Now we have a better idea of their culture, and we can miraculously speak their language, it’s time we head to town,’ he managed, breathing heavily through his words as if he were trying to garner up the courage to say them.

   She looked at him sharply. Though she had been the one to convince him they had to interact with the people of this planet to complete their mission, now she wasn’t so sure.

   Last night had left her unsettled.

   Maybe Carson could register her hesitation, because he scrambled to his feet and walked over to her. Without a word he held out his hand.

   She looked up at it silently.

   ‘I’m not going to bite you,’ he said. Then he paused, looking momentarily cheeky as if he were about to make a joke, but he swallowed it.

   No doubt it had been ridiculously inappropriate, and though Carson Blake was many things, she was starting to learn he was decent.

   So she took the hand and let him pull her to her feet.

   ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked quickly as he took a step back and appeared to assess her.

   ‘Like I really want to get this mission done, head back to the Academy, and eat pasta,’ she moped.

   He offered her a kinked, half grin. ‘Well then, we better get back to saving the universe.’

   Despite herself, she returned his smile.

   Then they both slowly headed out of the small section of forest they’d been resting in.

   Or at least she had been resting in. Carson had probably stayed up the whole night. Which wasn’t a good thing. While she did need her rest, so did he. He was the only thing she had to rely on in this time, and she couldn’t bear the thought of something happening to him. And hey, maybe even if she didn’t have to rely on him, she wouldn’t be able to bear the thought of any harm coming to Carson Blake. Which was a very strange notion to consider when she paused to remember that several weeks ago she had concluded that he was nothing but an annoyance.

   ‘While we’re walking, I’ll try to fill you in on what I have gleaned of the Vex,’ he said as he waved her on.

   ‘Hold on, I want to find some proper, appropriate clothes before we head to town,’ she announced in a high-pitched voice.

   ‘Appropriate?’ he questioned, almost wheezing as he did.

   ‘Yes, appropriate. I don’t want to look like a prostitute,’ she shook a finger at him.

   ‘Well, you know how I said there are some striking cultural differences between the Vex and what we’re used to?’ he began hesitantly.

   She stopped. ‘Carson, what are you trying to say?’

   ‘That here prostitutes wear all the clothes, leaving not that much for everybody else,’ he quipped dryly.

   ‘What exactly is that supposed to mean?’ She hooked her hands onto her hips.

   ‘Okay, fine,’ he brought up the scanner, typed something into it, and seconds later a small hologram appeared over its surface. It showed what appeared to be a Vex woman wearing . . . well, not much at all. Some scraps of fabric and some straps, and a couple of adornments here and there.

   ‘You better be joking,’ she stared at it.

   He shook his head, and though it appeared as though he was trying to look serious, he couldn’t stifle a chuckle.

   ‘That isn’t clothing; it’s a handkerchief tied together with string.’

   Now he couldn’t help it, and began to laugh. ‘They look quite sturdy. I mean, those straps are relatively thick,’ he tried.

   She walked up to him and hit him on the shoulder.

   He didn’t even bother shifting back. ‘Come on, it won’t be that bad,’ he tried.

   She was still close to him, and she suddenly looked up into his eyes.

   And then he blushed.

   Yes, Carson Blake blushed.

   ‘You’ll be fine,’ he said in a wavering tone.

   ‘I’ll be practically naked,’ she said, gratified that her own tone didn’t waver. ‘And nobody wants to see that.’

   Her comment was open to reply, but no reply was forthcoming. Instead, Carson very quickly turned his attention back to the scanner and the small hologram slowly revolving above it. ‘I’ll try and see if there’s . . . something else. The database isn’t complete yet,’ he managed.

   ‘Good, you do that, because I am not walking around this planet in a loincloth and a handkerchief,’ she said firmly.

   ‘And straps, sturdy leather straps,’ he added.

   ‘Carson,’ she raised her voice.

   ‘Fine, I’m looking into it,’ he promised.

   ‘Wait, hold on, don’t bother. It’s easy. I’ll just dress up like a man,’ she clapped her hands together, surprised she hadn’t thought of it before.

   ‘No you won’t,’ he said firmly.

   ‘Excuse me?’ She locked her hands on her hips again. ‘Why not?’

   ‘Because that particular crime is punishable by death. I’m afraid to say we have found ourselves in an ugly, chauvinistic, male-oriented society. Or at least this particular province is. As far as I can tell, the rest of Vex is a lot more enlightened.’

   ‘Punishable by death?’ she repeated disbelievingly.

   He nodded, and unfortunately he looked completely serious. ‘But like I said, I’ll continue to look for an alternative.’

   ‘This place is ridiculous,’ she suddenly announced. ‘I thought the race that had once lived on Remus 12 was meant to be sophisticated. Technologically advanced or something, wasn’t that what we learnt aboard the Orion?’

   He glanced up from his scanner, twisting his lips together as he did. ‘Do you really not remember the briefing? At all? Commander Sharpe and I went to a great deal of effort to go through all of the known facts about Remus 12.’

   She looked at him tersely. ‘I’m sure I logged it at the time, but considering what happened to me afterwards, I don’t remember it anymore. So just tell me. Wasn’t this race meant to be advanced?’

   He nodded. ‘They are, or they will be,’ he said, finally closing his scanner, ‘but just not yet. We are in the past, and if my estimation is anything to go by, I would say we are approximately 4000 years from our own time.’

   She froze on the spot. ‘4000 years?’ she whispered.

   He nodded carefully. ‘Don’t worry though; we will get back,’ he promised her.

   ‘I just have to dress up in leather straps first,’ she sighed, blowing a breath of air against her fringe. ‘When we do make it back to the Academy, I’m going to leave that out of my briefing. Nobody is ever going to know,’ she warned.

   ‘I won’t tell a soul,’ he nodded demurely.

   ‘Good, otherwise I will spread to your groupies that you snuffle while you sleep.’

   ‘I’m sorry, my groupies? I don’t have groupies,’ he stated flatly.

   ‘You do. Cadet Farley is their leader. They meet in the cafeteria every Tuesday at 6 PM. They go over your recent mission notes, and sometimes, I’m told, they even re-enact them,’ she said with a completely straight face.

   Carson looked mortified. ‘They do not,’ he tried, ‘please, please tell me they don’t re-enact them.’

   She tried not to giggle, but it was very hard. ‘They do, every Tuesday,’ she repeated.

   He looked at her, then slowly his mortified expression stiffened. ‘You’re joking.’

   She couldn’t hold her flood of laughter in any longer, and let it all out. ‘I am. You should have seen your face. But I’m not entirely joking. You do have groupies, and Cadet Farley is their leader. They just don’t re-enact your mission notes.’

   He didn’t blink as he considered her. Finally he shook his head and muttered something under his breath.

   ‘So I wouldn’t tell anybody about . . . the straps,’ she coughed around the words, realizing how terribly embarrassing it would be when she was finally forced to wear one of those silly costumes, ‘or I will tell Farley about the fact you snuffle, and I’m sure they will try to re-enact that,’ she added for effect, ‘loudly and publically.’

   He crossed his arms, still holding the scanner, and shook his head. ‘What you are engaging in here, Cadet, is called trying to manipulate an officer. And I am afraid that I will not be blackmailed,’ he spoke with all the deathly authority of Commander Sharpe.

   It had an immediate effect on her, and she straightened, almost considering snapping a salute.

   ‘Now, we should continue with our mission,’ he said in that same dark tone.

   ‘Fine then,’ she conceded with a sigh, ‘but please, please don’t tell anyone,’ she begged.

   He looked as though he was going to warn her again, but gave up halfway through.

   Then she could see, that under his mask of authority, he was still blushing. But only slightly.

   She decided suddenly that she didn’t want to know why. So she marched past him. ‘Okay, come on, time to save the universe,’ she said flippantly, even though it was definitely not something one could be flippant about.

   For all Nida knew, she would soon lose her life in the most terrible way imaginable. Either the entity would become corrupted, and it would destroy her in the process, or one-day it would leave her, and she feared that in doing so she would become nothing more than an empty husk.

   That thought mollified her. It stamped out the fire of her embarrassment, and practically wiped the strange interaction she had just had with Carson from her mind.

   Instead, she concentrated on what would happen next.

   The city.

   Vatron.

    

   





Chapter 7

   Carson Blake

   ‘Pull it together,’ he said silently under his breath, shaking his head as he did.

   Nida was several steps ahead of him, and he stared at her back and winced as he admonished himself.

   He was nothing more than a bundle of embarrassment and nerves, and it was agonizing.

   He felt like he was a fresh faced recruit again. Which was stupid when he paused to think about it, because when Carson had been an undergraduate at the Academy, he’d been, for want of a better word, a cad. It was only when he’d graduated that he’d gone through a major personality overhaul due to the enormous responsibility that had been thrust upon his shoulders. But before that, he’d been smooth, suave, and, simply put, successful with women.

   But now that part of his history felt like it had never happened.

   He’d had to change his behavior so radically when he’d become a lieutenant, that his old habits weren’t just buried, they were gone completely.

   And while Carson was more than happy of that fact, considering he had grown to loathe how he had once behaved, right now he wanted a little bit of Mister Suave back. Of Mister Charming, of Mister Confident.

   Because the way he was reacting around Nida was, to put it simply, like a schoolboy.

   He wasn’t a goddamn schoolboy; he was freaking Carson Blake, head of the Force. 

   Struggling with those thoughts, and getting absolutely nowhere with them, he continued to walk quietly by Nida’s side.

   Though she was horrified by what the women of this time wore, and justifiably so, she had now withdrawn. And he could tell her sudden silence wasn’t just her silently musing about all those straps.

   She was undoubtedly considering the entity and what would happen next.

   He was struck with the sudden urge to tell her everything would be okay, but knew he couldn’t simply keep on repeating that. He had to show it. That would be the only thing that would count.

   Realizing he had promised to fill her in on all the information he had gleaned on Vex culture, he cleared his throat uncomfortably. It took until he said her name for Nida to pay attention to him.

   ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled quickly, ‘I’m a little distracted.’

   ‘That’s okay,’ he cleared his throat, ‘I just thought you might like to know more about the Vex.’

   ‘Of course,’ she added automatically.

   ‘Well, as far as I can tell, they are split up into three provinces, and this province is called Borez. As I said before, it’s chauvinistic, male centric, and alarmingly violet. They have strict and brutal laws. The other two provinces are known as Dorga and Frux.’

   ‘And what are they like?’ she asked, but she still sounded distracted.

   ‘Better than this place,’ he answered simply. ‘I suggest that if we can’t find anything about the dimensional bridge or any time gates here, we should find some way to head over to one of the other provinces.’ As he mentioned that, he realized how wild the suggestion was. Though they now understood more about the culture of the Vex and could at least speak their language, navigating this vast world would be yet another step.

   ‘Okay,’ she said simply.

   Again she didn’t sound as if she was paying complete attention to him. In fact, she still stared dead eyed at her left hand.

   Despite the number of light, tender, or downright awkward experiences they’d shared, he couldn’t forget what was happening to her. And it seemed neither could she.

   Feeling humbled by that, he admonished himself for pulling rank on her before. Even if it had mostly been a game.

   ‘Is there anything else I need to know?’ she asked after a long pause.

   ‘Well, the Vex appear to have had an uneven technological progress throughout their history. For a large part, they are quite agrarian, but then my scanner has come across mentions of quite sophisticated technology too. While they have radio communications, relatively undeveloped television, and appear to be looking into utilizing microwave bandwidths, their medicine is second rate, and their architectural construction techniques are woeful. They are still using stone and brick and mortar. They don’t even have proper heating, and still resort to combustion fires for cooking and temperature regulation.’

   ‘What have they been concentrating all of their energies on then?’

   ‘War,’ he said plainly, and with far too detached a tone. Because he wasn’t just learning some set of curious facts here about an ancient alien race. He was, right now, on Vex, and though he had a set of armor from the future, and a strange alien device that acted like his telekinetic implant, but could manipulate all forms of matter and with greater power, he was not invulnerable. And neither was Nida.

   Now the warlike tendencies of the Vex should be one of his top priorities.

   ‘War?’ she questioned, no longer distracted by her hands. She looked at him enquiringly, and he could see a flicker of worry crumpling her brow.

   ‘War,’ he repeated. ‘Hence the fact they have made great leaps and bounds in their communication techniques, but not in medicine or the usual comforts of life.’

   ‘Hold on, if they were so fascinated by war, you would think they would have put at least some research into medicine too,’ she challenged.

   He shook his head. ‘Not when life is cheap. And it appears that life is worryingly cheap to a Vex,’ he noted in a gravelly tone.

   He didn’t like the look she now shot him. It was vulnerable. He didn’t hate it because he thought she should be stronger; it frustrated him because he couldn’t do anything to assure her that everything would be okay. Because, the more he learned about the Vex, the more he realized how dangerous this impossible mission really was.

   Now, more than ever, he wanted the entity back, which was strange when you considered how much trouble it had caused. But the fact was, it knew more about this situation than anyone or anything else. If only it could tell them exactly where the dimensional bridge had shifted to, Carson and Nida wouldn’t have to go through this rigmarole.

   And even if it couldn’t tell him exactly where the bridge was, at least it could tell them what kind of thing they were to look for. While Carson could fancy that something as enormous and incredible as a bridge between dimensions would have noteworthy effects on the space around it, he wanted to know more. If only he understood those exact spatial distortions, he could set his scanner to search for them. Though it didn’t have the range to penetrate this whole planet, at least he would be able to confirm whether one was nearby.

   . . . .

   He suddenly considered what he had just thought, and shook his head at how damn bizarre it was. Seriously, he was a lieutenant in the Galactic Coalition Academy, and he knew science, or at least he hoped he did, and this wasn’t scientific in the least.

   But he also knew as a lieutenant in the Galactic Coalition Academy he always had to keep an open mind. That was the first rule of interstellar travel. Though there were a great number of similarities across the many races that inhabited the Milky Way, there were still surprises. Sometimes violent, sometimes horrible, sometimes incredible, sometimes wonderful. But always surprises.

   So maybe, if he tried really hard, he could accept the existence of the entity, the bridge between dimensions, and the time gates. But when it came time to writing up his report on this mission, it would be a hell of a tale.

   ‘Is there anything else I need to know?’ Nida suddenly questioned. ‘What should we avoid? I mean, apart from dressing like a prostitute,’ she blinked quickly, ‘if this nation has been at war, won’t they have an active military? Guards or police or something? Won’t they be suspicious if we run into them?’

   He nodded. ‘Yes, this province has an active military, and from what I can tell, they are vicious and suspicious. And double yes, we will want to avoid them.’

   She sighed heavily. ‘What else? What’s the current political situation? And if they close the gates to the city at night, aren’t we going to require some kind of identification? I mean if they are as paranoid as they sound, I’m sure they’re not going to let just anybody walk into their city. Come to think of it, while we both now speak perfect Vexian, do we have accents? Will they mistake us as travelers from one of the other provinces?’

   Though she had once been distracted, now she was focused, and she was bombarding him with questions.

   He had to put his hands up. ‘The short answer is I don’t know.’

   She stared at him with wide eyes. ‘That’s not good enough,’ she said in a small voice, ‘last night you had to shoot a guy, and while that worked in the middle of nowhere, I’m not sure it will work again.’

   He conceded her point by offering a sigh. ‘I know it’s not good enough, but I really don’t know what else to say.’

   ‘Carson,’ she suddenly clutched her hands into fists, and he could see that she was digging her fingernails hard into her palms. It was likely only the thick fabric of her gloves that stopped her from cutting herself. ‘I don’t want to go into that city if I don’t know what will happen. I know I was all for it last night, but I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to—’

   ‘We don’t have an option,’ he snapped. ‘Unless the entity can tell us exactly what to do, then we have to figure it out for ourselves. And the only plan I can come up with that makes any sense is to gather as much data as we can. From scientific to historical, if we could just find mentions of anything that could suggest the existence of a bridge between dimensions or time gates, then we’ll have a hope. If not . . .’ he trailed off.

   ‘Carson,’ she repeated, still digging her fingernails into her palms, ‘I’m terrified,’ she said simply.

   ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he snapped back, ‘just . . . tell us, god dammit,’ he suddenly shouted.

   She stumbled backwards, startled.

   ‘I’m not talking to you; I’m talking to the entity,’ he clarified through clenched teeth. ‘Now tell us, for crying out loud. Stop playing games. If you know something, help us out. If going to the city is suicide, let us know. You must know more than you told us. So please, please help us.’

   Though Nida had stumbled back, and her mouth dropped open from surprise, now she froze on the spot. Slowly her lips closed, and as they did, a trickle of blue light escaped over them. ‘We do not know. We cannot sense the existence of a bridge between dimensions until we are up close. They are only as large as a fraction of an atom. We are not capable of sensing whether this place has one. We must simply search until we find.’

   Carson shook his head bitterly. ‘That’s not good enough. This planet is enormous, and it is split up into three warring factions. We can’t exactly wander around each of them looking for a crack in an atom,’ he spat, all of the complicated and confused emotions he had felt that day suddenly surging into one ball of anger. It sat in his stomach, burning bright and hot.

   ‘You must search,’ the entity spoke through Nida, ‘find. Look.’

   ‘This task is impossible. There must be some way to figure out where the dimension bridge is in this time zone without searching every single particle on the entire planet,’ his voice shook with incredulity and almost petulant indignation at the impossible task the entity had given him.

   ‘I cannot give you more, but I can confirm that you are right. You should search the records of this planet for any mention of strange spatial disturbances.’

   Carson took a quick step forward, his heart leaping at the fact the entity had finally given him some usable information. ‘What do we look for exactly? What kind of spatial disturbances will the bridge between dimensions create?’

   ‘They suck matter into a point. The effect will only last for several meters around the radius of the crack in space, and it will not be strong enough to mimic the effects of a black hole. But objects, nearby trees or plants or stones or people, will be pulled together into a ball.’

   Carson’s lips dropped open. ‘That would be easy to spot,’ he noted in a shaky voice.

   ‘As for time gates, you have already seen the spatial effects that accompany them. Objects float in their vicinity. There are multiple time gates on this planet, and they shift around, but only every few years. If you find mentions of them, there is every chance they will still be active.’

   Carson briefly closed his eyes. Finally he was getting somewhere. Why hadn’t he thrown a hissy fit and demanded to talk to the entity sooner?

   When he opened his eyes, he noticed that Nida was wobbling on her feet. ‘Do what you are already doing. Travel to the cities, use your scanner to find whatever information you can. Trawl through that data for any mention of those unique spatial disturbances.’

   ‘Hold on, how long does a bridge between dimensions last? I mean, does it appear for a few seconds and disappear again? Because if it does, we’re screwed,’ he answered honestly.

   ‘Cracks can persist for a nanosecond or thousands of years. The one I travelled through was small and apparently fleeting, but I have heard of the existence of others that remain. But I am sorry; I can’t tell you where or when they are.’

   He nodded, sighing through his relief as he did.

   Finally he was getting somewhere.

   Then he saw Nida wobble again. In fact, this time she lurched to the side, and she only just caught herself before she fell over.

   ‘Nida?’ He rushed up to her.

   ‘We are sorry; this is all we can give. We are too weak, we must rest, we must . . .’ Nida slumped back, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.

   He screamed her name and caught her before she could fall. Then he had the briefest of moments as he stared into her unconscious face before he felt something.

   The leaves underneath him shifted, as did the twigs and the stones. And one look up into the canopy of the trees confirmed a horrible sight.

   They were pulling towards him.

   And if not him, her.

   With a creak and groan, a branch flew off a tree several meters to his side.

   He dropped Nida, punched forward, and grabbed it, twisting on his feet and absorbing the force of the move as he flung the branch away.

   His hands smarted from the pain, but he didn’t have the opportunity to check them.

   Suddenly another branch broke off a tree and careened towards Nida.

   He didn’t have the time to reach her. But, out of instinct, he threw his right hand forward.

   The branch was obliterated in a blast of power from the device.

   Yet just as soon as it was destroyed, other objects began to break off the trees and lift from the ground, all of them flying towards her.

   He spun around, throwing his right hand out and concentrating just as he would if he were using his implant.

   It worked. He managed to destroy what neared, or hold it at bay.

   Just as suddenly as it had started, it stopped. The branches and stones and twigs that had lifted into the air simply dropped.

   He stood there, panting, staring down at the device. It glowed a powerful red.

   While the telekinetic implant only worked on telekinetic objects, this device worked on anything. And it was . . . incredible. To see it working, to feel it as you manipulated objects with your mind, directing the power of that red glow to whatever you set your eyes on.

   Incredible.

   But no matter how incredible it was, that didn’t stop him from running over to Nida, skidding onto his knees, and checking her.

   She’d slumped on the ground, her head on a strange angle.

   He pushed the veil from her eyes, and bunched her fringe away from her forehead. ‘Nida? Nida?’ He could barely speak.

   Though using the device hadn’t been as hard as it had the first time, he was still tired. He could feel this creeping lethargy soak up his bones, chilling him as it went, as if a glazier had grown up from his feet.

   ‘Nida?’ He kept pawing at her face, but soon it was clear she would not wake up.

   . . . .

   He’d done this.

   In a moment of realization that felt like a punch to the gut, he understood he had done this. By forcing the entity to speak, it had used power, and that had left it vulnerable to corruption.

   Guilt washed over him, but he didn’t let that stop him. He knelt down, picked Nida up, picked a direction, and ran.

   As he did, he commanded his armor to cover his body. All it took was a thought.

   And as soon as the plating covered his arms and head, he was immediately possessed with the strength he needed to carry her and sprint as fast as he could.

   He couldn’t stay in the center of this exploded glade of trees.

   Though he hadn’t heard anyone around, and the scanner hadn’t picked up life signs, he couldn’t run the risk of someone having seen his miraculous attempts at saving Nida. This province sounded like it was dangerous at the best of times, but if any of its citizens came across Nida and him surrounded by a scene of total destruction in the forest, suspicions would be raised. And in a place like this when you raised suspicions, you called the army. And Carson couldn’t afford that, so he ran. Like the wind.

   Now that his armor covered him, he could access the on-board scanners and didn’t need to rely on his hand-held one. So he was sure to sprint far away from town and far away from people. He didn’t stop until he’d travelled a good 10 kilometers, and even then he kept his armor on.

   Without a word, he set her down and waited.

   It took almost an hour for her to regain consciousness. For that entire time he simply sat right by her side, his arms locked around his knees, and his mind deep in thought.

   Though it had cost him dearly, the entity had given him valuable information. Now they had a concrete plan. All they had to do was access as much information as they could from as many sources as they could. Then they could analyze it for any mention of strange spatial anomalies where objects were either sucked into a point or floated into the air.

   It sounded simple when he thought about it, but he knew how complex it truly was.

   Judging by the current political situation on this planet, it would be fair to assume that the general populous would be paranoid, and the government even more so. If such spatial anomalies had been found, no doubt all information of them was top secret. The people of this time didn’t have the technological and scientific know-how to understand what the anomalies were, so they would probably assume they were some kind of radical new enemy weapon, and treat them as such.

   So if he wanted to find any information about them, he would likely have to gain access to restricted information, which meant gaining access to restricted buildings.

   As he sat there waiting for her to rouse, he tried to figure out if that was feasible.

   With his armor, his gun, his scanner, and the device, it could be. But he couldn’t exactly afford to take any of these restricted buildings on with a frontal assault. As soon as the people in this province became aware of how powerful he was, they would send reinforcements. And considering the Vex did not value life, the governments of this world would think nothing of throwing life after life at Carson until he failed.

   The only other option would be to infiltrate these facilities secretly, and that was something he could probably pull off, especially with the use of his scanner. If any of the information he was after was stored electronically, he would be able to access it from a distance, especially if it was being talked about over the airwaves. And if not . . . if he had to actually physically gain access to some restricted building, he could probably do that. With time and a great deal of planning.

   As he sat there and thought, he looked up at her once every minute.

   She looked pale, really, really pale. He’d already pulled the glove off her left hand, and he could only vaguely see a hint of blue to her flesh.

   That really worried him.

   The entity could further corrupt at any point, and he’d seen what would happen if it did.

   He found himself rocking back and forth where he sat.

   Then she snuffled.

   And it made him want to cheer.

   He pushed himself up, practically scrabbling towards her. ‘Nida?’

   It took her a long time but finally she opened her eyes. ‘Harry?’

   ‘No, Carson,’ he said, incapable of keeping the high-toned indignation from his voice.

   ‘I was teasing,’ she managed as she winced and pushed herself up. ‘What happened?’

   He swallowed. He took a breath. And then he spilled, ‘it was my fault,’ his voice shook, and so it should, because it had been his fault. He deserved to feel completely guilty about this. ‘I’m so sorry I pushed the entity,’ he began.

   She put her hand up, closed her eyes, and looked as if she was about to fall asleep again. But then she sighed, winked an eye open and shook her head. ‘It isn’t your fault. I’m sure the entity would have intervened and told us at some point anyway, and it’s lucky that you forced it to do so in the forest. I just . . . what if that had happened in a city, with people around?’

   He didn’t answer her question. There was no point. Because the answer wasn’t something she would want to hear.

   He had to distract her, so he pushed himself to his knees, stood up, and walked several steps away. ‘We have a plan now,’ he said as he clasped his hands behind him, feeling and no doubt looking like a lieutenant in the Galactic Coalition Academy. It was as if he were giving a briefing, and he glanced over to Nida to note that his distraction was working. She was staring at him with the perfect kind of rapt attention he would hope any cadet would hold for one of his briefings.

   ‘What do we do?’ she asked.

   ‘We continue as planned. We go to the city, we scout it out, and we try to find any restricted buildings. Now I’m just assuming, but I imagine it is a good assumption, that the data we’re looking for will be locked down tight. The races of this planet are paranoid, and they’ve been at war for years. They don’t trust each other, and they don’t trust surprises. And spatial anomalies are pretty damn surprising.’

   She nodded, looking suitably attentive. And even though she occasionally closed her eyes and appeared as though she was about to lose consciousness again, she managed to stay awake.

   Though he wanted to rush to her side to check she was okay, and possibly even give her a shoulder to lean on, he soon realized that appealing to her duties as a cadet would be more likely to keep her awake.

   ‘This is a dangerous mission, way beyond anything an undergrad at the Academy would be asked to join in,’ he said, forcing his chest out as he spoke.

   ‘Wow, I hope I get extra credit for it then,’ she quipped. She tried to laugh at her own bad joke, but winced, clutching a hand to her mouth.

   ‘Are you alright?’ he asked automatically, briefly dropping his authoritative routine.

   He couldn’t hold his concern in any longer, and he started to edge towards her.

   She shook her head. ‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ she said suddenly, lurching to her feet and stumbling off into the bushes.

   Her thoughts were correct, and she was sick.

   When she stumbled back out of the bushes, he gave her a commiserating, thin-lipped smile. ‘Feeling better?’

   She shrugged. ‘I could really use some advanced medical treatment right now. My stomach is doing loops around my feet.’

   He didn’t quite understand that image, but whatever she was trying to convey, he could bet it wasn’t pleasant.

   Deciding the best thing to do was to distract her again, he clapped his hands behind his back. ‘So, to repeat, we will concentrate on infiltrating the city, scouting out the important buildings, and figuring out what kind of data they may hold. It’s just a guess, but I imagine what we want is in research facilities of some kind. Especially weapons research facilities. The city we’re heading to may not have one, but if it does, that’s where we should start. If the people of this province have ever come across a spatial anomaly, they are going to want to use it to their advantage. And that, unfortunately, in this day and age means weapons.’

   She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, but managed to nod. ‘All right, let’s do it.’

   Though he was acting gung ho, he gave a lengthy pause. ‘. . . Now?’

   She still had her hand pressed against her mouth and she looked up at him from over her fingers. ‘Yes, is there a problem?’

   Sure, there was a problem; she had just been sick in the bushes, and she’d only regained consciousness a few minutes ago.

   Maybe she could read his mind and guess his hesitation, because she suddenly forced herself to her feet.

   Though he was at her side, hovering next to her like a worried parent, she managed to stand on her own.

   She shot him a terse look that told him she was fine. ‘We have to do this. No time for lying around in the bushes. We’ve already wasted a day and a half.’

   He grimaced at her statement. It was true.

   It was time to get to the city.

   He turned, instinctively knowing what direction it was in. He was still wearing his armor, and the on-board scanners helped him orient. ‘Okay,’ he said under his breath. His voice sounded weak because his resolve was weak. He shot a nervous glance her way.

   She held it. ‘I’m fine. I’ve got you, right?’ she added at the end.

   ‘For what good that’s worth,’ he said awkwardly.

   ‘Just say yes,’ she pressed her lips together, and just for a moment looked as if she wanted to cry. She had been through a hell of a lot, after all. But that didn’t stop her from repeating, ‘just say yes.’

   So he did. ‘Yes, you’ve got me.’

   ‘Then let’s go,’ she said in a husky voice as she walked past him. Though she was unsteady on her feet initially, with every step she took, her natural balance returned. Well, her unnatural balance returned. Because Nida had never been stable on her feet. But now at least she didn’t stagger quite so much.

   His mad run through the forest with Nida in his arms had taken him further behind the city. Now it would take a good eight kilometer walk through scrub to reach a meadowland, and then, beyond that the outskirts of the town. The city itself was surrounded by an enormous 10 meter wall. Reinforced, of course, and guarded 24 . . . nope, 28 hours a day.

   They had to get there before nightfall. They couldn’t afford to waste another day.

   ‘Do you know if we need ID yet?’ she asked as she walked beside him.

   ‘Yes we do,’ he answered plainly. ‘I’ve kept the scanner on, and it has been assessing all radio and television traffic. It has picked up on several mentions of an identification system.’

   She suddenly stopped. ‘Well, how are we going to get through?’

   ‘Through the front gates,’ he said simply. ‘You know how I said this era in history has strange technological progression? That the constant warring between the three provinces has caused them to focus on technologies like communication and weapons above comfort and medicine?’

   She just looked at him silently. Then she shrugged her shoulders. ‘And?’

   ‘Well, it seems one of the areas to have benefited from their ad hoc technological progression is their identification system. It works on radio tags. Unique radio tags that each citizen of this province is given at birth. And unluckily for the fascist government running this place, we are going to be able to hack that identification system without breaking a sweat,’ he gestured to the scanner still locked in a magnetic holster on his hip.

   She pressed her lips together and smiled. And it was good to see her smiling.

   ‘Do you have any other good news for me? Like, oh, I don’t know, you’ve found something other than leather straps for me to wear?’

   Despite his best efforts, he knew his cheeks reddened. He’d completely forgotten about that. ‘I . . . will have a look now.’

   She shook her head. ‘Give me the scanner. I’ll look.’

   ‘What, don’t you trust me?’ he asked playfully.

   He stopped abruptly.

   Because, seriously, he was talking to a cadet.

   She didn’t suddenly scream at him that he was being inappropriate. Instead, she rolled her eyes, ducked in, and took the scanner from his holster. She inexpertly started manipulating the controls, her tongue held between her lips as she did.

   . . . .

   She really was the worst recruit in 1000 years, wasn’t she? Mastering scanners was one of the first lessons at the Academy. Just what exactly had she been doing for all these years?

   She caught him looking at her, and turned away haughtily.

   ‘Watch where you’re going,’ he warned, just as she tripped over a branch and almost fell to her knees.

   ‘I’m fine,’ she shot back.

   ‘Of course you are,’ he said under his breath.

   Then he smiled.

   And he didn’t know why.

   Which was extremely frustrating.

   He kept on doing things for no reason, feeling things he didn’t understand. And, frankly, now wasn’t the time for any of that. Now was the time for concentration, action, and diligence. He had just entered into the most dangerous mission of his career, and he had to be at his absolute best. He couldn’t afford to be a fitful, emotional little boy.

   Sighing, he walked forward, one step after the other, marshalling his control as he did.

   He would get through this, he told himself firmly.

   Because he would have too.

    

   





Chapter 8

   Cadet Nida Harper

   At least now they had a plan, even if that plan had cost them.

   Cost her.

   . . . .

   She brought a hand up and placed it over her implant. There was a cold, strange kind of energy building there that did not for a second feel natural. It was almost like a void. She had not and would not breathe a word of this to Carson. He was already stressed enough as it was without her adding to his problems. Plus, what was there to say? That, in all likelihood, the entity was corrupting?

   They already knew that the longer the entity stayed in this dimension the more it would break, until it broke reality with it.

   Well now she tried to rub warmth back into the flesh surrounding her implant, she realized she was likely feeling the first stages.

   As she walked, she was more careful to watch where she was going. Though she had always been a clumsy child and an even more uncoordinated adult, with the corruption of the entity, she was having trouble staying on her feet.

   Carson was several steps ahead of her, but about once every minute, he would turn around to check on her.

   She was starting to realize he was a lot of things, but he was certainly diligent. In fact, if you had to pick one word to describe the legendary Lieutenant Carson Blake, she would now choose dedicated.

   Once he picked a cause, he would lock his jaw in place, narrow his gaze, focus his attention, and plough down on it like an unstoppable force.

   In other words, he was just the kind of person she needed with her right now. Yet, if that was the case, why were things so . . . awkward between them?

   Because they were awkward. She wasn’t so vague as to have not noticed that. Every conversation they had either ended with nervous silence, a tense moment, or awkward smiles.

   ‘We are going to enter the precinct of the city soon. There’s only about 300 meters left of the forest, then we will quickly come across several roads, and then I guess what you could call a major thoroughfare leading right up to the main gates. We need to be careful,’ he began, his expression becoming gravely serious.

   She put up a hand. She didn’t need a lecture right now. Of course they needed to be careful. By the sounds of it, this planet was populated by war-loving, chauvinistic brawlers.

   Carson would not be so easily put off though. He cleared his throat and once again got the distinct look of an officer about to tell her off.

   She’d been reprimanded enough times in her life to recognize the particular glint in his eye.

   ‘I know, Carson,’ she began, trying to head him off at the pass, ‘of course I’ll be careful.’

   ‘If we are going to be staking out government buildings, we are going to be clear targets for the army and police or whatever law enforcement officials will be in that city. We are going to need to be discrete,’ he continued, completely ignoring her attempts to silence him.

   She sighed, heavily. And as she did, she shifted her shoulders back, distractedly rubbing at her implant.

   Carson looked as if he was ready to serve her another volley, but then he stopped. With a quick, worried look, he looked from her eyes down to her implant, then back up again. ‘What is it?’

   ‘It’s irrelevant,’ she tried.

   ‘We can’t keep any information from each other,’ he said blankly.

   ‘Does that mean you’re going to tell me why the Force were directed to Remus 12 in the first place?’ The question popped into her head, and she couldn’t help but ask it.

   He looked momentarily surprised, then his eyebrows descended low over his flashing gaze. ‘I’m afraid that is top secret,’ he began.

   ‘Then I’m afraid you were wrong: clearly we can keep information from each other.’ It was a petulant thing to say, but what with one thing and another, she was in a petulant mood. She knew the importance of the mission, and didn’t need to be reminded of it like she was, well, the worst recruit in 1000 years. That wasn’t the point though; Carson did not have to treat her like a child.

   He looked furious, then some of that anger abated as, once again, he caught her rubbing her implant. ‘What is it? Does it hurt? Is the entity trying to communicate anything?’

   She sighed, shifting back as she did. ‘It’s nothing, just a slight itch,’ she lied.

   He shot her a calculating look that told her he didn’t believe her, but thankfully he didn’t press the issue.

   Then, once again, they found themselves in silence. After a pause, they continued on.

   It was such a strange experience to be walking through that alien landscape, stranger when you considered it wasn’t all that alien. There were slight, noticeable differences in the foliage and in the general look of the land around her, but that was it. It was still very Earth-like, from the existence of trees and grass, to the clothes they were wearing, to the clouds racing through the sky.

   The city wouldn’t be though.

   There, no doubt, the true alien characteristics of Remus 12 would come to light.

   With a shudder, she wondered whether she would be ready for it. Though she had tried to be diligent at the Academy, she couldn’t deny she wasn’t the best student they had ever had.

   And she knew one thing as fact: before missions to alien worlds, especially recently discovered ones, people trained for months and months so they didn’t botch things up. Because, frankly, there was a galaxy full of things you could botch up. Add to that the pressure of the entity’s currently weak state, and the fact it could, at any moment, suddenly start attracting enormously large and dangerous objects right towards her head, and Nida was not in a good way.

   She wasn’t about to tell Carson though, so she tried to soldier on.

   The only problem was, he wasn’t about to let her.

   As she pushed off, heading further down the heavily wooded hill, he marched up beside her. ‘You can’t afford to keep things from me. If there’s a problem with the entity, tell me.’

   She tried to ignore him, but he simply pestered her further.

   It was when she turned to him, anger compressing her features and making her movements snapped and harsh, that she heard it.

   Something rushing fast through the undergrowth.

   Carson twisted his head in the direction of the sound.

   Just as the words, ‘what the hell?’ crossed his lips, they both heard a scream. It was keening and powerfully loud, and cut through the air.

   ‘Get down,’ Carson suddenly snapped, pushing into Nida with his rounded shoulder, knocking her to the ground.

   She hadn’t even seen anything yet, but with every second that passed, she could feel the ground shake beneath her. ‘What’s happening?’

   Just as she asked that, she heard another scream, and then frantic footfall. Someone was headed their way, and their desperate flight brought with it the cracking of twigs and the tumbling of stones as they threw themselves through the undergrowth.

   Carson twisted, just as Nida caught a glimpse of someone running towards him.

   ‘Help me,’ it was a woman, and as she laid eyes on Carson, she scampered desperately towards him. ‘Help me, there are vargs after me.’ She said that unknown word with such shaking fear that she actually crumpled to her knees.

   Before Nida could stand, she heard something else.

   A terrible, grating, yowling scream. This one, however, was not desperate. It was ferocious. A truly ugly, terrifying sound that shook through her as if it had hands around her neck and was beating her back and forth.

   ‘Help me,’ the woman said, her voice so horse and gravelly it sounded as if she had to rip the very words from her throat.

   The woman was a Carson’s feet, and suddenly clutched a hand to his leg. Staring up into his face imploringly, she whispered the words ‘help me’ one last time.

   Then finally it was upon them.

   Nida didn’t have time to figure out what was attacking. Everything happened so blisteringly fast. Though she’d undergone numerous simulations at the Academy, nothing had prepared her for this.

   The frantic pace of a true battle.

   She saw a flash of something rushing at them through the bushes. But its speed was such that all she could make out was the glint of white teeth, the flash of white tusks, and the milky depths of a row of white eyes.

   But the quickest and perhaps most evocative of her senses held out. Smell. She could smell blood.

   She tried to get to her feet, but before she could manage it, something whipped around out of the bushes and slammed into her side, pushing her to her knees and then hard into her face. The air was knocked from her lungs and she gasped in pain and fear.

   Before whatever pinned her had a chance to rip her limb from limb, she heard Carson scream and all of a sudden a blast of air shot past her. Though the air moved around her and she could feel its force, it didn’t push her up and neither did it slam her against one of the trees to her left and right.

   All it did was smash into the creature that had her, and sent it hurtling backwards several meters.

   She heard a clunk, then a whimper.

   She pushed herself to her feet, scrabbling backwards. With wide, desperate sweeps of her gaze, she finally saw what was attacking them.

   A terrifying, shaggy, black creature that reminded her of a bore crossed with a baboon. It had strong, muscular shoulders, a narrowed waist, and an enormous, tusk-filled face with flashing white eyes.

   With another whimper, it got to its feet, then that whimper turned into a vicious growl.

   ‘Get away from her,’ Carson snapped. Another blast of power shot from his device and crashed into the side of the creature, sending it spinning through the undergrowth. Its back slammed against a tree, and the whole thing shook, several limbs and branches scattering onto the undergrowth. Dust and dirt and leaves and small stones bloomed upwards from the disturbed ground.

   She finally made it to her feet, and she staggered backwards, eyes locked unblinkingly on the terrifying creature.

   Just when she thought it was down, the thing snapped up onto its clawed appendages, offering a snarl her way.

   She staggered back, and promptly fell over a log.

   The thing launched itself at her.

   It never had a chance to land though.

   As it sailed through the air, Carson struck it once more with a blow from the device, and this time the creature went flying.

   Literally. It was thrown high above the canopy, and several seconds later, she heard it land untold meters away, the ground giving such a shake that she almost fell to her knees again.

   Then silence.

   Eerie, almost devastating silence.

   Though the surprise of the creature attacking her still throbbed hard in her throat, Nida hadn’t forgotten something important.

   With shaking knees and trembling legs, she forced herself to turn.

   And she faced the alien woman.

   The woman was still on her knees, staring agape at Carson. She had, like all members of her race, ice white hair, blue spots, black eyes, and numerous ridges tapering up her arms and neck and cheeks. Well now her pale lips were pressed as far open as they could be. ‘What . . . what is this?’ She asked in a terribly trembling voice. In fact, her voice shook so badly, Nida could barely understand her.

   Carson slowly turned to face the woman, but before he did, he locked Nida in his gaze. Though he didn’t say anything, he managed to convey silently all he needed to.

   Out of desperation he had just used the device, and though this period in Remus 12’s history did have a fascination for weapons, it would have absolutely nothing like the device.

   Nothing.

   As if to confirm that fact, the woman suddenly brought up one trembling hand and pointed to the red device still locked over Carson’s right palm. ‘What is that? What is that? How did you defeat the varg? How did you do that?’

   Nida watched as if in slow motion as Carson reached around to one of the pockets in his belt. Specifically, the one that held his gun. His intention was clear. He was going to shoot this woman in the hopes that the blast would scrape from her memory the events of the last few moments.

   Not knowing why, Nida suddenly rushed up to his side and locked a hand fast over his wrist.

   In fact, her strength was such that when he tried to pull back, he couldn’t.

   ‘Don’t,’ Nida commanded, and in that moment it was clear who was speaking: the entity.

   The authority and the sheer anxiousness of the entity made her command along, powerful, drawn out one that would make even a seasoned admiral stand up and pay attention.

   Sure enough, Carson stiffened, his eyes growing wide as he looked back at her.

   The woman was still gasping and panting, one hand now locked over the base of her throat, another flat over her stomach.

   Though her movements were still wild and frantic, she appeared to be calming. With every breath, the greenish tinge to her blue spots disappeared. ‘Who are you people? Who are you?’ the woman asked again.

   ‘We are . . . from out of town,’ Nida supplied.

   The entity had only taken over her body and voice briefly, and then it had promptly left, leaving Nida with the burden of actually talking to this alien woman.

   Though the situation was unbelievably tense, Carson still shot her a look as if to say ‘out of town, really? That’s the best you can come up with?’

   She turned from him. She paused long enough to draw in a much-needed breath of air.

   She would have to think of a story better than that, and fast. If they weren’t going to shoot this woman, then they would have to placate her somehow, or she’d end up screaming down the whole forest.

   ‘You don’t look like you are from around here. Are you from the resistance?’ The woman’s voice dipped down low and wavered on the word resistance. But that was nothing compared to what happened to her expression. A mix of awe, surprise, and hope flashed through her eyes, trembled across her lips, and smoothed her already slack and deathly white cheeks.

   ‘The resistance?’ Nida repeated blankly. ‘I . . . .’

   ‘You are—you’re both from the resistance,’ finally the woman pushed herself up. As she did, Nida caught a glimpse of a green, almost emerald like liquid oozing out of a deep gash in her leg. The woman leaned on her right hip heavily, and though her features crumpled with pain, her eyes still flashed with awe. ‘We didn’t think you would actually come. And if we’d known how . . . .’ She turned to stare at Carson, her already round and surprise-filled eyes growing all the larger as she stared at the red device on his hand. She took a moment, then managed a powerful swallow. ‘If we had known how powerful you are, we would have asked for your help sooner. Oh my goddess, I can’t believe you have actually come,’ she gave out a relieved laugh that had a strange, hiccup-like, bubbly sound to it that reminded Nida of water on a hard boil.

   ‘Yes we have,’ Carson suddenly announced, his voice a reassuring, strong rumble.

   Nida immediately turned to face him.

   He shot her a look that told her to shut up. ‘We got here as soon as we could,’ Carson continued.

   The woman clapped her hands together and looked at Carson with clear adulation brightening her cheeks. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said slowly. ‘If you hadn't come along, that thing . . . would have killed me.’

   For the first time, Nida turned around and glanced through the thick foliage around her. She had no idea where that hairy, fiendish creature had landed, but by the sounds of it, it had been far off. Still, here and there she could see flecks of black fur that must have fallen from it during the flight. Even those wiry strands were enough to make her shiver.

   Carson glanced at her, probably checking to see that she wasn't about to fall over and die, then he shot her a very pointed look that he obviously intended to convey some grand scheme. Clearing his throat, he faced the woman again. He nodded low at her. ‘We are here to help.’

   The woman still had her hands clasped together, and now she cast an absolutely radiant smile upon Carson.

   With a quick glance his way, Nida confirmed he was blushing, somewhere under all of those fake blue spots anyway.

   Which was kind of funny when she paused to think about it. This was Carson Blake—the greatest hero of the Academy. A man who was used to saving people, aliens, planets, and dogs too probably.

   So why was he blushing?

   Surely all of this stuff would be old hat to him?

   The woman kept smiling, and even though flickers of anguish crossed fast over her expression as she leaned on her right leg, she didn’t stop beaming at Carson.

   After a while, he actually reached a hand behind him and patted down his hair, looking thoroughly awkward as he did.

   But it didn’t last. With a heavy breath that pushed his chest out hard against his leather vest, his expression hardened, and that by-now-familiar determination ignited deep in his eyes. ‘Can you take us into the city?’ he asked suddenly. ‘To meet up with the rest of the resistance?’

   The woman nodded, the move so vigorous, she could have strained her neck. ‘Of course. Of course,’ she repeated even more emphatically. ‘They’ll be so thrilled that you’ve arrived!’

   Carson nodded. ‘We can’t stay here. When can we leave? Are there going to be more vargs?’ He quickly added as he glanced warily over his shoulder.

   The woman shook her head, her shoulders crumpling in as she did. In a small voice she whispered, ‘one is usually enough.’

   Nida desperately wanted to ask the woman what the heck a varg was and why it had been chasing her, but she knew she couldn’t. Not only had Carson firmly taken the reigns of this particular conversation, but it would likely show Nida’s ignorance. For all she knew, vargs could be as common-place on this planet as grass was on Earth.

   She had to be very careful what she gave away. So for now that meant smiling dully and keeping her burning questions to herself.

   ‘I’ll take you now. The resistance has a cell living in the underground tunnels to the east of the Central District,’ the woman spoke quickly, pointing over her shoulder as she did.

   ‘Let’s go,’ Carson said immediately. ‘But first, what do we call you?’

   ‘Harya,’ the woman placed a hand on her chest and bowed low. ‘And what do I call you?’ she asked as she straightened. Her smile still blazed, and as she turned it on Carson again, Nida could swear his cheeks flushed.

   Again.

   ‘I’m Carak and that’s Nara,’ Carson pointed to Nida. ‘And we are here to help,’ he added, as if for good measure.

   Harya clapped her hands together and pressed her fingers into her mouth, smiling around them. ‘Thank the gods for you, Carak and Nara. If you hadn’t come along, the varg would have finished its job.’ She briefly looked down at her leg. But the sight of her slowly oozing injury did not dampen her cheer. ‘Please follow me; I must take you to the resistance at once.’

   ‘Hold on, you’re injured,’ Carson gestured to the deep gash above her right knee.

   ‘I will be fine,’ Harya said bravely.

   ‘Sure you will,’ Carson noted skeptically as he knelt down and picked up Nida’s shawl. It had fallen on the ground when the varg had attacked her. Dusting it off in his hands, he walked up to Harya and handed it to her. ‘Tie it around the wound. Are you familiar with the herbs of this area? Do you know if there are any natural salves around?’

   ‘Herbs?’ Harya asked, blinking quite prettily. ‘Salve?’

   ‘Never mind. Just tie your wound off.’ Carson nodded at her, taking several steps back as he did.

   Nida could tell he wanted to lean down and take care of Harya’s injury himself. The way he frowned at the woman as she inexpertly wrapped the shawl around her bleeding knee confirmed that fact. But something held him back. He had already mentioned that this province was oppressively chauvinistic. Perhaps seeing to an injured woman would get you a whipping. Or worse—perhaps it would get her one.

   As soon as Nida turned to follow, Carson stopped her. With a quick step to her side, he brought his face close by her left shoulder and whispered, ‘don’t turn your back to her; you’re injured.’

   Nida wanted to protest that she wasn’t, yet as soon as Carson suggested it, she started to become aware of a horrible tingle escaping over her back. Rushing between her shoulder and the base of her spine, her skin smarted.

   She could also feel a worrying wet sensation.

   Carson still stood resolutely by her side, and he flashed Harya a reassuring smile as she tied off her bandage.

   ‘That’s the way; make it as tight as you can, but not so tight that you will fall over,’ he cautioned.

   As Carson distracted Harya, Nida reached up behind her and felt her back. She quickly realized the fabric of her top was torn. Worse than that, as she surreptitiously brought her hand around and stared at her fingers, she could see the red blood painted across them.

   She clenched her teeth together and drew a whistling breath between them.

   Carson shot her a quick look. ‘Just keep your back to her; I’ll do the rest,’ he promised. As he did, he was sure to stare directly into her eyes.

   . . . .

   He did that a lot, didn’t he? Staring right at her, as if for those few brief moments nothing else existed in the entire universe.

   Despite the uncomfortable ache crawling across her shoulders and down her spine, she was suddenly only aware of how Carson’s direct gaze made her feel.

   Soon enough Harya finished tying off her bandage, and she got to her feet, tucking her loose white hair behind her ears and smiling again at Carson. Though the woman was not human and rather belonged to this strange planet, Nida still felt she understood the emotion flashing in Harya’s gaze.

   And just for a moment it seemed to mirror her own.

   Suddenly Nida shook her head. What was she thinking? She had just been attacked by some great brute of an alien creature, and her back felt as though it had been slashed to shreds. Yet here she was, wondering whether she should harbor jealousy at Harya’s clear interest in Carson.

   Bringing her hands in front of her, Harya clasped them neatly, then nodded. It was a long and drawn out move, and it was directed Carson’s way.

   Despite the fact Carson was still obviously alarmed at Nida’s injury, his cheeks still became a touch pink, and once again he patted his hair down, even though there wasn’t much to neaten. ‘Okay,’ he mumbled quickly. ‘Now, if you think you can walk, we need to get to the city,’ his tone hardened, and any embarrassment disappeared in a blink.

   And that, there, summed Carson Blake up perfectly. Despite how embarrassed or put off he could seem, he was only ever a blink away from returning to the diligent, trained, and ever capable lieutenant.

   Once again Nida’s stomach kicked with nerves, yet once again it had nothing to do with the pain biting its way into her back.

   ‘How long will it take us to get to the resistance?’ Carson now questioned, his brow furrowing low over his eyes, the shadows over his cheeks drawing dark and long.

   She knew what he was thinking; they couldn’t afford to be out here in this forest much longer. Yet neither could they afford to embark on a long and circuitous journey to wherever this so-called resistance was based. Their entire mission wasn’t just time sensitive; it was time dependent. Nida and Carson had no idea when or if the entity would corrupt again, yet it seemed clear that the longer they spent in this time period, the more likely it would be to occur.

   Stiffening as she realized how serious this was, Nida was sure to always keep her face directed towards Harya, and her back well and truly out of sight.

   ‘I can walk,’ Harya concluded after she experimentally put weight on her leg. Then, for the first time, she appeared to look past Carson, and locked her gaze on Nida instead. ‘But how about you? That varg had you pinned to the ground. Are you injured?’

   ‘She’s fine,’ Carson answered before Nida could do or say anything. ‘And we need to get going. But first, I’m just going to go and check that the varg really is down,’ he said through a low growl. ‘You wait here, Harya.’ Then he nodded at Nida. ‘I’ll need your help,’ he said pointedly.

   She understood. He intended to lead her off into the forest to see to her injuries.

   If Harya thought it suspicious, she did not let on. Instead, she kept her hands cupped before herself, nodding low once more. ‘Of course. I will wait here.’

   ‘We will be quick,’ Carson promised. With that, he made a move as if he intended to grab Nida’s hand. Then he stopped, his fingers frozen a few bare centimeters from her wrist, as realization quickly caught up with him.

   Reversing direction and choosing to rap his knuckles on his thigh instead, he shot her a nervous look and quickly turned around and headed into the forest.

   They walked in silence until Carson appeared satisfied they had travelled far enough from Harya. Then he stopped, turned around, closed his eyes, puffed his cheeks out, and gave an enormous, rattling sigh. ‘That was close,’ he admitted, winking one eye open.

   She nodded.

   She promptly winced. Stumbling forward slightly as she tried to reach a hand around behind her to clutch at her injury, she let out a swear word. ‘I didn’t even know that varg had cut me. Is it bad?’ She asked, practically spinning around in a circle as she tried to touch that impossible-to-reach spot just below her shoulder line.

   Despite the situation, Carson managed a chuckle. It was low, it was light, and it didn’t last, but at least it was there. They were back in time, fighting desperately to return the entity to its home, and Nida was injured, yet Carson could still muster a moment of mirth.

   And that meant something.

   To her, anyway. Because it saw a small smile spread her lips. ‘What?’ she asked eventually.

   ‘You really are the worst recruit in 1000 years,’ he conceded. His tone was not bitter and neither did it have the sharp reprimand she was used to hearing from the other officers back at the Academy. No, it was gentle, and tantalizingly friendly.

   She let her arms drop by her sides, and she shot him a withering look, not that she could hold it for long. Her cheeks, almost of their own accord, fattened, and pulled up her lips until she practically beamed at him with as much enthusiasm and captivated attention as Harya had held only several minutes before.

   There was just something about Carson Blake, Nida suddenly realized. Something she had never encountered in another man, human nor alien. And something the stories and legends about him had failed to underscore.

   He was enchantingly real. Though he did seem capable of the incredible, on occasion, more often than not, his face was contorted in embarrassment rather than confidence.

   ‘Why are you . . . smiling at me like that?’ he asked, sounding uncharacteristically nervous.

   ‘Oh, nothing,’ she conceded quickly, swallowing her smile as she told herself to stop thinking about Carson and to start thinking about the deadly situation they had wandered into.

   ‘Right . . .’ he trailed off. Then he swallowed, loudly.

   Again things quickly became awkward between them, and they remained that way until Nida groaned as a stab of pain travelled sharply down her spine. Clutching a hand to her shoulder, she buckled forward, but didn’t fall.

   ‘Right,’ Carson said again, this time firmly and confidently as he took a step forward. Maneuvering behind her, she heard him hiss sharply. ‘That must hurt.’

   She nodded stiffly. ‘How bad is it?’

   ‘Three large cuts, running from your left shoulder down to your waist,’ he noted, taking a step forward and lightly touching the middle of her back.

   Despite the fact she was expecting it, she still jerked with shock. It wasn’t because his lightly prying fingers hurt her; it was just . . . she didn’t know.

   ‘It’s okay,’ he assured her quickly. ‘I don’t think any of them will need stitches,’ he mumbled as she heard him take the scanner from his pocket. There was a soft hum and click as he used it to survey her injury. ‘Right,’ he said after a long pause, ‘this is good. There are a couple of plants close by that we will be able to use as salves, and they have anti-septic qualities too.’

   ‘Great,’ she managed, ‘we should hurry though. I don’t know how long Harya is going to wait there patiently on her own. Plus, we have no idea who is after her and why they sent that . . . enormous monster to hunt her down.’ The term enormous monster wasn’t exactly descriptive when it came to alien biology, but at least it was accurate.

   ‘You don’t have to tell me that, Cadet,’ Carson mumbled distractedly as he walked past her, selected several small green and purple plants, then proceeded to crush them to a pulp between his fingertips. ‘But we don’t have an option. We have to get into the city, and she’s promised us a way in,’ Carson said, replying to a question Nida had never asked.

   ‘Don’t you think it’s a little dangerous?’ Nida shot him a questioning look as he walked over to her left, leaned down, and selected several brightly colored plants.

   He looked up at her from underneath his eyebrows, his gaze sharp and questioning. ‘Of course I think it’s dangerous. But like I said, we don’t have another choice. We have to get into the city,’ his voice broke with emotion, but with a swallow, his tone flattened out as he continued, ‘and this resistance sounds like it’s going to give us what we need. All we have to do is use them to get past the city limits, then we can continue with our original plan.’

   Though there were many things that Nida wanted to say, she drew silent. If she pointed out any more of her misgivings, she knew Carson would likely point out she was nothing but a cadet, and that she was obligated to leave the planning and decisions to him.

   Before she could get angry at him however, his shoulders deflated as he gave a sharp and heavy sigh. ‘I’m sorry. I get that you’re worried.’ He looked up into her eyes, and his gaze shifted and flickered about as genuine concern travelled through it. ‘So am I. But this situation is moving too quickly. I’m just trying to keep up. Now take your top off,’ he mumbled distractedly as he stared down at his scanner, his brows knitting with worry.

   She spluttered. Of course she did. Carson Blake had just told her to disrobe.

   He looked up sharply. ‘So I can get at your injury,’ he clarified in a high-pitched voice.

   She nodded and stood there looking sheepishly at her feet.

   Could this get any more awkward?’

   She shouldn’t have asked that.

   Because of course it could get more awkward.

   ‘I . . . you . . .’ he began, clearly incapable of stringing together a coherent sentence as the situation became exceedingly and uncomfortably weird.

   ‘Right . . . I will just,’ she squeaked, turning from him and fumbling with her top.

   She wanted to say she could put those herbs on her injury without his help, but it was a clear lie. She couldn’t reach the slashes gouged into her skin, not without dislocating a shoulder.

   So, her skin as red-hot as molten lava, she kept her back to him, she undid a section of her bodice, and she pulled up the white top.

   Locking her arms protectively over her front, she sank her teeth deep into her lips. So deep, in fact, she soon tasted a tinge of blood.

   Why did she have to make everything so embarrassing between them? Of course Carson didn’t want her to take her top off because he was interested. Not only would that be a very crude way to signal his desires, it would be blatantly inappropriate considering the situation and their current surroundings. Also, who was she kidding? Carson Blake liked the Bridgets of the world, not people like her. Not the worst recruit in 1000 years.

   Closing her eyes and wincing through her embarrassment, she tried not to flinch as she felt Carson’s warm fingertips pushing into her back. Suddenly she was no longer aware of the pain her injuries gave her, only the feel of his hand as he smeared those crushed up herbs over her skin.

   Though the herbs were cold, and as soon as they came in contact with her blood sent pins and needles escaping through her muscles, she didn’t flinch.

   Carson had one hand anchored on her left shoulder as he worked. The large palm lay flat against her bone, his thumb and fingers pressed gently into the gap between her clavicle.

   It was . . . distracting, to say the least. So distracting, in fact, she lost all track of time. 

   Clearing his throat, Carson took several steps back. After likely taking several seconds to appraise her injury, he said, ‘all right, that should do.’

   Almost immediately she pulled down her top, the move so quick, she could have ripped the fabric further.

   Slowly, she turned to him. Though she tried to control her expression, and to keep her gaze a firm and easy one, it didn’t work. She was sure she ended up looking like a cross between a nervous idiot and the kid out on their first date.

   ‘Okay,’ Carson said, his voice sounding strange, as if he were purposefully trying to lower it and to keep it gruff. ‘If the scanner is right, and several hundred years of Galactic Coalition Academy engineering tells me it is, your wounds should heal quickly. Those herbs have fantastic properties. Are you in any pain?’

   She shook her head. ‘It just tingles,’ she admitted. And while her back did tingle, that wasn’t what she was admitting to she suddenly realized. For the rest of her tingled too. In fact, she was awash with hot, itchy nerves as she tried not to stare at Carson but rather at her feet and hands.

   ‘We need to get back,’ he managed.

   ‘What about the blood on my back?’ Nida asked as she realized that although her injuries had been administered to, there would still be large swathes of crimson blood over her clothes. The inhabitants of this planet had green blood, and she could not draw attention to the fact she didn’t.

   ‘The herbs I rubbed on your skin are also dyes, and have already stained your clothes, obscuring the red. It will be fine,’ he assured her.

   She collapsed her arms around her middle, letting her fingers brush down the fabric of her top, then she finally conceded a nod. ‘Of course I trust you, Carson,’ she noted quietly.

   Carson didn’t appear to know what to say to that, so instead he said nothing at all as he gestured her forward.

   They promptly made their way back to Harya. She was seated on a log, her hands in her lap, her eyes closed, a serene, meditative look on her face. Yet as they approached, she winked one eye open and then the other, obviously centering her focus. And, once again, her gaze flew past Nida and locked onto Carson. ‘You’re back,’ she said as she jumped to her feet. Though she was injured, she clearly didn’t pay heed to it as she raced over to Carson’s side.

   ‘Yeah. Sorry it took so long,’ Carson began.

   ‘No matter. I am glad of your return,’ Harya admitted with a pressured, but content sigh. ‘Now, I will follow my word and take you to the resistance.’

   Though Carson initially looked embarrassed at Harya’s obvious enthusiasm, his eyes now flashed with determination. He gave a quick and stiff nod. ‘Right.’

   ‘Come on,’ Harya reached out to him, and before he had the time to blink, she locked an arm through his.

   ‘Ah,’ he stuttered.

   ‘It’s this way,’ she continued, either unaware or unconcerned by his hesitation.

   Nida had to step out of the way as Harya pulled Carson forward.

   She stood there, blinking slowly as she watched them walk further through the forest.

   . . . .

   Really?

   Though Carson Blake was an undisputed hero and the hottest bachelor of the Academy United Galactic Coalition, Harya was from a different place and a different time. Yet somehow, his charms still worked on her.

   It took Nida a long time to realize she was grinding her teeth, the movement heavy as it shook through her jaw. It took her even longer to realize she was falling behind.

   With a huff, she followed.

   As she did, though she was aware of her rising jealousy at Harya’s affection for Carson, she could not control it. It raged hotter and hotter with every step.

   And at least it surfaced as a distraction. For with every step—though Nida was not aware of it—she came closer and closer to a horrible and unforgettable chapter in her journey.

    

   





Chapter 9

   Carson Blake

   He could not shake the alien woman off him. She simply hung from his arm as if she were a continuation of his sleeve. Though he had gently and even firmly tried to shake her off, she had always bounded right back to his side like a loyal puppy.

   Nida was several steps behind them, just out of view. Though he was diligent in turning to check on her regularly, Harya would always dip her head forward and try to reclaim his attention.

   Still, he saw enough of Nida to realize she wasn't . . . pleased.

   He didn't know why. He wanted to think she was just irritated at Harya's strange enthusiasm and rather grating high-pitched laugh.

   But a kick of nerves in his gut told him it could be something more.

   . . . .

   Could the worst recruit in 1000 years be jealous? Of him?

   It was a seriously distracting thought, one that served to command his attention as Harya led them through the dense forest and towards the city.

   Though she always walked close by his side, as they left the protection of the forest and began to traverse over a large, open plane, she stiffened and moved away.

   ‘Not long now,’ she promised under her breath.

   No. Not long now, he thought as he tipped his head back and stared forward.

   He could see a strip of light twinkling through the oncoming darkness.

   A city.

   If he strained his eyes, he could make out an enormous wall, the tips of tall buildings and spires just visible over the top.

   With every step closer to the city, his stomach churned.

   This was it.

   They were about to enter a hostile place just chock full of xenophobic aliens.

   He latched a hand onto his chin and winced. In the brief moment it took him to close his eyes, Nida suddenly strode quickly past him.

   She walked with a stiff purpose that set his teeth on edge and immediately made him question whether the entity had control of her again.

   He opened his mouth, her name on his lips, but he stopped himself just in time.

   He'd just been about to call her by her real, human name.

   Though Harya appeared ready to believe anything he said—as she was clearly infatuated with him—even she would start to get suspicious if Carson gave her enough reason.

   ‘We need to be careful,’ Harya suddenly hissed by his ear.

   Though Carson appreciated her warning, he couldn't keep the concern from his expression as he stared Nida's way.

   He hoped the entity wasn't suddenly taking control of her; it would be a seriously bad time for her to start glowing blue and squishing people against walls.

   ‘We must slow down; we must be careful,’ Harya repeated.

   ‘Humm?’ He muttered distractedly.

   Would he have to go after her? The device on his hand had been given to him to keep Nida and the entity safe, and he knew that, if it came to it, he would have to use it.

   ‘Please,’ Harya suddenly leaned in and touched his shoulder, ‘slow down and listen.’

   This broke his reverie, and he turned to the woman.

   Though she was alien, she did have a sweet face, and was very pretty by human standards.

   Which made him wonder whether she was pretty by Vexian standards.

   Shaking his head as he realized how inappropriate that thought was, considering what was happening, Carson controlled himself.

   ‘We need to make it into the tunnels,’ Harya said quickly. ‘Your friend . . . it is best not to be seen on the streets with her.’

   Carson was about to laugh. Then he realized he couldn't. Despite how dumb it was that Nida had accidentally dressed up as a harlot, it was also painfully serious.

   ‘Right,’ he stammered. ‘I’ll just get her.’

   ‘I . . . yes,’ Harya said slowly, clearly wanting to add something.

   ‘What is it?’ His brow crumpled in confusion.

   ‘Why are you travelling with . . .’ she began.

   ‘It's a disguise,’ he said quickly.

   Harya blinked, but didn't add anything, leaving Carson the time to trundle quickly after Nida.

   When he reached her side, he saw how strange her expression was.

   Undefinable, he wasn't sure whether she was frustrated, concerned, confused, or dazed.

   ‘Nida,’ he said gently, ‘Nida,’ he repeated softly, knowing Harya was out of earshot and it was safe to use Nida's real name.

   It took painfully long, but eventually she stopped marching ahead, stilled, and turned to him.

   Pressing her lips together, she swallowed, her eyes wide.

   Finally, she shook her head, and Carson was relieved to note the color returned to her cheeks just as that by-now-familiar look of mild embarrassment.

   He let out a relieved sigh. ‘You are in there then. Christ, you gave me a fright. Now, we have to go back; Harya is going to take us through the tunnels. She doesn't think you should be seen on the street,’ he added with a laugh.

   The laugh fell flat, however, as once again Nida looked at him, obvious confusion making her gaze dart around quickly.

   ‘Nida?’ he asked again carefully.

   ‘I . . . we must hurry. You should also . . . not stand so close,’ Harya suddenly called as she half jogged up to them.

   Nida shook her head several times, appearing to center herself, then she nodded.

   ‘Very well, this way. Stay close,’ Harya began, but with a wary glance over her shoulder at Nida, she added, ‘but not too close.’

   As Harya turned to continue forward through the dry-grass plane, he was afforded the opportunity to stare Nida's way. ‘What is it?’ He mouthed.

   She ticked her head to the left, slowly shaking it. Her eyes were locked on that row of light in the distance. Even in the growing dusk, Carson could see that her pupils were large as she tried to take in the whole sight at once.

   There was something . . . eerie about the quality of her attention in that moment. No, that wasn't right, it wasn't eerie; it was stilling.

   It froze him to the spot.

   ‘Nida?’ he mouthed.

   It appeared to take a great deal of effort, but she turned to him and nodded once. ‘It will be fine,’ she mumbled.

   He hoped she was right, yet he couldn't deny the surge of adrenaline her muttered promise elicited. In a wave, jumping, electrifying fear jolted through his every muscle and bone.

   Shaking it off, he continued forward.

   After some time, they reached the city's outer perimeter. It was an enormous and truly imposing sight—a wall approximately 10 meters tall, laden with wire and rudimentary turret guns, surrounded the city completely. Lights were set evenly across it, and as they approached, Carson felt his skin creep with fright at the prospect of one of those lights locking on him and illuminating him against the dark backdrop of the night.

   Fortunately they did not venture too close to the walls however. Instead, Harya took them on a circuitous route. Either she wasn't entirely sure where she was going, or she was doubling back for some security reason. Perhaps she knew how the defensive mechanism of the city's perimeter worked, but eventually she led them to an enormous set of pipes.

   Before Carson could wonder whether Harya intended to lead them within, she passed by the pipes and walked on for almost 200 meters.

   He really, really hoped she knew what she was doing. With every step, he couldn't stop his concern from building, however, neither could he stave off the guilt. What if he'd just trusted this woman, and she turned out to be a) a waste of time, or b) a trap?

   Carson tried to shake off his suspicions, but he couldn't deny his growing fear.

   Just before he moved to pull Harya aside and question her, he watched as she doubled down next to an innocuous-looking section of road. Scrabbling in the dirt, after almost 30 seconds, she rose and walked away.

   ‘What is she doing?’ he muttered under his breath, his words sharp and broken as frustration constricted his throat.

   Yet before he could act, Nida did.

   Drawing alongside him, she placed a hand on his arm.

   The move was gentle, yet had a deceptive firmness that grew with every second her skin pressed down against his. ‘She knows what she's doing. Trust her,’ Nida said simply.

   No. Not Nida.

   The entity.

   It spoke quietly and quickly, its words low and barely audible.

   Though his skin bristled, he controlled his reaction.

   He also controlled his tongue. He did not suddenly hiss at Harya to get back here. Instead, he waited.

   He did not, however, have to wait for long.

   Out of the darkness, he heard footsteps.

   As they grew louder, the skin along his arms prickled and stood on end.

   Though it probably broke the laws of the region, and Harya’s heart, he stood as close to Nida as he could.

   For a few brief but reassuring seconds, she reached out and held onto his arm. Then, as a figure resolved through the darkness, she let her fingers fall from his wrist.

   She stepped back just as Harya let out a sigh of relief. ‘There you are—’ she began.

   ‘What are you doing?’ someone hissed. 

   ‘I have the resistance members. They saved me from a varg,’ Harya squeaked, stumbling over her words as she tried to get them out all at once. 

   ‘You can't be here,’ the person snapped.

   Though Carson couldn't really see them—as dusk had quickly given way to a thick and black night—he could see the outline of a hard, metal armor covering their body from head to foot.

   Although the person had a soft, light voice, he quickly reasoned he must be looking at a man, considering the chauvinistic laws of this planet.

   But man or woman, they were clearly armed. They were also clearly angry at Harya for leading them here.

   ‘We need to take them to the resistance,’ Harya began, passion rising in her voice and making her words even quicker.

   The man appeared to pause. Slowly he turned over his shoulder and stared pointedly at Nida, then Carson. His eyes lingered long and hard over Carson, and though Carson could not see the man's face, he could bet the guy was sizing him up and registering what kind of threat—if any—Carson could pose.

   ‘We're here to help,’ Carson suddenly interjected, realizing he had to say something before this guy did anything rash.

   The man didn't say anything. In fact, it took Harya latching a hand on his armored shoulder for the man to sigh heavily.

   ‘Harya, we . . .’ he sighed again.

   ‘Please. They saved me from a varg,’ Harya's voice wavered up and down. ‘I have seen first-hand what they are capable of. We must take them to the resistance.’

   ‘. . . Alright,’ the man said after a long pause. ‘But if you,’ he said, turning sharply on his heel and facing Carson.

   Carson put his hands up before the guy could finish his threat. ‘We're here to help,’ Carson repeated.

   His words seemed to echo around in the silence, and before too long they had their desired effect—the man stood backwards, nodded his head, then waved them forward.

   As Carson fell into step, he surveyed the man, and, more importantly, the armor.

   It was rudimentary, to say the least. Probably a few millennia behind anything the Academy could produce, it wouldn't stand up to much of a beating. One shot from Carson's gun would obliterate it completely, and if Carson chose to put his own armor on, he would win any fight before it began.

   Still, Carson was wary as he walked forward, and became all the warier as they reached the enormous pipes again.

   The pipes led into a section of the perimeter wall, and were protected by a thick wire fence with several glowing machines lodged into it.

   Without reference to his scanner, Carson could deduct the machines could electrify the wire—all he needed to conclude that was the crackle in the air as they neared.

   Though he dearly wanted to ask how they intended to get past the fence, he knew enough to hold his tongue.

   The man was in heavy armor, and Carson could bet from the cut and color, he probably belonged to some kind of official force, whether military or police.

   In other words, he was a double agent—a loyal government employee by light, and a mole for the resistance during the night.

   Sure enough, the man quickly and confidently walked up to the fence, and within several seconds there was a click as he disabled the electricity crackling through every wire.

   Though Carson's heart beat hard in his chest, he kept his composure as the man finally opened a gate and waved them all through.

   Then the guy continued to disable several other defenses—all of which Carson kept a dutiful eye on—until they were free to clamber up the side of the pipes.

   Once inside, Carson expected the guy to leave them and return to his post, but he didn't.

   Instead, he led them forward.

   The pipes were massive. They also stunk.

   Really, really bad.

   It was a horrendous mix of week-old fish and rotten eggs. He wanted to gag, but he barely managed to hold himself together. Nida, however, kept coughing into her upturned palm, her other hand locked flat on her stomach.

   As they travelled further through the pipes, Carson's nerves started to compound.

   Expectation built within, and with every step, he wondered what would come next.

   There was a thick, indescribable brown muck covering the bottom of the pipe. It muffled their footfall, but that was the only good thing about it. With every step, it sent out an entirely awful squelch.

   Carson didn't even want to guess what it was.

   He didn't let it distract him too much though; he kept watch over the man.

   He also kept a protective eye on Nida.

   He wanted to pull her aside to ask how she was going, but knew he couldn’t risk it. Instead, he would have to put up with the lump that formed in his throat every time he looked at her.

   After what felt like an age trekking through that wretched-smelling tunnel, they finally reached what looked like a service door set into the smooth side of the rounded metal wall.

   Wordlessly, the man walked over, drew a large key ring from his pocket, selected the correct key, then opened the door.

   He waved everyone through, though as Carson passed, the man pushed a hand flat into his chest and shoved him back. ‘Not you,’ the guy grumbled.

   Carson stumbled, though quickly caught his balance. 

   He faced the man, his brow knotting together as he assessed the guy’s intent.

   It was pretty hard to guess a guy’s motivations when he was covered in chunky metal armor, but this wasn’t the first time Carson had faced off against a faceless attacker. Though he couldn’t garner the man’s intentions from his expression, he sure as hell could from the man’s body language. And though the guy was an alien, there were some things that crossed racial barriers.

   Anger was one such thing.

   Sure enough, after a single moment of hesitation, the man pressed forward, his boots lodging into the muck covering the pipe, and sending foul-scented lumps of sludge splashing upward. He lunged forward, twisting hard to the side as he did, his fist aimed at Carson’s chest.

   ‘What are you doing?’ Harya shrieked.

   Before she could say anything more, the man twisted, pivoted on his hip, and landed a solid kick against the metal door, sending it slamming shut.

   Though Carson could hear the handle rattle, after several seconds it became apparent the door was locked and Harya and Nida were trapped on the other side.

   Trapped.

   Shit.

   Carson doubled back as the man lunged his way again.

   The guy moved quickly, smoothly, and with devastating efficiency considering how rudimentary and heavy his armor must be.

   Still, Carson managed to stay out of his way.

   Just.

   ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Carson spat, ducking to the side as the guy aimed a punch at Carson’s head.

   The guy did not answer. Instead, he kept attacking relentlessly.

   All too soon reality caught up with Carson.

   This had been a trap.

   He’d led Nida into a trap.

   Before that thought could rip through any last scrap of confidence he held, the man finally landed a blow. It was glancing, but Carson felt it as the guy’s armored fist connected with the side of Carson’s jaw.

   Though it was solid, and sent a jolt slamming through Carson’s neck and back, it did not force him backward.

   Instead, Carson finally went on the offensive.

   He locked his feet into the ground, for the first time not caring about the centimeters of gunk covering the pipe.

   Instead, he used it to his advantage.

   Whilst Carson’s own armor was sophisticated enough to allow the wearer to see even when something obscured his helmet, the guy before him was pretty much right out of the dark ages.

   So Carson kicked. He lodged his boot deep into the muck before him, and with a swipe of his foot, he sent a whole chunk of the outrageous-smelling stuff right at the guy’s head.

   Carson’s aim was perfect, and the muck struck the man’s helmet, covering it with a wet slap.

   As the man drew a hand up to clear his helmet, Carson acted.

   He darted forward, hunching over as he did and pushing out with his shoulder.

   He rammed into the man, wrapping an arm automatically around the guy’s middle. Then Carson pivoted on his hip, twisting to the side as he used the man’s own weight and momentum against him.

   Though the guy fought, Carson managed to flip him onto the floor.

   But the fight wasn’t over yet, evidenced by the fact the man almost immediately struck out with his foot, catching Carson on the leg.

   The blow was a hard one, and Carson was lucky not to stumble back. Instead, he reversed his momentum and flung himself forward.

   Right on top of the guy.

   Though the man was heavier, considering his armor, Carson had an edge.

   Okay, he had several edges. He had his own armor, the entity’s device, a pulse gun from the future, and a scanner that could tell him every weakness this man had.

   But that wasn’t the edge Carson now used.

   He relied on the simple fact the man’s armor was old.

   As the guy struggled, Carson grabbed hold of the guy’s helmet, forced it forward, then let go and slammed it hard into the unyielding floor of the pipe.

   Unlike Academy armor, there would be no proper cushioning within that man’s helmet. In fact, judging by the design and the fact the Vexians all seemed to be a violent bunch, Carson could bet there was not so much as padding within the helmet.

   Which meant that every time Carson grabbed up the helmet and slammed it down, the guy inside would be getting a pounding.

   Sure enough, the man’s struggling began to slow.

   But it was the lull before the storm.

   With a burst of strength and speed, he flung Carson off.

   Swearing, Carson rolled, then scrabbled to his feet just as the man lashed out with his leg.

   Though Carson didn’t want to have to resort to using his armor, gun, or the device, he was rapidly running out of options.

   Plus, even though he could still hear the door handle rattling, and hoped Nida was on the other side industriously trying to get through, he still had to get to her as quickly as he could.

   He had to get to her, he reaffirmed to himself.

   The man plunged forward, the quick and violent moves of his legs disturbing whole chunks of muck and sending them flying around in an arc.

   He balled his fist and moved towards Carson.

   Carson could have fallen back; he could have rolled; he could have ducked to the side. He could have done any number of defensive maneuvers.

   He didn’t.

   Instead, he shot forward.

   Right at the guy.

   As he did, he commanded his armor with a single thought.

   One of the bands of armor around his wrists suddenly shot up and covered his hand.

   Then he slammed that hand into the man’s helmet.

   There was a resounding crack, and the guy was flung backwards. His body struck the ground and slid several meters through the brown goo before coming to a rest.

   Immediately Carson told his armor to recede, and in an instant the plating covering his hand disappeared.

   In fact, the whole thing had happened so quickly, Carson was confident the man would never know what hit him.

   Letting out a sharp breath, Carson walked forward. Though the man was clearly down, Carson did not let his guard drop. Instead, he stepped forward slowly and carefully, surveying the man as he did for any sign of movement.

   Just as Carson reached the guy, the man’s foot twitched.

   ‘Stay down,’ Carson warned with a growl.

   Then he walked backwards, reached the door, and, without use of the key, simply tugged the handle right off—allowing his armor to reform over his hand for one brief second.

   Immediately Harya spilled through the open door, followed one second later by Nida.

   Automatically his eyes drew wide as he saw Nida, and he had to fight the urge to run forward and scoop her up in his arms.

   She was alive.

   He’d walked her into a trap, but thankfully she was still fine.

   He let out the breath trapped in his chest, sent a prayer of thanks to any force that would listen, and finally turned on his foot to face the man.

   There was an enormous crack over the guy’s helmet, with numerous hairline fractures running out from it like branches from a river delta.

   Carson had struck it with all his force. Okay, not with all his force—if Carson had brought the full power of his armor to bear against that man’s helmet, he would have shattered it and the head inside.

   Still, despite the fact Carson had not intended to kill the man, he had intended to knock the guy out. Yet the guy was clearly conscious as he twitched again and moved to sit up.

   ‘Don’t,’ Carson warned again.

   Before he could walk over and loom over the man threateningly, Harya ran up, fell to her knees, and hooked her arm behind the guy’s shoulder. ‘Sister,’ she said, her voice shaking badly.

   . . . .

   Sister?

   Sure enough, after a short pause, what Carson had thought was a man turned out to be a woman as she reached up and pulled her damaged helmet off her head.

   Long, lustrous white hair cascaded over her shoulders.

   If Harya was pretty by human standards, then this woman was categorically stunning.

   The woman narrowed her eyes and glared at him.

   Though Carson was thrown by the fact she was female—considering the draconian laws of this planet—he recovered quickly.

   In the future, it didn’t matter if you were a woman or a man—if you could hold a plasma gun and find the trigger, then you could fight.

   Yet he instinctively knew that wasn’t the case in this place and in this time.

   To confirm that, the woman snarled at him. ‘Surprised I’m female?’ she challenged.

   Carson shook his head. ‘Surprised you lost?’ he countered quickly.

   The woman laughed. But it wasn’t what you could term a friendly chuckle; she sounded and looked as though she wanted to kill him.

   ‘Cara, why did you attack them? I told you they were here to help,’ Harya said passionately as she kept an arm hooked behind her sister’s back.

   ‘Because you have no idea who these people are, and you can’t just invite them back to the resistance cell without knowing for certain they aren’t spies,’ Cara said through locked teeth.

   . . . .

   She had a point. Not, of course, that Carson was going to admit that out loud. Still, he had to agree with Cara on that one; Harya was clearly too trusting. All Carson had done was save her from a varg, and now she appeared to trust him with her life and all the secrets of this elusive resistance.

   Yet, where Harya was clearly naive, Cara was not.

   She now pushed herself to her feet with her sister’s help, but almost immediately took a step back and stood on her own. She squared off her shoulders, rounded her jaw, and narrowed her eyes. ‘You can have me, but you won’t get the rest of the resistance. I’ve been tortured before, boy, and I can be tortured again. But no matter what you do, I will not name names.’

   Boy?

   . . . .

   Though he didn’t know much about Vexian biology, he could guess he was technically older than this woman. By barely a few years, granted, but that still meant he wasn’t a boy.

   Realizing he couldn’t allow himself to be put off by her, he cleared his throat. ‘We aren’t after you; we’re here to join you,’ he growled.

   ‘Join us?’ Cara laughed harshly. ‘I am no fool; I know you are not who you pretend to be. Whilst my sister can be easily fooled, I’ve earned my wisdom through blood and sweat. And I know when I face a liar. You are not here to join us,’ she snarled, her eyes flashing with passion and warning.

   Carson actually had to swallow, but it was a small move, and he hid it with a snarl of his own. ‘I saved your sister from a varg, and you reason that means I’m a spy,’ he began.

   ‘I reason you are a spy because you have technology I have never seen,’ Cara warned.

   Carson stopped.

   Had she seen his armor?

   Probably not, but she’d most definitely felt it; her damaged helmet was testament enough to the fact he was equipped with something extraordinary the woman was not used to.

   Carson quickly realized how serious this situation was.

   He needed to get into the city, and if Harya and Cara were his way in, then he had to be careful how he handled them. Still, he couldn’t afford to put Nida in any more danger.

   Clamping down on his teeth and feeling a kick of nerves scoot quickly through his gut, he shook his head and took a menacing step forward. ‘We’re here to help,’ she said one last time, making each word as firm as he could.

   He also stared directly into Cara’s stunning eyes.

   The woman did not look away, and she did not blink. Instead, she held his gaze with such unwavering focus, Carson had to admit no one had ever looked at him like that before.

   Carson was suddenly and rather inappropriately reminded of the fact he liked strong women.

   Women with fire, with action in their hearts.

   Cara pressed her teeth flat into her lips. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said simply.

   ‘Sister, please,’ Harya began, ‘they saved me.’

   ‘You are a fool, Harya, and you are too trusting. We know nothing of this man and his whore.’

   Carson bristled at that, but not nearly as much as Nida.

   In fact, for the first time in the conversation, she stepped forward. With the strangest of gazes, she assessed Cara. ‘You have no option. Take us to the resistance. You cannot keep us in this pipe, and neither can you let us leave; while you disabled the defenses to allow us to enter, you will not be able to disable them again to let us out.’

   Cara snarled. ‘You won’t be leaving—’ she began, her tone thick with menace.

   ‘Stop,’ Nida demanded.

   While Cara’s tone rang with warning, Nida’s absolutely boomed with authority.

   Age old, ancient authority in fact.

   He could hear the entity’s force powering through her voice, and the effect of it sent a cold shiver down his back. It also made Cara and Harya freeze.

   ‘You need us,’ Nida continued. ‘You over-estimate your abilities—you tried to dispatch us, but you cannot. You can, however, try to trust us,’ her tone lowered, evened out, and in an instant became calm and trusting.

   It also became mesmerizing.

   Or maybe she did.

   As she stood there reasoning with Cara, Nida had such a presence to her. Carson couldn’t help but stare and be silently awed by it.

   Cara shook her head, but immediately Nida put up a hand. Again it was a commanding move. As once again it seemed laced with the energy and force of the entity.

   . . . .

   Which was bad.

   Though the entity might be able to get through to Cara and gain her trust, it would come at an incredible cost.

   Every time the entity took control of Nida, it opened itself up to further corruption.

   And Carson couldn’t stomach the thought of anymore objects being sucked towards Nida in a murderous, fatal vortex.

   ‘I’ve got this,’ he suddenly spat, drawing alongside Nida and placing a hand on her shoulder.

   He could feel her vibrating under his touch. This incredible, invisible energy moved through her, and it brought with it an unnerving heat that sank deep and fast into his hand, up his arm, and right into his chest.

   Still, he didn’t pull his hand back.

   He would keep it there until the entity stopped controlling her.

   ‘Please,’ he now said, staring up sharply into Cara’s eyes.

   ‘Help?’ Cara questioned.

   ‘Stop it, Cara,’ Harya said suddenly. She also lunged forward, twisted Cara around, and stared into her sister’s eyes. ‘I might be too trusting, but you’re too suspicious. I trust these people,’ she said slowly. ‘Plus, he could have killed you,’ Harya’s tone dropped as she shot a confused look Carson’s way. ‘Trust me. I saw his power when he defeated the varg. But he didn’t kill you,’ she pointed out through a swallow. 

   ‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ Cara replied coldly, sending Carson a stony and calculating look.

   Again, Carson couldn’t help but agree with Cara. If their roles were reversed, and he was in her position, he would not trust a word he said.

   After all, he was a spy, just not from the government.

   He was from the future, and his only intention was to use the resistance to get into the city.

   Cara could not guess that though, but it was clear she knew something was up as she surveyed him through a narrowed gaze. ‘Tell me, spy, what would you do in my position?’ she perceptively asked.

   Ask me tips about combat, he suddenly thought, but wasn’t dumb enough to say it. Though it was a neat one-liner, a woman like Cara would take it as an excuse to launch an attack.

   ‘Look,’ he began, realizing he had to convince her soon or face the prospect of the entity intervening.

   By now it was clear the entity trusted Cara and Harya and the resistance too probably—or at least enough to use them to enter the city.

   It had stopped Carson outside when he had been ready to leave Harya.

   And right now it seemed intent on convincing Cara to trust them.

   Still, if that wouldn’t work, Carson knew what he had to do.

   His plasma gun.

   Even with Cara’s armor, he’d be able to get off a clear shot. And at a lower setting, he would be guaranteed it would knock her out and scramble her memories.

   Then he could continue through these tunnels.

   . . . .

   As he considered that possibility, it was as if Nida read his mind. She quickly put a hand out and settled it neatly on his arm.

   Her skin still vibrated.

   It was such an incredible sensation. It felt human—felt warm and tangible—yet at the same time it was as if her flesh had been replaced by a viscous liquid that lapped against his flesh.

   Shuddering, he tried to ignore it.

   He also forced himself to think—desperately hard—of what he could say to convince Cara.

   He could try threatening her with the fact they had seen her face and would know she was a traitor, but he knew that would likely only enrage her further.

   He could appeal to her sense of curiosity, promising to reveal the secrets of his technology only if she took him to the rest of the resistance. Yet, once again, he knew that would not work.

   She was simply too smart. Usually an admirable quality, right now it was tearing him apart.

   ‘I am not going to trust you just because you beat me in a fight, boy,’ Cara spat, ‘and I’m not going to trust you just because you’ve proven you’re stronger. And there is no way—absolutely no way—that I am going to take you to the rest of the resistance.’

   Nida twitched at his side, gasping with pain.

   She clutched a hand to her chest.

   She was still wearing the long black gloves she’d found in the farmhouse.

   They were made of a thick fabric, yet he now swore he could see blue light peeking through the tight weave.

   It was going to happen again.

   The entity was going to lose control.

   No.

   No.

   Not here, not now.

   She stumbled forward, and he reached out to steady her.

   ‘Nida,’ he screamed, falling to his knees beside her, not noticing that he’d just used her real name.

   For a brief moment she looked up at him. Her eyes were wide with pain, and all the blood had drained from her cheeks leaving a sickly pale hue.

   But it was the way her lips trembled that really affected him.

   Then it happened.

   He could feel it build up around him. This incredible energy that came lapping at his body and mind.

   A warning, creaking noise filtered through the air.

   He had just enough time to turn before Cara's helmet shot up from the floor and lanced towards Nida.

   He plunged forward, caught it, and span on the spot as the momentum twisted him around like a spinning top.

   He heard Cara gasp and Harya scream.

   He didn't have time to register their shocked expressions though; suddenly there was a groan from the wall behind him.

   When he'd punched off the door handle, it hadn't fallen to the floor—instead it hung off, still connected to the door by a thin lip of metal.

   Well now it simply snapped, and in a blinding second came shooting towards Nida.

   Again he lunged forward and caught it, but this time the metal grated against his skin as it flew by.

   It cut his hand from his thumb to his forefinger.

   Before he could check on the cut to garner its severity, he simply made a quick mental command to his armor, and saw it slam in place over his hands and arms.

   Just as the plating came into place over his fingers, the sophisticated on-board computer would have registered his cut. It would have also sealed it and sent restorative nanoparticles into the injury. This armor was, after all, the good stuff. If Carson had still been wearing the terrible pre-fab armor he'd grabbed for the Barbarian fight aboard the Farsight, he would be faring a lot worse right now.

   ‘What the hell is happening?’ he heard Cara roar.

   He didn't have the time to explain, and neither did he have the vocabulary. To someone like Cara—who had never seen the wonderful technological marvels of the future—this scene would look like something out of a nightmare.

   Nida still sat on the ground, her hands planted into the thick muck covering the bottom of the pipe as her shoulders heaved up and down with every labored breath.

   Though he span on the spot again, grabbing another chunk of the door as it scooted towards her, he turned long enough to note the blue glow peeking out from her left glove.

   Soon enough that light would cover her whole form. And there would be no neat way of explaining that to Cara and Harya.

   . . . .

   If he got the chance to explain anything to them, that was.

   With an enormous, rattling boom, the whole door came free from its hinges.

   He couldn't catch it.

   So he used the device.

   Again, the desire to thrust forward with the hand carrying the strange glowing red machine was instinctual. It felt as if some force separate to him momentarily took control of his body as he darted forward and slammed his right hand out.

   Instantly a blast of energy rocketed out from the device and struck the door, shattering the metal into countless shards and sending them towards the wall of the pipe with such force they lodged deep into the wall.

   He heard Harya scream something, but whatever it was, the sound of her voice was drowned out by a shuddering, thundering roar.

   Carson looked up with a pale, ashen face to note that an enormous section of the ceiling was starting to peel off.

   . . . .

   He plunged to the side, rolled over the muck, not caring at all that it splashed over his helmet and chest.

   He reached Nida.

   He had no idea whether he could or should pick her up. He had no idea whether touching her would send the entity within corrupting further.

   He just had to get her out of here.

   So he reached her, crumpled his arms down, and lifted her off the ground.

   If her body had vibrated under his touch before, now it felt as if it pulsed with all the raw power of a star.

   His arms actually trembled with it.

   But still he managed to push forward, aiming for the open door.

   His heart beating so hard it felt as if he would shatter his ribs, he made it through the door just as the sound of the ceiling giving way reached a cracking crescendo.

   Sailing through the open door, once he was through, his boots struck a solid and thankfully clean concrete floor.

   With a brief, frantic glance around him, he noted he was in a corridor with a low ceiling. Grey and drab, it didn't have any lights to speak of.

   It didn't matter though.

   He could still see the shapes around him indicating the various junk that littered the floor and walls. There was some kind of device to his left, and underneath it was an axe behind a glass case, possibly in case of fire.

   He didn't have time to contemplate that fact though, as with a crack, the glass holding the axe in place shattered and shot towards him.

   His armor still did not cover his whole body – just his arms, hands, face, and chest. Yet right now he commanded it to form in full, and he twisted on the spot, fell to his knees, and tried to protect Nida with the bulk of his back.

   Though his armor formed in the blink of an eye, it wasn't quick enough, and with a jolt of pain, Carson realized several shards of glass had scooted past it and lodged into his back.

   Ignoring the biting, stabbing sensation, he stumbled to his knees.

   Turning, he was just in time to see the axe spinning through the air towards him.

   Again he turned his back on it.

   This time, with his armor set to full, he felt nothing as the axe struck him but glanced off with a clang.

   He hadn't wanted to use his armor—he hadn't wanted to reveal its secrets to Cara and Harya—but he no longer had the choice.

   With his full armor in place, and despite how frantic the situation was, he noticed one peculiar fact.

   Though the armor had initially grown up and covered the device, the device somehow, incredibly had shifted through his gauntlet until it covered his palm from the outside.

   He did not indulge in staring at it.

   Instead, he slammed out his elbow and struck a stray piece of metal as it darted towards Nida.

   She had collapsed by his feet. And in between the clang and clash of metal objects sailing through the air towards her, he could hear her ragged, panting breath.

   Though he could not pause, his mind raced.

   And one question stole away his attention.

   . . . .

   Was this it?

   Had the entity corrupted entirely?

   Was this just the prelude to the stars falling from the sky?

   Though Carson didn't have the time to truly comprehend that fact as he thrust forward with the device and obliterated several chunks of wood flying towards him, it still weighed on him.

   Yet, somehow, she did not fall.

   Nida sat there, one arm hooked around her middle, the other on her knees, her back hunched over.

   And she breathed.

   And she lived.

   The stars, apparently, would not fall from the sky tonight.

   In fact, with one last blast from his device, Carson soon realized it was over.

   The dust started to settle.

   He didn't drop his guard though.

   He stood there, eyes pressed open as far as they would go, heart beating as hard as it could.

   Nida sat by his side, and soon enough she moved. 

   Her back was pressed against his legs, and with a soft breath, she turned to look up at him.

   He looked down.

   They shared a moment.

   Long and silent.

   But not long enough.

   With a bang from outside, he realized Cara and Harya were likely still in the tunnel.

   He swore loudly, twisting on his foot.

   Though he didn't owe them anything—and already intended to ditch them at the first chance he got—that didn't mean he wanted to see them dead.

   And dead they could be.

   When he'd grabbed up Nida to take her into the corridor, the roof of the tunnel had been in a bad way.

   For all he knew, both of them could now be crushed under a ton of metal and muck.

   He swore again just as he rounded the doorway, expecting to see the worst.

   He didn't though.

   With a quick look up to the ceiling, he noted it still remained in place. Though an enormous section was buckled, it didn't look as if it were ready to fall free and crush anyone anymore.

   He sighed.

   Then he saw Cara and Harya.

   Cara was crumpled over her sister protectively. But now the threat appeared to be over, she sat up straight, and stared immediately over to him.

   Carson reached for his gun.

   There was no point in dragging this out any further.

   Cara and Harya had seen too much.

   He would have to shoot them, hope the blast wiped their memories, and try to make it through this tunnel system on his own.

   Before he could grab for his gun, however, he looked to the side to see Nida reach up and still his hand in place.

   She was standing. Which was a miracle considering what she'd just been through.

   She did wobble though. And before she could fall against the jagged, warped mess that was the doorway, he reversed her grip on his arm and held her hand instead.

   Her fingers were warm; his armor told him that. But somehow, despite how thick and sophisticated his gauntlet was, for those brief few seconds it felt as if he were touching her hand to hand, skin to skin, and fingers to fingers.

   ‘They've seen too much,’ he hissed at her.

   She shook her head.

   She clearly knew what he was planning to do.

   ‘Give them a chance,’ she breathed back.

   It was an odd thing to say considering what had just transpired.

   Give them a chance?

   Cara had been outright aggressive towards them before Nida had caused the sky to fall down, so Carson could bet the alien woman would be nothing but apoplectic now.

   He was wrong though.

   As Cara and Harya picked themselves up, they didn't stare at Nida with suspicion and surprise.

   No.

   Something close to awe.

   Though Harya looked as though she was in the presence of a goddess, Cara's reaction was more measured. Still, he could see the clear wonder flickering through her gaze.

   ‘You've been touched,’ Cara said simply, directing her words at Nida.

   Carson stiffened.

   This wasn't the reaction he'd been expecting. For a race as technologically limited as the Vex in this period of history, Nida's display should have appeared like dark magic.

   ‘Hold on,’ he said in a shaking voice, ‘you've seen this before?’

   Cara turned her gaze on him, and for the first time it appeared she didn't want to kill him. Instead, only a bare flicker of suspicion remained. ‘Is this some kind of test? Of course we have not seen a touched before. But we have heard of them. Everyone has. Why didn't you tell us?’ Cara now spat.

   Carson looked across at Nida.

   She shrugged her shoulders, indicating it was up to him to manage this conversation. He deserved it—he had been pulling rank on her, after all. He was the lieutenant, as he kept on reminding her. So it was up to him to decide what to do now.

   He swallowed hard. ‘We didn't know whether we could trust you,’ he began.

   Cara wiped a hand down her brow. ‘You should have told me. I would have never attacked had I known.’

   ‘You didn't exactly give me much of an opportunity to speak,’ Carson noted through a huff.

   Cara raised an eyebrow at this.

   She had a regal sense to her. Her tall form and elegant body were perfectly suited to staring down her nose at people. 

   Now she laughed though. It was bitter and it was short, and when she was done, she stared at Carson again with the same intense gaze.

   No one had ever looked at him like that—with so much barely-contained power and force.

   It made his stomach kick.

   ‘We should get out of here,’ Nida said quietly from his side.

   He still held onto her hand, and suddenly realized he really had no reason to, as she appeared stable enough to stand on her own. As if to confirm that, she broke free from his grip and took several steps towards Cara and Harya.

   ‘If you help us, we will help you,’ Nida said plainly.

   There was an odd quality to her voice, and just for an instant, it appeared the entity would take control.

   But then that note of ancient authority disappeared, and Nida shivered.

   Cara did not thrust forward and push Nida back.

   Instead, she did something entirely odd.

   She dropped to one knee.

   Right down into the muck.

   ‘Of course,’ Cara said simply. ‘You have been touched,’ she said by way of explanation.

   Nida clutched a hand to her implant, and breathed heavily before finally nodding and backing off towards the door. ‘We need to leave before anyone comes looking for us,’ she turned her head to the damaged ceiling and gestured to it.

   ‘These tunnels are no longer used,’ Cara assured her as she stood, not bothering to wipe the muck from her armor. ‘Though you did make a lot of noise, we should be fine. That being said, we need to act quickly. I'll take you to the resistance.’

   . . . .

   Really?

   Was that all it took to gain Cara's trust?

   The prospect that Nida had been touched?

   Suddenly Carson wanted to ask the determined alien woman what on earth that word meant. He didn't though. Instead, he decided that at the first chance, he would ask his scanner. Hopefully it would be able to pick up something off the airwaves. And if that didn't work . . . he'd figure something out.

   ‘Come,’ Cara commanded as she strode through the door into the corridor.

   Harya walked behind her, giving Nida a wide berth but at the same time staring at her with transfixed wonder.

   ‘You're touched,’ Harya whispered again.

   The way she said it made the hairs on the back of Carson's neck stand on end.

   But that was likely nothing to what Nida felt; she was turning pink from all this attention.

   Which was nice considering her skin had been bone-white after the entity had corrupted.

   Stepping in beside her as they made it into the corridor, he drew his face close to hers and whispered, ‘what do we do?’

   Though he was the lieutenant, and he was more than capable of making the decisions, he was starting to realize that unless he asked Nida, the entity might get involved if it didn't like his plans. And he simply could not afford to have it waste any more of its energy.

   Nida blinked her eyes closed, and somehow she didn't fall as she strode forward.

   ‘I . . . we'll follow them. See where they lead us. Find out about this resistance. And what it means to be touched,’ she added with a croak as she opened her eyes.

   He nodded.

   Then, despite the situation, his lips kinked into a smile. He didn't think anything was funny; he was merely possessed with the desire to show her some much needed compassion.

   With Cara powering along before them, he didn't have the opportunity to pull Nida aside and tell her everything would be okay, so he hoped his expression would convey that instead.

   Their group walked in silence. They strode through the tunnels. Everything was dressed in shades of drab brown, slate grey, and off white.

   It all looked industrial. There was no color, no life, no verve.

   Which was quite appropriate considering where Nida and Carson had found themselves.

   This point in Remus 12's history appeared to be a violent one.

   But what point in its history they had found themselves in was a pertinent question. Though Carson knew from Academy records that it was likely the inhabitants of this planet had killed themselves in some man-made cataclysm, he would sure like to know exactly when that had been.

   He wanted to believe this period in history was too technologically limited to provide the kinds of weapons a race would need to obliterate all life on entire planet, but he couldn't confirm that for sure.

   Which meant that at any moment he and Nida could simply cease to exist. Some enormous, powerful weapon could be set off, engulfing the surface of the world and destroying everything in its path.

   It was a chilling thought, and it made him appreciate the dull colors of these halls in a different way. It also made him appreciate that this resistance Cara and Harya were leading him to would likely fail. Or, quite possibly, they would succeed and be the ones to set off the weapon that obliterates Remus 12. It didn't matter who did it though—the fact remained that Remus 12 and every one on it had a death sentence hanging over their heads.

   Eventually Cara led them down through a winding set of tunnels into a large room.

   At first glance it appeared to hold machinery, and Carson could guess it would have once acted as some kind of generator room.

   Now everything was either rusted red or glinted a dull grey.

   Boxes of junk littered the floor, and pipes and chunks of metal dangled free from the walls.

   Though the rest of the tunnels had been barely lit, this room had several tapering lights set into the high ceiling. They gave out enough illumination to lengthen the shadows and accentuate the glint of metal, but that was it.

   Still, Carson had enough illumination to note something else: there were people in here.

   Staying close to the shadows, as soon as Cara strode into the center of the room and announced her arrival, the other Vexians drew forward.

   Carson had to try hard not to reach around and clutch for his gun.

   Things were happening too quickly now.

   He had to ensure there were no more accidents, no more traps, no more mistakes.

   Earlier in the tunnels he'd made the decision to take his armor off, or at least let it draw back into the bracelets on his wrists.

   He'd been sure to do so when both Harya and Cara had turned away from him.

   He didn't want them to note how smoothly his armor operated. Even though they were both more than aware of its existence, he still had to hold onto what secrets he could.

   Now, as the resistance moved around him, he wondered whether he should set his armor to full once more.

   It was never a pleasant experience to be swamped by people you didn't know, especially when those people looked as battle weary and gritty as the Vexians around him.

   He saw so many scars he gave up counting them or wondering how they'd been wrought.

   He also saw an unnerving number of weapons.

   While he did not immediately know their functions from glancing at them, he could guess they were all deadly.

   The people around him didn't seem to be the kinds to knock people out and hope for the best.

   Before Carson could think of something to say, Cara whirled on the spot and pointed an armored hand at Nida. ‘She's touched,’ she announced in a booming voice that echoed around the cavernous room.

   Nida blinked wildly, and automatically took a step towards him.

   He stiffened his back and stared over at Cara warily.

   He would have to play this very carefully. He'd only come here because Nida had suggested it. If it had been up to him, he would have knocked Harya and Cara out.

   But whilst he had gone along with Nida's wishes, that did not mean he was going to drop his guard. At the first sign of trouble by any of these resistance members, Carson would act.

   He'd do whatever it would take.

   ‘Touched?’ The question was picked up and repeated through the resistance in hushed, awed tones.

   If Nida's skin had gone pink at the prospect of Cara and Nida's rapt attention, now she looked thoroughly sick. He half wondered whether she would throw up.

   She didn't though. She simply stood there and stared out at the group around them with a wary, watchful gaze.

   He had to remember that whilst it was Nida on the outside, the entity was never far from her. Not only could it take control of her voice, it could control her body too. If threatened—like she had been on the Farsight—Nida and the entity were capable of devastating power.

   He still shook at the thought of what she'd done to those Barbarians.

   No, he corrected himself firmly. Not her. The entity. And it had only been trying to protect itself, he reasoned automatically.

   ‘Are you sure?’ Someone asked as they walked towards Cara.

   As they strode through the crowd, Carson realized it was a man. Probably in his mid-thirties, he sported cropped black hair, a wiry, strong frame, and wore an outfit remarkably similar to Carson's—a scuffed leather jacket, a simple hessian-style shirt, and pants.

   The man shot Carson a curious look, then returned his attention to Cara.

   Though the guy looked standoffish, it was all too easy to see the interest flickering in his gaze as he watched Cara.

   ‘I know what I saw,’ Cara spat. ‘She is touched,’ she pointed again at Nida. ‘If you don't believe me, go back to section 5f of the tunnels and see for yourself.’

   The guy shrugged his shoulders, his lips kinking into a sneer.

   ‘Please, Varo, she's telling the truth. I was there. I saw it,’ Harya suddenly said as she pushed through the crowd towards the man, Varo.

   Varo acknowledged Harya with a nod, then turned his gaze back on Cara. ‘Are you sure she is not a spy?’

   Cara's lips slowly pulled back from her teeth. It was categorically an intimidating move. ‘Varo, you know I would never lead a spy to our headquarters. Don't jest with me,’ she added in a warning tone.

   Everything Cara said and did was imbued with so much fire and passion, standing near her felt like standing on the crater of a volcano.

   Now was not the time to be impressed by how boisterous she was though.

   Now was the time to find out whether this group was trustworthy, Carson thought as he took a step forward.

   He made sure his move was smooth and non-threatening. Nonetheless, Varo suddenly twirled on his foot, plucked something from his belt, and pressed it against Carson's neck.

   Carson could have doubled back. He could have reached for his gun and shot Varo before the man had even blinked.

   But he didn't.

   Instead, he simply stood there and stared into Varo's eyes, not a hint of aggression or even shock crumpling Carson's brow. ‘Really?’ he asked calmly. ‘Is that how you treat a guest?’

   Varo slowly smiled. It wasn't a friendly move though—it was laden with warning and menace. ‘Why are you here?’

   ‘Because . . . she's touched,’ Carson managed.

   He didn't know what that meant, but he sure as hell hoped it was his ticket to getting these people to trust him. If he could convince this Varo and the resistance to help Nida, then maybe Carson could complete this mission sooner. Maybe he could find out where the next time gate was, or even better—where the dimensional bridge was.

   Swallowing, despite the fact there was a blade pressed into his neck, Carson strengthened his resolve. ‘You're going to help us, and we're going to help you.’

   Varo considered him in perfect silence. In fact, no one in the group spoke until Varo finally let the knife drop.

   He took several steps back from Carson, considered him, then turned sharply to Cara. ‘This is on your head. If they turn out to be spies—’ he began.

   Cara responded by spinning on her foot, grabbing the knife from Varo's hand, and yanking it free with such force, the man tumbled forward and stuck the floor on his knees.

   ‘Was that really necessary?’ he asked as he picked himself up, glowering at Cara.

   ‘You jest,’ Cara rebuked again. Then she turned to stare first at Nida, and finally at Carson.

   Carson felt the need to stiffen under her watch. She appeared to have the ability to look right through him, and it made his back itch.

   ‘Look, we can help you,’ Carson began.

   ‘How?’ Varo asked, a calculating look crumpling his brow.

   ‘They have technology,’ Harya interrupted. ‘Devices I’ve never seen. We could use them to finally win against the governor,’ Harya clasped her hands together as she pleaded with Varo.

   Varo snorted. ‘Is this true?’ He turned to Carson.

   Carson didn't answer.

   Yeah, sure, he had technology, but there was no freaking way in hell he was going to let anyone from this time period have it.

   It was bad enough that Harya and Cara had seen his device and armor in action. He would not add to his temporal misdemeanors by giving this resistance access to technology from thousands of years in the future.

   ‘Is this true?’ Varo repeated, a vicious note to his voice.

   ‘Yeah, but no,’ Carson managed. ‘I can't give you my technology,’ he said, thinking fast, ‘I need it to help her,’ he nodded towards Nida.

   Varo considered this possibility.

   ‘He wears a Goddess tear,’ Cara suddenly noted, nodding down to the device on Carson's right hand.

   Varo stared at it, and for the first time, his expression slackened with something other than anger.

   He looked impressed.

   Then, in a flash, he also looked greedy.

   ‘A Goddess tear,’ Varo said slowly. ‘What else?’

   ‘He possesses some kind of armor I have never seen nor heard tale of. The government do not have anything of its like. It must also be a gift from the Goddess,’ Cara concluded.

   Carson remained silent.

   He did, however, close his fingers around the majority of the device over his right hand. He also let his left arm hover close to his pocket and his gun.

   ‘Armor? What kind of armor?’ Varo questioned, his gaze once again igniting with greed.

   Carson didn't like this.

   With every passing second, his back slicked with sweat and his teeth locked harder together.

   He wanted to get out of this room now. He wanted to leave Varo and the resistance far behind him. Hell, he even wanted to get away from Cara, despite how intriguing and frankly attractive she was.

   ‘A gift from the Goddess for the protection of the touched,’ Cara now snapped, striding forward as she did. She faced Varo and glared at him. ‘Stop these games. We must help them. If the government were to find out about her,’ she gestured at Nida, ‘you know what they would do.’

   Carson felt cold.

   Very, very cold.

   He didn't like the sound of that. What exactly would the government of this corrupt and violent regime do to Nida? Whatever it was, it wouldn't be pleasant.

   A fact Nida likely realized as she shuddered again.

   Every movement she made was watched by the group—every breath, every blink, and every shiver.

   It was as if they half expected her to burst into flames.

   Carson swallowed.

   He had to find out what was going on here.

   He had to take control of this situation before it took control of him. He strode forward. ‘Cara is correct—these are gifts from the Goddess for protection of . . . the touched,’ he managed, though it was hard to force that word out. ‘I'm not going to give them to you. I need them. But we can still help you.’

   ‘And we can help you,’ Cara began.

   ‘Do not make decisions for this group,’ Varo warned. ‘I speak for this resistance cell.’

   ‘But you do not speak for the whole resistance,’ Cara spat. ‘If you would like, I am more than happy to share this news with Commander Xu. Unlike you, she will know what to do.’

   Varo bristled.

   Cara simply smiled.

   As for Carson, he stood there and he waited. Completely on edge, he didn't know what Varo would do, but he did know he could not trust the man.

   He'd seen the greed burning in his gaze, and as Varo now glanced over to Nida, the look he shot her made Carson sick to his stomach.

   ‘You can either help us, or we leave,’ Carson snapped, taking a step back and aligning himself close to Nida.

   ‘We will decide whether you can leave,’ Varo said dismissively.

   Then he gave a nod.

   Carson knew what it meant.

   He'd given nods like that himself.

   Non-verbal commands.

   Without thinking, Carson activated his armor to full.

   He no longer cared how many people saw it.

   All he had to do was protect Nida.

   There was a collective gasp from the group as his armor seamlessly shot out form his gauntlets and covered his whole body. It would be the first time Harya or Cara would have seen the transformation in full, and he watched as their faces slackened with surprise.

   Carson took a deliberate step in front of Nida. ‘Don't threaten us,’ he said in a low, warning voice.

   Varo's mouth was wide open, and he stared at Carson's armor with obvious shock. ‘You did not lie,’ he said in a shaking voice, ‘the Goddess really has blessed him with armor.’

   ‘Listen to him,’ Cara snapped, stepping forward and facing Varo, even locking a hand on his shoulder to center his attention.

   ‘Listen to her,’ Carson added. ‘You threaten us again, and I will walk out of here.’

   Nida did not say anything. In fact, she'd been deathly silent ever since she'd walked into this room.

   Carson desperately wanted to pull her aside to check on her, but he didn't have that luxury.

   They were currently in a standoff.

   And Varo would get to decide what would happen next.

   ‘I know you've got snipers,’ Carson pointed out as his armor’s on-board computer warned him of that fact. ‘I know you've got traps set up along the perimeter. But you should also know this—I’m going to do anything to protect her. So you choose wisely.’

   Varo, for the first time, lost his confident, arrogant edge. He looked nervously from Carson to Cara.

   Cara had not once flinched. Despite the fact Carson was essentially threatening the entire resistance, she simply stared at Varo with a hateful gaze.

   ‘Choose,’ Cara snapped.

   Varo eventually put his hands up in a slow and deliberately drawn out move. ‘I will not threaten them,’ he said tersely.

   Then he looked over at Carson's armor, and once he'd surveyed it in full, behind Carson to Nida.

   Instinctively Carson shifted until his bulk hid Nida from view.

   ‘So you'll help us?’ Carson clarified.

   Varo didn't answer immediately. Eventually he gave a short nod though.

   ‘Say it,’ Cara warned.

   ‘I pledge this cell of the resistance to the protection of the touched,’ Varo smiled.

   Carson didn't like the smile, but at least the words fit.

   With that, he took a stiff breath, but did not let himself relax.

   Instead, he told his on-board computer to continually scan the environment to alert him to the first sign of threat.

   If Carson had to punch through this room and all the resistance, he was going to do it.

   Remus 12 was rapidly teaching him he didn't have the time or opportunity to think through his decisions.

   He just had to act.

   ‘We need to find out everything this government knows about the touched,’ he said, unsure whether his question would pique everyone's curiosity, but suddenly not caring.

   He couldn't wear kid gloves anymore—it was time to be direct.

   Varo looked confused. ‘What?’

   ‘We are looking for . . . certain information on the Goddess. We have reason to believe this government possesses it,’ Carson said diplomatically, choosing his words carefully.

   ‘What do you seek?’ Cara asked directly.

   ‘Information,’ Carson managed.

   ‘Ha, he will not trust us, so why should we trust him?’ Varo laughed.

   ‘Be silent,’ Cara snapped. ‘Tell me,’ she turned her attention back to Carson, ‘what it is you seek.’

   ‘All information on the Goddess,’ Carson replied simply. ‘Where is it kept in this city?’

   Though Cara looked momentarily confused, she soon shook her head. ‘All information pertaining to the Goddess and her effects is kept in the Central Security Facility. The Government know the importance of this data, and are sure never to let it fall into the public's hands. If there was general knowledge of it . . . there would be rebellion.’

   Carson nodded.

   What he really wanted to do was ask what she meant.

   Rebellion?

   Why?

   In a moment of surging frustration, he realized how truly little he knew.

   He was totally and completely in the dark.

   Everything he had learnt about the entity, he had learnt from the entity itself. Everything else was just guesswork.

   Still, at least he now had a plan.

   ‘The Central Security Facility,’ he repeated. ‘Where is it?’

   Silence met his question.

   ‘It is the most heavily secured building in the city,’ Cara said quietly, answering a question he had not asked.

   ‘I need to find out as much as I can,’ Carson countered. ‘Tell me where it is; I will do the rest.’

   In fact, they didn't even need to tell him; as he spoke, he directed his armor to connect to his scanner, and together scan the airwaves for any mention of this building. Soon enough a blueprint of the city was displayed over the inside of this visor, and the building's location flashed in a red halo.

   ‘It would be suicide,’ Cara noted simply.

   ‘I have to try,’ Carson noted in the same quiet voice.

   ‘I will not sacrifice my men for you,’ Varo warned.

   ‘I'm not asking you to,’ Carson snapped. ‘I’ll go alone.’

   ‘I will accompany you,’ Cara offered.

   ‘I told him, I will not sacrifice any of my men to such a foolish mission,’ Varo growled.

   ‘I am not a man,’ Cara said simply. Then she faced Carson and nodded once.

   He was suddenly struck by how suitable she would be for the Academy. If only she'd been born in the right time and right place, the woman before him could have climbed the ranks and become the best admiral the United Galactic Coalition had ever seen. As it was, she appeared relegated to skulking around in muck-covered tunnels whilst dealing with arrogant fools like Varo.

   It was a criminal waste of talent.

   It was also a distraction.

   Despite how much he could use someone like Cara on his team, he couldn't take her.

   It had already been too much of a risk to rely on the resistance.

   If it had been up to him, he would never have come here.

   He was only having this conversation to appease the entity.

   But now he had the name of the facility holding the information they sought, hopefully the entity would let him go about this mission how he thought best.

   It was a futile hope.

   ‘I’ll go alone,’ Carson repeated firmly.

   Before anyone else could react, Nida walked up and placed one of her soft and gentle hands on his arm. Weighing down against his armor, she leant in and told him, ‘we need their help.’

   Once again he realized it wasn't her speaking.

   . . . .

   Again the entity was telling him what to do. And again it went against his better judgment.

   Nonetheless, he nodded his head.

   Varo watched Nida with interest, but did not say anything. Instead, he simply stood there and let his darting gaze draw all over her.

   Carson had to fight the urge not to growl at the man.

   ‘The touched has spoken,’ Cara nodded low. ‘I will help you. And if Varo is too cowardly to send help, I will find others. However, once again, I plead with you to understand how dangerous this mission will be. The Central Security Facility is the most secure building in the city. It is surrounded by trenches, fences, guards, and turrets. To go inside you must be known and you must have identity passes. Trust me, it will be all but impossible to attack.’

   ‘I trust you,’ Carson said, appalled that his voice became a little high.

   There was something truly distracting about Cara. It wasn't just her strength or the way she could look at you as if you were the last thing in creation. It was the strength that underscored everything she did.

   Once again Carson was struck by the thought that, in a different time and place, he would have loved the chance to get to know her.

   Instead, he now nodded. ‘We'll find a way,’ he said cryptically.

   ‘She is right; you cannot assault the building head on,’ Varo warned.

   ‘We'll find a way,’ Carson repeated simply.

   He left it at that.

   Because he had to be careful how much information he shared. He'd already told Varo and the resistance too much about his plans—even if the stuff about the Goddess’ armor was just made up.

   He had to say as little as he could.

   Especially around that Varo character.

   There was something truly unsettling about him.

   ‘We will need weapons,’ Cara suddenly announced. ‘We will also need time to plan.’

   Varo sneered. ‘The resistance must be careful,’ he shook his head, his disdain for Carson obvious in every movement and every word, ‘if our weapons and people are found after this ineffective mission, they will be tracked back to us. Cara, think about what you are doing.’

   ‘I am helping the Goddess,’ she intoned darkly. ‘I would warn you to think about what you are doing also, but it is clear you are incapable of doing so. You think only about what is best for you.’

   Varo simply smiled. ‘And the resistance,’ he added after a long pause.

   This caused Cara to whirl on her foot. She faced Carson and she nodded low. ‘You have my pledge of assistance. I will do all I can to help you and the touched.’

   ‘Great,’ Carson managed.

   . . . .

   Really, great? That had been his response? This woman thought she was risking her life in a suicidal mission for him, and he thought that was great?

   Before he could chide himself too harshly, Cara began bickering again with Varo. 

   Soon enough Harya led both him and Nida towards the far side of the room.

   Not soon after that, Cara joined them again.

   With startling and alluring efficiency, she hashed out a plan with Carson.

   For the first time since he'd arrived in the past, he felt as though he was doing something worthwhile.

   He felt as though he was getting somewhere.

   He wasn't. But he couldn’t appreciate that yet.

    

   





Chapter 10

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She was silent.

   She'd been silent since the event in the tunnels.

   She felt . . . odd.

   Really strange in fact.

   The energy in her was distracting. It kept stealing away her thoughts.

   Though she tried to concentrate, she couldn't.

   She simply felt heavy and tired.

   Carson and Cara had been hashing out a plan of attack for the Central Security Facility for the past hour, leaving Nida to simply sit in a corner staring at her feet.

   Though Nida knew she could stand, walk over there, and try to help, she also knew she would be of little actual assistance.

   Not in her current frame of mind.

   Occasionally she would pull back the top of her glove and peek at her skin underneath.

   The entity . . . she could still feel it.

   It was weak though.

   And yet, somehow, paradoxically, its effects on her felt stronger than ever.

   This palpable sense of confusion haunted her every movement and thought.

   Feeling exactly like she wanted to curl up in her own bed with a bowl of steaming hot pasta heaped with cheese, she sighed softly.

   She was stuck in the past.

   What was worse, she didn't seem capable of doing anything to help her cause.

   Though she was arguably the worst recruit in 1000 years, she’d never felt as weak as this before.

   She just couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't fight.

   She felt spineless and pathetic.

   If it weren't for Carson's diligent protection of her, she would have been mincemeat long ago.

   ‘Get over it,’ she whispered softly. But those few words were insufficient to pick up her mood, nor could they cut through the fog engulfing her mind.

   Pressing at her forehead with the back of her hand, she noticed how dirty her hair was.

   She was still covered in the foul-smelling ooze that had caked the bottom of that tunnel.

   It was disgusting . . . yet she almost didn't care. She just didn't have the brainpower to bother being put off by anything.

   She sighed again, drawing her arms up and locking them around herself as she leaned against the wall to her side.

   Everything in this room was rusted. Great layers of red dredge covered the walls and floor, and metal flaked off the strange machines and pipes that littered the ground.

   She half wondered what all of this stuff did, yet once again the thought simply drifted away as she tried to follow it through.

   It was almost as if someone or something didn't want her thinking too hard.

   . . . .

   Which was a seriously paranoid thought, and no doubt a further symptom of her growing, powerful fatigue.

   Sighing again, she looked up to see Carson beaming at Cara.

   His eyes sparkled.

   Cara, for her part, looked like she didn't want to hit him—which was a new expression for her.

   Nida frowned.

   The two of them had their heads locked together as they considered their plan, and every now and then their even tones were punctuated with laughter, usually Carson's.

   . . . .

   He liked her.

   You didn't need to be a genius to note that.

   It was as obvious as his big, violet, sparkling eyes.

   She was exactly his type. Strong willed and capable, she was Nida's perfect opposite, especially now.

   Reflecting once more that she had never felt so weak before, Nida closed her eyes.

   Before she could drift off, she heard Carson and Cara walk away. Blinking one eye open, she watched Cara lead Carson over to a table further into the room where an enormous paper blueprint was stretched over the wood.

   Despite herself, Nida frowned.

   She didn't know why.

   . . . . 

   Okay, that was a lie.

   She knew exactly why.

   She was jealous. Which was really stupid considering she didn't even like Carson.

   With that sleepy thought occupying her mind, she closed her eyes again.

   Sleep took her instantly.

   In fact, it came with such speed you couldn't reasonably call it sleep.

   It was more of a vision.

   She was standing back on the surface of Remus 12.

   Again she stared at the destruction around her.

   The dust.

   The chaos.

   Then, once more, she stared at the stars just as they began falling from the sky.

   One thing was different this time though. The blue energy no longer jumped and danced over her palm.

   In fact, as she looked down at her body, she realized it wasn't there at all.

   For her body was stone.

   Cold and unyielding, cracked and broken.

   Stone.

   No bone, no blood, no flesh.

   Just rock, hard and old.

   The energy—the entity—had bled from her and now sunk into the dust by her feet.

   It danced and jumped and surged.

   It plunged deep into the surface of the planet, racing down, down, down.

   . . . .

   With a snap, Nida woke.

   She did not wake because the vision had ended—rather she looked up to see someone shaking her shoulder.

   For just a moment she thought it was Carson come to check on her.

   Then she blinked back the sleep and realized it was Varo.

   He stood there, one hand rested on her shoulder, a strange smile playing across his lips.

   ‘You were having a nightmare,’ he said simply.

   Whenever he spoke to Carson, Varo always had a cruel edge to his voice. Right now it was gone though, and his thick accent lilted with something that almost sounded like compassion.

   ‘What?’

   ‘You were having a nightmare,’ Varo repeated.

   He finally let his hand drop, and he took a step from her.

   She closed her eyes, tried to regain her concentration, then forced them open again. ‘I . . . .’

   ‘You are alright,’ he assured her.

   Blinking again, she now realized Carson hadn't returned, and she twisted her head sharply. He was still on the other side of the room looking over the blueprint with Cara.

   He clearly hadn't noticed that Nida had been dreaming, just as he hadn't noticed Varo was now by her side.

   No. Carson seemed far too distracted by Cara's company.

   Nida turned to face Varo.

   He smiled.

   Again it did not have the hard edge she expected to see—it looked apologetic and kind at the same time. ‘You do not have to fear me,’ he said perceptively. ‘I won't hurt you,’ he added in a quiet voice.

   She nodded.

   Then she shook her head. ‘I should go to see Carson,’ she said. Immediately she stiffened as she realized she'd used his real name.

   Varo looked confused, but then hid the emotion with another smile. ‘What were you dreaming of?’ he asked directly.

   ‘What?’ she stuttered, thrown by his sudden question.

   ‘Touched, it would be my honor to transcribe your dream. Please, tell me what vision the Goddess sent you.’

   He looked genuine. From his words to his expression, it didn't appear as if Varo was playing.

   . . . .

   ‘Vision?’ she repeated warily.

   She knew she should stop speaking to him; she just didn't have the brainpower to navigate a conversation right now, especially with a man like Varo. She'd already accidentally used Carson's real name. What else could she reveal, given time and enough confusion?

   ‘I will admit, you are the first touched I have met, but I know of the legends. I know of the importance of your visions. I know how they will shape our history. So please, you can trust me with your message. Tell me what you saw.’

   Nida shook her head. ‘I . . . can't,’ she realized.

   ‘I apologize for my actions before; I must do all I can to protect this resistance. Your friend's plan is suicidal. I can't risk my people. He should also know that he cannot risk you. A touched is the most valuable gift a generation can be given,’ Varo began, his face no longer showing any hint of arrogance. In fact, he looked like a changed man.

   Nida stared up at him and wondered how someone could change so quickly.

   ‘You are more valuable than any ideology,’ Varo continued, ‘you should not be sacrificed—’ he began.

   ‘Step away from her,’ someone warned him. And that someone was Carson.

   He came marching up, a truly dark look in his eye.

   Varo's expression instantly soured.

   ‘Are you alright?’ Carson nodded at her, his gaze searching hers as he did.

   She hooked her hair behind her ears and nodded.

   Though briefly she considered shaking her head.

   She wanted to believe she was fine, but maybe she wasn't.

   Maybe the entity was corrupting, she realized with a shiver.

   That could account for her confusion and for the vision.

   She shuddered again, suddenly feeling cold right down to her bones.

   So cold, in fact, it was as if her body had been replaced by stone.

   That image brought up her vision again, and she remembered staring down at her body wrought from rock.

   It had been horrifying. She'd been unable to move as the stars had fallen from the sky, as the entity had sunk deep into the earth.

   . . . .

   ‘What did you do to her?’ Carson snapped as he pushed past Varo.

   Carson stared at Nida with pale cheeks, his gaze searching as he clearly checked her over for injury.

   ‘I'm fine,’ she noted quietly.

   It was a lie though; she wasn't okay.

   She was deeply and thoroughly confused.

   She didn't know what Varo wanted, but she couldn't deny how much his behavior had changed around her.

    . . . .

   The vision.

   She bit her lip, her teeth sinking hard into it and sending a sharp ache into her jaw.

   She used that pain to anchor her attention.

   Varo seemed more than keen to learn of what she'd seen; he'd also suggested that other 'touched' also had visions.

   She was suddenly struck by how little she really knew about this situation. From the entity, to the resistance, to the people around her.

   ‘Just get away from her,’ Carson snapped, taking up guard right in front of Nida.

   Though she was thankful for his assistance, she still tried to peer past him.

   She made eye contact with Varo. Whilst he shot Carson a deadly glare, whenever he turned that same look on Nida, it softened immeasurably.

   ‘I don't know who you are or where you've come from, but don't talk to me like that,’ Varo warned Carson. ‘And don't think you can take risks for the rest of us. Just because the Goddess has charged you with protecting this touched, doesn't mean you can put the rest of us at risk.’

   ‘I'm not going to risk anyone but myself,’ Carson's tone was menacing, each word snapped and cracking like a whip.

   ‘Then leave Cara here,’ Varo jumped on the opportunity. He also nodded down at Nida. ‘And I trust you are not stupid enough to take her along.’

   ‘She's coming with me,’ Carson said. As he spoke, he drew himself up to his full height. He still wore his armor, though his helmet wasn't on his head.

   He was a very imposing figure, or at least he should have been. Yet Varo did not seem to be put off.

   Instead, the man simply shook his head. ‘Don't be an idiot. And don't risk what you don't have to. You're more than welcome to go on this fool mission, but if you take a touched with you, the government will find out. And when the Governor hears there is one in his city . . . he will raze it to the ground to get to her. You get that, right? You get how serious this is?’

   No. Carson probably didn't. But he didn't let that stop him. He still stared down at Varo with as much concentrated anger as the lieutenant could muster. ‘She is coming with me,’ he said simply.

   Nida very much felt like she no longer had a voice of her own.

   She just sat there behind Carson, letting him do all the talking and arguing while she stared on meekly.

   She wanted to say something, she wanted to come to her own defense, yet she just couldn't push past the confusion long enough to try.

   ‘Carson,’ she whispered, realizing she had to tell him what was happening to her.

   He didn't hear her.

   ‘You fool,’ Varo said with sudden and vehement passion. ‘You have a touched. We could learn from her visions. We could help our world. We could steer from the path of danger. And yet you stand there, selfish and unwilling to listen. I don't care if the Goddess has given you her weapons; you clearly don't deserve them.’

   ‘And what, you do?’ Carson barked. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at the Goddess tear and my armor. And the answer is no. You're never going to get your hands on them. Just as you're never going to get your hands on Nida.’

   Varo pressed his lips together. ‘That's a strange name.’

   Carson swore, realizing what he'd done as he shook his head bitterly.

   ‘She is Nida and you are Carson. I've travelled, but I have never come across such names. Where did you say you are from? Oh, that's right, you didn't. You haven't shared a scrap of information. You simply want us to sacrifice our lives and the delicate status quo so you can embark on this foolhardy mission,’ Varo concluded.

   Briefly Carson shot Nida a disappointed look, but he snapped his head around to offer Varo a growl as the man finished.

   Yep, she'd accidently told Varo Carson's real name, but to be fair, Carson had also slipped up.

   She wasn't about to point that out though.

   Instead, she had to tell Carson what was going on with her.

   . . . .

   But no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't concentrate long enough to go through with her intention.

   Instead, she simply sat there, shaking her head lightly as a dense fog descended on her.

   ‘Varo, do not threaten them,’ Cara began.

   ‘Threaten them? Don't you see? He threatens us. Don't be impressed by the fact the Goddess blessed him with her devices; look past that and note how this man behaves. He would take you on a suicide mission, Cara, and he would take the touched with him.’

   ‘I trust him; the Goddess trusts him,’ Cara bowed her head low.

   ‘Ha, and how do we know that? He may have stolen these devices,’ Varo concluded.

   ‘You think I stole these?’ Carson challenged.

   ‘Prove that you did not,’ Varo growled in reply.

   ‘Fine,’ Carson spat, and then he did something pretty rash.

   He took off his armor.

   In the blink of an eye, it receded from his body and back into the two dense bands around his wrists. Then one-by-one he took them off and handed them to Varo.

   ‘Go ahead,’ Carson challenged. ‘Put them on. Try to make them work, you'll quickly find they can't be used by anyone but me. The Goddess,’ he added, ‘blessed me with them.’

   His voice did not waver as he lied, and he looked on at Varo with an unqualified challenging look.

   Varo, for his part, stared down at the armor bands with awe.

   Then he proceeded to put them on.

   There was a strange, curling smile flicking up his lips.

   It promptly froze.

   Varo tried to flex his hands. When that didn't set the armor shooting up over his skin, he settled for prodding at the bands instead. When that didn't work, he commanded them with his voice.

   ‘They'll only work for me,’ Carson said. ‘Now give them back,’ he reached out his hand.

   Varo hesitated.

   Carson brought up the device on his hand and spread his fingers.

   Varo stared at the glow picking up along the device, then silently handed back Carson's armor bands.

   Without pause, Carson put them on, then, in a split second, they morphed back into full-bodied armor excluding his helmet.

   ‘Right,’ he said, ‘you still think I stole this armor?’

   ‘Yes,’ Varo sneered, ‘but I also think I would need more than a single minute to figure out how to operate it.’

   Carson shook his head. ‘You'd need a few millennia,’ he laughed.

   Nida watched and listened, but not once did she actually do anything. She simply sat there, as useless as useless could be.

   It was almost as if she couldn't move.

   Almost as if she'd turned to stone.

   . . . .

   Stone.

   Again the visions rekindled in her mind.

   The fleeting stars, the dust lapping at her feet, and the entity dancing deep, deep down into the core of the planet.

   This time her remembered dream came thick and fast, and was so evocative that it seemed she was falling back into it.

   ‘Carson,’ she managed to whisper.

   ‘I'm done with you,’ Carson suddenly concluded as he squared off his shoulders and glared at Varo. ‘You're a danger. Not only to Nida, but to your entire team. We don't need your help. We're leaving.’

   ‘Carson,’ Nida whispered again.

   She was falling into the dream.

   It was pulling her down.

   ‘Carson,’ she tried again, but now she wasn't even sure if she was still speaking.

   Everything was turning black.

   . . . .

   Then she saw the stars. Falling from the sky. Descending down into a single point.

   They were not in the night sky though—she watched as flashes of them were transposed over the scene around her.

   Her vision started to merge with her view of reality. She could see the dust tumble over the rust-covered floor.

   She watched the room around her intermingle with the scene of the broken and ruined buildings of the future Remus 12.

   And she saw the entity.

   Sinking through the floor.

   Leaping.

   Dancing.

   Pushing.

   Descending.

   Right through the floor.

   ‘Carson,’ she said one final time. Then she fell forward. Right into his back as he stood there protectively before her.

   She was dimly aware that he turned, caught her, and brought his worry-lined face close to hers.

   She watched his lips move and form her name. She watched his eyes flash with concern.

   Yet soon the image of him simply disappeared.

   She wanted to scream.

   She couldn't.

   She wanted to reach out a hand to catch him, to hold him in place.

   She couldn't.

   Instead, she found herself back on the Remus 12 of the future. Back in the dust. Back amongst the rubble and destruction.

   Except this time, the night sky was filled with more light than before.

   Against the backdrop of the falling stars, she saw shapes.

   It took her a long time to realize they were ships.

   Destroyed ships.

   The sky was littered with engine cores and hull plating and door hatches.

   There had been a great, great battle.

   She stared up at the harrowing sight.

   Though her feet were still anchored into the ground, somehow she could see the rubble floating in space as if she were right next to it.

   Her vision simply roamed high above as if no longer constrained by her eyes.

   She saw gun turrets melted and destroyed. She saw air hatches warped and buckled.

   And she saw people.

   Humans. Aliens.

   People.

   Dead.

   Bodies floating in space.

   Tumbling in the vacuum.

   Lifeless but forced along by the same mysterious force that pulled the stars from the sky.

   She screamed.

   Her voice could not make it out of her throat though—for every part of her had turned to stone.

   Then, in a flash, she saw them.

   The uniforms.

   The insignias on the sides of the hull fragments floating past her disembodied eyes.

   The United Galactic Coalition.

   . . . .

   The ships and bodies belonged to the United Galactic Coalition.

   Now she really screamed.

   One continuous, everlasting blast of fear ripping through her.

   There were countless, countless destroyed ships in orbit around this planet.

   And though she could not tell how many in total, she knew it was a fair chunk of the whole United Galactic Coalition fleet.

   Such devastation.

   Such total and complete annihilation.

   She shook.

   Yet she could not move.

   She cried.

   Yet her stone eyes could not shed a tear.

   She dropped to her knees. Yet she could not really move.

   Still, in a moment she saw the entity.

   The blue energy.

   It was enormous now.

   It sank so far into the earth, so close to the core of Remus 12.

   It was almost there; it had almost reached its goal.

   She watched it.

   It moved. It surged.

   It sought out its goal.

    

   





Chapter 11

   Carson Blake

   She was in his arms, but he couldn't hold her close enough, and nor could he do anything for her.

   She was as stiff as stone, her body painfully cold to touch. If it weren't for his armor, he would have dropped her long ago.

   But he held on, and he tried to get through to her.

   Her eyes had rolled into the back of her head, and he could see the whites staring back at him.

   ‘Nida,’ he screamed again. ‘Come on,’ he begged.

   He didn't care he'd used her real name.

   He didn't care.

   God, he'd do anything for her, if only he knew what would help.

   ‘She is having a vision,’ Varo remarked from his side. Though the man's voice was pressured and did reveal some strain, it was calm compared to Carson's frantic screams.

   ‘What did you do to her?’ Carson accused him. It was irrational. Carson knew Varo hadn't done anything, but the stress of seeing Nida like this was eating through his self-control.

   ‘She is experiencing a vision of the touched,’ Varo answered easily.

   ‘Well how the hell do we wake her up?’

   ‘We don't. We wait for it to finish. Then we take this gift to learn of our future,’ Varo answered quietly. One glance at his face told Carson the man was awed by Nida.

   . . . .

   Awed.

   Nida looked close to death, and Varo appeared completely fine with that.

   ‘We have to help her,’ Carson spat.

   ‘Carson,’ Cara said softly by his side.

   It was the first time he'd heard her speak without shouting.

   It distracted him. He turned to her, never letting go of Nida, but shifting around until he watched Cara come into view.

   She walked up to him, her expression a stilled one. ‘Varo is right. There is nothing we can do. We simply wait.’

   Carson wanted to believe her, but that didn't stop him from gripping Nida tighter. He had to be careful not to hold her too tightly, lest his armored grip cut off her circulation.

   But he simply could not let her go.

   And neither could he stand there and do nothing.

   Instead, he commanded the on-board computer of his armor to scan her. Though it picked up significant interference from an unknown source—probably the entity—it eventually confirmed Nida was alright.

   Or alive at least.

   Her organs weren't failing, and though she felt as if she was colder than deep space, her blood hadn't frozen in her veins.

   Just as he raced to figure out what to do, she slackened in his grip.

   Her body simply went loose. Whereas once she had felt like reinforced steel, like a statue painted to look exactly like a human, now her head lolled against his chest as her arms became limp against his.

   ‘Nida,’ he cried, bringing one hand up to push her hair from her face as he stared down at her.

   Her white eyes had finally closed, and after several pressured moments she let out a moan.

   He could have dropped her from the relief that small and reassuring sound sent through him.

   ‘Nida,’ he kept pushing her hair from her face; it was the only thing he could do as he waited for her to regain her senses.

   It was agonizing to watch. He wanted, no needed, to be back at the Academy. With doctors. With modern science and medical technology.

   Instead, he was stuck in the past, and while he could scan her with his armor, he could only manufacture rudimentary drugs under its instruction. He couldn't reach down and fix her.

   Slowly she came around.

   Her skin wasn't just white anymore.

   It was completely pale.

   But it also glowed, however faintly.

   He hated that glow. Once he'd found it intriguing, even beautiful, now it reminded him of the horrible things happening to her, and how agonizingly little he could do to stop them.

   ‘Carson?’ she eventually asked.

   ‘Nida,’ he breathed. ‘Oh god. Are you alright?’ He stopped pushing the hair from her face. Instead, his fingers froze just a few centimeters from her cheek.

   She looked confused.

   Then she choked, her eyes drawing wide and filling with tears. Drawing in a ragged and sudden breath that saw her chest slam into his, she crumpled against his chest, burrowing her face right against his armor.

   ‘Nida,’ he tried to pull her back, tried to get a look at her to confirm she was still okay.

   He couldn't though. She simply locked herself against him, and he didn't need his armor to tell him her cheeks were now slick with tears.

   He didn't know what to do.

   So he didn't do anything.

   He didn't, no, couldn't, push her away.

   He stood there, his arms around hers, waiting.

   It took a long time, but she finally pushed herself up.

   She looked a mess.

   . . . .

   More than that, she looked shocked.

   That was it.

   The fear playing through her eyes told him she’d just witnessed a terrifying surprise.

   ‘What happened?’ he croaked.

   She shook her head, clearly incapable of blinking as she stared at him with red-rimmed pupils.

   ‘Tell us what you saw,’ Varo asked softly from behind.

   Carson could have whirled on his foot to punch the guy out. It was only years of training that stopped him. Still, if Varo kept pushing, that training would evaporate.

   Nida didn't react. Instead, she kept one hand locked on Carson's. His armor told him her grip was a strong one. He didn't need the computer to note that though; he could see how frantically she held him by how white her knuckles had turned. They stood defined as perfect bone-white ridges against her dappled and pink skin.

   ‘You have been given a vision of the future,’ Varo continued. ‘Share with us—’

   ‘Shut up,’ Carson snapped, his voice like a whip.

   At the term 'vision of the future', Nida started to tremble.

   She shook so badly, Carson quickly scanned her to confirm there was nothing wrong with her muscles.

   ‘The future?’ she repeated, her voice a hoarse, croaky mess. ‘That happens in the future? No,’ she began, tears welling in her eyes. Her cheeks were now slick and wet, strands of her fringe pressed into them.

   ‘All visions from the Goddess come to pass unless we know how to stop them,’ Varo added. He still sounded calm.

   Damn that man, he still sounded calm.

   He appeared completely unaffected by what had just happened.

   And it was clear all he wanted was to pry Nida's so-called vision out of her.

   The anger built and built within Carson, bubbling up through his bones and churning through his blood.

   ‘Leave her alone,’ he warned through gritted teeth.

   ‘We must find out what she has seen so we can add it to the visions of past touched, so we can put together a full picture of our future,’ Varo continued, clearly undaunted by Carson’s growing rage.

   ‘I said shut up. Stop pushing her,’ Carson snapped his head around to stare at Varo.

   He was close, perilously close to snaking around and slamming his armored fist into that arrogant man's face.

   Something stopped him though.

   It wasn't Nida.

   It was Cara.

   She stepped forward, and without laying a hand on his shoulder to stop him, simply stared into his eyes.

   Again she used that unique, powerful attention.

   It stilled him.

   Wrapped up in it was so much wisdom and strength, it felt as if he were being reprimanded by an admiral.

   He swallowed, not blinking.

   ‘Nobody's pushing anyone. And we will give her time. But we also need to know,’ she added quietly. It was strange to hear her voice so low and measured. She seemed like the kind of woman who took everything head-on, blasting away at it with her fists. Yet now she spoke with calm, measured, almost gentle control. ‘Finding out the contents of a touched vision could change the course of the resistance.’

   ‘What?’ Carson asked simply. A far-off part of him was aware he shouldn't be so obvious in asking his questions. He had to control how he sought out information. If the people before him knew how clueless he was about facts that appeared central to Vexian culture, they would start to suspect something was wrong.

   Yet right now it didn't matter. Because Nida was a mess in his arms and he had to find out how to fix it.

   ‘The government—they hold the visions of past touched. They use them to control history. They align themselves with the winning sides of whatever battles or wars or skirmishes the touched witness. They garner information on technologies of the future. They create, they hide, they manipulate. If the resistance could find out . . .’ Cara trailed off as she glanced at Nida. ‘It could help,’ Cara finished quietly.

   Carson stood there, immobilized by indecision and shock.

   Several days ago when they had come through the time gate, Carson hadn't truly understood what this mission would entail.

   Of course he'd realized it would be hard.

   But this wasn't hard; it was bone-crushingly impossible.

   Nida stirred, and tried to pull away from him, but he still kept a hand on her shoulder.

   He wasn't going to let her fall.

   She didn't shrug out of his grip. Instead, she brought her hand up and locked it over his.

   His armor told him the warmth was returning to her fingers.

   They were still cold though.

   Yet slowly, ever so slowly, the color came back to her cheeks.

   However that shell-shocked look did not shift.

   She looked as if she'd just been through hell. Or maybe she'd seen it.

   Despite Carson's snapped warnings to Varo that they shouldn't push her, Carson now needed to know what Nida had seen.

   He looked down at her. ‘What . . . happened?’ he asked carefully.

   She didn't answer. Instead, she simply stared at him. Again it appeared as though she was no longer capable of blinking as tears still streaked slowly but steadily down her cheeks.

   He wanted to brush them away, but it was inappropriate.

   Yet his hands still did it. He pushed his armored thumb over her cheek, and she didn't pull back.

   Then silence descended.

   Varo did not command her to tell them anything, and neither did Cara ask in a deceptively soft voice to be told what Nida had seen.

   Instead, they all waited.

   ‘Nida?’ he prodded softly.

   She closed her eyes.

   She kept them closed as she pushed against him. Hooking a hand onto his head and anchoring one onto his shoulder, she pulled him down until she whispered in his ear, ‘the United Galactic Coalition destroyed,’ she answered simply.

   He straightened. 

   No, he bolted upright, her hands slipping from off his shoulder and from around his head.

   All the blood drained from him.

   All the hope died too.

   Until all he could do was stand there, stock still, the shock echoing through him like blasts from a gun.

   ‘What is it?’ Cara prompted carefully. ‘What did she see?’

   Carson didn't reply. He couldn't.

   Though Cara was keen to learn of her future, Nida's vision didn't belong to her.

   Nida began to cry again. It was soft yet strangled, her tears having now dried up. But her shoulders still shook forward, her balance unsteady.

   . . . .

   She had to be wrong, he told himself.

   She had to be confused.

   She hadn't seen the United Galactic Coalition destroyed; the United Galactic Coalition couldn't be destroyed. They held the balance of power in the Milky Way. They had the strongest alliances, the strongest weapons, and the most secure solar systems and transportation routes.

   They simply could not be destroyed.

   While the Barbarians and Kore were a growing threat, they were manageable. Yes, the United Galactic Coalition had lost cruisers, yes, it had lost one or two research facilities. But that was nothing compared to the United Galactic Coalition as a whole. Made up of hundreds of planets, it was the strongest force in the Milky Way.

   Yet with one look down at Nida, her palpable shock shot through Carson's resolve.

   He doubted she was lying, and it was clear that whatever she had seen had shaken her badly.

   He swallowed.

   ‘Tell us,’ Varo said, insistence ringing through his tone.

   ‘We need to know,’ Cara agreed.

   No, they really didn't. Neither of them would know what the United Galactic Coalition was, and neither of them would be moved by the fact an enormous interstellar group from the future would one day be destroyed.

   ‘We must know,’ Varo continued. ‘Please, it is of utmost importance for the Vexians to take hold of their own future,’ he added.

   This wouldn't help them take control of their future. But if Carson chose to remain silent, he knew Cara and Varo wouldn't let up.

   So he took a breath and thought. ‘It's about . . . the eventual destruction of Vex,’ he finally said.

   It was a lie, but it wasn't really a lie.

   Vex would be destroyed in the future. While that wasn't what Nida had seen, that didn't change the fact it was true.

   Both Cara and Varo stilled.

   Their eyes drew wide.

   He watched as their expressions changed from sickly shock to outrage and then back to shock.

   ‘You lie,’ Varo tried.

   ‘He's right,’ Nida finally spoke. ‘I saw the . . . destruction of the Vex. This planet . . . something happens to it. Some kind of weapon. It destroys the surface, makes it inhospitable to life. Everything is turned to rolling dust.’

   Varo shook.

   It was the first time the man had looked truly undone. There was not a glimmer of arrogance twinkling in his eyes, and neither was there a scrap of his belligerent determination to strengthen his stance.

   He looked hollow and worn out, as if someone had scrubbed the substance from him, trying to erase his form from existence.

   As for Cara, she looked immeasurably saddened, yet she still appeared strong.

   She faced the inevitable destruction of her world, and yet she still had the resilience to hold her chin high and stare down the future.

   . . . .

   She was incredible.

   He wished he had that kind of strength.

   Yet he didn't.

   The news that the United Galactic Coalition would be destroyed . . . was unimaginable. He simply couldn't process it. He couldn't think through it. But his body could. His muscles shook, and sweat picked across his back and hands. If it weren't for his armor, he'd have fallen over long ago.

   ‘Is that all?’ Cara asked.

   Nida nodded her head. ‘Some weapon destroys your world,’ she added.

   He winced. She'd said 'your world' as if she didn't belong here. Which she didn't. But she couldn't let on about that.

   She was clearly tired and overcome—of course she was; she'd only woken up several minutes ago.

   Clearing his throat, he realized he had to take hold of this conversation before she slipped up again.

   ‘She's tired,’ he said immediately, ‘she needs to rest. Everything else can wait.’

   Cara looked at her slowly. ‘Nothing can wait. Our planet will be destroyed,’ she said simply.

   Carson nodded.

   He felt sick.

   Totally sick.

   He wanted to withdraw.

   He wanted to go back to the Farsight.

   He wanted to go back to the Academy.

   He had to get away and take Nida with him.

   But simply wishing for that would not make it happen.

   He had to push on.

   He had to find out what to do.

   Swallowing hard, he nodded his head. ‘I need to head to the Central Security Facility. I need to find out what they know. Now more than ever.’

   Cara looked at him, her expression watchful. Though her cheeks were still pale with shock, she hadn't once lost her composure.

   Again he was struck by how strong she was in the face of peril and insurmountable odds.

   He desperately needed some of that remarkable resolve now.

   And she gave it to him by nodding low. ‘I will do whatever we have to. I've pledged my support, and I will not withdraw it.’

   He closed his eyes and breathed heavily. ‘Alright. Then we need to do this. We have to.’

   ‘I do not suggest we move until night,’ Cara cautioned.

   Though Carson didn't want to hear that, he could appreciate it was sage advice.

   If they moved during the day, it would be harder to keep their operation secret. Though in the future light or dark did not matter—as numerous technologies existed to even out the odds—this was the past. In the past the cloak of night could still be warn securely over one’s shoulders as they attempted to do the unseen.

   ‘Right,’ he said firmly, glad he had a plan to clutch hold of.

   ‘There's much to prepare,’ Cara began.

   He nodded. He was in complete agreement. Or perhaps not complete agreement. While assaulting the Central Security Facility did sound like an enormous task, he hadn't exactly levelled with Cara. She didn't know about his gun, and she had no real idea what his armor was capable of. Neither did she know anything about his scanner.

   Carson's plan was still to get as close to the facility as he could, and use the scanner to do what it could. If the government kept data on the 'Goddess' or the entity, as Carson was sure people meant, in an electronic format, then the scanner would be able to hack into it from a distance and glean what it could.

   If he was dealing with paper, however, then he would have to sneak into the actual building to find it. But that wouldn’t be so hard with armor from the future, a device that gave him telekinetic power, and an actual ray gun.

   He could do this.

   He would do this.

   It was time to find the dimensional bridge.

   It was time to send the entity home and to free Nida.

   . . . .

   Because he really didn't know how much more of this she could take.

   He kept being amazed at how strong Cara was, but that was nothing compared to Nida.

   He had no real idea what she'd just endured—though she'd told him she'd seen the United Galactic Coalition destroyed, he could appreciate there was a galaxy of difference between that simple summary and what she'd actually witnessed.

   The United Galactic Coalition . . . destroyed.

   He couldn't think of it. Couldn't even begin to comprehend what it could mean. 

   So he shook his head and soldiered on.

   ‘We'll make the preparations,’ Carson concluded with a nod.

   Varo was standing silently off to one side, considering Nida quietly.

   While he wasn't saying anything, Carson hated the quality of the guy's watchful gaze.

   ‘She's coming with us,’ Carson warned, fancying he could read the man's mind.

   As he said that, he stopped a twitch from travelling across his cheeks.

   . . . .

   She was coming with them.

   . . . .

   He couldn't leave her here. He just couldn't, but could he actually take her along on the mission?

   Even if she wasn't currently suffering from the effects of the entity, she wasn't exactly the best recruit in the history of the United Galactic Coalition. She tried hard, granted, and she had her own special kind of strength. But this mission would be of the utmost importance.

   It would also succeed or fail due to the abilities of the team.

   He wasn't quite sure Nida could keep up.

   Plus, if Varo were to be believed, then the government of this province would go to extraordinary lengths to secure Nida if they learned of her existence.

   Maybe Varo could sense Carson's hesitancy, because the man suddenly looked triumphant. ‘That slow, grunt brain of yours has finally realized you can't risk it, right? You can't possibly take her along. You can't put her in danger, and you can't condemn the rest of us either.’

   Carson wanted to shout at Varo that he was wrong, but the words died on his lips.

   Reality was catching up to Carson fast, and it felt an awful lot like a clap around the ears.

   What was he thinking?

   Taking Nida would be suicide. If she had another episode, she would ruin the mission.

   . . . .

   Yet if she had another episode without him by her side, what would happen then? What if the entity corrupted again, and sent every clunky, rusted metal machine flying towards her? If he wasn't there, she'd die.

   He shivered.

   He couldn't win.

   ‘We can look after her. We can take her to a secure room. One devoid of objects. My men and I are very good shots. We can protect her. Even if we have to blast hurtling projectiles from the air, we can do it,’ Varo promised.

   Carson didn't react.

   What the hell was he going to do?

   He couldn't trust this guy.

   Yet he had to get to the facility, right? He had to find out whether the dimensional bridge was in this time, and if it wasn't, he had to find the next time gate.

   Everything hinged on time. And no matter where he sought, he just couldn't find enough of the stuff.

   ‘Trust us like we have trusted you,’ Cara interrupted from his side.

   She weighed a hand onto his arm.

   Her touch was purposeful yet reassuring, and it did a great job of stealing away his attention.

   He looked right at her, incapable of turning away. ‘I can't . . . .’

   ‘Varo may be an idiot, but he is true to the cause. He also knows the importance of a touched. If you can trust me, you can trust him.’

   Carson simply stood there with his mouth open.

   In his armor, his knees shook.

   His heart also beat hard, sending a drum-like thump, thump up the tense muscles of his neck and into his jaw.

   He closed his eyes briefly.

   ‘I can look after myself, Carson,’ Nida suddenly said from beside him.

   It was the first time she'd spoken in a while, and it was certainly the first time her voice hadn't shaken.

   Though her expression was still ashen white, she no longer looked entirely overcome. Shaken and deeply, deeply saddened, yes, but not on the brink of breaking down. ‘If anything happens,’ she looked over towards Varo, ‘I can look after myself,’ she promised.

   He wanted to believe her.

   He couldn't.

   If it were Cadet J'Etem saying that, then maybe he could expunge the fear crawling through his gut.

   But this was Cadet Nida Harper, and although he'd now confirmed she wasn't the worst recruit in 1000 years, she certainly wasn't the best.

   She was too awkward and kind and funny and unlucky to hold herself in combat. Which wasn't a problem at all. While she wasn't really suited for the Academy, she'd blossom in other areas.

   ‘Carson,’ she said softly, trying to hold his gaze, ‘it will look after me,’ she whispered.

   It.

   Yes, it would.

   The entity. It had already proven itself capable of self-defense.

   It also appeared to know what it wanted—it had told him on numerous occasions what to do. From trusting Cara to following Harya, it had its own plan.

   . . . .

   He sighed heavily.

   ‘Go on the mission. Get the information,’ Nida encouraged. ‘I’ll be fine.’

   He wanted to tell her that if she was wrong—and she wound up missing, injured, or heaven forbid dead—then he would court martial her. But the joke was not a funny one. Plus the very thought of it made his stomach flip with true, chilling fear.

   He went to nod.

   It took a lot of effort to go through with the movement, because it took a lot of convincing to finally agree with her.

   . . . .

   He would leave her behind.

   Good god, he couldn't be thinking this, right?

   What if she had another episode? What if something happened to the entity?

   Nida shifted closer, distracting him with a warm and reassuring smile. ‘I know what you're thinking, Carson, and stop. I will look after myself. We need that information,’ she added, her voice becoming distant for a single, spine-tingling second.

   Once again the entity spoke through her.

   He could sense its power. It felt as though the creature reached inside him, accessing his very soul with every word it spoke, as if the ancient hum of its voice was the key that could open him up.

   He nodded.

   ‘Nida,’ he whispered, ‘I . . . okay. But . . . .’

   ‘I’ll be fine,’ she reassured him. ‘Just be quick,’ she added in a small voice.

   He nodded, reaching out to her and clapping a hand on her shoulder. It was an automatic move; one he didn't even think about.

   But just as his palm opened as he went to brush her fringe from her eyes, he stopped himself.

   What the heck was he doing?

   Stiffening, he took a step back, realizing she could now stand on her own. ‘Alright,’ he said with firm resolve, ‘we have to do this.’ Then he turned sharply to stare at Varo. And he really did stare. In that moment Carson made his gaze as sharp as a knife as he carved Varo up from head to toe, searching for any sign the man would go back on his word. ‘You will keep her safe,’ Carson warned.

   ‘She has ordained the destruction of our world; I know what that means. Of course we will do what we can to protect her. Her visions are sacred. They are the ammo we need to fight this war, yet they are the warning we require not to lose. We will not let the government destroy our home,’ Varo said determinedly, his black eyes flashing with passion.

   Carson just looked at the guy.

   It took a lot of effort to turn away.

   Because it took a lot of effort to give in to this situation.

   He wanted everything, but he couldn't have it.

   He couldn't go to the Central Security Facility with Nida, yet he couldn't leave her side.

   . . . . 

   So this would have to do. He would have to trust she really could look after herself. And if Cadet Nida Harper failed—which was an unfortunate likelihood given her history—he knew the entity would not. It was frightfully capable of looking after itself.

   He just hoped it wouldn't come to that.

   Every action the entity made came with a cost.

   Sighing heavily and realizing how impossible things were becoming, Carson closed his eyes.

   He only opened them again when Cara touched him once more.

   Her armor on his, she weighed her hand onto his wrist. ‘You don't have time for regret. Just action. We need to plan. Then we will act. And when you're acting, this situation will no longer cripple you,’ she advised.

   It was good advice.

   It was what he needed to hear, in fact.

   He blinked his eyes open to look at her, then finally nodded his head. ‘Alright,’ he croaked. ‘Let's do this.’

    

   





Chapter 12

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She couldn't keep up.

   Things were changing so fast.

   She had no anchor, nothing secure to hold onto.

   She felt as though she were floating in a sea of confusion.

   . . . .

   Or maybe she did have an anchor.

   She had Carson Blake.

   And he was like a mountain.

   His determination had all the strength of a raging bull.

   But even with him at her side, she felt lost.

   In every silent moment, she was assailed with one harrowing fact.

   She didn't know enough to understand what was happening to her.

   Only snippets of information here and there. Only stories. Only clues.

   From the mention of the Goddess to what the entity had revealed.

   It wasn't enough though.

   It didn't stop Nida from feeling as though she were stumbling blindly into a trap.

   Neither did it peel back the cold veil that had fallen over her eyes.

   It felt as though something was stopping her from thinking, from concentrating long enough to come up with some elusive conclusion she desperately needed to realize.

   Feeling suitably morose, she waited out the rest of the day until night fell.

   She remained alone. None of the other members of the resistance seemed brave enough to talk to her, and Varo had clearly been warned off by Carson.

   So, sitting on top of what looked like an old furnace, she let her legs dangle over the side of the rusted metal.

   She tried to think.

   It wouldn't work.

   She wanted to sleep, but she was too scared to drift off.

   She couldn't put up with another one of those visions.

   She couldn’t watch the bodies of United Galactic Coalition members floating dead and lifeless in space.

   Yet all too soon the hours slipped away, and she turned to see Carson walk slowly towards her.

   It was the first time they had been alone since Harya had led them to the city.

   She wanted to jump down from her seat and throw herself at him.

   But she contained herself barely.

   ‘Carson,’ she said in a croaked, barely audible voice.

   Before she could clamber down to greet him, he easily jumped up the side of the furnace and sat by her side.

   Right by her side.

   His leg gently pressed into hers.

   Rather than face her, he spent several moments simply staring down at his armored hands.

   He wasn't wearing his helmet, so she could see his exact expression.

   It was equal parts fear and sadness.

   He looked lost, confused, and helpless.

   After a bitter breath, he finally faced her. Though he tried to look into her eyes and search her gaze, he couldn't, and quickly turned back to his hands. ‘I'm sorry,’ he whispered.

   She wasn't dumb enough to ask why.

   Despite his better judgment, Carson was leaving her to attend to the mission.

   And despite her better judgment, she was going to let him.

   But she didn't want him to go. She couldn't bear the idea of being separated. He was her only true companion in this time and place, her only true reminder of where she'd come from.

   Yet the entity had acted. It had convinced him to leave.

   That hadn't been her voice telling him to go. Those hadn't been his words.

    . . . 

   The entity knew best though, right? It had got them this far, it had protected them through innumerable dangers; it knew what to do.

   She just had to trust it.

   ‘Nida, I'm sorry,’ he repeated bitterly.

   She nodded.

   Then silence descended between them.

   The room they were in always creaked, the metal walls and ceiling moving slowly under whatever pressure the building above drove upon them.

   And as she sat on top of that rusted furnace, her legs beat against the metal as she swung them back and forth.

   Thump.

   Thump.

   Thump.

   She listened to the sound of her shoes striking the rusted iron as she waited for him to speak.

   ‘I’ll . . . we'll get through this,’ he promised suddenly.

   ‘Yes,’ she answered.

   Silence drew around them again. It felt like some kind of veil furling between them, cutting them off from each other.

   As she felt that strange sensation and came up with that strange conclusion, she did something spontaneous.

   It wasn't the entity forcing the move; it was her. Nida. The Nida that remained deep inside and could not be touched nor changed by this situation.

   She reached out a hand and grabbed his. She pressed her fingers and thumbs against his armored gauntlet.

   Her heart sung as he reacted to her grip, furling his fingers through hers.

   Again they descended into silence, except this time it had a wholly different quality. It no longer felt as though they were alone; nothing separated them anymore.

   ‘Were they modern ships?’ Carson suddenly asked.

   She knew exactly what he was talking about, even though his question sounded odd.

   ‘I think they were from our time, yes,’ she confirmed quietly.

   Just as she tightened her grip on his hand, he tightened his grip too.

   Now they held onto each other as though letting go would lead to death.

   ‘What did you . . . see?’ he whispered.

   ‘United Galactic Coalition ships—most of the entire fleet—destroyed in orbit around Remus 12,’ she croaked, her voice so quiet Carson would likely have to use his armor to pick it up and resolve the audio quality. ‘I saw . . . people in space. United Galactic Coalition soldiers. Dead. I saw their uniforms. They were like ours. I saw the broken ships too. They reminded me of our current class of heavy cruisers.’

   Carson breathed through his surprise. It was a harrowing sound.

   ‘Carson,’ she began. ‘It's . . . not the future,’ she tried. ‘We don't know that.’

   He went to smile, but the move turned into a strange, sorrowful frown. ‘The entity had the power to send us to the past. It had the power to decimate the Barbarians attacking the Farsight. It had the power to initiate the Endgame Maneuver. Nida, maybe it can tell the future too.’

   That hadn't been what she'd wanted to hear.

   She'd wanted, no, needed Carson to reassure her everything would be fine. She had to hear someone tell her the entity's visions were meaningless, were lies, were nothing more than harrowing nightmares.

   She didn't want to cry, not now, but she couldn't stop the tears from trickling down her cheeks.

   ‘We have to return the entity,’ she stammered. ‘We have to find the dimensional bridge. That will stop everything,’ she choked.

   Carson didn't respond.

   Maybe because he realized her conclusion was illogical.

   They had no idea whether returning the entity to its home would change the course of history. It was a complete guess to conclude that once the dimensional bridge opened and they sent it across, the United Galactic Coalition would be fine.

   ‘Do you . . . have any idea what destroyed the fleet?’ he asked quietly.

   She shook her head.

   Then she broke down. 

   Her legs stilled; she no longer kicked them against the base of the furnace.

   Instead, she pulled her hand from Carson's and crumpled it over her mouth.

   Squeezing her eyes shut, she let her tears wash fast and thick down her cheeks.

   Carson shifted closer. Furling an arm around the back of her shoulders, he pulled her in until her head rested against his chest.

   He didn't say anything.

   He simply held her as she continued to sob.

   . . . .

   How could this be happening?

   Barely a month ago she had been nothing more than an ordinary recruit. She hadn’t been special in any way, other than her complete lack of skills.

   Now she was in the past, facing a future indistinguishable from hell, with the weight of reality crushing her from every direction.

   Carson still didn't say anything, and as she finally twisted to stare up at his face, she watched as a few silent tears streaked down his cheeks too.

   He didn't sob though.

   His shoulders didn't rock back and forth like hers did.

   He simply sat there, stalwart and silent in his grief.

   ‘I . . . have to go soon,’ he said after a long pause.

   He wouldn't look at her; he locked his gaze on the far wall, and didn't shift it.

   ‘Be careful,’ she tried.

   As soon as she said that, she realized how hollow her request was.

   Be careful?

   She didn't want him to be careful; she wanted him to stay here. She wanted this situation to sort itself out without either of them having to sacrifice everything.

   ‘Nida, it'll be fine,’ he swallowed. ‘But you've got to . . .’ he trailed off.

   Got to what? Be strong? Be capable? Pull her socks up and be an effective recruit?

   ‘Got to promise me that if it doesn't work, you do what you have to,’ he finished.

   . . . .

   That hadn't been what she'd expected.

   Because that was horrible. That suggested Carson thought his mission could fail.

   She wanted to beg him not to go. She wanted to assure him they could find another way, but she couldn't voice her plea.

   Her throat closed off.

   She couldn't push the words out.

   The entity, it seemed, would not let her.

   So instead she simply sat there.

   All too soon he was called away.

   As he shifted away from her, she felt a tangible sense of loss.

   It ached. It felt as if it stabbed through her like thousands of frost-tipped needles, stealing away her warmth and resolve.

   She didn't break down again though. Instead, she stared at him in silence.

   ‘We can do this,’ he tried as he nodded at her.

   She nodded too.

   Even though what she desperately wanted to do was shake her head.

   No, she wanted to scream. They had to remain together.

   But once again, she could not vocalize that burning desire.

   Instead, she watched as Carson did something strange.

   He reached up and placed a hand behind her head.

   Tingles escaped through her belly.

   Hot and fast, they were the only thing that could distract her from her grief and fear.

   He looked confused for a moment, as if he’d acted on instinct only to realize what he was doing.

   With a cough, he shifted back and nodded. ‘You'll be fine. And I’ll be fine,’ he added.

   She nodded.

   ‘Carson,’ Cara called from further into the room, ‘we have to leave.’

   Carson and Nida were out of sight, hidden by the bulk of the machinery around them.

   Suddenly Carson pressed close to Nida's side.

   As her skin raced with expectation, her stomach kicking and tumbling with the promise of his quick movement, she waited for him to act.

   . . . .

   Looking into her eyes, his gaze focused but searching, he handed her something.

   His gun.

   It was still in his leather holster. ‘You need to take this, Cadet,’ he added.

    . . . 

   His gun?

   From the edge to his movements and the look in his eyes, she hadn't expected he would hand her his plasma handgun carefully concealed by his holster.

   Swallowing her disappointment before she could realize it was, in fact, disappointment, she nodded.

   She held the holster awkwardly, and this caused Carson to raise an eyebrow questioningly. ‘You do know how to use one of those, right?’

   She nodded. ‘Yes. Of course. It was one of the first lessons at the Academy.’

   He didn't look convinced. Yet he still took a step backwards, then another. In fact he walked a full five meters before he finally turned. Pausing, he looked at her over his shoulder. ‘Keep safe. And make me proud, Cadet,’ he added, almost immediately wincing at his words as if he found them embarrassing. ‘Just . . . keep safe,’ he repeated one more time before walking off and leaving her on her own.

   She stood there in silence listening to his retreating footfall as it echoed over the metal floor.

   Then she acted.

   She tightened her grip on the holster.

   She knew it would appear suspicious if she simply wrapped it around her middle, so she quickly ducked down, pulled up her skirts, and secured it around her thigh instead. After some effort, she managed to arrange it until its bulk was invisible under her skirts.

   Then she let out the longest and most pronounced sigh she would ever give.

   With a firm command, she told herself to face this situation.

   She was a Galactic Coalition Academy Cadet, and it was time she started acting like one.

   She walked forward.

   She could do this. And as for Carson—of course he could complete his mission.

   He was the head of the Force.

   He was unstoppable.

   She would just have to do him proud, as he'd awkwardly requested.

   Smiling for some reason, she soon made it back to the rest of the group.

    

   





Chapter 13

   Carson Blake

   Every brain cell he had screamed at him to stop. To change his plan. To stay by Nida's side.

   But he overruled them.

   This was the only thing he could do.

   Plus, the entity had assured him it would look after itself and Nida.

   And if it couldn't, the gun he'd handed Nida would help.

   If she could use it without blowing off her leg, that was.

   Wincing at that thought, he pushed it from his mind and forced himself to believe she could handle this.

   ‘It's time,’ Cara said from his side as she nodded low.

   ‘Right,’ Carson croaked.

   ‘We have a narrow window,’ Cara added.

   ‘Yeah,’ he managed, hooking a hand over his chin and letting his fingers draw down over his stubble.

   He hadn't had a chance to shave in several days, and if things kept going as they were, he wouldn't get a chance any time soon either. So soon he'd be sporting a beard. 

   Realizing his growing facial hair was the least of his problems considering the situation, he nodded at Cara. ‘Alright, let's do this. But first,’ he turned on Varo who was standing several meters away with Nida.

   Varo put up a hand. ‘She will be fine. We will ensure that fact.’

   Carson didn't nod.

   Instead, he fixed Varo with the most challenging glare he could muster. Carson needed Varo to know that if he even imagined doing anything to Nida, Carson would hunt him down through time and space.

   Varo, to his credit, did not look away. Instead, he stood there and glared back.

   ‘Carson, just go. It'll be fine,’ Nida promised.

   While her voice was firm and assured, her expression was at odds with her words.

   She looked washed out with fear.

   . . . .

   He had to fight the urge to run over to her, cancel the plan, and hightail it out of here.

   Yet with a determined breath, he just nodded.

   She wasn't wearing the holster he'd given her, yet he could tell with a simple scan from his armor that it was tucked under her skirts. All plasma handguns gave off a specific energy signature, and were relatively easy to track.

   He was emboldened by the fact she'd hidden it.

   He also held onto the hope she knew exactly how to use it, and wouldn't hesitate if the situation—or Varo, rather—turned on her.

   ‘Right,’ Carson said again, coaxing his immobilized muscles into moving.

   ‘Come,’ Cara said simply. She ducked her head down until she stared up at him from under her brows. ‘I have confidence in you; you appear to know how to handle yourself.’

   He had to choke back a laugh at that.

   He'd been the one to win against her in the tunnels, so it should be him saying he had confidence in her.

   Yet with a kick to his stomach, he remembered how good she was. Maybe without the edge his armor afforded him, he would have lost.

   Maybe.

   ‘Come, Carson, the future awaits,’ Cara waved him forward.

   Carson turned to follow.

   Not before he searched out Nida's gaze and held it.

   A lot passed between them in that moment.

   Raw emotion. Longing even.

   But he didn't have the time or attention to process it. Instead, he drew on his years of training and turned around.

   It was time to go through with this mission. And he would make it a success.

   In silence, Cara led him through the main room and back into the tunnels. Though Varo had not changed his stance of lending them more men or firepower, he had conceded to give them guides and assistance through the tunnels.

   So Carson walked as part of a small group, all their boots echoing against the metal floor as they strode forward as one.

   There was always a sense of camaraderie on missions like this, and even though Carson didn't know anyone except Cara, he suddenly felt connected to the men around him.

   They were all risking the same thing. Their freedom. Their limbs. Their lives.

   As expectation built within him, a metallic taste built in his mouth. It wasn't blood. It was nerves, adrenaline, and the knowledge things were about to get dangerous beyond reason.

   Once they'd made it through the tunnels, Carson's expectation had built until it felt as though someone had riveted his eyes open and wound his heart up like spring.

   Then they reached it.

   The top.

   The city.

   They came out of a small doorway set in the side of an alleyway.

   The first thing Carson realized upon entering the fresh air was that it wasn't all that fresh.

   There was a strange, pervasive, acrid chemical tinge permeating the night. Without a thought, he activated his helmet and let it pull over his head. As it did, it managed to block out that smell. Yet the damn thing lingered on his tongue. He could taste it, and it tasted like smoke imbued with burning metal.

   ‘Come on,’ Cara waved him forward as she secured her helmet over her head.

   The rest of the resistance now left them. Without a word, they simply retreated back through that plain metal door.

   He watched them go, and as he did, his stomach kicked.

   He sent a silent prayer to Nida begging her to be alright.

   ‘Come on,’ Cara hissed again.

   He turned, pushed against his boots, and rushed up to her.

   Before he'd left the tunnels, he'd been sure to modify the appearance of his armor until it mostly resembled Cara's.

   Though Cara had been unquestionably impressed, she hadn't been shocked; to her, Carson's armor was a gift of the Goddess, and thus was imbued with god-like power. So it was no surprise that it could change shape and color.

   He wanted to ask her what the Goddess was—he wanted to pry into her beliefs.

   Did she believe in deities, in magic, in transcendence? Did she attend rituals? Did she believe in some kind of after life? Or were her beliefs more scientific? Did she know the Goddess—or the entity—was from another realm? Did she know it didn't belong here?

   Trying to sort through his thoughts, Carson was careful to stay close by Cara as they made their way through the city.

   Once the remnants of that smell had finally left Carson, he was free to assess the rest of the city.

   He was struck by how . . . lonely everything seemed.

   The streets were all but deserted.

   The buildings were tall, clinical, and imposing.

   There was barbed wire heaped in loops over fences and walls and before doorways.

   Everything was protected, secured, defended.

   There was no sense of anything organic, anything alive.

   Just the cold shadow of industry colored by the militarized buildings and streets.

   There was no graffiti. There was no art. All the buildings were the same; variations on a block, without any flourishes or flairs.

   It felt like walking through a model city, as if he'd been shrunk and placed inside a dollhouse. A particularly cold, industrialized, dystopian dollhouse. Still, it couldn’t change the unreal sense he felt as he followed Cara through the streets.

   ‘It will take five minutes,’ she hissed at him, her voice muffled through her helmet.

   He didn't answer.

   She didn't need to hear his yes; she only needed for him to march silently and purposefully by her side.

   She was quick on her feet. She was also very effective in picking up on enemy movements. She would pull close to the nearest wall, door, or corner whenever she heard movement, and only wave Carson on when the coast was clear.

   She was good.

   Really good.

   While he was more than aware of where government troops were—considering he could use his armor’s scanners—she just relied on her own senses, and they were perfectly accurate.

   Soon enough they neared the Central Security Facility.

   He commanded his armor to draw up a blueprint of the city, and he knew he was now less than two streets from their destination.

   From this point, their progress would become a heck of a lot harder.

   His scanners told him there were several active battlements dotted around the building in front of him. It also warned him of numerous vehicles and, importantly, weapons.

   Though rudimentary, he couldn't afford to ignore them. Whilst the government troops had nothing that could get through his armor, he had to be careful of Cara.

   Then again, it was becoming more than clear that she could look after herself.

   ‘The roof,’ she said simply, pointing to a tall building before them. She held up four fingers and pointed up.

   With the use of his scanners, he realized she meant there were four soldiers on top of the roof.

   . . . .

   Except there were actually five.

   There was another crouched low underneath some kind of makeshift roof.

   Though his scanners were not perfect, and could not rival anything a United Galactic Coalition cruiser possessed, they were still truly powerful. Especially in comparison to the technology of this time.

   Still, the fact Cara knew there were four enemies on top of that roof was still incredible. He didn't know what senses she was relying on, but whatever they were, they were damn honed.

   Silently they made their way to the building. Along one side was a long metal staircase that resembled an old Earth fire escape.

   They both took to it as quietly as they could. Though Carson's boots were heavy, they no longer made a sound; he told the on-board computer to make them as silent as could be.

   As for Cara, well, she just managed the same feat without the use of incredible tech.

   The further he travelled with her, the more impressed he became.

   Once they made it to the top of the stairwell, they stopped.

   Tension constricting his throat and making his back stiff and slick with sweat, Carson waited for Cara to make the first move. Yet at the same time he scanned the top of the roof.

   There were still five enemies. No, wait . . . now there were six. One had just come out of a doorway leading down into the center of the building.

   While he was confident he could take them on, he also knew the importance of keeping this as secret as they could for now.

   Cara raised four fingers again, then hesitated. She had her head pressed against the drab smooth concrete wall beside her.

   After a moment's pause, she raised another finger.

   Five.

   No, Carson thought quickly, six.

   And if his scanners were doing their job, there were another ten or so contacts within the building itself, all sporting rudimentary but still potentially deadly weapons.

   She collapsed her hand into a fist, then once more pointed up as she pulled her gun from her holster.

   It was Carson's turn to hesitate.

   If she thought there were only five soldiers up there, and she based her plan on that assumption, then she could fail.

   And he couldn't afford failure right now.

   Which meant he had to be prepared to do whatever he could, utilizing every single one of his advantages if it came to it.

   ‘Follow my lead,’ Cara said simply.

   As she did, she pulled something out from her holster.

   Carson didn't need to ask to realize what it was; his armor could pick up traces of explosive compounds, and on closer inspection confirmed to him the device was a rudimentary bomb.

   Though he wanted to ask where she was going to put that, he told himself to trust her for now.

   ‘Wait here,’ she hissed quietly.

   He didn't know if he could do that. Sure, she was capable, but she only thought there were five soldiers up there.

   Before Carson could do anything, she darted off.

   He reached out to grab her, but she had already moved past.

   He swore loudly inside his helmet, the sound echoing around his head, but not penetrating through the plating into the world outside.

   Tensing even further, which was incredible when you considered how rigid his muscles were already, he kept scanning the roof. He also fixed the Goddess' tear further over his palm.

   He'd given Nida his gun, because, at the time, it had been the right thing to do.

   Apart from the entity, she was completely defenseless.

   He had his armor and this device to rely on.

   And he knew how to use both.

   Scanning continuously, he soon realized Cara wasn't just good—she was incredible.

   She managed to make her way across the roof without once drawing suspicion. He could tell that, because his scanners could pick up the bio signs of the six soldiers above, and not one of them showed any sign of heightened awareness.

   ‘Wow,’ he mumbled under his breath, again his voice did not echo outside of his helmet, ‘we could really use her in the future.’

   It was a concept he kept repeating, and he'd be a fool not to appreciate why.

   Not only was Cara amazing, he couldn't deny the connection that had blossomed between them in the short time they'd grown to know each other.

   . . . .

   A time that would soon be over.

   When Carson found the dimensional bridge or the next time gate, he would have to either send the entity through or go through himself. In short, leaving Cara and her world behind.

   That fact sat heavily with him. No, it ate away like acid seeping into his bones.

   It didn't seem fair.

   He had the brightest of futures ahead of him, and what did Cara have to look forward to? The eventual and inevitable destruction of Remus 12 at the hands of its own inhabitants.

   He shook his head at the sadness of it all.

   And then, for just the briefest of moments, he thought one thing: he could bring her with him. To the future. Her talents were wasted here, after all, right? He'd love to see her in action against the Barbarians. He'd love to see how quickly she could master the Academy course and climb the ranks of the United Galactic Coalition.

   Yet as soon as those thoughts formed, he dismissed them.

   No.

   Absolutely not.

   For one, he could not further interrupt the time line. By returning to this point in Remus 12's history, he had likely already done immeasurable damage, but to pull someone out of this history just because he fancied them, was unconscionable.

   With that resolve sinking through him, it combatted his desire and he steeled himself.

   Not too long after, Cara returned.

   She'd actually clambered through one of the top windows to plant the bomb inside one of the rooms.

   It was unbelievable that she could be so agile in such bulky and cumbersome armor.

   He said nothing though; she had no idea he had the ability to scan and track her movements when she left his line of sight.

   ‘This way,’ she hissed, waving him forward with a short and snapped move of her hand.

   He obediently and silently followed.

   The night around them was a cold one—he could tell that even though not a millimeter of his flesh was beholden to the elements. His armor told him. It relayed the exact temperature, wind speed, moisture content; it even predicted prevailing weather patterns.

   It also told him that same acrid smell still filled the air. It was so different to the beautiful dew-scented air in the fields and forests outside.

   In fact, this whole city was in contrast to that testament to nature.

   It was such a clinical and cold place. From the soldiers to the buildings to the lack of people walking the streets.

   He shuddered.

   What had happened to these people to turn them into creatures like this? Had it been a single event? Something in their past? One mistake, one war, one assassination? Something that had soured their hearts and kindled their fear and hatred?

   These were deep and heavy thoughts to be entertaining whilst conducting one of the most important missions of his career, but he couldn't stem them.

   They kindled within.

   This sense that something wasn't right, that something wasn't fair.

   Cara kept leading him forward, pausing at all the right moments and waving him on when the coast was clear.

   They made their way to a tall, dark building a block away.

   This far out from the Central Security Facility, there were fewer guards, though his scanner did still pick up the occasional soldier here and there.

   Again Carson wanted to ask where they were going and what they were doing, but he knew he had to trust Cara.

   This part of the plan was down to her.

   She knew the streets, she knew the soldiers, she knew how the government worked, and frankly, he was just a boy from the future hopelessly out of his depth.

   Well, not completely out of his depth; he could fight. The Academy had taught him that.

   But though he couldn't appreciate it in that moment, the Academy had not taught him how to fight like a Vexian.

    

   





Chapter 14

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She was continuously aware of the gun strapped around her thigh. Its weight, its shape, everything.

   As soon as Carson and Cara had left with the group of resistance fighters, Varo had led her to another room.

   He said it was for her safety.

   He said it would be the best place for her, should the 'Goddess' change reality around her.

   Nida took that to mean should the entity corrupt.

   Varo had taken a select group of men with him, and they all walked behind Nida, Varo in the front.

   She didn't know what to feel.

   But one thing was for sure—she did not and could not feel secure.

   Her left hand kept twitching up and down, but this time it wasn't the entity displaying its control—it was pure and simple apprehension.

   She wanted Carson to be back so badly it actually hurt.

   Her shoulders were perpetually rounded, her back so stiff it sent a shooting pain down her hips and middle.

   Come on, she kept begging him in her thoughts. Come back to me.

   In many ways it was a truly pathetic thing to think. But in all ways she didn't care.

   She just couldn't take being separated.

   It was a palpable, agonizing ache.

   A few times she'd wondered whether she should pluck out the gun, stun Varo and his men, and just make a dash for the Central Security Facility and Carson.

   Of course she didn't though—as that would be suicide. But the point was, she couldn't shake the desire to do something.

   Something. Anything.

   Because right now it felt like she was walking blindly into a trap.

   ‘You'll be safe with us,’ Varo said again, not bothering to turn to her.

   His voice was unquestionably kind.

   And yet it made her itch.

   She took a steadying breath, but unfortunately it could not steady her nerves.

   Instead, she clutched a hand to her top, feeling through the fabric until her fingers brushed against the hard bump of her implant.

   In a surge she thought of going back to Carson.

   Yet before she could actually do anything, the entity bloomed in her mind. That presence. That warmth.

   It spread through her.

   Forcibly calming her nerves.

   ‘You will be fine,’ the entity whispered in her mind, its slow and gentle words flowing through Nida and washing away any trace of fear. ‘Follow my lead. I will take you home.’

   With that, Nida's shoulders loosened, practically drooping as if she'd lost all control over them.

   Varo noted the move, briefly turning to stare at her with a crumpled brow. ‘What is it, touched?’

   She hated being called that. Of course she did. Touched? It was seriously creepy.

   ‘Nida?’ He now used her name.

   She wanted to ignore him, but knew it was petulant and idiotic to try. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, so she lifted her chin and looked into his eyes. ‘Nothing.’

   Varo pressed his lips together and nodded. Then a strange look crossed through his gaze.

   It made her stomach kick with something. It wasn't fear, but it was close.

   Even though the entity had forcibly calmed her, it couldn't stop another, albeit smaller wave of worry from riding up her back.

   She shivered.

   ‘You are cold,’ Varo pointed out as he took off his own jacket and handed it to her.

   She didn't want to take it, but she could not deny how cold she truly felt. Still shivering, she furled it around her shoulders.

   He kept staring at her, his black eyes wide and searching.

   She immediately turned away, staring at her hands instead.

   ‘You must be terrified,’ he noted quietly.

   Her back twitched at his statement.

   Yes.

   She was terrified.

   She was going out of her mind.

   It should have been nice to have someone acknowledge that. For all the help Carson had bestowed upon her, he hadn't yet noted that one simple fact.

   But this was different.

   She didn't want to show weakness in front of Varo. Because weakness could all too readily make her into a target.

   Though Carson seemed to trust Cara, and it was certain the entity trusted the resistance, Nida only trusted Carson.

   She didn't want to be here, she repeated to herself.

   ‘Don't worry. We know what to do. You aren't the first to be touched.’

   She stopped.

   They'd been walking along through an empty slate-grey concrete corridor.

   Her footfall had rung out softly, intermingling with the heavy boots of the resistance.

   But now she ground to a halt.

   No one slammed into her back though—the other members of Varo's team were keeping such a distance from her it was obvious they were scared.

   Varo came close though. He hovered by her shoulder. ‘Nida?’

   ‘What do you know?’ She suddenly asked. ‘About the Goddess, about everything.’

   She knew she shouldn't be showing her ignorance. But right now it didn't matter.

   She had to find out.

   She looked up sharply, knowing there was a wild look in her eyes.

   It was called desperation.

   Because this situation was starting to get desperate.

   Despite everyone's assurances, her gut told her Carson was in trouble, that this whole mission was a mistake.

   ‘I'm just from a simple village, a simple girl, and I have no idea what's happening to me. So tell me, please,’ she said through clenched teeth as tears misted her eyes, ‘what's happening.’

   Varo looked shocked. Then his brow softened, his cheeks slackening as he drew them down into a muddled but compassionate smile. ‘You really do know nothing, don't you?’

   She didn't answer.

   She'd asked her questions. She was not going to beg.

   ‘I will tell you all you need to know. But first we must get you somewhere safe,’ he said quickly.

   Nida withdrew.

   . . . . 

   Something wasn't right here.

   She couldn't deny that any longer. She could not ignore her instincts, no matter how much the entity tried to dull them.

   ‘Who are you?’ She asked through a ragged breath.

   Varo clearly hadn't been expecting the question. His usually controlled if arrogant expression cracked with worry.

   With suspicion.

   With a look that told her he had something to hide.

   She took a step back, but there was nowhere to go.

   She was in a long concrete tunnel with no doors, no windows, and no escape.

   There were a few harsh lights dotted into the ceiling here and there, but between their illumination the shadows gathered.

   Right now Varo stood underneath one such light, and it served to accentuate how glistening and black his pupils were.

   ‘Don't be afraid,’ he begged, holding his hands out and letting them hover close to Nida without actually touching her.

   She jerked back, her shoulder striking the wall behind her.

   ‘Who are you?’ She repeated.

   She could feel the entity try to calm her from within, but right now Nida held onto her suspicion.

   The entity was powerful, but even it could not know everything.

   She had to rely on herself.

   Of all the terrible things Sharpe had told her over the years, one stuck in her mind. Because she'd never been sure whether it was a compliment or an insult.

   Sharpe had once told her she wasn't cut out for the Academy because she could not lead and nor could she follow.

   Which meant she was the kind of person who had to make up their own mind and would languish in indecision until they did.

   So right now, Nida made up her mind.

   She pulled herself off the wall and she faced Varo.

   She marshalled her confidence, her control, her training, everything.

   ‘I'm not following you until you tell me what's going on. Something isn't right here. You let Cara go with Carson, knowing it was a suicide mission, why?’

   Varo pressed his lips together but didn't say anything.

   ‘Tell me. Tell me something,’ Nida snapped.

   ‘You need to calm down,’ Varo tried.

   ‘Not what I want to hear,’ Nida spat passionately.

   A funny thing happened as the fire burned within. She no longer felt the cold, and neither did she need the entity to warm her.

   She grabbed hold of her fear and fright and wrestled it into drive and determination. Taking a powerful breath, she let her hands bunch either side of her skirts.

   If she had to, she was going to pull the gun out and use it.

   Maybe Varo picked up on the fact she was done being pathetic and following everyone's orders.

   He stood back and put his hands up.

   ‘We need to get you away from the resistance,’ he said quietly.

   She ticked her head to the side in surprise. Then her lips jerked open as she realized what he'd just said.

   ‘What?’ Her lips trembled.

   ‘It is clear you know nothing of this situation, so I implore you to trust me. I work for the Caroqs,’ he began.

   She stood back, fixing her hands tight around her skirts. ‘Where's Carson?’

   Varo drew into silence. ‘Though it breaks my heart to say this, I think the lovely Cara is leading him into a trap.’

   ‘What?’ Nida slammed a hand over her mouth. ‘What do you mean?’

   It was Varo's turn to tick his head to the side. ‘I have just admitted I work for the Caroqs, and you have not reacted.’

   ‘Where's Carson? I have to get to him.’

   ‘Touched . . . Nida,’ Varo corrected, ‘you cannot. Cara will lead him to the government. As beautiful and sprightly as she is, this situation has confirmed what I have suspected for some time. Cara is a government agent. A triple agent, if you will.’

   ‘I have to get to him,’ Nida spat.

   ‘You cannot. You cannot be risked. You cannot fall into this government's hands. This province wants only war. They are brutal and divisive people. Nida, you must realize what they would do to you if they caught you.’

   Nida didn't understand. Not a word. And she now realized how dangerous that was. Varo could be making things up or telling the truth, and she had no way to tell the difference.

   ‘Get out of my way,’ she said slowly. ‘I am not leaving Carson behind.’

   ‘I cannot let you go,’ he said quietly.

   Nida no longer thought.

   She just acted.

   She pretended to drop to her knees as if she were in pain.

   Before Varo could do anything, she pushed back her skirts, grabbed her gun, and doubled back.

   With her thumb, she set the gun to its lowest setting.

   ‘Don't move,’ she snapped at Varo as she backed off, locking the other four men in her sights too.

   They all had weapons, but none of them were pointed at her. As one, the group looked confused. They clearly hadn't thought she would turn on them, and they clearly didn't know what to do now she had.

   If Varo were to be believed, she was of utmost importance.

   She was touched.

   Nida kept her hand locked over the gun as she stared determinedly at Varo. ‘I'm not going to ask twice. Tell me how to get to the Central Security Facility.’

   Though Varo's hands were raised, and his eyes were wide, he still looked at her disbelievingly. ‘What are you doing?’

   ‘I told you; I’m not going to leave Carson behind.’

   Varo looked at her in silence. ‘He is manipulating you, touched. He is trying to use your visions for his gain. He has benefitted from the Goddess, he has taken her weapons, yet it is clear he wants to use them for his own design. How much do you actually know of this man?’

   ‘A hell of a lot more than you.’

   ‘Please, listen to me, you cannot go out there.’

   ‘But I’m not staying in here,’ she spoke through clenched teeth. ‘Now, enough talking. Tell me how to get to the facility.’

   Varo didn't speak.

   . . . .

   Nida double-checked the setting on her gun.

   Then she winced, drawing her teeth over her lips.

   She shot the man behind Varo.

   The high-powered plasma beam lanced out from her gun and struck the guy in the chest, making him crumple immediately.

   Everyone flinched away.

   The rest of Varo's men now raised their guns, but Varo snapped at them at once not to shoot.

   ‘He's not dead,’ she screamed, ‘just out cold. So I’m going to ask again, how do I get to the facility?’

   Varo slowly let his hands drop.

   ‘What are you doing?’ Nida gestured the gun towards him.

   ‘You can't get out of these tunnels without us. You can't get out of this city without us,’ Varo said plainly.

   Her back flushed with heat. ‘Don't tell me what I can do. I will find a way. Now tell me how to get to Carson,’ she sobbed.

   She didn't want to; the tears simply flowed of their own accord.

   ‘. . . Touched, I know this is hard for you. To witness the destruction of your world . . . it is always hard.’

   Your world.

   He'd said your world.

   A slip of the tongue?

   ‘What do you mean?’ She shuddered back, yet still held hold of the gun.

   ‘What did you see? Which vision? Which world was destroyed, your own, or ours?’

   Nida almost dropped the gun. ‘What?’

   ‘I know you are not Vexian,’ Varo said simply.

   . . . .

   She . . . no. How?

   ‘It is alright. You are touched. We know of the touched. We have done so for millennia.’

   ‘What does that mean? What . . . what's going on?’ She screamed, her voice pitching up and down with emotion and desperation.

   ‘You must trust we know what to do,’ Varo began.

   ‘I trust nothing,’ Nida said truthfully.

   Then she acted on instinct.

   She shot Varo and his men.

   They crumpled.

   She walked up to them, hesitantly checking they were still alive.

   When she confirmed they were, she broke down.

   She cried.

   Yet as she did, she kept moving.

   She would make it out of these tunnels and she would get to Carson.

   As she ran, she had to fight hard to keep going.

   For with every step, the entity told her to turn around.

   She did not.

   She ran forward.

   She would find Carson.

   Before it was too late.

    

   





Chapter 15

   Carson Blake

   Everything had happened fast. Blindingly, impossibly fast.

   Once they had reached the building, Cara had waited until an explosion had lanced through the night.

   Carson immediately knew it came from the bomb she'd planted.

   Then, without pause, Cara had led them both onto the roof of the building they were now on, and she’d produced a grappling gun from the holster on her back.

   Lining up a shot in the dark and confusion, she aimed at the roof of the Central Security Facility, shooting the hook, and letting her shoulder absorb the massive recoil of the gun as it fired a heavy metal hook and rope over a distance of approximately 100 meters.

   Before Carson could truly register what was happening, Cara anchored the opposite side of the rope into the building they were on, then commanded him with a snapped, ‘now,’ to grab hold of the rope.

   She jumped at it, holding onto it with nothing but her armored hands, and used the height of the building they were on compared to the central facility, to sail down the rope like a flying fox.

   Carson didn't wait.

   He jumped.

   The air whistled past him, growing faster and faster as his body sailed down the rope towards the facility.

   When he reached it, he brought his legs up at the last moment, let go of the rope, sprung out with his feet, struck a wall, and flipped backwards. Landing neatly with one hand pressed into the ground for support, he snapped to his feet just as Cara did the same beside him.

   She was fast.

   So blindingly fast.

   She also wasn't sticking to the plan.

   Maybe she'd seen an opportunity and taken it, or maybe the heat of battle was changing her mind about the best route in.

   Carson didn't know.

   Soon he'd learn the truth though.

   There was general chaos around the building as the explosion across the road grabbed the collective attention of the guards and soldiers.

   Screams and shouts broke through the cold night air.

   Cara didn't stop though. She hooked her arm forward in a powerful move, pointing across the roof as she did.

   She sure was keeping him on his toes.

   No time to pause.

   No time to think.

   Yet as she streamed forward, Carson still had the presence of mind to order his on-board computer to start scanning for any electronic records. He instructed it to glean everything it could. It had an enormous storage capacity, and could happily suck up all the data of this entire government for the next millennia without taxing its memory banks.

   Cara launched herself off a section of roof, flipping in the air and landing right behind a soldier.

   In the heat of the moment, Carson hadn't been able to pick up the guy's presence.

   But now it didn't matter.

   Cara landed on top of the guy, slamming him into the ground as she pushed her armored elbow into the back of his head.

   Quick.

   Efficient.

   Brutal.

   Carson still didn't have time to think as she ran forward again, her footfall impossibly silent and her body held low.

   Now his computer was occupied with the task of gleaning data, he had slightly less power set to the task of scanning his immediate surroundings.

   Still, he now conscientiously checked to see how many enemies were on his tail.

   The answer was, not many.

   He could count only ten men on this roof.

   . . . . 

   The Central Security Facility was meant to be the most protected building in this city, yet they only had ten guys on the roof?

   Granted, Cara's explosion across the street would have been distracting, but to a people as militarized as these, surely they knew you didn't let guards leave key defensive positions unless it was totally and completely necessary.

    . . . . 

   Something wasn’t right.

   Although that thought impressed itself upon his mind, Carson simply didn't have the time to think it through.

   A soldier came careening around the side of a raised section of roof, a weapon in his hand.

   Though Carson could have easily blasted away with his Goddess’ tear, he didn't. Instead, he dropped to his knees, rolled, and jumped up sharply, lancing out with his fist as he did.

   He caught the guy in the side of the hip, pushing him sideways with a snap.

   Carson didn't stop. He ensured the guy was down by following with another calculated punch. He used his on-board computer to ensure his blow was not deadly, and rather precisely timed and placed to render the man unconscious without stealing his life.

   When Carson looked up, it was to the sight of Cara taking on two soldiers at once.

   She moved like the wind. Each one of her blows was solid, connected, and clearly did a heck of a lot of damage as she felled the two guys with deadly speed. 

   Everything was happening too quickly.

   He thought that again just as another soldier rounded the same raised section of roof. This guy had a gun in this hand, and rather than raising it at Carson, aimed at Cara.

   This time Carson didn't hesitate; he brought up his wrist device and blasted forward.

   . . . . 

   Except the energy didn't come out.

   Nothing happened.

   Nothing.

   The man shot Cara.

   He held some kind of rudimentary automatic weapon that still used bullets.

   Streams of them split the air with whip-like cracks.

   No.

   God no.

   Carson sprung forward, knocking the guy out with a clean blow that saw the gun he held go scooting across the rooftop.

   Carson spun on his foot.

   He reached Cara's crumpled body.

   He skidded to his knees.

   He expected to see the worst.

   He knew how weak her armor was. He knew it couldn't have protected her from all of those bullets.

   She would be dead.

   His armor calculated that eventuality, yet as he neared, as he brought up a trembling hand to touch her shoulder, he realized she wasn't.

   She was alive.

   Christ, she was alive.

   Though her armor was dented here and there, and green blood soaked out of a wound on her leg, she was fine.

   She hesitated for a moment. Checking her injury, she soon pushed to her feet.

   ‘You're injured,’ he snapped at her. ‘We have to abort.’

   ‘No,’ she spat. ‘We've come this far. We have to keep going.’

   He was so shocked she was still alive. Everything his armor had calculated about that gun told him she should be dead.

   But she was alive.

   ‘Cara, we have to leave,’ he begged, readying himself as he heard more footfall.

   ‘This way,’ she pointed sharply towards a lower section of the roof.

   He knew the plan.

   This wasn't it.

   In fact, Cara had been deviating from the plan almost from the get go.

   . . . .

   She should also be dead.

   She ran off towards the lower section of roof. Though her footfall was measured, there was only the slightest of limps affecting her gait. 

   Carson turned. He followed, yet as he did, he reached down and he grabbed the gun that had shot her.

   Now it was in his hands, it was far easier for his on-board computer to scan it.

   ‘Carson,’ Cara called, ‘come on.’

   He stopped.

   This was a trap.

   . . . . 

   He'd just walked into a trap.

   The gun he held, the gun that had shot Cara, was not filled with ordinary bullets.

   He let the gun clatter from his fingers.

   He spun on his foot.

   For the first time he truly drew on his training.

   He forgot about Cara and all her distractions.

   He forgot about the resistance and its cause.

   He forgot about this planet and its history.

   He treated the world around him as unknown, as dangerous, and as entirely alien.

   He might have crafted himself a fancy disguise to fit in, and the entity may have conveniently given Carson and Nida the ability to speak the local language. But none of that changed the fact this planet was an alien world with an alien culture, alien customs, and an alien history.

   Carson caught up to the situation, but it was too late.

   He had the time to think of one thing.

   It was not how Cara had betrayed him. It was not about how foolish he'd been for walking into a trap.

   It was that he'd left Nida alone.

    

   





Chapter 16

   Cadet Nida Harper

   As she ran through the tunnels, she had to think, and she had to do it quickly.

   She reasoned Varo and his men would remain unconscious for 3-4 hours, which was hopefully all she would need.

   Before leaving them, she'd checked them over for weapons and communication devices.

   She'd obliterated the weapons with several pulses from her gun.

   She'd been unable to find anything that resembled a communication device. Not that she could confirm that fact unfortunately—without a scanner, she was just guessing.

   ‘Come on,’ she whispered to herself as she ran forward.

   She was desperate.

   No, she'd crossed into a realm that went beyond that simple emotion. Her whole body buzzed with the need to get to Carson.

   If she didn't . . . if she got their too late . . . .

   She closed her eyes, forcing back the tears. ‘Come on,’ she said louder, enjoying the edge to her voice as it ricocheted around the room. ‘Come on.’

   It took her some time to navigate through the tunnels. It appeared Varo had been right—she really did need him and his team to get out of here.

   There was one fact, however, Varo had not considered.

   Her gun.

   When all else failed, Nida picked a likely wall and shot it.

   If you were stuck in a maze, the polite thing to do was to figure your way out. The impolite but always effective strategy, however, was to destroy whatever obstacle lay in your path.

   So that's what Nida did.

   She shot wall after wall, setting the plasma gun to such a high level that it burnt through the concrete rather than blasting through it and causing rubble and dust to rain down on her.

   Her heart didn't just beat in her chest anymore; it beat throughout her whole body. She could feel it bouncing and rattling her bones. And every breath was so sharp and shallow, her throat wheezed with the effort.

   She didn't give up though.

   She kept powering forward.

   She might be the worst recruit in 1000 years, but considering the Galactic Coalition Academy would not be formed for several millennia, that fact no longer meant anything.

   She wasn't at home anymore. She was on Remus 12 in some unknown past, and she was on her own.

   That one fact gave her more strength than any comforting words could.

   Without Carson to hide behind, she had to save herself.

   Knowing that gave her powerful resolve, and for the first time, that resolve made her forget something.

   The entity.

   The shadow within.

   The effects. The power. The visions. The way it all controlled her.

   Those facts were far, far from her mind as she strode forward, shooting whatever wall that got in her way.

   When she made it to the streets above, she knew she wouldn't be able to continue with the same strategy. That would be a recipe for getting shot.

   But there was something that she could do; introduce chaos to their order.

   If Cara really had kidnapped Carson and was leading him into a trap, the last thing that alien woman would expect would be for an angry and wild Nida to come kicking and screaming into the mix, firing off plasma bursts in every direction.

   Okay . . . so it wasn't much of a plan, and Nida knew instinctively she would have to come up with something better when she actually reached the facility, but for now she just had to make it outside.

   In similar fashion, it didn't take her long to find herself standing in a larger room that was far cleaner and better kept than the tunnels she'd been traversing.

   It seemed to be some kind of station—there were long objects that looked like rudimentary trains.

   Thankfully it was also deserted.

   Not hesitating, Nida ran forward. Glancing up, she saw there were windows on the walls.

   She could see the night sky outside.

   Her heart leapt.

   She'd done it. She'd made her way outside.

   She ran faster now.

   Her feet slammed against the ground, sending out powerful echoes; a drum beat to keep her pounding forward.

   She directed herself at the far wall.

   She'd been sprinting on and off for the past half hour, which, if she'd paused to think about it, was incredible.

   She'd never been the fittest of recruits. She tried hard, but she wasn't one for stamina and exercise.

   Now none of that mattered, because she had one burning need.

   To get to Carson before it was too late.

   And that need washed away any feeling of fatigue or ache.

   She ran faster now.

   Then, all of a sudden, she skidded to a stop, her move so sudden she actually tumbled over.

   Picking herself up, her skirts a mess around her, she staggered forward.

   There was a large pole in the middle of the room with a map on it.

   The map appeared to show the city.

   It also pointed out the large landmarks, her current location, and, in shining red letters, the military zone.

   Right in the middle of the military zone was a large facility.

   The Central Security Facility, to be exact.

   . . . . 

   Nida couldn't believe her luck.

   If she'd shot a different set of walls, she wouldn't have come out here, and she wouldn't have seen this map.

   At first she tried to remember the streets and alleys, charting a path from where she was to where she needed to be.

   Then she stopped.

   She stood back, flicked the gun to its weakest setting, and shot the casing that housed the map.

   The glass melted away.

   Slamming the butt of her gun into whatever metal and glass remained, and being careful to wait for the heat of her blast to disburse, soon Nida pried the map from its casing.

   It was a little singed and worse for wear, but it was still readable.

   She ran forward again, rolling the map up and tucking it down the front of her top.

   Right, she could do this.

   She would have to.

   She had no idea how secure the central facility would be, but she could bet there'd be more than a fence and a trite sign warning people to keep out.

   So it was time to get creative, as Sharpe might say.

   Reaching the far wall, Nida hesitated, winced, shot it, and finally walked out into the night.

   She'd made it into the city.

   It was now time to make it to Carson before it was too late.

    

   





Chapter 17

   Carson Blake

   It was too late.

   He'd walked into this trap blindly.

   There was nothing he could do.

   He'd given Nida up.

   . . . .

   God.

   He'd given her up.

   Carson stood there for a single second, immobilized by what he'd done.

   This had all been a plan to get her, hadn't it? To separate the two of them?

   He whirled on his foot just as an enormous spot light shone down from a higher section of roof, locking him in place against the darkness. He didn't need to put his hand up to stare past the sudden and violent illumination; his armor filtered it out.

   ‘Do not move,’ a voice came over a loud speaker, ‘you will be shot.’

   Carson moved.

   And they shot him.

   Or at least they tried.

   Bullet after bullet snaked his way, biting into the concrete roof under his feet and sending up tufts of dust and rubble. It cascaded around him, but it couldn't blind him.

   The smell of the bullets couldn't choke him.

   And neither could the bullets themselves fell him.

   They all glanced off his armor. Ricocheting this way and that, the sound of them zipping around was deafening.

   He powered forward.

   He tried to use the Goddess’ tear again, yet once again it wouldn't work.

   Damn it.

   He'd just have to use his armor.

   Which was fine by him.

   He launched himself up a sheer wall. He used his momentum to climb it as though it were little more than a slight bump in the ground.

   Then he did it again until he reached the raised section where the spot light sat.

   Around it were soldiers.

   About 45 by his count.

   They all shot.

   They all failed to kill him.

   There were enormous electric cables sitting over the roof, all feeding the massive spot light.

   He didn't stop.

   He reached one, grabbed it, and yanked.

   He pulled the thing free in a cascade of sparks that alighted around his armor like sparks along a match.

   In fact, he pulled that cable with such force that not only did he snap it, he sent the enormous spotlight tumbling over too.

   It crashed into the concrete roof, the globe exploding in a blinding flash.

   The soldiers screamed.

   Carson wasn't done yet.

   He ran forward.

   He reached the side of the roof.

   Several men threw themselves at him.

   He didn't hesitate. He ducked, he weaved, he dodged.

   He reached the high lip of concrete that ran around the roof.

   He rushed forward.

   He planted his foot on it and he jumped.

   The building was a high one, approximately 30 meters according to his scanner.

   Which meant the drop back to earth was not conducive to health.

   It didn't matter though.

   Nothing would in his armor.

   He sailed down, locking his arms by his sides and getting ready to roll.

   Then he landed.

   Or he struck the ground rather.

   His armor was heavy—really heavy.

   He practically formed a crater as he thudded into the ground.

   But that didn't stop him from jumping to his feet, forcing himself forward, and aiming right at one of the enormous metal fences that surrounded the facility.

   He pelted forward, and just as he did, he heard a whir.

   He knew it was the turret guns set high on the fences.

   He didn't even flinch.

   With a piercing noise, they began to shoot.

   Bullet after bullet slammed around him.

   They ate into the ground, dust and stone and dirt shooting up and blasting over Carson's legs and torso as he pelted forward.

   Though several bullets managed to strike his armor proper, they did not plunge through. Yet neither did they glance off like the fire from the roof had.

   Instead, his armor was forced to put up a localized force field, slowing the bullets and absorbing their impact across a great surface, rather than let them strike his ablative plating.

   Though his armor was still fine, it couldn't keep up this level of activity forever. Still, it would take something a lot worse to dent it, let alone get through to the flesh and man inside.

   He didn't think as he reached the fence before him—he raced forward, forcing himself into a powerful dive roll.

   His body was going at such a speed and his armor was so heavy, that he just ripped right through the tightly wound wire.

   It parted before him as if it were little more that thin gossamer curtains billowing in the wind.

   He could still hear the screams.

   He could still hear the desperate, fearful shouts.

   He didn't care.

   He just ran forward.

   He would get to Nida.

   As the resistance had led Cara and him through the tunnels and up to the city, he'd been sure to log their exact route. He knew exactly how to get back to them.

   Yet he also knew that Nida would no longer be there.

   She would have been moved, taken away . . . .

   He shuddered.

   He couldn't bear to think of where she could be and what could be happening to her.

   So he just ran faster to compensate for that horrible thought.

   Faster and faster.

   He pushed his armor to its extreme.

   So much for not disrupting the history of this planet. So much for not letting them know about his future technology.

   He had just punched through the Central Security Facility's defenses with impossible ease.

   They would not forget this. The government. The resistance.

   Yet he couldn't think of that right now.

   He couldn't think of the damage he might have done to the timeline.

   ‘Come on, Nida,’ he said desperately as he ran through the last section of fence, the wire dashing against him like little more than light drizzle.

   Soldiers lined the streets.

   One had something that resembled a rocket. Carson just dodged it with an effective and high flip.

   He pelted forward. His heart little more than a continuous vibration in his chest.

   He would get to her.

   Though they would have moved her, that wouldn't matter. He knew what to look for—the only other human on the planet.

   Though it might take time and some peace and quiet, he would be able to recalibrate his scanner to pick up only human life signs.

   It would have a relatively good range, especially if he boosted the scanner with all the juice his armor had.

   He would find her.

   He just had to get out of here first.

   He ran to her.

   Though he could not appreciate it, she ran to him too.

    

   





Chapter 18

   Cadet Nida Harper

   When she reached the street, she soon heard the sirens.

   Not long after, gun fire met her ears.

   Instinctively she ducked towards a wall as a truck rumbled past with soldiers aboard.

   She hid behind the low lip of a wall until it had passed.

   Trembling she pushed to her feet.

   She could hardly breathe, and her hand was so sweaty around her gun, she worried she would drop it.

   Switching grip as she wiped her palm on her skirt, she closed her eyes for a brief moment.

   Then she ran forward.

   Every now and then she checked the map to confirm she was heading in the right direction.

   She did not move fast; she could not afford to.

   Though the streets were mostly deserted, every now and then a car or transport would rumble past full of screaming, clearly alarmed soldiers.

   She did not need her scanner to realize something was wrong.

   The gunfire, of course, also helped.

   As she neared the Central Security Facility, she realized it was coming from there.

   . . . .

   Carson.

   She stood there, stock still, hoping he was fine.

   ‘He has armor from the future,’ she told herself firmly. ‘He's Carson freaking Blake,’ she added.

   He could get out of that trap.

   He had the scanner too. And that incredible machine—the Goddess' tear as the resistance called it—would be more than capable of getting him out of trouble.

   ‘Come on,’ she told herself forcefully.

   She walked forward.

   Though she started off trembling, soon she commanded her body to still.

   She concentrated on doing what it would take.

   The city was dark, and as she walked through it, she wondered where all the people lived. Were they inside those cold and drab buildings? Were they huddled in their beds as they listened to the gunshots rip through the night air? Or did they not notice? Had they learnt to tune out the sounds of violence?

   Keeping to the shadows and checking her map regularly, Nida kept moving forward.

   Her shoes clicked softly on the bitumen and concrete.

   Her dress also moved around her, the long skirts furling around her legs as she hurried along.

   The green of her skirts and the embroidery were the only color in the whole town.

   Everything was shaded in hues of brown and gunmetal grey.

   Yes, gunmetal, that was the perfect color to describe what she saw.

   Every building was a testament to war. To battle. To the cold embrace of security.

   Biting her lips and not caring that she tasted blood oozing against her teeth, she paused to check her map once more.

   Then she closed her eyes.

   This was it.

   She could hear the soldiers now. And the transports carrying them were coming thick and fast.

   From this point on she would have to fight.

   . . . .

   She would have to fight.

   Back at the Academy, Sharpe had rightly guessed that she would be useless in combat. Not only was she completely hopeless in simulations, but she hesitated.

   She couldn't abide with the thought of violence. She just couldn't stomach it. Which wasn't so much of a problem in the Academy—there were plenty of jobs that didn't require you to grab up a gun and shoot people.

   But right now, she no longer had the luxury of doing nothing.

   She was Carson's last hope, or something like it.

   She also did not have the luxury of planning.

   She had to act.

   So she did.

   In the best way she could.

   Though the entity reared in her mind and told her to go back, she pushed forward.

   She would figure this out.

   She would have to.

    

   





Chapter 19

   Carson Blake

   He ran forward.

   They were hot on his tail. Though he could push his armor to let him soar like a bullet out of a gun, no matter how fast he ran, he came across more soldiers.

   This city was large, and her security force was larger.

   Soldiers were everywhere.

   He couldn't hide.

   He had to get to Nida.

   So he powered forward with what felt like every person on the planet hot on his tail.

   Despite how fraught the situation was, as he moved, he still kept the majority of his scanner’s power directed to gleaning what records it could.

   Yet whether it had found anything of note was not a fact he could currently check.

   He did not have the brain power left over to focus on anything save for getting away.

   Ahead of him he heard more troop transports move into place.

   The once drab and dark city was now powerfully lit and cast into shades of brilliant white, silver, and grey.

   ‘Come on,’ he whispered, ‘you can do it.’

   It wasn't clear who he whispered that desperate message to—himself or Nida.

   Or perhaps it was meant for the both of them. Perhaps right then he prayed with every last scrap of his strength and will for luck.

   Just a single moment of luck.

   He would get it. But it would require all his years of training and all his future knowledge to capitalize on it.

    

   





Chapter 20

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She ran towards a darkened building before her.

   Whilst she understood she had to get to the Central Security Facility, she also appreciated the need to figure out exactly what was happening there before she burst in off the street.

   She didn't have access to a scanner, but she did have a set of eyes, and she was now ready to use them.

   Pressing her back into the wall behind her, she peeled her senses, trying to figure out if there was anyone or anything up the set of stairs to her side. Metal, large, and grey, they were some kind of fire escape.

   Again she was struck with how cold everything in this city was. There was no color, save for her own.

   Black, brown, grey, and off-white.

   Well right now she ascended those pale silver stairs, pressing her fingers into the dark black building to her side as she climbed up.

   She hoped that no one was on the roof. She hoped she wasn't about to come face-to-face with a varg.

   Her fears didn't stop her though.

   She climbed the final stair, waited a moment in tense silence as she listened for a disturbance before her, then finally climbed up.

   She still held the gun tightly in one hand. In fact you would have needed a team of your strongest Barbarians to pry back her fingers right now.

   ‘Come on,’ she hissed under her breath as she ran across the flat roof.

   It was made of concrete or some similar material, and had a thick wall travelling all around it, punctuated only by pipes and guttering that would keep the rain from pooling.

   She travelled over the concrete as fast as she could, her footfall indistinguishable from the rapid thump of her heart.

   Clutching her free hand tensely into her chest, she reached the side of the wall and immediately ducked down. Forcing herself to breathe, she also forced her back into the unyielding concrete, and used it to inch up slowly until she peered over the wall at the street below.

   She still had her map, and after a quick glance, realized the Central Security Facility was somewhere several blocks away.

   Instantly she spied it.

   It was the one with the massive searchlights on top. Searchlights that sliced through the cold night air, their beams sweeping around in great arcs as they desperately searched something out.

   . . . .

   Carson.

   It had to be him, right?

   So did that mean he'd escaped?

   Though she wanted to believe that of course he'd escaped as he was a soldier from the freaking future, she was no longer comfortable making assumptions. Assumptions had led to this predicament in the first place.

   They'd trusted Cara, they'd trusted the resistance, and they'd trusted this plan.

   And, despite herself, Nida had gone against her intuition.

   Sharpe had once told her that she had a terrible battle brain, as he put it. According to him, she just couldn't process stimuli quick enough to figure out what to do in a combat scenario, let alone any other situation that required a quick wit, a good decision, and a gram of training.

   He was right, and he was wrong.

   Nida had never been in a real battle before.

   Now she was in one, she was rapidly growing accustomed to it. Okay, so occasionally her eyes still itched with tears, and no matter what she tried, she couldn't still her wild heart. But the point was, she wasn't a mess.

   Nor was she a coward.

   Though it made her skin crawl, she shifted further over the wall until she got a better view of the streets below. She spent a few pressured seconds watching the pattern of troop movements, then rapidly realized it was concentrated away from the facility.

   Though the trucks and cars coming in and depositing soldiers were doing so from every angle, Nida tried to get a bigger picture, and eventually realized where the majority were headed.

   She scooted off across the roof again, keeping low and trying to be as quiet as her heels would let her.

   She reached the opposite wall, peered over, and searched through the cold night.

   Again she saw more troop transports, more soldiers, more lights.

   But then, in the distance, she saw something else—fire.

   The flash, flash, flash of guns.

   She swallowed.

   . . . . 

   Could it be Carson?

   She grabbed at her map with a trembling hand, and, tracing a finger from where the gunfire was, realized it was back in the direction of the tunnels.

   Carson. 

   She pushed herself up and swallowed hard.

   If he had gotten free, and if that really was him, he would be trying to get to her.

   But she wasn't back in those tunnels.

   Nor could she let him face Varo again.

   Though this frantic situation hadn't provided her with any time to think, there was one fact she couldn't ignore—Varo knew she was an alien.

   How?

   Had he seen through the disguise, or did he know far more than he'd ever let on?

   She shook her head, stilled her mind, and brought out her gun.

   She looked at it, flinching as she did.

   She couldn't let Carson go back to those tunnels.

   For all she knew, Varo could be from the future, just like them. It was a possibility that suddenly impressed itself upon her mind and stole away her resolve as it did.

   He could have access to weapons, to scanners, to technology beyond these times.

   She had to do something.

   She walked into the center of the roof.

   She drew a single breath.

   She brought her gun up and she shot.

   One continuous blast right into the night sky.

   The light of it was incredible. It was like a glowing sword parting the clouds and penetrating heaven itself.

   She kept her finger on the trigger, feeling the gun heat up as she did.

   After about 20 seconds, she stopped.

   She hoped that would be enough to get his attention.

   Because it was sure as hell enough to get everyone else's.

   The search lights streaming through the night suddenly all centered on her roof.

   She skidded to her knees and aimed for the stairs.

   He would know it was her—or at least she hoped he'd figure it out.

   Now he just had to make his way back here before every soldier of this corrupt city came streaming in to capture her.

    

   





Chapter 21

   Cadet Nida Harper

   What happened next happened fast.

   She made her way to the metal stairway, intending to throw herself down it as quickly as she could.

   It was when she reached the first step that she saw a set of black armor powering up it.

   At first her heart sung.

   Then it sank.

   It wasn’t Carson.

   Nida doubled back, getting off a shot with her gun.

   The plasma blast lanced out, slicing through a section of the stairwell.

   She couldn’t get off a direct shot though, and instead ended up doing so much damage to the stairwell that it started to pull away from the wall.

   Nida screamed, throwing herself backwards and back onto the safety of the roof.

   She made it just as the stairs fell away, crashing into the ground below with a bone-shaking clang.

   She crawled to the edge of the roof, staring down, trying to ascertain what had happened to the soldier in the heavy black armor.

   Though she searched the hunk of metal that was the stairs, she couldn’t see a black shape indicative of a body.

   She brought herself back with a snap, her breath hard in her chest.

   ‘God,’ she whispered to herself, realizing how dangerous things now were.

   Yes, she might have gotten Carson’s attention, but she might have also thrown everything away at the same time.

   Squeezing her eyes shut, Nida slammed the base of her palm against her head.

   Right now she needed the entity, she realized.

   As horrible as it sounded, she needed it to surge within her. She needed it to protect her, to use its incredible power to get rid of the advancing armies, and to bring Carson back.

   The entity did nothing though.

   It had become completely silent.

   Not a peep. Not even an itch as its energy moved within her left hand. In fact, it was almost as if it had gone completely.

   Nida didn’t have time to consider that fact as she felt the building shake a little beneath her.

   Her eyes drew wide.

   She stumbled forward, realizing that soon enough the soldiers below would find a way onto this rooftop. She may have done a good job of trashing their fire escape, but they were desperate and armed to the teeth.

   She stumbled forward, searching this way and that until she finally found a set of stairs leading down to a thick metal door.

   She didn’t wait.

   Neither did she take the stairs.

   Instead, she set her gun to low and shot the stairwell just above the door, only pulling her finger off the trigger once an absolute hail of rubble had completely covered the doorway.

   Although that was a start, once again, it wouldn’t keep those soldiers at bay forever.

   But she didn’t need forever, she told herself bitterly; she only needed just enough time.

   ‘Come on, Carson,’ she begged.

   She’d gambled that he’d seen that blast.

   So she shot again.

   There was nothing to stop her.

   The soldiers below already knew she was here.

   She shot.

   Then she shot again.

   And all through it she prayed and begged and hoped and wished.

   But in case that didn’t work, she got ready to repel her boarders.

   Cadet Nida Harper got ready to fight.

    

   





Chapter 22

   Carson Blake

   It was when he’d almost reached the tunnels that he saw it. In fact, it was his armor that alerted him first.

   It detected a continuous, sustained blast of plasma.

   The people of this time did not have access to such technology.

   So yeah, Carson stopped. Turned. And stared.

   He saw one blast lance through the sky, coming from a building back behind him.

   His heart leapt into his throat.

   He didn’t need his armor to tell him what kind of weapon was producing that blast—he’d seen shots like that enough times before.

   A small hand-held plasma gun. Just like the one he’d given Nida.

   He paused. Right there on the street.

   He’d put just enough distance between himself and the soldiers that he had a single moment of silence.

   A single moment to decide.

   He knew that shot belonged to his gun, but he could not be sure of who was shooting it nor why.

   It could be Nida, then again, it could be a distraction, another trap.

   He heard soldiers rounding the street behind him.

   He felt their footsteps, felt the crunch of tires over the road, heard their guns, heard their screams.

   He had to do something.

   Had to decide.

   He turned.

   He looked at the tunnels. Then he walked backwards away from them.

   He closed his eyes. He turned.

   He ran towards the light.

   He would risk it.

   Not because his training told him it was the smartest thing to do, but because his heart couldn’t let him ignore it.

   So he ran forward as fast as he could, then faster. He pushed his armor to its limits, pushing his body within it even further.

   He didn’t heed the warnings the on-board computer gave him, and neither did he pay a scrap of attention to his shaking limbs and sweat-covered brow.

   He just ran to her.

   If it was Nida—and his instincts screamed at him it was—then she would be running out of time.

   Whilst he’d been lucky enough to see that blast, he was sure he wouldn’t have been the only one.

   Every soldier in this city would have noticed it too.

   And they would all be surging towards that building.

   As he powered forward, he saw more flashes, more plasma blasts. Long and continuous, they all came from the same place and lanced innocently into the sky. Either someone was trying to shoot the moon from the heavens, scare the clouds, or they were trying to get somebody’s attention.

   His attention.

   Nida.

   He came around a corner so fast, he didn’t care that there was a truck before him. He launched himself up and over the hood, his heavy boots sinking hard into the metal and denting it with the ease of a finger pushing through softened butter.

   He flipped, landed, shrugged off more gunfire, and streamed forward.

   If it was Nida, she had somehow gotten free from her captors . . . . Or this was a trap. They might have her up there on that roof, or they might just have his gun.

   So the closer Carson got, the more he forced his scanners to lock onto the trace of that plasma weapon.

   He also, on the fly, tried to recalibrate his computer to look for human bio signs.

   Ordinarily a complex and laborious task—and certainly not one you preformed on the run, literally—right now he threw his mind into the task as he threw his body forward.

   There was a dense tingling sensation rushing through every muscle, but Carson ignored it. He ignored the pain too.

   He just concentrated on finding out if it was her.

   As he neared, he faced heavy resistance.

   It seemed that every soldier in the entire city was now concentrating around that building.

   Around and in, but at least not on top.

   No, there was only one life sign on top.

   . . . . 

   With a thrill that would stay with him for life, he realized it was human.

   Nida.

   She was there.

   Right before him.

   Yet all too soon that thrill burnt away.

   Another life form joined Nida on the roof.

   Carson threw himself forward.

   Faster than his armor could take him.

   He put in every scrap of energy he had.

   More desperate than he’d ever been, he tried to get to her before it was too late.

    

   





Chapter 23

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She stood her ground. She even took the opportunity to shoot out the searchlights.

   Still, no matter how many pot shots she took from atop this building, she couldn’t keep doing it forever.

   She could feel how many forces had been redirected here; every truck that pulled onto the streets below set the concrete below her shuddering. Every scream ripped through the air. Every bullet pierced through her courage.

   Yet she held on.

   She tried to stare down at the streets, but it was hard and it was very dangerous. She couldn’t afford to push out too far over the wall, lest some soldier below take it as an opportunity to snipe her through the head.

   So she sat roughly in the middle of the roof, waiting.

   She was emboldened by the fact this building was higher than any of the others around her. It had a great vantage, but it also meant that someone couldn’t climb the office block next door and line up a shot.

   As the seconds ticked by, she felt more and more desperate until finally she let out a brief cry of bitter frustration.

   This situation was impossible.

   This mission was impossible.

   Return the entity to its home?

   Find a dimensional bridge?

   She was alone; she no longer had Carson, and her foolish attempt to garner his attention by shooting the sky would likely come to naught.

   She was the worse recruit in 1000 years. This was beyond her, so beyond her.

   Yet as that conclusion rang through her, somehow she didn’t fall to her knees. Though she desperately wanted to wrap her arms around her ankles and lock her head against her chest, she didn’t.

   Something kept her standing and something kept that gun in her hand. Call it training, call it courage, call it something else. It didn’t matter.

   Deep within Nida was the determination and drive she needed not to give up.

   But she would need more to face what would come next.

   Just as Nida shook at the sound of a blast from downstairs, she heard something to her side.

   A scrabbling sound.

   She ran forward, expecting to see some sort of grappling hook. She would shoot it off before any lithe soldier had the opportunity to jump onto her roof.

   She reached the scrabbling, saw the hook, and shot it clean off the roof.

   Then she turned.

   As she did, a fist cut through the dark and slammed into her jaw.

   Nida stumbled back, dropping the gun as she did.

   It skidded over the roof, falling into one of the drains.

   She tried to grab for it; she wasn’t quick enough.

   Turning slowly, she saw a figure in jet-back, bulky armor.

   He loomed over her, one hand curled into a fist.

   Nida waited.

   She didn’t cry.

   She didn’t scream.

   She didn’t beg.

   She waited for the soldier to kill her.

   But the soldier didn’t.

   Instead, he took a step back, turned over his shoulder to track the path of the plasma gun, then nodded, no doubt content it was now out of reach.

   ‘Don’t move,’ the soldier said simply.

   Nida didn’t.

   Blood streamed down her nose and over her lips. It was hard to breathe. Each panting inhalation brought with it the tinge of iron.

   Silence descended between them. Though no silence could be complete with the cacophony below. The shouts and shots and engines swelling together like the beat of a tribal drum.

   The soldier appeared to assess Nida. Though the man wore a helmet, it was directed down at her.

   ‘What?’ Nida asked quietly.

   The soldier didn’t answer.

   He took a step back though, considering her from another angle.

   ‘What do you want with me?’ Nida tried to get up.

   The soldier shook his head in a quick, almost violent tick.

   Nida froze.

   Her blood still streamed down her face, completely covering her chest.

   ‘Whatever you do to me, know this: I won’t help you,’ Nida said determinedly.

   ‘Yes, you will,’ the soldier said simply.

   Though the voice was distorted, Nida suddenly recognized it. Now she peered at the armor, she recognized that too. ‘Cara?’ She accused in a shaking voice.

   Cara didn’t react immediately, then she slowly removed her helmet, flicking her long white hair out behind her. She looked down at Nida with a terrifying expression. It wasn’t exactly angry. It was still awed, but it had a desperate, cold edge to it as if Cara now looked upon some powerful and forbidden weapon.

   Nida shook back at that thought.

   She felt cold again.

   Stone, stone cold.

   Her fingers locked hard around her arms and she drew her torso down, trying to hold in the warmth she could.

   The entity . . . was it corrupting?

   Was this why she felt so utterly frozen?

   Cara watched her with silent interest, but did not say nor do anything.

   ‘Why are you just standing there? Do something. Say something,’ Nida screamed.

   Cara didn’t react.

   ‘You’re waiting for Carson, aren’t you?’ Nida now realized, trembling as she spoke her words.

   Cara nodded once.

   Nida got to her feet. She didn’t care that Cara took a menacing step her way.

   ‘I don’t know who you are,’ Nida said through bared teeth, ‘but whatever you’re planning won’t work. Carson will stop you.’

   Cara didn’t react. Not a smile, not a word, nothing.

   She just waited.

   And Nida was forced to wait with her.

   With the building shaking underneath her and the shouts a constant drone from below, she sat there as cold as ice waiting for someone to save her. For, no matter how strong she had pretended to be, apparently she was not strong enough.

   She should never have joined the Academy. She should never have gone down to Remus 12.

   The entity needed someone else; someone capable and powerful enough to get it home. And the United Galactic Coalition deserved better; someone strong and diligent enough to save it from the future that lay ahead.

   The wind began to pick up, roaring over the high roof and sending Nida’s blood-covered hair cutting across her face. It whipped against her cheeks and closed eyes, stinging the flesh.

   She could no longer smell the terrible, acrid tang that permeated this city, only the blood clogging her nostrils.

   Feeling more alone than she ever would, Nida kept her eyes closed and waited.

    

   





Chapter 24

   Carson Blake

   The building was a nightmare. Troops were everywhere on the streets below it, yet with a croaking breath he realized they weren’t trying to get to the roof.

   They just stood there.

   In fact, there were only two figures on the roof—Nida and someone else.

   That someone else scared Carson senseless. It was the reason that saw him tear down the street and slam into a garrison of soldiers.

   He no longer bothered to engage in combat—he just surged forward like a boulder rolling down a hill. If the grass couldn’t get out of his way, it would be flattened.

   The soldiers shot at him, and again a few fired rockets. Yet Carson dodged them all.

   Though his armor certainly was complaining at his frantic level of activity, it was still operating at near 100% capacity.

   It would take more than this time had to take him down.

   He held onto that fact as he held onto the building.

   That’s right.

   Rather than go inside and fight his way to the top, he took the direct route; he climbed up the brick and concrete as if it were a ladder. 

   He punched his fingers into the stone, powder flying out at the force of his move.

   It caked his torso and helmet as he powered up the side of the building with frightful speed.

   Planting his feet into the flat wall, he pushed up, finally grabbing the lip of the wall that ran around the roof.

   Then he reached it.

   He reached her.

   His scanners had already confirmed she was there, but it was different to see her.

   Immediate.

   Visceral.

   His heart skipped an infinity of beats as time slowed down.

   He saw her crumpled on the floor, blood splashed over her face from a nasty gash over her nose.

   She turned to him. Her eyes flashing wide, she screamed, ‘watch out.’ Her voice was a croaky, hoarse mess.

   He didn’t watch out.

   He ran right up to her.

   Blame it on the armor. But right now it made him feel like a god amongst mortals. The people of this planet didn’t have a single weapon that could harm him—his run through the streets with an entire army at his heels had confirmed that.

   He ignored her warning.

   He reached her.

   He intended to dive to his knees, grab her up, and then just jump off the frigging building.

   There was no longer time to think. Just to act.

   He reached her.

   He knew there was someone else on this roof; his scanners told him as such. But he didn’t care.

   . . . .

   That would be his downfall.

   His heart did a funny thing as he finally collapsed his arms around Nida.

   It didn’t feel like it belonged to him anymore. It felt bigger. Stretched. Whole.

   There was no time to enjoy the sensation.

   Something came snaking out of the shadows.

   A grenade.

   He grabbed it with his free hand and, without pause, crushed it, destroying the explosive mechanism before it could detonate.

   Nida flinched back.

   He wouldn’t let her fall.

   He turned.

   Then he saw her.

   Cara.

   She stood there, another grenade in her hand, her helmet off, hair whipping over her face and around her shoulders.

   She didn’t say a word.

   Carson hesitated.

   ‘Put her down,’ Cara warned.

   ‘Hell no,’ he snapped.

   He turned to jump. To sail right over the roof.

   He had to get Nida out of here.

   ‘Do it, or I’ll kill her.’

   ‘You aren’t going to risk her,’ Carson wagered.

   He knew he was right. Everyone wanted Nida. Whatever had happened to her, whatever the entity meant, the people of this time were awed by it.

   Well right now it was time to use that fact.

   ‘You’re right. I won’t kill her. That’s why you should put her down before I kill you,’ Cara said plainly.

   She had such a direct way of speaking. Once he’d been infatuated by it.

   Now he realized how dangerous she truly was.

   The look in her eye—that passion that had once drawn him in—instantly he understood it.

   Loyalty.

   Blinding, crippling loyalty.

   The kind of fundamentalist devotion that would see someone sacrifice everything, from their family to their planet, for some cause.

   ‘Put her down,’ Cara said as she threw her grenade in the air and caught it distractedly.

   ‘No,’ Carson turned on his foot and headed for the edge of the roof.

   It was almost ten meters away.

   He didn’t reach it.

   Cara threw the grenade, then another.

   There was no time to catch them—they detonated immediately.

   Carson pitched to the side, trying to protect Nida from the bulk of the explosion.

   He tucked himself over her, but it wasn’t enough.

   She screamed as shrapnel ate into her left leg, blood splattering across his helmet.

   Then he heard another faint ping, ping, ping, as another grenade rolled to his side.

   He put out a foot to crush it.

   He managed to just in time, but then Cara threw yet another grenade.

   This time Carson faltered.

   He fell to his knees and crumpled his body over Nida just as the section of roof they were on started to groan. The concrete cracked, fissures moving through it like holes forming in the very earth. Pitching to the side, he managed to roll with Nida in his arms, bringing her to safety just as the section of roof gave way.

   Cara walked forward. Calmly. He could hear her measured, unhurried footfall.

   He turned to see her reach around and grab a grappling gun. She aimed it at Carson, then twisted until it centered on Nida’s already injured leg.

   He moved in front of Nida.

   ‘We want her alive, but what condition she’s in will depend on you,’ Cara noted passionlessly.

   He’d once been so attached to that strength. So intrigued by how powerful she was.

   Now it terrified him.

   ‘You won’t get through this city. Your armor might be a match for our army, but she will be your liability. You’re bulletproof, Carson, but she isn’t. You take her down there, and a stray bullet or two will slice through her with ease.

   Carson felt cold.

   Weak even.

   Cara was right.

   But she was also wrong.

   He could get her out of here; he just had to fight, not run.

   He stood up, keeping the bulk of his armor before Nida as she sat on the ground and clutched at her injury.

   ‘This isn’t going to happen,’ he stated in a dark tone that rang with every note of authority he could muster. He was head of the Force; he was a lieutenant in the United Galactic Coalition army.

   He could win.

   And he would.

   He curled his hands into fists. First the left one, then the right.

   ‘Go on, fight me,’ Cara offered simply. ‘But aren’t you going to ask if it was all an act first?’

   Carson didn’t answer.

   ‘Don’t you want to know why I’m doing this?’ She challenged.

   He shook his head.

   He knew.

   He’d misjudged her. He hadn’t appreciated the true source of her power and skill. ‘I know what you’re doing.’

   ‘Protecting my country, my people, my world,’ she added bitterly.

   ‘Don’t confuse protection for oppression,’ Carson cautioned. ‘Look around you, Cara; this isn’t worth protecting.’ He gestured to the cold spires and buildings, to the fences, to the wire, to the weapons.

   ‘We won’t give up our planet for the future,’ she hissed.

   It was a strange statement, and one that didn’t entirely make sense. Was she referring to Nida’s vision, or something else?

   He didn’t have the time to question her.

   She sprinted forward, throwing herself at him, yet trying to get off a shot at Nida with her grappling gun at the same time.

   With a guttural cry, Carson slammed the gun from her hand.

   As he did, Cara buckled forward, throwing herself over his right arm.

   He could feel her fingers prying back the device.

   It was not part of his armor, so his armor could not lock it in place. While the plating that covered his skin couldn’t be pulled away by anything less than a high-powered neutron laser, the device was not attached by anything stronger than straps and bands.

   She stumbled back.

   She had it.

   He thrust forward.

   He would get it back.

   He didn’t get the chance.

   With a flash of determination drawing her black eyes wide, Cara screamed and slammed her hand forward.

   She held the device.

   It impacted his armor.

   Instantly red energy blasted out from it, encompassing him.

   His on-board computer went haywire as his legs and arms buckled and convulsed.

   Energy spat and hummed and shot through his armor.

   He couldn’t move.

   All he could do was watch the warning flashes on the inside of his helmet as his armor told him it was about to shut down.

   Then it did.

   It receded into his wristbands.

   Click.

   Click.

   Then Carson fell.

   He was exposed.

   He didn’t have a weapon.

   And Cara still loomed above him.

   The shock of his armor shutting down and the power of the Goddess’ tear rendered him close to unconsciousness. He could hardly move his muscles.

   Yet he could watch, and he saw as Cara brought her hands up and wrapped them around his throat.

   He caught a flash of the determination burning bright in her gaze. Too bright. 

   Far too bright.

   It would burn through her too, if it hadn’t already.

   Her passion for her world would see it destroyed one day.

   With that thought, Carson began to black out.

   




Chapter 25

   
   Cadet Nida Harper

   ‘No,’ she yelled, her voice halfway between a sob and a scream.

   Cara had used the device against Carson, shutting down his armor.

   And now she had her hands around his throat.

   Nida pushed to her feet, thrusting herself at Cara. Trying to grab the woman’s wrists and pull them off him, Cara quickly flung Nida to the side.

   Nida struck the ground so hard she heard something snap.

   Pain shot through her. Hotter and harder than before, it brought with it a wave of nausea.

   She felt giddy, weak, close to collapsing.

   She didn’t give up though.

   She could hear Carson choking; she could see his body loosening in Cara’s grip.

   Cadet Nida Harper was Lieutenant Carson Blake’s only hope.

   She pushed herself to her feet, fighting through the nausea and her pitching, rolling stomach.

   She stumbled forward, looking for a weapon.

   She considered going for her plasma gun. She could try and find it in the gutter.

   Instinctively Nida knew she didn’t have the time.

   Then she saw it.

   The grappling gun.

   She grabbed it up.

   As she turned, Cara saw what she held, and the alien woman finally dropped Carson, snaking towards Nida with alarming speed.

   Cara let out a snarl.

   Nida doubled back, trying to figure out how to use the gun.

   She didn’t have time.

   Cara reached her and slammed her hand around, catching Nida across the jaw.

   She stumbled backwards.

   But she didn’t fall, instead she thrust forward with her remaining strength.

   Right into Cara’s chest.

   The woman instantly grabbed Nida, yanking the gun from her grip.

   Nida didn’t have the strength to hold onto it.

   She buckled backwards again.

   As she did, she pushed her blood-covered hands into Cara’s chest.

   Cara grabbed one, twisting the wrist viciously.

   Nida crumpled.

   She didn’t scream.

   She didn’t beg.

   Instead, she saw her opportunity.

   The device.

   It was still on Cara’s hand as she twisted Nida’s own.

   Using every scrap of strength she had left, Nida pushed forward, and she thrust forward with her wrist as she did.

   It was enough to see Cara stumble.

   And that was all it took.

   Nida directed the device against Cara’s own chest.

   Though Nida was not wearing the Goddess’ tear and had no idea how to use it, in that moment she forced her mind forward.

   Her thoughts—filled with hope, bitter determination, and an urgent plea—sprang from her mind.

   She concentrated them just as she would when using her implant.

   Then it happened.

   The red.

   The surge of energy.

   It shot from the device and ate into Cara’s chest.

   She was flung back far across the roof. And when she struck the concrete and eventually came to a rest, Nida knew she was down.

   For a bare moment she stood there and breathed heavily, her body a broken mess.

   The device was still in her hand—it had broken off Cara’s wrist as she’d been thrust backwards.

   The device still glowed a powerful red.

   It surged in fact.

   Nida did not let it distract her.

   She turned.

   She reached him.

   She crumpled beside Carson Blake.

   As she did, as she thought the worst, he whispered her name and rose to meet her.

    

   



Chapter 26

   Carson Blake

   He had used all his remaining strength to fight against unconsciousness. It had tried to claim him with its black, shadowy grasp, but he’d held it at bay.

   So he’d seen it all. With a languid, slow gaze, he’d watched as Nida had grabbed the gun only for Cara to attack her.

   Then Nida, in a moment of pure strength, had thrust against Cara and used the device against her.

   Now she was above him.

   He could see her worried, blood-soaked face.

   ‘Carson?’ Nida spluttered through her tears.

   He pushed himself up.

   It was stupidly hard, but he did it.

   Immediately she collapsed an arm around his shoulder for support.

   He fell into her, and it felt great.

   But no matter how much he wanted to remain there, breathing back his energy and fighting back the fatigue, he couldn’t. Though her chest and neck were warm and his shoulders and face pressed against them, there was still an army down there.

   . . . .

   There was an army down there.

   While it had doubtlessly held back its attack to give Cara a chance, it wouldn’t hold back forever.

   ‘We have to get out of here,’ he croaked.

   ‘You’re injured,’ she whispered.

   He could barely hear her voice, and he knew his didn’t sound any better; Cara had very almost choked the life out of him.

   Carson had a little bit of a history for choosing bad dates. His taste in women sometimes caught up with him.

   But this . . . this was ridiculous.

   Cara had tried to kill him and was, now that he paused to think about it, a complete psychopath.

   It was such an odd thought to entertain now, and he almost wanted to laugh.

   He didn’t though.

   Instead, he reached up, bracing his back to do so, and checked Nida’s face.

   Her nose looked broken and there was a deep gash along her left jawline. And that wasn’t to say anything about her leg or wrist.

   She was in a bad way, yet she still had the strength to hold him.

   . . . .

   Now that was real strength—that was proper resilience.

   What Cara had was the fire of righteousness to help her burn through all she didn’t agree with.

   Nida had something so subtle and unique, that to the untrained eye it would appear like weakness.

   It wasn’t.

   He pushed up and out of her arms.

   ‘Come on,’ he hissed, stumbling to his feet.

   ‘Carson,’ she rose beside him, somehow standing despite her injuries.

   The wind whipped against her blood-caked hair, plastering it over her shoulders and neck.

   It brought with it the sound of the troops below.

   They were amassing, no doubt readying for an attack.

   . . . .

   He quickly concluded he couldn’t take them on. Not with Nida like this.

   No.

   Only one of them could get away.

   One would have to stay and fight. Take the heat off the other, give them a chance to escape. ‘Nida,’ he said through a labored breath as he collapsed one hand against her chin.

   Her skin was so warm under his touch.

   She just looked at him, those eyes wide with terror.

   ‘You need to go.’

   Those same eyes narrowed in suspicion. ‘I’m not leaving you,’ she snapped at once.

   ‘You have to. We talked about this. If we got separated, the other would go on—’

   ‘We aren’t separated,’ she interrupted wildly. ‘You’re right there, and I’m not leaving you.’

   ‘Nida,’ he raised his voice. ‘You have to. I need to stay and fight. You have to go.’

   ‘I’m not going.’

   ‘It’s an order.’

   ‘I’m not going.’

   ‘It’s an order,’ he screamed back. ‘Go, just go.’

   She took a step back from him and shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t make it a meter without you, Carson Blake,’ she stopped shouting now, her voice bottoming out with confusion and exhaustion.

   ‘Yes, you will. You saved me, Cadet. You defeated Cara. You got free from Varo. You can and you will get out of here.’ He tried to hold her gaze, tried to convey how honest and heartfelt his words were.

   He believed in her.

   He hadn’t always done so. But now he did. With every fiber of his being.

   She could do this on her own.

   She would have to.

   He took a step back and nodded, pulling his armor bands off as he did.

   His armor was still overtaxed, and it would likely take several hours and a careful hand to get it working again.

   But he handed the two bands to her anyway.

   If Sharpe were here, the commander would likely point out there was no way Cadet Harper could fix a set of sophisticated armor.

   He would be wrong.

   Cadet Harper was capable of more than anyone had ever given her credit for.

   ‘Go,’ he said once more.

   She took a step back, her eyes filled with confusion.

   He reached around and took the scanner from his pocket. It had remained there through thick and thin. Whenever he’d commanded his armor to form over his body, it had formed around the holster, locking the scanner in place and keeping it safe.

   He handed it to her. ‘This will help you fix the armor. Take it.’

   ‘I,’ she took it off him, tears streaking down her face.

   He pressed his lips together as he realized a tear or two met his eyes too. Then he nodded his head sharply. ‘Go, Cadet.’

   She took a step back.

   She appeared to hesitate.

   He snapped at her to go one last time, drawing on his years as a lieutenant to give the command all the punch it needed to blast through her reservations.

   She shook back.

   She turned.

   He could hear her crying.

   She’d get over it.

   He was starting to realize Cadet Nida Harper was just a slow starter. She’d have trouble with new situations, she’d get confused, she’d make mistakes. But she would build. As she became comfortable, she became strong.

   He knew she could do this.

   He turned.

   Then he heard her gasp.

   He twisted his head in time to see her make an odd move.

   She took a step forward, her legs wobbling, her body shifting back and forth as if she’d lost all control over it.

   Before he could wonder whether her leg injury was acting up, he watched her fall.

   She dropped the armor. She dropped the scanner.

   They went scattering over the roof.

   He reached her.

   Then he saw it.

   Her eyes rolled into the back of her head.

   Her body became stiffer than reinforced diamond and colder than the oldest glacier known to man.

   He collapsed his arms around her.

   She was having a vision.

   She’d been pulled into that strange realm of the entity.

   That nightmarish world where time stood still and the stars fell from the sky.

   ‘No,’ he whispered bitterly as he held her.

   Not now.

   Not now.

    

   





Chapter 27

   Cadet Nida Harper

   Her vision shut down around her.

   Blackness spread out like water from a broken dam, engulfing the night, the roof, and the battle below.

   She hit the ground.

   Then she lost all sense of her body.

   Briefly the by-now-familiar view of Remus 12 returned to her.

   The dust, the rubble, the destruction.

   She tipped her head back to see the carcasses of ships in the sky. The United Galactic Coalition heavy cruisers. The bodies. The decimated fleet.

   She saw flashes of the insignia of the United Galactic Coalition. She saw snippets of dead faces drifting past.

   Then the world around her changed.

   The entity leapt up.

   She watched that blue energy build and rush into the sky like a geyser erupting from the earth.

   As it surged upwards, it warped space.

   The dust began to disappear, and the ships in orbit gradually blinked out like extinguished stars.

   Then Nida was no longer standing in the dust.

   She was in a city.

   A bright, big, beautiful city.

   It was astounding. It had huge, magnificent white spires. They reached for the sky, looking like so many outstretched arms parting the heavens.

   The streets were clean and wide, and dotted with verdant purple and green trees.

   The air smelt sweet and truly clean.

   Miraculous.

   This city was almost as beautiful as her own back on Earth.

   As she turned and stared, it was as if the horrible vision of the dust-caked Remus 12 simply drifted from her mind.

   Wonder swelled her heart, making her large and warm.

   She collapsed a hand over her chest, her fingers instinctively travelling to her implant.

   ‘What . . .’ she began.

   Then she saw it.

   The people.

   Whilst the city was a marvelous testament to technology and a startling future, as she saw the people rush past, she saw their fear.

   Their palpable, shaking, hot fear.

   It owned them.

   It saw them stumbling in the streets.

   It saw them screaming at each other.

   It saw desperation push them forward with no heed for their safety.

   Nida doubled back.

   The people surged around her.

   Rushing through the city streets as if they were trying to get away from something. Something so devastating, that no matter how far they fled, they could not get away.

   Nida saw it.

   She looked up to see the wall.

   Of light.

   Of fire.

   Of destruction.

   It blasted through the city. It obliterated the towers.

   And it burnt through the people, turning them instantly to ash that tumbled on the wind.

   She couldn’t scream.

   She tried, but she could not make a sound.

   Her throat was closed, stone-like, too narrow to force a word through.

   She tried to collapse to her knees.

   Again she could not.

   Instead, she stood there, untouched as the city around her crumbled.

   The buildings. The spires. The people.

   They tumbled down into ash, into rubble, into death.

   Enormous dust clouds swirled through the air, turning the once bright day into nothing but a grey, swirling mess that reminded Nida of the vortex of destruction the entity could cause.

   She stood there, trying to close her eyes, trying to make it end.

   ‘Wake up, wake up,’ she begged.

   But no matter how hard she forced the vision to end, it did not.

   Instead, she stood there as the dust and rubble surged around her like a dirty, grey ocean that had smothered the city entirely.

   She could smell it—taste the burning acrid smell of total annihilation—yet she didn’t breathe it. It could not make her choke.

   Nor could the fire burn her.

   None of the buildings crushed her as they tumbled to the ground. Instead, she stood there and watched as the world became nothing but dust before her.

   Finally she saw it.

   The blue.

   It was the only color. The only light bright enough to penetrate that swirling mass of grey cloud.

   The entity.

   It danced.

   It twisted.

   It shifted like liquid movement, like an ocean given life.

   It crackled over the crumbling buildings. It played over the ash of bodies.

   Spreading, it covered more and more. It even reached up to claim each trapped scrap of dust that whirled in the vortex above.

   Onward, upward, it soon covered all until everything was blue.

   Yet as she looked down, Nida realized she was not.

   The entity had left her.

   She was whole.

   Human again.

   And as she tipped her head back to survey the destruction, she understood.

   This.

   This would happen if the entity left her.

   This would happen if she could not protect it.

   So she would have to try, with every power she possessed, to help it.

   With that thought building in her mind, finally the vision ended.

   It shut before her, folding like a book that had closed.

   The blue gave way gradually to the dark night above.

   Then to his face.

   ‘Carson,’ she whispered as she tried to fling herself forward.

   Yet it was not Carson.

   . . . .

   She was still on the roof.

   But she was not alone.

   Soldiers stood around her.

   Their expressions were a mix of awe, hatred, and greed.

   She could not stare into their eyes without shivering.

   Soon she heard it.

   The sound of someone choking.

   She looked past the men before her to see Carson.

   He was on his hands and knees, sucking in a breath as blood trickled from his mouth.

   Someone had just kicked him.

   Then, with a snap, the soldier by his side brought the butt of his gun down and jammed it against Carson’s head.

   Carson fell, rolled to the side, but didn’t get up.

   He was a mess.

   A bloody, broken mess.

   And now the fog of her vision passed, Nida realized she was no better.

   Another soldier struck Carson, and to his unending credit, he took the blow and managed to push to his hands and knees again. With blood soaking his mouth and nose, he looked across at her.

   They made eye contact.

   Silent, but precious. In those brief seconds she realized he was alive, yet would not be for long.

   They were trapped. The government troops had clearly overcome Carson whilst she had been ensconced in her vision.

   Shaking, she realized with a horrible stab of sorrow that it was over.

   They’d been captured.

   No.

   No.

   It couldn’t end this way.

   ‘Take them,’ someone said.

   Nida watched as the soldiers beside her pushed in, grabbing her up by the arms and suspending her in place like a lifeless puppet.

   She watched as more soldiers roughly grabbed Carson to his feet too.

   ‘Nida,’ he said.

   She couldn’t really make out his words—his voice was little more than a soft shudder. But she could see his lips moving and she could note the look in his eye.

   He was spent. He was broken.

   He’d failed.

   Yet he spent the time to stare at her, sorrow lifting off him as if it were waving good bye.

   No.

   No. She thought again.

   It wasn’t going to end like this.

   She had to do something.

   She had to fight.

   As that thought burst through her like a bullet through flesh, she felt it.

   The power within.

   The entity.

   It held it at bay. The energy. The force.

   For the very first time, Nida could feel the entity; she could locate it in space. She could sense it.

   And she knew where it held its power.

   She had no idea why it wasn’t helping her, why it wasn’t forcing her to point to the sky and send the soldiers hurtling into the clouds.

   It had protected her before; it had fought for her when it mattered most.

   Yet now it held back.

   Why?

   Did it want them to be captured?

   Because if they were, Nida could guarantee Carson would not have long. These people were only really interested in her.

   Not him.

   She had to protect him.

   She had to.

   So she called on it.

   The power.

   She pushed past the entity.

   She didn’t wait for it to deign to help her; Nida just muscled in, her desperation vibrating around her like a protective shroud.

   Then it happened.

   The surge.

   It blasted through her, opening her veins and pushing power, not blood through them.

   It was the same thrill she felt at using her implant—not that she’d ever mastered it, of course. But the first time she’d moved a training block a centimeter, her body had filled with unmistakable energy.

   Well this experience trumped that a thousand fold.

   The energy shot through her arms and up into her implant.

   She knew it brought with it the ability to move more than TI objects.

   So she didn’t hesitate.

   She flicked her hand out.

   Every soldier on the roof went flying.

   She didn’t send them scooting off the roof; she didn’t kill them.

   She would not press them against the ceiling until the force of gravity pushed the blood from their veins and sent it trickling down their lips.

   Instead, she got them out of the way.

   Then, spying Carson’s armor bands and scanner, she pulled them towards her.

   They reached her, instantly taking up orbit around her.

   She took a step forward, reaching out to Carson.

   Her hand shone. Her whole body glowed in fact. A deep bright blue. But at the edge was white.

   Blinding, glorious white.

   She had no idea what she looked like. A vision from heaven maybe, or more likely hell.

   But that didn’t stop Carson from reaching up to her, his eyes wide and cheeks slack with surprise.

   She felt his hand fold into hers, his fingers lock through her own.

   She had him.

   But she still had to get out of here.

   She could still feel the energy vibrating within her, the power raw and incredible.

   Yet she knew it could not last.

   She had to use it to get them free.

   Free before the entity corrupted.

   Seconds.

   She only had seconds.

   All of a sudden she felt something.

   A possibility.

   A door.

   It opened before her mind.

   Time seemed to melt around her, hanging in droplets against her arms and neck and cheeks and legs.

   It slowed into drudge.

   A gate.

   She could open a gate.

   The realization roared into her mind.

   She felt that knowledge claim her with perfect certainty.

   For those brief moments she felt connected to the entity, and she gained access to its memory, to its knowledge.

   And its full abilities.

   She realized just in time she could create a gate.

   Right here.

   Right now.

   With all her energy.

   She could do it.

   She could escape this time.

   It was the only way.

   She didn’t even think.

   The energy within her had a mind of its own. It pushed through her reason, it screamed at her not to stop.

   She forgot about the entity.

   She did not think of whether her actions could corrupt it. She did not ponder that by stealing away its power to open a gate she could be the force to destroy it and all of reality.

   She just did it.

   She lifted off the ground, the energy building so much it cancelled out gravity.

   Blue light erupted from her, spewing from her fingertips like arterial blood.

   Carson still held onto her hand, and he was the only force in the world that could ground her. That could center her.

   She wrapped her fingers as tight as she could around his.

   Then, finally, it happened.

   The world started to float.

   The guns and helmets of the soldiers shifted slowly around her as if they were little more than feathers trapped in the wind.

   The light built and built and built.

   Then, snap.

   Reality fell away.

   A vortex opened up beneath her and she fell through, Carson at her side.

   She opened a gate in time, and without hesitation, it yanked her through to another point in history.

   Then everything went black.

   Everything.

   Nida lost consciousness.

   Completely.

    

   
   


REPEAT BOOK THREE OF OUROBOROS



Chapter 1

   Carson Blake

   It was black. Everything around him was black.

   Just darkness and pain.

   It shot through him, owning his bones and skin and muscles.

   He coughed, blood splattering over his lips and chin.

   Then he remembered. In a snap, it came back to him.

   He bolted upright. Despite the agony, he pushed forward with all the force his broken body could muster. ‘Nida?’ he cried, his voice echoing around the dark room.

   He remembered she wasn’t here.

   Before he’d blacked out, he’d searched this room on his hands and knees. He’d looked everywhere for her, his bloodied palms trailing in the dust and dirt.

   But she wasn’t here. God, she wasn’t here . . . .

   ‘Nida?’ he screamed again, his voice cloying as it shook through his damaged throat.

   Using what strength he had, he forced himself to his feet. Yet he couldn’t stand. Instantly he pitched to the side, his hip cracking against the stone floor as he fell.

   He swore loudly, his voice reverberating around the room.

   Then he lay there, one arm over his face as he blinked back the blood and tears.

   She wasn’t here.

   Christ. She wasn’t here.

   Though he wanted to believe that somehow she had rematerialised in another room—that she was still somewhere nearby—a creeping worry told him she wasn’t.

   ‘No,’ he screamed. ‘Come on, she has to be here,’ he begged.

   Then he crawled, forcing himself onto his hands and knees, despite how weak he was.

   Moving forward, his palms grating against the uneven floor, he whispered her name over and over again as he traversed through the pitch black rooms and corridors around him.

   He had no idea where he was.

   None.

   But one thing was for sure—it was dark, and it was empty. He didn’t run into people, animals, plants, or objects of any kind. Just dust. Just stone. And just the hard rock of the floor below him and the occasional wall.

   It took all of his determination to keep moving. He knew he had several broken ribs, internal damage, and an unknown number of cuts and abrasions across his flesh.

   Those guards had given him a beating, and Cara had almost strangled him before Nida had intervened.

   Still, despite everything, he kept going.

   Because he couldn’t stop.

   And he kept whispering her name, calling out in the loudest voice he could manage, despite how much it hurt.

   He just couldn’t stop.

   ‘Nida,’ he asked the darkness. ‘Nida?’

   He had no idea how long he shifted around in those dark rooms and hallways, but eventually he reached a set of stairs. In fact, he ran into them, his shoulder slamming into one as he stumbled forward, still on his hands and knees.

   Tentatively, he pulled himself up them.

   And with each stair he took, fresh air began to buffet against his bruised and bloodied cheeks.

   Fresh air.

   He could smell it now too.

   Something breaking through the musty scent of these tunnels.

   He moved faster.

   ‘Nida?’ he called. ‘Nida?’

   He crawled faster and faster.

   Faster and faster.

   Until he reached it.

   The top.

   He pulled himself up off the top step and out into the night.

   The stars were above him. Glittering high and bright, casting their glorious glow onto the dust and stone and rock of this world.

   . . . . 

   A world that had been destroyed.

   A dust bowl of rubble without a hint of life. No plants, no animals, just disturbed earth tracking for kilometres and kilometres, as far as the eye could see.

   It took him a moment, then he realised in a rush where he stood.

   He was still on Remus 12, that was for sure.

   But he was no longer in the past.

   He’d made it back.

   To the future.

   He stood now.

   He didn’t really know how he managed it, but with that surge of realisation, a surge of energy burst through his bones and muscles, lifting him up.

   Though he wobbled, he didn’t fall. Instead he stared above him, shaken by what he saw.

   He was home.

   ‘Nida?’ he called one last time, now more desperate than ever to find her.

   ‘Carson?’ someone called back.

   ‘Nida?’ he screamed.

   Relief washed through him.

   It owned him.

   It surged so bright and powerful it could have replaced the glory of the galaxy above. If every star had suddenly gone out, he wouldn’t have cared.

   Because she was here.

   He tried to run forward, and he managed it. Step by step, he thrust himself towards that voice.

   ‘Nida,’ he called one more time.

   He’d never felt relief as powerful as this. 

   If he’d paused to assess it, maybe he would have realised it meant something.

   But he didn’t.

   He just had to get to her. See that she was okay.

   ‘Oh god,’ he whimpered, as he finally saw a small figure resolve out of the darkness.

   There she was.

   Standing.

   Okay.

   Fine.

   Whole.

   Alive.

   Christ, she was alive.

   ‘Nida,’ he called one last time.

   Then it happened.

   The doubt.

   It slammed into him just as several other figures resolved out of the darkness.

   ‘Carson? Oh my god, you’re alive,’ someone said.

   He recognised the voice.

   Travis.

   It was Travis.

   What . . . ?

   Carson stumbled now, and finally the figures before him brought out lights.

   He blinked over at them, his eyes straining at the sudden illumination.

   Travis rushed forward. ‘What the hell happened to you? Carson?’ he grabbed hold of Carson’s arm just before Carson could fall.

   But he wanted to fall. 

   Because it wasn’t her.

   He stared at the small figure before him, the one he’d assumed in a moment of pure relief to be Nida.

   It was Cadet J’Etem.

   . . . .

   Carson doubled backwards, all strength leaving him.

   Travis tried to support him, but guided him to the ground instead. ‘Carson, what the hell happened?’

   Travis shot question after question Carson’s way, but Carson couldn’t answer.

   Instead he just stared at J’Etem, his sorrow washing through him as if he’d jumped into an ocean of grief.

   ‘What’s going on?’ Travis asked one last time.

   Again, Carson felt his fatigue catch up with him. It rose through his body with unstoppable speed.

   But he fought it long enough to blurt out one desperate plea, ‘look for Nida. She has to be around here. Nida. Find her.’

   ‘Carson?’ Travis leaned down before him, bringing his arm around Carson’s back.

   Carson blinked up into his friend’s immeasurably worried expression.

   ‘Travis, just find her. She has to be around here. I don’t understand how we were separated. Just look for her,’ he screamed, the move costing him what precious little energy he had left, and sending him into a painful coughing fit.

   The group around him shared an eerie silence.

   ‘Carson,’ Travis said once more, ‘you’re confused. Something has happened to you. We’re going to get you back to the Orion. We’re going to get you to the med bay. You will be okay.’

   Carson just shook his head. He would not be placated; he would not be calmed. Not until someone told him where she was.

   ‘Just find her, Travis,’ Carson begged again.

   A terrifying silence met his plea.

   Then Travis whispered three little words. ‘She is dead.’

   And Carson lost it.

   He blacked out.

   Back to the unconsciousness that beckoned him.

   







Chapter 2

   Carson Blake

   When he awoke, he was no longer on the surface of Remus 12. He was in a bed in the med bay of the Galactic Coalition Academy Cruiser Orion. He knew this, because he could see the insignia of the Orion painted on the wall, and he could feel the bed beneath him.

   A single moment of confusion crippled his mind before the memories came back. Thick and fast, it felt as though they crippled him.

   He bolted upright, the move so strong he threw off some medical device that had been attached to his head and arm.

   There were several doctors on the other side of the room, and as one, they all rushed to his side.

   ‘Whoa,’ one of them said, ‘steady. Take it slow. You had some serious injuries.’

   ‘Where the hell is she?’ Carson spat, ignoring them as he reached up and pulled the remaining devices from his arms, wrists, and chest. He just yanked them off with no care as to what they did, let alone how sophisticated and expensive they were.

   He just had to find her.

   Because she couldn’t . . . be dead.

   He jumped up from the bed before anyone could stop him.

   ‘Nida?’ he called.

   When no one answered, he screamed her name louder, until his voice echoed off the walls around him.

   He turned on the spot, his eyes wide and filled with desperation.

   She wasn’t in the med bay.

   So he ran forward.

   He would search this whole ship if he had to.

   But he would find her.

   ‘Set up a medical field,’ he heard one of the doctors call from beside him.

   Carson ignored her.

   ‘He’s delirious; stop him from leaving,’ someone else called.

   They wouldn’t be able to.

   Carson simply ran past everyone, heading out into the corridor. He had to duck past an enormous half-alien doctor on his way out, but Carson managed it.

   Even if he’d had to scale the tallest of peaks, in that moment, he would have done it.

   Because he would do anything to find her.

   She had to be here.

   He held onto that thought with all his mind and heart.

   She’d come through the time gate with him. He remembered that bit. He could recall in perfect detail how she’d beckoned him forward. How she’d lifted off her feet, the power of the entity surging within her. Her skin had vibrated with all the energy of a star.

   And she’d pulled him through time.

   Together, hand in hand.

   But she wasn’t here.

   Yet he knew she couldn’t be dead.

   Because the stars were still in the sky. Reality was still whole around him.

   If Nida had died, then the entity would corrupt.

   So she couldn’t be dead.

   He powered into the corridor, hope not so much filling his heart, as burning away at it.

   He felt sick to his stomach as fear collided with reason.

   He was only dressed in a pair of light pants, his chest bare from where the medical devices had been attached.

   He didn’t care though.

   He just ran forward.

   He didn’t know where he headed to—just anywhere, everywhere, somewhere.

   She had to be somewhere.

   ‘He’s delirious,’ he heard one of the doctors call as she ran out into the corridor behind him. ‘Stop him.’

   There were other crewmembers out in the wide corridor, and they all looked at Carson with open astonishment.

   He ignored them.

   He sprinted, his arms powering by his sides. Though there was a latent, heavy tingle in his legs and torso, he ignored it.

   He was no longer covered in blood and injuries, thankfully. It appeared the doctors had fixed him up completely. 

   Yet it was never recommended to run full bore, half-naked down the corridor after extensive medical treatment. Still, that didn’t stop him.

   Honestly, it seemed nothing could apart from a glimpse of her face and that precious, awkward smile.

   Without any plan, he barrelled forward until finally he met security.

   They came charging out of a doorway to his left, and though they were not carrying any guns, their stances were threatening. He recognised the man in the lead. He’d gone on a few missions with him before. John Smith. Well right now John Smith put a hand up, spreading his armoured fingers wide. ‘Carson, you have to go back to the medical bay. You’ve been injured.’

   Carson just shook his head. A distant part of him was aware of how strange his behaviour would seem to his comrades. But they had no idea what he had just been through over the past few weeks. Remus 12, the Vex, and Nida.

   ‘I’m not delirious,’ he snapped back, shifting his head from side to side, letting his sweeping gaze check the corridor from end to end, as if he expected Nida would simply be hiding behind one of the service panels.

   He didn’t really know what he was doing. But powerful despair simply kept pushing him forward.

   He had to find her. Wherever she was, she would need him.

   And that wasn’t anything to speak of the entity.

   He needed to get to them before it was too late.

   ‘All right, just calm down,’ John tried, his hand still held up stiffly before him, yet the look in that stern man’s gaze told Carson John wasn’t going to play nice forever.

   ‘You have no idea what’s going on,’ Carson began, surprise and frustration twisting through his tone until his words were barely recognisable.

   ‘Carson?’ Somebody else called from the other side of the corridor.

   It was Travis.

   With quick, purposeful strides, and a face completely ashen with worry and surprise, Travis came rushing up to Carson’s side. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Travis’ eyes darted from left to right as he searched out Carson’s own gaze. ‘Get back to the medical bay. You’ve been injured.’

   ‘I know,’ Carson practically shouted, his voice vibrating up and down as yet more emotion surged into it.

   ‘Just calm down,’ John said again, finally letting his hands drop, but it wasn’t a move of surrender. Rather he brought his arm behind him and there was a distinct clicking sound as he released his handgun from his holster.

   Carson wasn’t so far gone that John was about to shoot him, Carson knew that. But if their roles had been reversed, Carson would have thought nothing of setting his handgun to stun to resolve the situation quickly and smoothly.

   ‘Carson, go back to the medical bay,’ Travis said clearly and slowly, his lips moving carefully over his words.

   Carson simply shook his head, the move a bitter and desperate one. ‘I have to get to her before it’s too late,’ he said.

   Again, a distant part of his mind was aware of how strange he would be sounding. But it didn’t matter.

   ‘Get to who?’ Travis shook his head, his usually confident expression completely twisted with indecision and surprise.

   Carson could understand the surprise.

   He was meant to be the leader of the Force; a capable, calm, and always collected leader. Yet right now he was standing in the middle of the corridor, in nothing more than a thin pair of pants, screaming about a woman while pacing back and forth wildly.

   ‘Nida,’ Carson barked through clenched teeth. ‘A lot happened since we left the United Galactic Coalition, too much to explain. But listen to me, you need to scan those tunnels. You have to find her. The entity,’ he began.

   ‘She is dead,’ Travis said slowly and quietly, yet with a deceptive certainty to his tone.

   Carson opened his mouth, ready to shout Travis down, ready to tell him that was impossible, but the words died on his lips.

   ‘Carson, you were injured. You need to go back to the medical bay. Everything will be explained to you eventually.’

   ‘Explained to me eventually?’ Carson took a step backwards. It was a powerful, almost violent move, and immediately John brought out his gun.

   Travis made a motion with his arm, telling John to lower his weapon, but John did not. ‘Let’s just get him back to the medical bay,’ John suggested through a snarl.

   ‘What the hell is going on here?’ Carson asked through a wavering, tight tone. It pitched high in a loud scream, carrying and echoing through the entire corridor.

   ‘You’re confused,’ Travis said simply. ‘And she is dead.’

   With that, Carson took a snapped, frustrated step forward.

   An instant later, John shot him.

   Carson didn’t feel a thing as he lost consciousness and slammed into the cold floor of the Galactic Coalition Academy Cruiser Orion.

   







Chapter 3

   Carson Blake

   This time when he awoke he did not bolt upright. Instead, it was a slow return to consciousness, as if he was being shepherded forward. And as he finally awoke, he realised he was literally being guided awake. Glancing languidly to his left, he saw a robotic arm injecting something into his neck. There was a vial of red coloured liquid in the syringe, and he watched it as it slowly disappeared, the contents entering his bloodstream.

   ‘You’re on board the Galactic Coalition Academy Cruiser Orion,’ a calm but firm voice said from his side.

   He blinked his eyes open, then closed them heavily, enjoying the sensation of the skin pressing tightly together.

   It was distracting.

   And he needed distracting.

   For his memory was a mess: snippets of sounds, scraps of sights, and one name tumbling and curling and twisting through his mind like a vortex.

   Nida.

   Though it took a great deal of effort to fight against whatever drug had just been pumped into his bloodstream, he forced his eyes open, then used all his energy to twist his head to the side. ‘Where is she?’ He croaked.

   He saw Admiral Lara Forest walk into view. She was dressed in her Galactic Coalition Academy uniform, the high collar cutting neatly against her trim neck. Her hands were held tightly behind her, and her stance was one of stiff composure. She looked down her nose at him, though it wasn’t an expression of superiority, just command. ‘She is dead. She died approximately three weeks ago.’

   Carson’s brow crumpled. ‘How long was I out?’ He could barely push his words out, not because his throat was closed off or injured in any way, but because he couldn’t form the thought. He didn’t want to. He didn’t want to comprehend what that statement could mean.

   ‘Approximately eight hours,’ the Admiral answered smoothly.

   Carson shook his head from side to side, the move a jerky one as his neck muscles twitched from fatigue. Still, he managed it. In fact, in that moment he could have jumped to his feet, grabbed the Admiral by her shoulders, and shook her instead. Because that was impossible.

   ‘She was right by my side eight hours ago,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘What’s going on?’

   ‘You are delirious,’ Admiral Forest said simply. You clearly have not taken well to your medical treatment. When you were found by Travis and the rest of your team, you were in a bad way. Now calm down,’ she added, possibly sensing that Carson was about to jump to his feet again. ‘Or we will sedate you.’

   He opened his eyes to stare at her now. The Admiral was a hard woman, he knew that from experience, he also knew that she was the kind of person who should not be crossed. So if she promised to sedate him, he knew she would.

   But he didn’t care.

   ‘Listen to me, she couldn’t have died three weeks ago,’ Carson began.

   ‘Something has clearly affected your memory,’ the Admiral said, and for the first time a hint of emotion shimmered through her voice like light off a pool of water. ‘Cadet Nida Harper died in her room three weeks ago after a training accident. You were with her,’ the Admiral added.

   Carson’s mouth dropped open. ‘I was there, and she didn’t die. What’s happening?’

   The Admiral suddenly took several steps away and, in muted tones, exchanged several words with the doctor nearby.

   They both cast their wary glances towards Carson, and he simply stared back, his brow crumpled low over his eyes.

   Nida hadn’t died in her room. Carson had saved her. Christ, the memory of saving her from that wayward TI block would be with him for life. As would the sight of her dishevelled and limp on her bedroom floor.

   ‘We will have the counsellor come to see you,’ Forest suddenly announced.

   ‘I don’t need a counsellor,’ Carson began as he brought his hand up and pinched the bridge of his nose tightly, letting the fingernails sink hard into the flesh until they wrought half-moons into his skin. ‘I need this to make sense,’ he added through gritted teeth. ‘And I have to find her before it’s too late.’

   ‘Cadet Nida Harper was taken home by her parents and buried on their farm,’ the Admiral said in a quiet voice.

   Carson stiffened. Emotion ran through him, burning like fire. He blinked his eyes open, not caring that they now filled with tears. Again he twisted around until he looked straight at the Admiral. ‘I was with her eight hours ago on Remus 12. Don’t you remember the entity?’

   The Admiral made a face. ‘Entity?’

   ‘The cross dimensional being that infected her, the one that initiated an Endgame Manoeuvre—the entity, the entire reason you sent me to Remus 12,’ Carson reeled off his explanation, his voice becoming so choked, his words were barely audible.

   ‘You’re confused,’ the Admiral concluded again. 

   ‘I am not confused,’ Carson shouted.

   ‘Calm down,’ the Admiral warned.

   Carson closed his eyes. He pushed his teeth together until the tension built up into pain, stabbing hard into his jaw and cheeks.

   This was impossible.

   This wasn’t happening.

   This was some sick joke, some accident, some game.

   It wasn’t reality.

   Cadet Nida Harper hadn’t died in her room three weeks ago.

   She was somewhere.

   Somewhere out there, in space and time, lost, without him, and alone.

   He opened his eyes.

   He was going to hold onto that memory. No matter what they said, no matter what they showed him, he knew what had happened.

   And he wasn’t going to forget her.

   







Chapter 4

   Carson Blake

   It took a long time for the doctors to discharge him from the medical bay. In fact, it wasn’t until the Orion made it all the way back to Earth, that the psychiatrists were satisfied to let Carson out of their care.

   Everybody was worried about him.

   With good reason.

   He kept demanding to see a woman they all knew was dead.

   He had no idea what had happened. But he kept telling himself that he would do absolutely everything to find out.

   Of all the people aboard the Orion, Travis was categorically the most anxious about Carson. He wouldn’t leave his side.

   In fact, now, as Carson walked into his own apartment, Travis was barely two steps behind. ‘Home sweet home, huh?’ Travis said as he walked over to the couch and patted it with his hand.

   Carson didn’t say anything. He simply strode towards the windows, and as he reached them, he pushed a hand out and flattened his palm against the cool glass. He looked out at the cityscape beyond. The spires, the buildings, all catching the mid-morning sun, their smooth surfaces glinting under the bright illumination.

   He pressed his lips together, and didn’t blink once.

   He didn’t know why he was surveying that view so carefully; he’d lived here for years, and he’d seen it numerous times before. Yet now it captured his attention. And perhaps the reason it did so, was because he knew it was wrong.

   Everything.

   Everything was wrong.

   From the moment he had woken up on Remus 12 without Nida by his side, his world had twisted and crumbled and cracked.

   ‘Carson?’ Travis asked quietly, pushing away from the couch and walking tentatively towards the window. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right?’

   Carson turned, pulling his gaze off the view and letting it settle a few centimetres above Travis’ left shoulder. Without looking at his buddy directly, Carson shrugged his shoulders, latched a hand on his chin, and nodded. ‘Sure,’ he said, in possibly the least convincing tone he’d ever mustered.

   Travis withdrew into a pointed silence. ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ he eventually managed.

   Carson froze.

   This wasn’t the first time Travis had tried to convince him that Nida’s death wasn’t Carson’s fault.

   And every single time Travis mentioned her name, Carson’s reaction would always be the same. His gut would clench with so much tension it was as if he thought he would be punched or stabbed or shot.

   With a cold sweat trickling down his back, Carson shook his head, walked towards the kitchen, and drew himself a large glass of water. Then he set it down on the bench, and considered it rather than drinking it.

   Travis let out a pressured breath. ‘Carson, you tried your hardest. It was an accident. There was nothing you could do.’

   Carson now grabbed the glass of water, but he did not bring it to his lips. Instead he let his fingers press as hard as they could around the unyielding bulk. He dug them in and in, until, with just a little more pressure, he knew he could make it break.

   He closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘I know it wasn’t my fault,’ he said.

   Because that was what Travis wanted to hear.

   That was what everybody in this time wanted to hear. They wanted the great Carson Blake to say that he had been confused, that he knew Cadet Nida Harper had died in her room three weeks ago. That he had been delirious when he’d thought she had somehow survived and travelled to Remus 12 with an entity lodged deep in her chest.

   ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Travis said one last time, his voice bottoming out low.

   Carson finally raised the glass to his lips, and he took a small sip. The liquid was cold as it sloshed down his throat, but he could barely feel it. Because he was numb.

   In fact, he had been numb ever since he had woken up on the Orion only for Admiral Forest to tell him Nida was gone.

   ‘Maybe I should hang around for a few hours. I mean, I’ve got nothing else to do,’ Travis added quickly.

   ‘I’m fine,’ Carson said stiffly. ‘And you’ve got plenty to do. You’re leading the Force now. And trust me, that isn’t a part-time job.’

   Travis didn’t say anything. Instead, he just stood there, right in the centre of the room, staring across at Carson, his expression befuddled, anxious, and edgy. ‘You need to . . . come back to work soon; it won’t be the same without you,’ Travis mumbled.

   Carson didn’t say anything.

   Suddenly Travis took an enormous, frustrated breath. ‘You just—you just have to get over it. Carson, you’ve lost people before, and this one wasn’t your fault.’

   Travis pushed his words out in one enormous breath, as if he were scared that if he didn’t take that exact moment, they would lodge deep in his throat forever.

   Carson bristled. He looked up sharply. He didn’t say anything though.

   ‘Carson, come on.’ Travis tried.

   Carson carefully set the glass down on the bench, then he used the same hand to grab the thin lip of wood that hung out from the bench and above the cupboards. He gripped it with all his might. Whilst he could shatter the glass if he wasn’t being careful, the bench could take all of his force. Maybe it would bruise his fingers, maybe it would cut the skin, but he didn’t care.

   He had to hold onto something in that moment; he had to contain himself. Because right now he wanted to lash out at everyone and everything. Friend or foe. United Galactic Coalition or Barbarian or Vex.

   He wanted to tear through reality until he found her.

   ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what to say,’ Travis finally gave up, pushing his hands into the air and then letting them drop by his sides. ‘It was a tragedy, a senseless tragedy.’

   And that was it, right?

   That was the sum of Cadet Nida Harper’s life.

   It had ended in tragedy.

   The worst recruit in 1000 years had succumbed to a training accident.

   And there was nothing more to say on the matter.

   Despite himself, Carson shook his head bitterly.

   Tears wanted to well in his eyes, yet at the same time, burning anger wanted to rush through his bones and boil his blood.

   ‘You don’t have to say anything. I understand,’ Carson forced himself to say. ‘She died—it wasn’t my fault,’ he summarised what people had been telling him for the past several days, but he did so in a dead, staccato voice that sounded more like a robot learning to speak than a man admitting the truth.

   Because this was no truth.

   It was twisted and ugly.

   Travis looked up, his eyes widening, the skin underneath them pale, slack, and tinged with yellow. ‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘Carson . . . ,’ he trailed off, ‘I . . . I’m sorry.’ With that, Travis took several steps back, shook his head, then made it to the door. He paused as it opened, and he turned over his shoulder to consider Carson quietly. ‘You know where I am if you need me, right? And you will call?’

   Carson nodded. Then, just before his friend could walk away, he added a quiet ‘thank you.’

   Finally the doors closed behind the retreating Travis, and Carson was alone.

   Alone.

   Immediately he pushed back from the bench, brought his hands up, and buried his face in them.

   He dug the fingers hard into his brow as tears streaked from his eyes, collecting over his palms.

   He didn’t remain like that for long though; all too soon, he brought his hands down in a violent swipe, cried out loud, and shook his head.

   This couldn’t be happening.

   It was as if history had been rewritten.

   That thought sunk through him with all the force of someone tying an anchor to his throat.

   He brought a hand up and patted his neck, but all too quickly, the move became violent again as frustration surged within. He clenched his hand into a fist, brought it around, and slammed it hard into the top of his couch. Though the fabric was yielding, his move was strong, and he made it right down to the hard backing.

   The couch buckled backwards, and actually fell, taking a section of his coffee table with it.

   He stood back, considering the destruction he’d just wrought, then whirled on his foot, brought his hands around, and slammed them onto his bench.

   It shook under his volley, and he brought his hands up, and slammed them down again.

   Any more of this, and he would either pull the bench and all of its fixtures from the wall, or he would break his hand.

   But he didn’t stop.

   He just took several steps backwards, closed his eyes, strode into the centre of the room, and screamed at the top of his lungs.

   He was suddenly more than thankful of the fact that all Galactic Coalition Academy apartments were soundproof.

   If anyone heard what he was saying right now, if they saw what he was doing, if they realised how unstable he was, he would be back in the med bay immediately.

   People were already concerned. But they couldn’t possibly understand what Carson was really going through.

   It took a long time for him to calm down, and even then, he could hardly classify himself as calm. But at least he stopped violently redecorating his apartment.

   Instead he stalked over to his couch, pulled it upright in one neat move, and sat on it heavily. Resting his elbows hard into his knees, he propped his chin on his hands, and he stared out at the view. His eyes were wide, his gaze dead.

   He had no idea what to do.

   Should he go back to Remus 12?

   Back to the tunnels? If Nida really had been there, and he had simply missed her, he knew the Orion would not have. Its sophisticated scanners would have picked up the presence of another life sign, especially human.

   So what options did that leave him?

   Could he contact the entity?

   He doubted it. Only Nida could do that, and wherever she was, the entity was with her.

   So he just sat there, rocking back and forth, that dead gaze continually locked on the view. Eventually the morning gave way to midday, then afternoon, then night.

   He didn’t move. He felt and was immobilised by indecision. By surprise.

   Whilst travelling through time and arriving on Vex in the past had proven to Carson that time travel was possible, he wanted to believe that what was happening now wasn’t. Because this was terrifying.

   Had he somehow changed history?

   When Nida had opened the time gate, had she altered the present? Or worse, had Carson’s actions in the past changed the timeline?

   Was this his fault?

   He suddenly sat back, pushing his lips together in a powerful frown as he held back tears. Resting into his couch, he brought a hand up and pushed it over his eyes.

   He had to think. He had to do something. He couldn’t waste the entire day sitting there on his couch staring at the view and waiting for a solution to burst through his sorrow.

   ‘Come on,’ he begged himself. ‘Figure it out.’

   Just as those words flew from his lips, an idea struck him.

   Her file.

   He could look up Cadet Nida Harper’s file. Heck, he could look up his own file. If his life really had changed, if the time he had arrived in was not the time he had once left, then he could look for clues to substantiate that possibility.

   With renewed energy, he punched to his feet and practically threw himself across the room to the closest computer panel. Then he stood there, his fingers darting across it as he commanded the computer to access her file.

   He wasn’t thinking. Because if he had been thinking, he would have realised that not only did you need a reason to access another Galactic Coalition Academy member’s file, but every time such a file was accessed, the activity was logged.

   So it was no surprise when the computer suddenly beeped back at him that he didn’t have permission.

   He blinked, taking a few steps away from the computer, swearing loudly.

   They had locked him out.

   Carson had a relatively high level of access, and it should be no problem for him to complete such a task. Yet the message flashing in yellow and red on his computer panel told him he did not have permission.

   He clenched his teeth together, shifting his jaw forward until he collected his lip and crushed it back and forth between his incisors. It crumpled, and soon he tasted blood, but he didn’t stop.

   Instead, with a heavy breath, he finally pushed himself forward, and rested his fingers against the panel as he thought of what to do next.

   He knew of several technically illegal ways to get the information he wanted, but he also realised that he would likely be under surveillance. On psychiatric grounds, Admiral Forest was no doubt watching his every move, especially when it came to accessing Galactic Coalition Academy files.

   ‘Fine,’ he snapped aloud, bringing his hand back and cracking his knuckles, then setting them once more against the panel. At least he could access his own file; presumably, that had not been locked off from him. And sure enough, after several seconds, it blinked up on the screen. 

   He spent the next hour studying it thoroughly, looking for any differences.

   There were none.

   It was a perfect match for the file he remembered.

   It did not mention any incidences that he could pinpoint as evidencing a varying timeline.

   Just the same old garbage.

   Soon enough Carson pushed back, pushing out a frustrated sigh as he did.

   He just didn’t know what to do.

   There was no clear path forward. He felt trapped, broken, defeated.

   With that one word ringing in his mind, he struck out again with his fist, yet there was nothing to hit.

   So he simply flailed wildly in the air, until finally Carson collapsed.

   Right down to his knees.

   And there he remained, considering the carpet as he considered one awful, terrible possibility.

   . . . .

   What if he was wrong?

   What if Cadet Nida Harper really had died three weeks ago, and Carson was suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress syndrome?

   ‘No,’ he tried desperately as he shook his head, the move so pronounced he strained his neck muscles. ‘No,’ he cried again at his empty room, his voice echoing off the walls.

   He wasn’t breaking down. This wasn’t him losing his sanity.

   This was the world losing its mind.

   He brought his knees up and crumpled his head against them.

   He had never felt so weak.

   And it was in stark contrast to how strong he had seemed back in the past on Vex. In his armour, with his scanner and gun, he had felt like a god. Nothing the Vex had thrown at him could damage him. He had just streamed past them, as if they were nothing more substantial than steam.

   Yet right now, he was at his lowest.

   Though he was back at the Galactic Coalition Academy, and he had access to the galaxy’s greatest technology, he did not feel strong.

   He felt pathetically and completely weak.

   And lost.

   Terribly lost.

   Flopping onto his back, he closed his eyes and considered the darkness that enshrouded him.

   Though he wanted to hold onto hope. He couldn’t.

   It was slipping away with every second and every minute and every hour.

   The longer he remained in this time, the more he knew, instinctively, that he would begin to believe she really was dead.

   Resting there, it didn’t take long to fall asleep. His weary and emotional-wracked body was so fatigued, it took barely seconds to drift off.

   And when he did, he dreamt.

   Of her.

   







Chapter 5

   Cadet Nida Harper

   This was hell, complete and total hell.

   She couldn’t get through to him. She couldn’t reach him. All she could do was lie on that cold slab of a bed, her neck craned to the side as she stared at him. Occasionally she would try to whisper his name, but she could barely move her stiff and unyielding lips.

   She had never felt colder in her life. The sensations that currently ran through her had no parallel, no comparison. The frozen chill that encased her was so extreme it felt as if her mind would shut down from the pain. Yet it couldn’t, because they wouldn’t let it.

   Again another one of those shadowy figures walked into the room. They weren’t shadowy because they were encased in some kind of energy or were ethereal beings; they had no substantial form because something terribly strange was happening to Nida’s mind.

   She kept entering fitful visions, falling in and out and up and down.

   Yet in moments like these, where she opened her eyes and stared across at Carson, she tried to still her mind, she tried to focus her concentration.

   She had no idea how long she had been here. Hours, days, weeks?

   Time had just meshed into this unending struggle.

   He was lying flat on his back, an untold number of medical devices locked around his body. But worse than that—worse than the cold, silver machines—were his eyes. They were wide open and staring unblinkingly at the ceiling above.

   He hadn’t whispered a word to her, not once. And neither had he made a noise. If it weren’t for the slight up and down movement of his chest, she would have thought he was dead.

   But she held onto the fact he was breathing—she held onto it as if it was the only fact that remained worthwhile in the whole universe.

   She whispered his name in her mind, but again couldn’t push the words out of her cracked lips.

   All too soon, another one of those visions assaulted her. It came thundering into her brain like a bull, ramming away her sensations, and untethering her from the scene around.

   Soon a new one began to drift upon her, transposing itself onto the room with its cold metal beds and insubstantial figures.

   The room that morphed in its place before her eyes was one she recognised. For it was her own. Back at the Galactic Coalition Academy.

   Her room, her bed, her picture of her parents on her bedside table.

   She recognised everything. And more than that, the overwhelming sense she got as she stood there was that it was hers.

   It was familiar.

   Yet that could not erase what she had just seen.

   Carson on a bed with his dead eyes staring upwards.

   She crumpled her hands over her face, suddenly capable of movement as the vision became dreamlike. She was no longer aware of being tied down on that cold bed; instead, she could move freely around the room.

   She didn’t though.

   She instantly crumpled to her knees, drawing them close to her chest as she tucked her chin down. Rocking back and forth, she didn’t say anything.

   The scene around her, the dream, was unlike anything she had ever witnessed. It was perfect in every detail. And the way she could move her body was so real. It was very much as if she wasn’t in a dream and rather in some kind of encasing holographic simulation.

   ‘What’s happening?’ She whispered again. ‘What is happening?’ She said, even more desperation making her voice little more than a continuous hiss.

   Though she wanted to stay on her floor and rock back and forth, she didn’t get the chance.

   She never got the chance.

   There was a knock on her door, and before she could say anything, Alicia walked in. ‘What are you doing on the floor, are you alright?’ Fake concern stretched Alicia’s face.

   Nida didn’t even look up.

   Because she had faced the same scene before.

   This exact scene, and if not the same down to every detail, then unnervingly similar.

   Over and over again.

   She would wake up in her own bed, or on board the Orion, or in some other part of the Galactic Coalition Academy. And people would tell her she was fine, that she’d just had an accident. That there was something wrong with the entity, but they were doing tests.

   With her help, they’d find out the problem.

   They’d track down the entity. They’d free it.

   Yet not once did they mention the Vex of the past, neither did they account for where Carson was.

   They just wanted to know about the entity.

   It was insane.

   It was insane.

   The last thing she remembered that made any sense was standing atop that roof and pulling Carson towards her as she forcefully opened the time gate. She remembered that immense energy crackling over her, surging within, pushing through her body and expanding it with true power.

   She remembered holding his hand in hers. She could still feel how it had felt as his fingers closed tightly around her own.

   In fact, as she sat there and completely ignored Alicia, she pumped her hand back and forth, holding onto that memory.

   ‘Hey, Nida, it’s okay,’ Alicia began, walking into the room and flopping down beside Nida. She stretched out an arm, furling it around Nida’s shoulders. If Nida hadn’t known better, it would have appeared as if Alicia was truly being compassionate.

   But Nida did know better.

   ‘You can’t fool me,’ Nida whimpered, her voice little more than a modulated breath. ‘I know this is some kind of simulation. I remember being on that hospital bed. You can’t fool me,’ she said again. ‘Now let us go. Let Carson go,’ she added, her voice breaking with so much emotion it felt as if it would tear right through her heart.

   ‘You’re confused, Nida; you were injured, remember? You just had a reaction to some of the drugs the doctors gave you. Everything will be okay,’ she cooed reassuringly.

   Nida didn’t react.

   There was no point in engaging with the simulation.

   Because that’s what it was, right?

   The more she went through it, the more she experienced the flawless details combined with the strange behaviour of her so-called friends and colleagues, the more she understood that fact.

   Someone was trying to manipulate her.

   For what purpose, she didn’t know.

   In fact, she hardly knew anything at all.

   But that did not stop her from whispering his name. ‘Just give him back. Stop this, whatever you want, we won’t give it to you. Stop this,’ she pleaded.

   Alicia didn’t move her arm from around Nida’s shoulders. ‘You’re confused,’ she said in an endlessly soft tone that appeared to slash through Nida’s worry.

   But Nida would not be reassured.

   ‘Whatever you want, we won’t give it to you,’ Nida began to weep, tears trailing down her cheeks, collecting over her chin, and pooling down her neck. The sensation of it was perfect. The way they dashed upon her high collar felt exactly as if it were real.

   Yet it wasn’t.

   She held onto that fact.

   And as she did, she pumped her left hand back and forth. It was not at the memory of the entity’s power; it was the memory of Carson’s touch.

   As she held onto that, the feeling of Alicia by her side began to wane. It just drifted away, and suddenly intermingled back in with a sense of the cold medical table below her.

   In a snap, her room disappeared. No more bed, no more photo of her family, no more soft carpet.

   Just the nightmare she really was enduring.

   She turned her head again, using what little strength she had to stare over at Carson.

   No matter how many times she filtered in and out of those visions, he didn’t seem to shift. He would always be staring up at the ceiling with those dead eyes.

   She whispered his name, and this time it managed to filter out of her throat. She fought against the drugs that had been pumped into her system. She fought against everything until she felt her ragged breath push from her throat, ‘Carson,’ she said with every scrap of strength she had. Though the word did not carry, it carried through her.

   It shook her, and as it did, it crumbled through the fear, the anxiety, the surprise, the desperation. It reached down to that fragment of resolve she still possessed, and clutched hold of it.

   She clutched hold of it.

   She would fight this, whatever it was.

   And she would save them both.

   







Chapter 6

   Carson Blake

   He awoke on the floor of his apartment, and as he pushed himself up, he saw sunlight streaming in through the large windows to his side. He stared at it. Stared at the city.

   It was perfect.

   Everything around him was real.

   Every detail was right. Nothing was out of place. Yet how could Nida be gone? How could she be dead?

   He brought his fingers up, pushed them into his brow, and shook his head.

   Christ, none of this made any sense.

   Or maybe it did.

   Once again, that mutinous thought crept up on him.

   Maybe he really was stressed, overcome, broken. Perhaps Nida really had died in his arms three weeks ago, and he was currently enduring a psychiatric episode because of it.

   It was such a strange thing to doubt his own sanity.

   He’d always been a confident and capable man. Sometimes too confident, in fact. His years as the head of the Force had taught him to mollify that arrogant streak into something more worthwhile. The ability to lead, the ability to figure out what to do in compromising situations.

   Well right now, he lost that ability. It simply fell away from him as if it crumbled into nothing more than dust by his feet.

   There was nothing to clutch hold of. Because with the indecision that came along with questioning his memory, every other faculty he had developed in his time as a lieutenant went with it.

   Feeling some sorrowful mixture of confusion, despair, and guilt, he pushed himself up.

   He took a moment to stand in the middle of his room, and then he turned slowly on the spot.

   He half expected her to knock on his door. To come rushing out from the kitchen, or to rise from the couch, smiling at him.

   She didn’t.

   Because she wasn’t here.

   She was dead.

   He swallowed hard, shaking his head.

   She was dead, he thought again, as if he were playing with the possibility.

   It wasn’t a game though; he didn’t get any pleasure whatsoever out of contemplating that fact. He was simply trying to fathom what had really occurred, trying to come up with the most reasonable sounding conclusion. Did it make more sense to think he had somehow travelled into the past with Cadet Nida Harper, or that he had lost his mind over failing to save her?

   It was an impossible sounding scenario, and it made his back itch with a cold sweat just to think of it. Yet he didn’t . . . couldn’t deny the obvious conclusion.

   Before his supposed trip to Remus 12, Carson had been sure that time travel was impossible. Because of course it was impossible. It was nonsensical and fanciful. Time wasn’t a river you could simply paddle backwards through. It wasn’t some path upon which you could pick your direction. It was an inherent and non-divisible part of space.

   You couldn’t go backwards.

   But you could lose your mind.

   You could face some trauma so great that it shattered your sense of self, leaving whatever remains of your ego to concoct some story to force it all to make sense.

   He clenched his teeth, closing his eyes tightly, not caring that a single tear streaked down his cheek. Eventually he brought up his hand, and he wiped it off.

   ‘I won’t forget her,’ he suddenly told himself, the words bubbling up from inside him.

   It was spontaneous, it was raw, and it was powerful. His eyes snapped open, and he suddenly stared at the view with a new perspective.

   ‘I’m going to find you,’ he told it, staring past the clouds, staring past the city, and looking up into the heavens above. Though he couldn’t see the stars, he knew they were there, and with the same instinct, he knew she was there too.

   He wasn’t mad. He hadn’t imagined her.

   She was alive.

   Just as that conclusion rang through him, shaking away his indecision, the door chimed from behind him.

   He spun on his foot as fast as he could, but not fast enough to stop the door from unlocking. Instead, it simply pulled open as none other than Travis and Admiral Forest walked in to see him.

   He stood back in surprise. ‘What?’ He began.

   ‘Something has come up,’ the Admiral snapped, her face uncharacteristically drawn with fear. Her cheeks were pallid, her eyes open wide, and her jaw set at a determined yet fragile angle.

   Travis shook his head, clapping a hand over his mouth, his surprise evident. ‘Carson, we need you.’

   Carson shook his head again.

   This was happening too fast. To go from considering Nida’s fate to having two people barge in on him was too much to handle.

   ‘We received a report a few minutes ago,’ the Admiral said ominously.

   The way she said it and what she said were enough to reach right inside Carson and to make him pay attention. He stood stiffer, his back lengthening as his arms dropped by his sides. ‘What’s going on?’ He asked instinctively, his heart pounding in his chest.

   He tried to hold onto his determination to find Nida . . . but it just . . . it just melted away.

   As the situation heated up, it was as if smoke clogged his mind. It pushed away his resolve, making it insubstantial, until he stood there in front of the Admiral and Travis, his confusion claiming him.

   ‘We have no idea,’ Travis cut in before the Admiral could say anything. ‘But we need you,’ he added, his voice pitching up and down.

   ‘He’s right,’ the Admiral agreed with a low nod, yet one that did not extinguish the fear playing in her eyes, ‘we need you. And I need to know that I can rely on you,’ she suddenly added as she took a step back and lifted her head, her gaze darting up and down as she surveyed Carson in full. ‘I need Carson Blake back. The leader of the Force.’

   Though his heart still pounded in his chest, and his ears were ringing, he forced himself to nod.

   His training took over. His years of being a lieutenant, his lifetime of serving the Galactic Coalition Academy. ‘What’s going on?’ He stammered.

   And he blinked. Rapidly. He tried to force the confusion from his mind; he tried to focus.

   He tried to hold onto his determination to find Nida, his suspicion that she couldn’t be dead, that it was a mistake. That the scene around him was a mistake, that it was broken, that it was wrong.

   Yet as soon as he thought of that, the fog descended further through his mind, confusing him even more.

   The Admiral stepped forward too, her gaze suddenly blazing and her movements snapped and quick. ‘Carson Blake, we need you,’ she repeated, her tone so loud and forthright that it could not be ignored.

   It distracted him from his thoughts and worries. Again, it appeared to reach deep inside him and conjure up his years of training, pushing away his resolve until he nodded automatically.

   He was a lieutenant in the Galactic Coalition Academy, and he had a duty to his Admiral, he remembered. Yet for the briefest of moments, the memory did not feel like his. It felt alien. Implanted. A fake.

   Yet, once again, as soon as that mutinous thought arose, it was banished by a quick move of the Admiral, and an even quicker spike in the confusion claiming his mind.

   ‘At 0:800 we received a report detailing an attack on 10 United Galactic Coalition worlds,’ the Admiral said gravely.

   Carson’s once stiffly held hands opened with surprise, his fingers jerking open as he held them crooked against his legs. ‘What?’ His pounding heart now beat even faster. So fast, in fact, it felt as if it would burst, taking his chest with it.

   The harder it beat, the more serious the situation felt. And the more serious the situation felt, the more he forgot about Nida. The more his doubts just washed away with the pressure building within.

   ‘There is no time to discuss this. We need you in the operation centre now. We have to organise a counter-attack. Now,’ the Admiral snapped sternly as Carson rocked back on his feet.

   ‘We need you,’ Travis said again, his voice dipping low with emotion.

   Despite the situation, Carson still shook his head.

   Despite the fact the Admiral and his best friend had just told him something terrible was happening to his beloved United Galactic Coalition, he somehow held onto her name.

   To Nida.

   To his determination to find her.

   To his need to find out what was going on.

   And just in that moment, as he remembered her name, something strange happened.

   He could swear he heard her calling out to him.

   A whispered, croaked ‘Carson’ vibrating through the air around him.

   His eyes shot wide open as he suddenly turned around the room.

   ‘Carson,’ Travis snapped, ‘what is it?’

   With a beating heart and panting breath, Carson shifted his head from side to side, as if he thought she would miraculously materialise right out of the air.

   But she didn’t.

   And he didn’t hear it again.

   ‘Carson Blake, this is serious. We need to know that we can rely on you. Can we rely on you? Can the Galactic Coalition Academy rely on you?’ Admiral Forest barked, her voice dipping low with authority.

   It got his attention, because it was designed to get his attention.

   He turned back to her, clapping a hand on his mouth as he tried to push back his confusion, as he tried to make sense of his experiences.

   But no matter how hard he tried, no sense was forthcoming. Instead the Admiral snapped her request again, and Carson found himself nodding. Because he had to. That was his job, right? Despite how strange the situation was, he couldn’t forget his job, right? Even if he had somehow changed the timeline, he couldn’t forget the Galactic Coalition Academy.

   Could he?

   Before Carson could question anything, before he could think, before he could investigate that whispered name, he found the Admiral and Travis leading him forward, out of his apartment, and down towards the Academy grounds.

   What happened next happened quickly. They took him into the operation centre, and set him to work. There was no time for distraction, there was no time to stand there and think.

   Just action.

   And the fog, all encompassing and all pervading. It owned him completely. It seeped into every last corner of his mind, cancelling out his questions and whispering in his ear that she was dead.

   Gone.

   If she was gone, he had to hold onto what he had left. The United Galactic Coalition. He had to protect it.

   Because that was all that mattered now.

   







Chapter 7

   Cadet Nida Harper

   Though she had managed to whisper his name, the second she had, a robotic arm had injected something into her neck. It had caused her eyes to roll back into her head, and she had laid there, slumped, incapable of moving save for her ragged breath.

   Though several more visions tried to assault her, she would not succumb to them.

   So she just lay there, listening to Carson’s breath, and trying to figure out what in hell was going on.

   For this was hell.

   Or perhaps it was the future?

   Yes, the future.

   She forced her eyes open.

   In order to do so, she had to draw on the same strength she had used to force the entity to open the time gate.

   She just bore into her centre of power, and tapped every last reserve she could.

   What if this was the future of Remus 12? What if the scientists around her were the Vex?

   She knew they had to be technologically sophisticated; the fact they could induce visions that seemed so real they were indistinguishable from actual reality, was testament to that fact.

   But why were they doing it?

   What was the point to all this?

   She wanted to ask, but of course she couldn’t use her throat—she could barely move, let alone speak. So instead she lay there and she tried to use her mind instead. She tried to deduct what she could from what she’d experienced.

   When she had opened the time gate, maybe she’d broken something? Maybe she’d done something to the entity?

   Of course, that made sense.

   As Nida realised that, despite the fact she was numb, a cold wash of dread spread through her.

   What if she had done this? What if she had corrupted the entity?

   She knew that every time it used its power, it became weaker, and more liable to corruption. And when Nida had forcefully opened the time gate, surely that had taken an immense amount of power.

   The dread continued to build in her, and as it travelled up her bones and stomach and back and legs, it reached her head. As it did, she swore she started to drown under it.

   What if this was her fault?

   Yet just as soon as that thought claimed her with crippling guilt, another one took hold.

   If the entity had corrupted completely, surely reality would have broken. She wouldn’t have been left here, wherever here was. She wouldn’t be tied to this hospital bed as Carson Blake lay beside her, his dead gaze locked on the ceiling as visions were forced into his mind.

   No, this didn’t make sense.

   This wasn’t the entity corrupting.

   So perhaps it really was the future.

   She returned to that thought just as she saw a shadowy figure walk towards her. The closer it came, the better she could see it. Whatever drugs they were pumping into her system were affecting her vision.

   Eventually she recognised white hair, black eyes, neck ridges, and blue spots.

   Vex.

   Though Nida’s eyes were stuck open and she could no longer move them, the Vex came into view as it checked one of the medical devices lodged into her neck.

   It was a woman, and her face had a fixed look of concentration.

   Nida stared at it, incapable of looking away.

   As the woman manipulated the device, she briefly looked down at Nida, then typed something into a device on her wrist, and promptly walked away.

   Perhaps the Vex thought Nida was so far gone that she was unable to see, but it was the first time her captors had been so indiscreet.

   She was doing it. She was gathering information. The longer she remained conscious and the harder she fought against the visions and her weak body, the more she would find out.

   It was her only hope. And quite possibly, it was Carson’s too. 

   She frantically wanted to shift her head so she could see him again, but she could no longer move. So instead she stared up at the ceiling.

   Come on, she thought desperately, you can do this. You have to. 

   It no longer mattered that Cadet Nida Harper had once been the worst recruit in 1000 years. In fact, her life at the Galactic Coalition Academy seemed centuries ago now. And if not centuries ago, then centuries into the future. The point was, she was alone. There was no one to rely on, and if she didn’t have the gumption to rely on herself, then there would be no escape.

   Not for the first time, she tried to call on the entity. She tried to locate it within her, she tried to discover whether it was there, whether it was okay. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t lock onto the sense of it. Deep down, buried underneath her all-encompassing fatigue, she thought she could feel it, but that was it. The presence in her mind was gone. The power in her hands had also disappeared. Whether it was the drugs or the fact the entity was immeasurably weakened by opening the time gate, Nida didn’t know. The conclusion was still the same. She had nobody else to rely on. It was now completely up to her.

   







Chapter 8

   Carson Blake

   He didn’t stop. Nobody would let him stop. They showed him the message, and the footage of 10 United Galactic Coalition worlds being attacked by some kind of race he had never seen. It was fantastic, impossible even. Yet as soon as he thought it was impossible, he was distracted yet again.

   Distracted.

   He kept going back to that word, because everything happening to him felt like a distraction. Every time he wanted to withdraw into silence to contemplate what was going on, something else would be thrust in front of him. Some new attack, some new problem. He felt stretched; he felt thin. But he kept going, because people were relying on him, and the fog in his mind told him he had to.

   Yet it ate at him. Every second it ate at him that he couldn’t do anything for Nida, that he couldn’t find her, that he couldn’t figure out whether she really was alive.

   He didn’t have time to contemplate that thought once again, though. Just as he withdrew into a rare moment of silence and solitude, Travis came marching up, demanding that Carson prepare the Force for their next mission. They had to train with the TI implants. They had to inspect their weaponry. They just had to do something, because, god dammit the United Galactic Coalition was being attacked.

   Everything felt . . . dreamlike. Except it didn’t. It was absolutely, 100 percent, convincingly real. Everything he fell, every detail he saw—it was all perfect.

   And whenever he questioned what was happening, he was distracted again.

   Again, and again, until Carson felt like nothing more than a robot.

   He wanted to go back to Nida, he needed to find out where she was, yet he couldn’t abandon the United Galactic Coalition, not now, not considering what was happening.

   . . . Right?

   Or at least that’s what the fog told him.

   So he went from situation to situation. From battle simulation to battle simulation, from training session to training session.

   Or maybe he didn’t go. Maybe his mind wasn’t really there, just his body. He felt strangely detached, spread out as if someone had rolled his mind thin.

   So he went about his tasks, for he did not have the ability to stop himself. And though he could not appreciate the truth of that thought then, he was correct.

   Carson could not stop himself, for Carson was being controlled.

   







Chapter 9

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She fought harder now. Every time she drifted into her vision, she simply ignored it, finding her way back to reality quicker and quicker.

   She had never felt resolve like this; she had never been in a situation as dire as this. For whatever reason the Vex were feeding these illusions to her, it was clear they were after something.

   Information.

   Though her visions didn’t last that long, they always contained the same content. Questions about the entity. Where it was, how to access it.

   No matter what happened and what she endured, she didn’t move.

   Or rather, she no longer proved to the Vex around her that she could. She remained as still as was possible, forcing her concentration into a point to ensure she did not lose consciousness again.

   She’d heard of technology like this before. Whispers, mentions, but nothing as perfect as this. There were several intelligence agencies of the Kore Empire that had once obtained alien technology that enabled them to discretely, torture suspected spies. And the term ‘discrete’ torture was not a misnomer. Apparently, it was a type of neural holographic technology that could be hooked up to one’s brain, forcing someone to inhabit their memories in dreamlike scenes. Using it, the Kore Empire could force their victims to relive some scenario, or they could manufacture some new scenario to find out how their hapless prisoners would react, or to find some fact buried deep in their mind.

   It wasn’t perfect though. For one, it didn’t work on all races, and for another, it was very, very dangerous.

   Yet the more Nida surveyed the scene around her, the more she realised that was what was happening here.

   For some reason it wasn’t working on her though. Perhaps it was the entity, perhaps it was something else, but she could fend off the visions with ease.

   Yet fending off the visions was useless if she couldn’t get out of here, if she couldn’t do something to save Carson.

   He still hadn’t moved. Not once. He hadn’t whispered her name. He hadn’t done a thing. In fact, as far as she was aware, he had never once woken up.

   Which meant he was ensconced in some vision, right? Just like hers. One that simulated the Galactic Coalition Academy perfectly, one that tried to force him to reveal critical information.

    . . . .

   She had to do something.

   That thought called on her strength. It brought it up, it held it before her, and it begged her to do something with it.

   She wasn’t the best recruit in the Academy, but she had learnt something in the past few weeks on Remus 12.

   She could be anything. She could do anything. It depended on the situation. The entity had taught her how to use power, how to rely on it, and Carson had taught her never to give up.

   So in that moment Cadet Nida Harper grew up. She took hold. She faced the challenge.

   As she did, her senses cleared further until she could finally hear the room around her in full. Everything from Carson’s breathing to the hum of the machines, and finally to the people speaking.

   Every one of their words, every one of their movements—she could hear them. And though she still did not choose to move her head, her vision resolved completely until she stared up at the ceiling in perfect detail.

   She was back.

   But not completely back. She still couldn’t feel the entity. It was blocked off from her somehow. It felt as if a wall had been erected between her and it.

   She didn’t let that stop her.

   She pressed out with her senses and she listened to the conversations around her.

   Mostly it was banal, just scientists talking about their devices and the readings they showed. Then she heard somebody new walk into the room. As they did, the other scientists drew into a hushed silence.

   ‘What progress have we had?’ A man snapped.

   ‘We are having trouble with the touched. But she is sedated. We will continue to try.’ Somebody answered.

   ‘Not good enough; she is the most important one. We have to find out everything we can about how she accesses the Goddess. We need to unlock her secrets. Alter the simulation. Do what you have to do. We have to find out.’

   ‘Yes, sir,’ one of the scientists managed.

   ‘And what progress have we had with the human male?’

   ‘He has put up little resistance. We are finding a great deal about the Galactic Coalition’s operational capabilities.’

   ‘I see. But redouble your efforts to unlock the secrets of the woman. We need them.’

   ‘Yes, sir,’ the scientists said as one.

   There was a hiss as the door opened and then closed again.

   Nida didn’t move.

   But she thought. In fact, her brain practically burst with sudden activity as she tried to understand what had just happened.

   So she was right. This was all some kind of trap, some kind of simulation to unlock the secrets in her and Carson’s minds.

   ‘We need to change track,’ one of the scientists said from the other side of the room, their voice echoing loudly with frustration. ‘We need to manufacture a situation emotional enough to distract her into revealing the information we want.’

   Nida zeroed in on what was being said. She concentrated on her hearing, tried to focus all of her attention on comprehending their words.

   ‘We must unlock her secrets of the Goddess,’ somebody else repeated, ‘without them, the attack could fail.’

   ‘Do you think I need reminding of that fact?’ Somebody else snapped, their frustration and exhaustion obvious as their voice wavered up and down.

   ‘We are all tired, but we must press on. Increase the activity of the machine. We need to pull her into another vision.’

   ‘It could kill her,’ someone pointed out.

   There was a moment of silence.

   ‘We have to try. We have days until the event.’

   Another tense silence filtered through the room.

   The simple statement of ‘we have days until the event’ stilled every scientist in the room.

   Then Nida felt it.

   The robotic arm pulled up from the side of her bed and injected something into her neck.

   Instantly a vision formed around her, yet this time she went with it—she did not fight it.

   She plunged herself into the vision with resolve and determination.

   She would not be ready for what she would face however.

   







Chapter 10

   Carson Blake

   Every time he tried to think of her, he was distracted. Every time he tried to question what was happening, he was distracted.

   And the distractions were cruel.

   Everything appeared designed to tax him emotionally, to keep him so broken he wouldn’t question what he was doing, he would just put one foot in front of the other like a good soldier should.

   At one point, they showed him how she died.

   A video. Footage.

   It was beyond horrific. As he watched it, Carson felt like a part of him just withered up and died.

   It was the same scene he remembered, yet instead of pulling her through her bedroom door and into safety, he watched that TI block swing around the room then plunge right through her chest.

   Blood went everywhere, and she became limp instantly.

   Totally limp.

   Like she’d turned into a doll.

   He felt cold. No, more than cold—a special kind of numb. One where he could hardly feel his body, but his emotions burnt through him with unnerving tangibility.

   He couldn’t get away. Neither could he stop.

   Because every time he tried, the situation changed.

   It heated up.

   Something new happened, some new desperate threat. That or he suddenly became so tired he could no longer question.

   The fog would rise up to claim him whole. Until no matter how deep his suspicions ran, he could not act on them.

   His body was weak and his mind was weaker.

   Grief owned him, and training pushed him forward. Until the suspicions ebbed away as if somebody had simply wiped them from his mind.

   







Chapter 11

   Cadet Nida Harper

   The vision resolved around her.

   As it did, so did a pair of arms.

   Arms she instantly recognised.

   A face came into view just by her shoulder. Smiling, the cheeks pushed high, the eyes wide and sparkling.

   Carson Blake.

   There.

   Beside her.

   Alive.

   Alive.

   For a moment, she threw herself at him. For a moment, she brought her arms around his. For a moment, she let her hot tears streak down her cheeks as she nuzzled her face into his chest.

   Then she stopped.

   She remembered.

   The strength she had conjured before the vision had begun remained, and she held onto a scrap of it as she remembered this wasn’t real.

   It wasn’t real.

   It was a simulation.

   Just before she had entered the vision, the scientists had said they needed to manufacture a situation emotional enough to distract her.

   Apparently, this was it.

   It was working.

   ‘Are you alright?’ Carson asked as he tugged a hand free from around her and pushed her hair back. He looked into her eyes with as much care and concern as it appeared he could muster.

   Her stomach turned circles, pitching up and down, and taking her resolve with it.

   The feel of his arm locked around her back and his fingers brushing over her cheek was . . . unmistakably real.

   And unmistakably amazing.

   Though she knew it was a vision, it tugged and pulled at her, wiping away her reason and begging her to succumb.

   ‘You look a little confused? Did you have a strange dream?’ Carson asked, his lips pulling wide into a charming smile.

   Nida didn’t answer. Yet neither did she push him away.

   She needed this.

   Comfort. Support.

   She remembered how it felt to have Carson by her side, fighting for her, keeping her sane, keeping her safe.

   But this wasn’t real, she told herself forcefully.

   It was simulation.

   It wasn’t real.

   That didn’t stop Carson from pulling her closer. ‘It’s all right; it was just a nightmare.’

   She let him pull her close until her chest rested against his neck. His skin was warm. And it was the most pleasant kind of warm you could imagine. It sunk deep into her chest, calming her immeasurably.

   ‘The doctors told us that the entity would continue to give you nightmares,’ Carson said.

   Despite the fact she dearly wanted to stay there, she pushed back.

   It was one of the hardest things she could do.

   She was suddenly struck by the fact she had told Alicia in all honesty that she didn’t like Carson Blake. Because at the time, she hadn’t liked Carson Blake. But a lot had happened since then. Now she looked across at those violet eyes and that wide smile, and she wanted to fall into both of them. Fall into his arms—just fall into him.

   She couldn’t though. Because, god dammit, this wasn’t real.

   Yet the emotions surging through her felt real, and as they rushed up and down her back and tingled through her cheeks and hands, they stole away her reason, her memory, her strength.

   A distant part of her realised this was what those scientists had meant. By increasing the emotional significance of the simulation, it was hard to ignore it, harder to question it. She was succumbing to it.

   But no. She had to fight back. While this fake Carson was sitting beside her, one arm locked pleasantly around her shoulders, the real Carson was also beside her. But he was on a cold hospital bed, with untold medical devices latched into his spine and neck, stealing away the secrets of the Academy.

   She pushed back and she pushed up.

   With a look around the room, she realised she was in her apartment.

   ‘It was just a nightmare,’ Carson assured her as he got up and lay a hand warmly against her shoulder.

   She began leaning into it, then she stopped. She straightened her back, and she stood back.

   She looked at him.

   And he looked at her, a cute, charming smile warming his cheeks. ‘What is it?’

   ‘Nothing,’ she forced herself to answer.

   ‘Okay,’ he nodded, looking at her askance, but still with that warm smile spreading his lips invitingly. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

   She shook her head.

   Then she took a step back, glancing across at the view.

   It was perfect. Every detail. It felt real.

   Everything felt real.

   She’d undergone stimulations before, holograms, training, but nothing had ever felt like this.

   It was perfect.

   And she had to hold onto that fact, because it reminded her this was a simulation. If, on the other hand, she followed her emotions, and they lead her right back into Carson’s arms, she would forget why she was here.

   ‘Okay, but you should rest up before we go back to the doctors. They still need to run tests on the entity,’ Carson said as he nodded at her.

   Then he nodded at her hand. Her left hand.

   She looked down at it.

   It was glowing blue.

   That same writhing energy that told her the entity resided within.

   Yet it didn’t feel right.

   In fact, she couldn’t feel a thing.

   Though she could see the energy, there was no presence in her mind.

   And that, that was enough to centre her completely. That was enough to finally push back her emotions, her desire, her need for Carson.

   Because this was wrong.

   She nodded to herself once.

   It was a private move, and was one that signalled her resolve was back.

   ‘What tests?’ She suddenly asked, smiling at Carson as she did.

   ‘You’ve forgotten already?’ He shot her a caring smile. ‘It doesn’t matter anyway. Just tests. We’ll figure out what’s going on with you,’ he reached over to her and cupped his hand on her cheek.

   She felt the warmth, she felt his presence, and she looked up into his eyes.

   They sparkled.

   And she felt nothing.

   Because she concentrated, the entire time his hand was on her face, on her left hand.

   On the fact she felt nothing. No presence, no entity.

   This was a simulation. She was being manipulated by the Vex of the future into giving up the secrets of the Goddess, as they put it.

   And she wasn’t going to surrender her secrets. She was going to find theirs instead. She was going to go through with this simulation, and she was going to garner what she could. Then she was going to break free, and she was going to take the real Carson with her.

   She followed Carson as he led her from her apartment and down to the main medical facility of the Academy. The walk across the grounds should have been pleasant; there was a gentle breeze rustling through the oaks, and Carson had his hand over hers.

   Again, she was almost drawn in by the warmth of his grip.

   But again, she stopped herself.

   Instead, she followed. She let the simulation lead her forward.

   Eventually she found herself in the medical bay, and it was a seriously strange experience. After all, the last time she’d been there, she’d trashed the place.

   All those weeks ago, the entity had forced her to escape the Academy. It had controlled her body, breaking her out of her room and forcing her to steal a ship.

   Yet now the corridors were clean, normal, and full of friendly, smiling Academy officers and cadets.

   ‘Everything will be fine,’ Carson cooed again, his head close to hers as he leaned down to point towards a room. ‘It’ll just be a few more tests. We’ll find out what’s going on soon.’

   She forced herself to smile at his promise.

   And she held onto it.

   Because she would find out what was happening soon.

   She was going to go through with this simulation until it revealed exactly what the Vex were after. She was going to collect every scrap of information she could on them.

   And she would get the chance to fight back.

   As she thought that, she unconsciously pumped her left hand back and forth.

   She remembered the entity.

   She remembered opening the time gate. She deliberately walked her memory through exactly how it had felt, through every move she had made to gain access to the entity’s power.

   But she didn’t breathe a word of it, for in that moment she unconsciously understood that was what the Vex were after. And if not just that fact, then one of them.

   They wanted to know how to use the entity; they wanted to manipulate it for their own ends.

   Immediately she was reminded of her final vision before she had opened the time gate.

   She had been standing in a pristine and sophisticated city as the inhabitants had run from some invisible threat. Then she’d seen it rush towards her. A wall of destruction. A wall of force flattening everything in its path.

   Dust rampaging over the landscape and raking away everything beneath it.

   Yet within that wall of dust had danced the entity. Its blue glow unmistakable. It had burnt and powered through the buildings, the people, the rubble. It had sunk deep into the ground.

   She blinked hard, the raw emotion of that vision rising in her throat.

   Instinctively her hand closed tighter around Carson’s.

   ‘It’s okay,’ he said immediately, bringing up a hand to push her hair back.

   That was something the real Carson did a lot. A move her stomach always clenched at, her heart always shuddering with a moment of genuine expectation.

   But this wasn’t real.

   So she just let Carson squeeze her hand and push back her fringe. And whilst he did, she thought.

   She blinked, she breathed, and she tried her hardest to figure this out.

   ‘Here we go,’ Carson said as he opened the door before her.

   He led her forward into a large room that housed several powerful consoles. In the middle was a bed.

   ‘Just head over there and sit down; the doctors will be right with you,’ he smiled reassuringly.

   She nodded.

   A few seconds later the door opened again, and several doctors walked through, all wearing the unmistakable red and white garb of the Galactic Coalition Academy Medical Wing.

   Several told her everything would be find, and all smiled at her.

   She should have felt safe, relieved, fine, comfortable even.

   She didn’t.

   She simply walked over to that bed and she sat down, locking her hands onto her knees as she breathed heavily and purposefully.

   ‘It won’t hurt at all,’ one of the doctors said in a compassionate tone. ‘In fact, first we just want to ask some questions.’

   Of course they did.

   ‘What does it feel like when the entity takes control?’ someone asked.

   She swallowed, briefly looked at her hands, then shrugged her shoulders. ‘I feel nothing,’ she lied.

   ‘Has it ever communicated with you non-verbally? What do you see in your visions?’ another doctor asked.

   ‘The destruction of Remus 12,’ she answered flatly, realising there was little point in lying about that.

   ‘Have you ever witnessed anything else?’

   She didn’t answer.

   Almost immediately, Carson walked over to her, reaching a hand out as he did. He had such a loving look on his face that Nida wanted to jump up and accept his hand.

   But she didn’t.

   She waited until he made it over to her and gently touched her shoulder. ‘Hey, I know this is all a little confronting. But everyone is here to help. You’ve got to tell everyone what you know, so we can finally save you. So we can finally get back to normal,’ he added softly as he smiled down at her.

   So they could finally get back to normal.

   Her and Carson.

   Yes. Her and Carson. They would get back to normal, but this wasn’t normal.

   ‘I just want you back,’ he smiled again, taking a small breath as he did.

   Yes. She wanted him back too.

   ‘And you know I’d do anything for you, so just tell them what you know,’ he leaned down, and, without waiting, planted a kiss tenderly on her cheek.

   It should have sent tingles escaping all the way into her jaw and neck. But it didn’t.

   Instead she just locked her gaze on the floor past Carson’s side and she focused her mind.

   The fake Carson had claimed he’d do anything for her. Well, she would do anything for him.

   The real one.

   And that’s why she sat there and she controlled herself.

   ‘I don’t understand,’ she forced herself to say in a falsely pathetic tone, ‘what is it you’re after? What exactly do you need to know?’

   ‘Where the entity is. What it feels like when it takes control. Just anything you know, anything,’ Carson added as he leaned down and kissed her again.

   She instinctively shrugged away from his grasp.

   ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, ‘I’m just confused.’

   As soon as she admitted to that, Carson pulled closer, running his hand down her back reassuringly.

   In other words, he tried to distract her.

   Because that’s what he was—a distraction. Every time she appeared to waver, he would draw closer and closer.

   But he couldn’t distract her.

   Yet maybe she could distract him.

   She suddenly pushed to her feet, locking a hand on his wrist as she did. ‘Carson, I’ll tell you everything. Of course I will. But what exactly do you need to know?’

   ‘Just how it feels.’

   ‘How it feels to what?’

   ‘Access the entity,’ he finally admitted.

   ‘Access the entity,’ she repeated, smiling up at him as she did.

   ‘We need to know everything about it, Nida. Everything. Whatever it has told you, whatever it has shown you. But most of all, how you managed to access it.’

   She blinked her eyes closed, and when she opened them, Carson was right there before her.

   He cut such an imposing figure. He was broad chested, tall, and strong. Yet his expression was so divinely calming, that despite his build, he appeared cherub like.

   As if she could trust him completely.

   ‘Come on, Nida, tell us. Then this will all go away,’ he promised.

   And he was likely telling the truth.

   As soon as she told the Vex what they wanted to know, this simulation would likely end.

   Then perhaps her life would end soon after.

   She wasn’t going to give up though. Instead, she nodded her head. She reached a hand to Carson. ‘Why do you need to know how to access the entity?’

   ‘Because that’s how we’ll finally free you,’ he said immediately. ‘That’s how we’ll send it back to its own time. You know that, right? You remember, don’t you, Nida?’ as he asked that, a fog descended on her mind.

   It was almost as if someone were trying to force memories right into her brain.

   It didn’t work.

   She simply let the fog drift past her.

   ‘So, come on, Nida, tell us,’ Carson asked once more.

   She considered him silently. In fact, she considered the whole room in total silence as she turned slowly on her foot.

   They wanted the entity.

   This had always been about the entity.

   Even in the past, when Cara had attacked her, it had been about the entity.

   Nida was touched, and that meant something to these people.

   It meant power.

   Suddenly her brow crumpled over her eyes as understanding engulfed her.

   She still didn’t know what weapon destroyed Remus 12, but what if it had been the entity?

   It had the power; she knew that as a fact.

   And the people before her—the Vex, the true minds behind this simulation—they certainly had the desire. She’d experienced Cara’s burning fundamentalism. She could see how someone possessed with such self-certainty could destroy their very home.

   ‘I’m not going to let you do it,’ she suddenly whispered.

   ‘Sorry?’ Carson looked confused.

   ‘I won’t let you have access to it. I won’t tell you its secrets. I won’t tell you its visions. And I will not use it as a weapon,’ she spat finally.

   Carson stood stock-still.

   In fact, no one and nothing in the room moved.

   Because the simulation stopped.

   She broke it.

   She pushed through it. Just like she had before; she surfaced from it like you would a dream.

   Then finally, she was back on that cold medical table.

   Back in the room.

   Back in the future.

   She could hear the scientists around her, their activity frantic, their voices a droning mess of worry and frustration.

   ‘She broke through it again,’ one spat. ‘Increase the output of the generator. We need that information. If we don’t get it, we’re all dead.’

   ‘Is she unconscious? Don’t speak in front of her,’ someone else chided.

   ‘It doesn’t matter; it’s not like she’s going anywhere. She’s blocked off from the entity. She has no power, and she’s pumped full of drugs and restrained,’ someone else replied.

   The entity.

   She was blocked off from it.

   Though she’d already sensed that fact, to have it confirmed sent a strange kind of energy rippling through her.

   Determination.

   And the feeling that the opportunity she had been desperate to find was finally upon her.

   ‘How is the other one? Do we have all the information we need from the human male?’

   ‘Yes. He’s been forthcoming. We know all he does on the likely response of the Galactic Coalition Academy. The General will be pleased. Though we should probably run the simulation a few more times to garner everything we can about the Galactic Coalition, we have enough now to know how to defeat them.’

   Nida stilled.

   Though she had not yet moved a centimetre, her muscles stiffened to the point of snapping.

   ‘We need to triple our efforts at finding the touched’s secrets. We must know how she accesses the entity. We must know how she controls it. We need to find out now.’

   Nida listened to the doctors and scientists speak, and she drew colder and colder with every word.

   ‘But what do you suggest?’ someone else asked. ‘She isn’t buying the simulation.’

   ‘Then change it. Find something, anything that will force her to show us what she knows.’

   She felt sick. Powerfully, powerfully sick. Nausea rose through her belly, snaking up to her throat.

   But she didn’t choke.

   She simply lay there and she listened.

   ‘Take her back to when she opened the time gate; force the simulation to recreate that scene so she shows us what she did,’ someone suggested.

   ‘It won’t work. We can’t sift through her memories. She is resisting. She will know something is wrong.’

   ‘Try,’ someone commanded in a shout that echoed through the room. ‘We don’t have time to fail. The event is almost upon us. Everything in our history leads to this point. I shouldn’t have to remind you what will happen to us all if we fail.’

   Silence descended through the room.

   ‘We are fighting for our very existence. And unless we unlock her secrets, we could fail.’

   She needed to know more. She had to find out as much as she could.

   Because she had to stop them.

   The few facts she now had scared the life out of her.

   The Vex wanted to find out how she accessed the entity. Why? So they could use it as a weapon? If so, against whom? Themselves or the Coalition?

   That possibility sent another wave of nausea cascading through her. Yet again, she just managed to stop herself from choking though.

   Was that it? Was that why the Vex were forcing Carson and her to undergo these visions? Is that why they were prying information on the Galactic Coalition’s battle capability from Carson’s mind, whilst scraping knowledge of the entity from hers?

   Her mind burnt with her questions. No matter what she did, she couldn’t put them out.

   And maybe she didn’t want to.

   Because, although she had no idea what was happening, she could guess how important it was.

   She was now fighting not just for her life and Carson’s, but for the very existence of the United Galactic Coalition as well.

   Her future.

   She had to do something.

   Now.

   Right now.

   There was no more time for questions, no more time to wait.

   For the longer she lay there, the more they found from Carson’s mind.

   But what could she do?

   As the Vex had already rightly pointed out, she was blocked off from the entity, drugged, and had no power of her own.

    . . . .

   The entity.

   She could feel only a trace of it. Only a hint. Only a reminder of what it could do.

   She held onto that hint, that suggestion, that scrap of a memory.

   She tried to force herself into it. Tried to bundle up her mind and body until she could squeeze it right into that distant feeling in her hand.

   She had travelled so far with it.

   From Remus 12, to Earth, then back to Remus 12. Even through time itself.

   She had grown accustomed to it.

   She had relied on it. And though, at times, she had become suspicious of it—she had questioned why it had led them to the resistance, and why it had forced her to remain with Varo—she now expunged that doubt from her mind.

   For it was all she had.

   ‘Hold on,’ one of the scientists said, their voice pressured, ‘I am picking up strange readings from the touched.’

   ‘What is it?’

   ‘I . . . .’

   Nida blocked them out. The voices. Their presence.

   The room as a whole.

   She let it slip from her awareness as she focused everything she had on her left hand.

   On the entity.

   She tried to break down the wall that separated them.

   She tried to get through.

   She could feel it on the other side. Its power held back by some kind of insubstantial force.

   With everything she had, the worst recruit in 1000 years fought it.

   Never letting up, never giving up, and forcing everything she had into the task.

   Until finally she did it.

   Nida did it. She pushed through. She accessed the entity. She poured her mind into it, and as she did, it poured into her. The wall that had been separating them simply crumbled.

   And the power surged.

   She grabbed hold of it and pulled.

   She was going to break free. Even though it was dangerous to rely on the entity, to use its power, she had no choice.

   She had to break free and take Carson and the entity with her. She couldn’t remain here until the Vex used her as a weapon.

   So she opened up completely, the power coursing through her veins as she did.

   Her heart beat with it, her mind roared from it, and her body consumed it, until finally she lifted up.

   She cancelled out the effects of gravity as if it were nothing more than a mere fact, and something easily ignored.

   As she did, she floated above her bed until she hung there suspended in the air a few metres above it.

   She could hear the scientists screaming; she could see their frightened and fearful expressions.

   But she did not hesitate.

   She knew they could reinstate the wall at any moment, so she had to act now.

   She pointed to the ceiling in one strong move.

   She lifted her hand, and the room lifted with her.

   Everything from the beds to the equipment to the people.

   They all rose from their feet until they floated there.

   Though she felt the power coursing through her and knew she could tear through everything, she restrained herself.

   She would not kill them.

   She wasn’t like that.

   So she held onto her control as she pushed her hand out. Instantly the scientists and doctors tumbled towards the walls. She sent all the medical devices and technology tumbling behind them.

   She opened the door on the far side of the room with little more than a thought and a swipe of one extended finger.

   She sent the scientists spinning through it.

   Then she closed the door and allowed the remaining devices and objects in the room to heap against it, blocking it closed.

   It was incredible. The ease with which she manipulated the world around her. The power. The possibility. It went beyond anything she’d ever experienced.

   Though a part of her wanted to keep hold of it, wanted to revel in the strength it provided her, she did not.

   She forced herself to let go.

   To close her mind off to the entity, to force it backwards.

   And as she did, she descended back down to the ground until she fell lightly to her feet.

   She did not wobble. Though her legs were tired, she stood.

   Then she turned, just in time to bring her hands up and guide the still-floating Carson to the ground.

   As he rested beside her, the last power of the entity withdrew.

   As it did, she felt unbelievably cold, yet she still acted.

   She pushed down to her knees beside him, cupping his head in her hands. ‘Carson,’ she called, her voice echoing through the now empty room. ‘Carson,’ she screamed again, her voice croaking with the strain of what she’d just done.

   He just lay there, straight and still.

   But alive.

   He was still breathing.

   To confirm that fact, she locked a hand flat on his chest, feeling it move under her fingers.

   She could have knelt there like that forever, her palm and fingers moving gently as his chest rose and descended with every inhalation and exhalation.

   Because it confirmed he was still here. Still alive.

   The Vex hadn’t killed him.

   But they would, if given the chance.

   As if to confirm that fact, she snapped her head up to hear noises filter in from the corridor outside. They were very muffled and distant, but she could make them out.

   Despair leapt through her, chasing away any latent tingle of power that had remained from her use of the entity.

   Now she felt alone again, outnumbered, and out-gunned.

   She had to rouse Carson and get out of here.

   And she had to do it now.

   Though she wanted to force the entity to open a time gate again, she knew she had to wait.

   It just didn’t have the energy.

   It had to recoup.

   If she forced it now, it could corrupt. Though if she stayed in this time period much longer, she knew it would corrupt anyway.

   With a choked breath as she realised how impossible this situation was, she grabbed hold of Carson’s shoulders and tried to shake him awake. ‘Carson,’ she begged, ‘Carson.’

   He would not wake.

   Tears started to streak down her cheeks, hot, fast, and relentless, they just washed over her face, down her neck, and along her chin.

   Sobbing, she kept begging him to wake.

   Though she was in a hospital room of some description, and there was medical technology all around her, she didn’t know how to use any of it.

   Plus, she’d destroyed most of it when she’d heaped it against the wall.

   So all she had was her voice.

   She used it, over and over again as she whispered his name.

   As she begged him to come back.

   







Chapter 12

   Carson Blake

   Something wasn’t right.

   Something wasn’t right.

   He kept telling himself that over and over again, but he couldn’t do anything about it.

   Whenever he tried to question what was happening to him, his head filled with fog, his body becoming weary with every breath.

   And try as he might, he couldn’t do a thing to fight it.

   He was a zombie, a robot; he did what he was told. What the Admiral ordered him to. He fought. He organised a battle plan to counter attack the new force moving against the United Galactic Coalition. But everything was so distant, every experience so disconnected.

   Yet somehow he held onto one fact.

   One name.

   Nida.

   Nida.

   He repeated it in his mind as if her name could set him free.

   Then it happened.

   The world around him broke.

   It actually broke.

   He’d been standing in his room, when all of a sudden the walls had fallen into blackness.

   He was dimly aware of being lifted into the air, of floating high above some object.

   But he couldn’t see anything. He couldn’t hear anything.

   He was locked inside his mind.

   He fought it.

   And he held on.

   Onto her name.

   







Chapter 13

   Cadet Nida Harper

   He still wouldn’t rouse, and now she cupped his head in her hands, tears falling down her cheeks and striking his.

   He had to wake up.

   He had to.

   Because she couldn’t leave him here.

   They had to escape together, back to the past or the future, but far, far away from here.

   She needed him so she could do what she had to do next.

   Protect the United Galactic Coalition. To find out the Vex’s true secrets. And above all, to ensure the entity remained safe.

   ‘Come on,’ she begged as she pushed her fingers further behind his head, leaning down towards him and staring into his lifeless face.

   Then she felt it.

   Something behind his neck.

   Smooth, oblong, and lodged into the skin just below the base of his skull.

   Her eyes widened, and, without thinking, she pulled it out.

   For all she knew, it could be the only thing keeping him alive.

   It wasn’t.

   It was the only thing keeping him asleep.

   He sat up.

   No, he sprung forward as if he’d been released from a cannon.

   ‘Carson,’ she screamed.

   He turned.

   He sought out her gaze.

    . . . .

   He clearly couldn’t believe his eyes.

   He doubled backwards, grabbing one hand to his throat and the other to his mouth as he did.

   Then, as realisation made his eyes wide, he threw himself forward.

   Right at her.

   ‘Nida? Nida?’ he grabbed her shoulders, his strong grip locking her in place as if he was scared she would suddenly disappear.

   She nodded her head.

   He shook his. ‘Nida?’ he whispered, his expression compressed with a paradoxical mix of sorrow and joy.

   She nodded her head once more. This time vehemently. In fact, she could have snapped it considering how strongly she jerked it up and down in her attempts to convince him that yes, it was her.

   ‘I’m here, Carson, it’s me.’

   He shook his head once more. Then he just wrapped his arms around her.

   No words.

   No waiting.

   He pulled her in.

   In fact, he bought her so close, his cheek pressed hard into her own, his breath a continuous tickle over her neck.

   ‘God,’ he breathed, suddenly holding her tighter. ‘God,’ he repeated, holding her tighter again.

   ‘There’s no time to explain,’ she said, pulling herself away from him. Though she wanted to stay locked in his arms for all eternity, she couldn’t; they had to get out of here.

   ‘What’s happening? I . . . I thought you were dead,’ he choked, real tears streaking down his cheeks as his torso and arms shook.

   He held her even tighter, as if she were the only force keeping him from falling over.

   ‘Carson, we have to go. Quick. My distraction won’t last; they’ll send reinforcements. We have to leave.’

   ‘Nida,’ he wheezed, more tears welling in his eyes, ‘I thought you were dead,’ he repeated. ‘Dead.’

   For a moment, his raw emotion stilled her. But it was only a fraction of a second. For she knew how much time she didn’t have. She may have managed to push through to the entity to use its power, but her distraction wouldn’t last for long.

   The Vex of this time-period were impossibly strong. What they’d done to her and Carson evidenced that. They’d hooked them up to machines capable of manipulating their secrets right out of their minds.

   Though she knew how desperate this situation was, she finally listened to what he was saying. ‘What?’ her breath stilled, cold and hard in her chest. It just stuck there like a lump. ‘What do you mean dead?’

   ‘They told me you were dead,’ Carson choked, shaking his head as he spoke. He was smiling at the same time as tears rolled relentlessly down his cheeks. With a shaking hand, he wiped his face, but didn’t stop shaking his head. ‘What’s going on?’

   ‘They pretended I was dead?’ she repeated, realising the Vex had controlled Carson’s vision to manipulate him into thinking she’d died.

   It was a horrible thought, but she had to put it aside for now.

   ‘Carson, I’m fine. I’m alive,’ she said, pressing a hand into his chest as she did.

   It felt warm.

   So warm.

   All at once she remembered cuddling up to him on that couch—but that hadn’t been real; it had been part of the simulation.

   This, this was real.

   In a flood, she felt all of the reassurance she had thought she’d felt in the vision.

   He collapsed a hand onto her back, his palm flat against her top.

   She was no longer wearing the clothes she’d come across in that farmhouse, and neither was Carson. Neither did they look like Vex any more; their complete disguises had been removed.

   They were both in long white tunics that had a bare resemblance to hospital gowns from Earth.

   As his hand weighed into the fabric of her top, he suddenly shifted back as an echoing boom filtered in from the corridor outside.

   For the first time his expression tightened with something other than overwhelming relief.

   Terror.

   ‘What the hell was that?’ he turned towards the opposite wall where all of the medical equipment lay in a great big heap.

   ‘They’re trying to get through,’ she breathed. ‘Come on, we have to get out of here.’

   Just as soon as she suggested it, she realised it was impossible.

    . . . .

   How was she meant to get out of here?

   There was only one door, and there were no windows.

   They were stuck inside.

   Carson appeared to catch up to that same fact as he turned to her, his eyes wide with obvious terror. ‘Nida,’ he said in a shaking voice. ‘What the hell do we do?’

    . . . .

   He was asking her what to do.

   She was the worst recruit in 1000 years, yet the best recruit was asking her for advice. No, not just for advice, for help.

   Though it felt incredible, now really wasn’t the time to look back on how far she’d come.

   She could write Commander Sharpe an ‘I told you so’ letter later.

   Right now, she had to figure out how to get out of here before the Vex got in.

   Because if they did, there’d be no escaping again. She’d gotten lucky last time. Through some combination of grit and fortune, she’d broken through whatever force had kept the entity separated from her.

   The Vex wouldn’t make the same mistake twice though. She knew how desperate they were; everything that had happened to both her and Carson ever since they’d arrived in this cursed time-period evidenced that.

   The Vex were sufficiently motivated and powerful to do what they wanted.

   ‘God, what do we do?’ Carson asked again, his desperation obvious.

   She had no idea what they’d done to him in his simulation, other than the fact they’d made him believe she was dead.

   Yet whatever it had been, Carson now seemed weak. Unsure of himself. They’d sapped his resolve.

   Despite how dire the situation was, she took a moment to consider that fact.

   Did she really mean that much to him? Could the prospect that she’d died unsettle him so much emotionally that it would underwrite his drive, his skills, and his fire?

   She didn’t have the time to ask, and neither did she dare.

   Instead, she took a breath. A short, harsh breath.

   And she decided what to do.

   ‘We wait,’ she announced.

   ‘What?’

   ‘We wait until the entity has recharged, then I’m going to use it to open a time gate.’

   ‘Nida, you can’t do that. The entity . . . you can’t tire it out. You can’t use its power . . . wait, hold on,’ he trailed off as she stared at her with a mix of astonishment and worry, ‘what do you mean you’re going to use it to open a time gate? The entity only acts when it wants to.’

   She took a brief moment to consider him in silence. She thought of not telling him, of keeping the fact she could access the entity to herself. Yet as soon as that thought arose in her mind, she dismissed it.

   She trusted him.

   Implicitly.

   In fact, she trusted him more than anyone she had ever trusted.

   ‘There’s a lot to explain, but just trust me—I can access the entity. I can force it to open a time gate. That’s what I did in the past . . . and that’s how we got here,’ she added with a wince. ‘I can’t control where the time gate takes us, but I can use it to get away from here,’ she turned to face the opposite wall. It shook under some powerful barrage.

   ‘I . . . ,’ Carson began. But he did not finish his words. Instead he just stood there and considered her, then the wall behind them. ‘I trust you,’ he finally added.

   She smiled at that.

   In that moment, it didn’t matter that a whole hoard of angry futuristic Vex were trying to storm the room to get to them. All that mattered was his sentiment.

   She wanted to reach out her hand to take his.

   But she hesitated.

   He didn’t.

   He stepped in, right beside her, and clasped his palm close to hers. Their fingers interlacing, they shared a silence.

   A long, drawn out, heavy silence punctuated only by the sounds of the Vex trying to get through.

   ‘How long will it take?’ he whispered eventually.

   She knew exactly what he spoke of. The entity. He needed to know how long it would take until it recharged enough to open another gate.

   He no longer questioned whether it would be safe; neither did he doubt she could do it.

   He didn’t point out she could corrupt it.

   He just trusted her.

   And she trusted herself. She trusted that intuition that told her she could open another gate without corrupting the entity. She also trusted her judgement when it came to this time-period. It was of utmost importance that she get the entity out of here before the Vex could use it as a weapon.

   ‘Nida?’ he prompted slowly.

   ‘I don’t know,’ she finally realised.

   It was a horrible, fraught conclusion, but she couldn’t hide from it. Though she could still feel the entity within, and she was now more attuned to it than she had ever been before, she could not tell how long it would take.

   ‘Nida,’ Carson began.

   He didn’t get the opportunity to finish his sentence. At that exact moment, something exploded in the corridor outside. It sent the medical equipment shaking to the floor and scattering out in all directions.

   But while it fell away, the door could not be opened. Because she’d warped it. She’d completely destroyed it when she’d used the entity to blast free.

   Her eyes drew wide as another explosion rocked her to the core.

   All she could do was stand there and stare.

   And hold onto him.

   ‘Nida?’ he tried to grasp hold of her attention once more.

   Finally, she turned to him.

   ‘Whatever happens,’ he began.

   Again, he didn’t get the opportunity to finish his sentence.

   Instead, the wall before them started to glow. At first, it was only a single point about a few centimetres across. A bright red dot glowing the colour of sparking fire.

   Then it grew.

   Quickly, until it covered a whole section of the wall.

   ‘They’re burning their way in,’ Carson acknowledged with a scream. He barrelled into her, pulling her back towards the other side of the room.

   She let him pull her back. Yet it was pointless. Whether they stood against the far wall or in the centre of the room was irrelevant; as soon as the Vex made it through, Carson and Nida were done for.

    . . . .

   Yet she didn’t give up.

   She held onto this new-found resolve. The same resolve breaking through the Vex’s illusions had given her.

   She also centred her mind.

   She opened up her energy. She tried to connect with the entity. Tried to convey to it how desperate this situation had become.

   She could feel it leap up through her; rising from her palm into her wrist, then high into her arm and chest.

   It felt like electricity climbing her flesh and bones.

   She didn’t fight the sensation though.

   She held onto it and followed where it would lead.

   ‘Nida,’ Carson called, pulling her backwards again. ‘Christ . . . I just . . . god, what do we do?’

   Wait.

   They had to wait.

   And hope that it work out.

   Hope the entity recharged in time. And beyond that, hope that she was right. Hope that by opening the time gate, she wouldn’t corrupt the entity and take the rest of reality with it.

   It was a big if.

   But she had faith.

   Call it her connection to the entity, but she knew that she could do it.

   So she just listened to his desperate shouts, and all the while held onto his hand as tightly as she could.

   Then she closed her eyes and beckoned it forward.

   







Chapter 14

   Carson Blake

   He couldn’t believe it.

   He just couldn’t believe it.

   She was alive.

   She was right by his side, her hand in his.

   To confirm that fact, he redoubled his grip.

   Sure enough, he could still feel her fingers; he could still enjoy the reassuring warmth of her palm.

   But that didn’t change what was happening to them.

   Though Carson now appreciated that the events of the past few weeks—ever since he had awoken on Remus 12 only to be told Nida was dead—weren’t real. They’d been some kind of manufactured illusion.

   He didn’t understand it, not really, and though Nida appeared to know more, now wasn’t the time to question her.

   Now was the time to fight, yet he had nothing to fight with.

   Now was the time to defend themselves, but there’s wasn’t the time.

   One look around him at the crushed and battered machines along the opposite wall told him that whatever time-period they were in contained powerful and technologically advanced Vex. Vex that could reach right into his mind and convince him Nida was dead.

   But more than that, trick him into sharing the battle capability of the United Galactic Coalition. Trick him into showing what he could do.

   That fact played at the edges of his mind, and brought with it unbelievable guilt. 

   He couldn’t think of that now though.

   He had to do something, anything.

   Yet there was nothing to do.

   So he just stood there holding her hand.

   For her part, the worst recruit in 1000 years seemed calm. Terrified, yes, but still deceptively calm. It was as if she’d given into something, as if she’d realised some important fact that enabled her to rise above this situation.

   He hissed her name again, and in response, she tightened her grip.

   She’d told him to wait.

   To wait for the entity to recharge, as she’d put it. Then she was going to use it to open a time gate.

    . . . .

   It sounded impossible. And if it wasn’t impossible, it sounded deadly.

   The entity corrupted every time it used its energy, so reaching inside it and forcing it to open a gate sounded like suicide.

   Yet he didn’t question her, didn’t pull her back.

   Because he trusted her.

   The emotion locked him to the spot. It saw him standing silently by her side.

   It wasn’t to be confused with hope either; he didn’t wish that she was right.

   He just knew she was.

   The pressure of the situation was rapidly washing away the fog that had eaten him for the past few weeks—or at least the few weeks that had passed whilst he’d been trapped in that vision.

   It all seemed insubstantial now. And impossible.

   How could he have believed that Nida had died in her room? How had he let people convince him of that?

   Now was not the time for self-admonishment though.

   Because now it was over.

   The opposite wall actually melted away.

   Yet there was no heat.

   Though the whole thing glowed a hellish red and orange, no heat buffeted into the room frying the both of them into crisps.

   It was, yet again, a testament to how powerful these Vex were.

   Incredible.

   And unstoppable.

   It was over.

   As the wall melted away, he saw soldiers behind it readying their weapons.

   Though their faces were obscured by helmets, he recognised their stances. He understood their intent.

   And time just slowed down.

   As the realisation that this was it—that this was the end—shot through him before the soldier’s bullets could finish the job, he turned.

   He crumpled over her as she stood there resolutely, her eyes closed and her expression calm.

   He brought his arm around her head and rested his cheek against her ear.

   ‘Sorry,’ he whispered in her ear.

   Then he waited to be shot.

    . . . .

   No bullet lanced across the room. No weapon arced towards him.

   Nothing.

   Instead, in a wash of energy, he felt her skin vibrate.

   And he saw it.

   Through his tightly closed eyes, he saw the glow.

   The blue.

   The light.

   It washed over her. And just as it had on the roof, it rapidly turned to white.

   Bright, powerful, blinding, incandescent white.

   It occupied the room like a presence.

   And as it did, he felt the entity.

   All around him.

   Inside, outside, everything.

   She lifted off her feet, her hand still in his.

   He tightened his grip, terrified of letting her go.

   Yet she wouldn’t let him fall; she took him along with her as she pushed into the air.

   He heard surprised shouts from behind him, then finally the blast of gunfire.

   Red-hot bursts of plasma flew towards them, yet before they could hit, they slowed, bent, and took up orbit around Nida, flying around in a vortex above her head.

   He had just a moment to stare at them in complete surprise before he felt it.

   Time slowed down.

   Or if not time, then something.

   Something that made the endless progression of change meaningful.

   Whatever eternity sat beyond history.

   It wrapped around him, and it wrapped around her.

   Then the floor beneath him gave way, as did the walls and ceiling.

   They did not break apart as they had in his vision.

   They simply drifted away as if he were leaving them far behind.

   And he was.

   They fell through time.

   This time together.

   This time they could not be torn apart.

   







Chapter 15

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She did it.

   She opened the gate.

   She forced her mind into the task, and once again called on the power of the entity. As it surged within her, she used that power to divide time in half. To break through the binds that kept it riveted to the spot. Until it lapped around her, washing over her body as if she’d shattered the dam that held it at bay.

   She enjoyed the sensation, yet she did not lose herself to it. And neither did she lose herself to the power of the entity.

   She controlled it until the gate opened and finally closed.

   Then they arrived.

   In another time and another place.

   She struck the ground, rolling to the side, her body suddenly filled with unbelievable fatigue.

   Yet she did not black out.

   She forced her eyes to remain open.

   She would not be surprised again. She would not lose consciousness only for the Vex to capture her.

   That would have been what had happened last time. When she’d opened the time gate on that rooftop in the past, she would have plunged through, and both her and Carson would have lost consciousness immediately, leaving them easy targets for the Vex of the future.

   Well not this time.

   She heard him fall behind her.

   He was out cold.

   Yet he was alive.

   For the briefest of moments, she closed her eyes and held onto that fact.

   They were both alive.

   They’d made it out of there.

   But to when and to where?

   She forced her eyes open again.

   She was in some kind of chamber. It was cold, it was dark, and there were no decorations. Just a floor, ceiling, and walls, all hewn from rough stone.

   Instantly she recognised her surroundings.

   The tunnels of Remus 12.

   She’d been here before.

   Yet before she could race up to the surface to see if the stars were falling from the sky or whether a troop of Vex were waiting for her, she stopped.

   Pain blasted through her.

   The entity stared to vibrate, hot and frantic.

   She could feel it corrupting.

   She could feel it trying to tear itself apart as it lost all control of itself.

   Then the dust picked up from her feet. The rubble cascaded in chunks form the ceiling. Rocks pulled themselves from the door frame.

   And all of it plummeted towards her.

   As it did, her implant burned into her flesh as if it were now operating way beyond its capacity.

   She had just a moment to recognise what was happening in between her crippling bouts of pain.

   The entity was having another attack, and this time it could be its last.

   For there was no one to protect Nida now. Carson was out cold.

   The glowing red device he’d used to protect her was gone too, as was his gun and armour.

   She was on her own.

   The rubble rained down, striking her head, cheeks, arms, and torso.

   She fell to her knees, trying to protect herself in between gasping as more pain gouged through her like swords slicing open her arms and legs.

   Larger stones struck her back and legs, one even glancing off her ear and cutting it. Blood spattered forward, then instantly turned, trapped in the vortex. It swirled around her until it splattered across her closed eyes and mouth.

   She could smell it, taste it.

   And she knew more would come.

   She heard more stones pulling from the ceiling this time.

   She had seconds.

   She used them.

   Just as her desperation reached its peak, she remembered.

   Her resolve. Her decision to do whatever it would take to save the entity, Carson, and the United Galactic Coalition.

   She was quite possibly everyone’s last hope.

   So she fought.

   She stood.

   She let the rocks slam into her.

   And she concentrated.

   She could access the entity with ease now. She knew where it resided. She knew what it felt like.

   And she also knew how to lock it away.

   How to block it off from her body and mind.

   That is what she now did.

   She wrapped herself around it protectively, sacrificing her own self to the chaos of corruption.

   She could feel it break through her.

   But it did not kill her. It couldn’t do to Nida what it could do to the entity. For Nida was part of this reality. She was not some cross-dimensional being.

   She was human.

   So she fought with what she had. She curled her mind tight around the entity and protected it.

    . . . .

   It worked.

   She saved it, or at least she thought she did.

   For she could not appreciate at the time what it would take to truly set the entity free.

   The rubble fell from the air. The rocks scattered around her, and the dust dashed lightly and innocently against her shoulders and face.

   She did it.

   She saved herself and kept the entity safe at the same time.

   Before she could truly consider what she’d just achieved, Carson stirred.

   She dropped to her knees beside him.

   ‘Carson,’ she said in a single breath. ‘Carson,’ she repeated as she leaned down as close as she could get.

   She planted a hand flat on his chest, and soon enough she felt him move against it.

   His eyes blinked open and a groan escaped his lips.

   ‘What . . . ,’ be began. Then he tried to snap upright.

   He couldn’t though. He appeared weak. Plus, Nida still kept her hand weighed down firmly on the centre of his chest.

   ‘Carson,’ she whispered, relief washing through her and making her shoulders tremble.

   He looked up. Right at her. Though it appeared to take him a great deal of effort, he managed it. His gaze flickered and he kept blinking, yet the emotion behind it was clear and strong.

   ‘Oh my god, you really are alive,’ he pushed his hand up and let it rest alongside her cheek.

   She leaned into it, unashamed that tears trickled down her cheeks as she smiled wildly.

   ‘Wait, how did we get out of there?’ Carson shifted forward now, using all his strength to sit.

   She let him, pushing back on her haunches as she watched him stare wildly around the room. He shifted his head with strong, almost frantic movements of his neck.

   His eyes were wide—she could see it even in the relative darkness.

   In fact, this cold stone room would have been pitch black were it not for her.

   Her hand glowed. And more than that, her body did too. It was subtle, it was slight, but it was there. From her feet to the top of her head, ever centimetre of her skin shone gently with that blue light.

   He finally turned back to her and stared, wide eyed at her face and hands, and then back up to her face.

   ‘What’s happening?’ he hissed, his confusion evident.

   She took a brief moment to simply smile at him. To enjoy the moment.

   She wasn’t cruel enough to be taking pleasure in his surprise.

   It was the simple fact he was alive. That they were both alive.

   Pressing her lips closer together as her chin dimpled and her cheeks fattened high into her eyes, she nodded.

   ‘Nida?’ he asked once more.

   ‘I opened a time gate,’ she finally said.

   In a shudder, a wash of recognition crossed over his features, slackening them as it did. ‘Oh my god . . . you did it. We got a way?’ As if to confirm that fact, Carson placed one of his trembling hands on the ground below him and trailed it through the dust and rubble.

   It was in stark contrast to the room they had left. That room had been clean, advanced, and definitely not full of rubble.

   She smiled again. 

   She couldn’t help it.

   Then he asked three little words that cut through her joy. ‘Where are we?’

   She blinked hard.

   Though she’d ascertained they were back in the tunnels of Remus 12, there was one fact she was yet to confirm.

   When they were.

   Her back straightened of its own accord, propelling her upwards as she stood quickly.

   Turning on her bare feet, she sought out some clue. Yet she instinctively knew there was little she could find out down here.

   This room was too simple to hold the secret of when they had travelled to.

   Which meant one thing: she would have to go back up to the surface of the planet.

   What would meet her there, she did not know. The stars could be falling from the sky, or a troop of advanced Vex could be waiting to pull her back into an illusion.

   She didn’t drop back to her knees though. She remained standing.

   Carson needed her.

   And that was a truly strange fact to consider.

   She’d once been as weak and pathetic as they came. She’d been the worst recruit at the Academy, and a total failure. She’d had to wait for others to protect her, for Carson to save her from the awful fate that had befallen her.

   Yet now she knew she could do it on her own. To confirm that fact, she brought up her right hand and stared at the patina of cuts sprinkled across the flesh.

   They were still bleeding gently, a silent reminder of how she’d protected the entity from being corrupted barely several minutes ago.

   She took a brief moment to remind herself of that fact.

   She had just saved herself. She had just stopped the entity from corrupting.

   ‘Nida?’ Carson questioned as he now rose to his feet.

   He appeared weak, yet he still managed to stand on his own.

   ‘We need to go up to the surface to find out when we are,’ she confirmed aloud.

   He would already know that—he was freaking Carson Blake. Despite how much he’d been through, and whatever that simulation had done to him, the leader of the Force would still be under there.

   ‘I still . . . what the hell happened back there? Or then,’ he corrected in a muddle. ‘What were they doing to me?’ he asked in a quieter voice.

   She turned on him, then, with a little breath, she explained all she’d grown to realise.

   Everything she’d found out, from the nature of the simulation, to the constant mentions of something called the ‘event’.

   As she drew to a stop, Carson just stared at her. She could see how wide his eyes were from the reflected glow of her own skin.

   ‘They kept me running through that simulation,’ he finally admitted in a voice that was little more than a croak, ‘they kept distracting me whenever I questioned anything . . . and I gave them what they wanted,’ he concluded as he shook his head bitterly.

   Nida shook her head even more firmly. ‘You couldn’t fight against it, Carson. They appear to be far more technologically advanced than the United Galactic Coalition.’

   At that admission, he drew a sharp breath. ‘And I just gave them the keys to all our locks. I can’t believe what I’ve done . . . .’

   ‘Carson,’ she took a step forward, ducked her head low, and stared up into his face, trying to focus his attention, ‘you couldn’t fight it. It wasn’t your fault.’

   ‘You fraught it.’

   ‘I don’t know how,’ she admitted with a sharp breath of her own, ‘I just . . . maybe it was the entity, maybe it was something else. The point is, no one is going to blame you. I don’t blame you,’ she added in a hoarse voice.

   He appraised her with his lips turned into a thin line, then shook his head. ‘I just . . . .’

   ‘We have to keep going,’ she snapped, realising that the best thing to do was probably distract him. Despite what had just happened, he was still the leader of the Force, right? He still knew that you had to push past your emotions in times of stress and import.

   As soon as she thought that, she shuddered. For the Vex had clearly understood that—that’s how they’d kept Carson distracted, that’s how they’d stolen the secrets from his mind.

   ‘I’m just so sorry,’ he began. ‘I thought you were dead . . . I believed it. It didn’t make any sense, and I didn’t do anything to confirm it,’ he continued.

   ‘Carson.’

   ‘I just kept doing my duty, like that was all that mattered.’

   ‘Carson.’

   ‘I can’t believe—’

   ‘Carson,’ she closed the distance between them and grabbed up one of his hands. She held it as tightly as she could. ‘We have no idea what’s going to happen next. We don’t really know for sure why the Vex wanted that information on the United Galactic Coalition, and what they really wanted to do with the entity,’ she admitted through a cold shiver, ‘but we aren’t going to find out here.’

   He finally lifted his chin and looked at her evenly.

   He didn’t say anything.

   So she just stood there and watched the reflected light from her body casting shadows over his.

   ‘We need to find out when we are, and we have to get the entity back to its home. That’s it. That mission hasn’t changed,’ she summarised. ‘But we also have to stop the Vex.’

   Carson took a heavy breath, drew into another pointed silence, then finally managed, ‘but . . . the Vex never existed at the same time as the Academy. What exactly are they going to do with this information?’ Hope twisted through his tone, altering the pitch of his voice as it echoed through the room.

   Nida considered his point. Yet it did not afford her any comfort. For it was one she had already thought of.

   She knew the Vex had never existed at the same time as the Galactic Coalition. According to their best estimates, the inhabitants of Remus 12—the Vex—had died 2000 years before Nida and Carson’s own time.

   The United Galactic Coalition was barely 450 years old.

   Whatever wiped out the Vex, happened in the past.

   So regardless of what point in the Vex’s history Nida and Carson had travelled to, it made the information they’d shared irrelevant, right?

   Nida wasn’t so sure of that.

   The one thing this entire situation had taught her was that it was dangerous to make assumptions.

   ‘They’re long dead in our time,’ Carson repeated, clearly holding onto that fact. ‘The United Galactic Coalition should be safe.’

   Suddenly a cold energy passed over her back, and she clasped a hand on her chest.

   In a shiver, she remembered one of her visions.

   The most horrible by far.

   The one where she had stood upon the ruined surface of Remus 12 looking up into orbit to see the destroyed United Galactic Coalition Fleet. All those ships, all those people.

   All destroyed.

   Carson stepped in closer, even though she was already right by his side. ‘What is it?’

   ‘My vision,’ she croaked, ‘the one I had when we were with the resistance,’ she shook her head as she spoke, feeling the tears well within her eyes. She blinked them back, but they just kept coming. ‘I saw the Coalition Fleet destroyed.’

   Carson didn’t say anything.

   ‘I saw bodies floating in space, cruisers torn in half . . . .’

   ‘We don’t . . . we don’t know that’s the future,’ he tried.

   ‘But what if it is?’

   Again, Carson didn’t say anything. He simply stood there and stared at her silently, his expression one of tortured guilt. ‘We don’t know . . . ,’ he tried one last time.

   No, they didn’t know. But the mere possibility that it could be true, sent Nida’s stomach tumbling around and around until she had to clutch a hand over her mouth to stop from falling over.

   ‘I took us to the future,’ she finally realised. ‘I opened the time gate. I let us fall into the hands of the Vex.’

   ‘Nida, no. It wasn’t your fault. You got us away from that roof. If you hadn’t, god knows what would have happened.’

   She tried to let his words still her, but they wouldn’t.

   Though she had once believed she’d pushed her guilt and indecision away for good, now it came flooding back. It surrounded her, pushing down from above until she could see nothing but what she’d done.

   She trembled.

   ‘Hey, if it’s anyone’s fault, it’s my fault,’ he tried.

   . . . .

   It was no one’s fault.

   That sentiment struck her, and she held onto it.

   It sounded as though it came from the entity. It felt that, even though it was still immeasurably weak, it was reassuring her.

   And she let herself be reassured.

   Soon after, she straightened.

   She considered Carson in the dark and silence once more.

   ‘We just have to do something,’ she finally concluded. ‘Go out there, find out when we are and . . . do something. If we’ve finally made it back to our own time, then we warn the Academy. If we’re back in the past with the Vex, then we fight them. We do what we can to find out what their plans are, and we stop them.’

   ‘And if we’re in our future?’ Carson asked quietly.

   ‘Then we see what’s happened,’ she choked.

   In that moment, they held onto each other.

   Slowly, they parted and faced the rough-hewn door on the other side of the room.

   ‘Let’s go,’ she finally said, nodding forward.

   ‘Wait, just one thing. You opened the time gate . . . but what happened to the entity? Won’t it corrupt again? What if you have another episode? I don’t have my armour, nor the device, not even my gun,’ Carson blurted out.

   Nida managed the smallest of smiles.

   ‘Nida?’ he asked, his confusion almost palpable.

   ‘You don’t have to worry about that any more.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘I mean I can stop it,’ she brought up her hand and showed him the cuts across it. ‘The entity already corrupted before you woke up. And I . . . stopped it.’

   He just looked at her, his brow slack with barely-concealed awe. ‘You did what?’

   ‘Look, it’s hard to explain, but I can access it. The entity. I know where it is, I know how to get to it. That’s how I opened the time gates. And it means I can protect it when it corrupts. I don’t really understand . . . .’

   ‘Neither do I,’ he breathed, then he tightened his grip on her hand, ‘but I trust you.’

   She turned to look at him, her eyes shimmering with tears. She locked her gaze on his face, and could not look away.

   ‘Come on,’ he finally motioned forward with his head.

   They walked out.

   







Chapter 16

   Carson Blake

   He could hardly believe any of this.

   But he had to.

   He had to keep going.

   He couldn’t sit crumpled on that cold stone floor wallowing in his grief.

   He had no real idea what he’d done—what sensitive United Galactic Coalition information he’d shared with the Vex—but Nida was right. They just had to keep going. They had to find out when they were, and react accordingly.

   Nida had tried to convince him that none of this was his fault, that he couldn’t possibly have fought against the simulations forced on his mind by the Vex.

   But she didn’t understand.

   They’d made him believe she was dead . . . and he’d just accepted it in the end. He hadn’t fought it. He hadn’t fought for her. He hadn’t dropped everything to find her.

   He felt sickened by his actions. He didn’t care that the Vex had likely been manipulating him the entire time—that the fog that had assailed him had probably been their efforts to push the questions from his mind. It didn’t matter because he was so disgusted at what he’d done.

   They were no longer holding hands. It was too dangerous in these narrow and dark tunnels. Yet in that moment, he dearly wanted to reach out to her. When his fingers were locked around hers, it made him forget he’d ever believed she could have died.

   She’d taken the lead, which made sense when you considered she was their only light source.

   But it was more than that.

   Nida was taking the lead in the decision making too. Something had happened to her, something that had tempered her once hesitant personality. She seemed quicker to get over setbacks and more determined than she’d ever been.

   And, if she was to be believed, she’d done the impossible and could now interact with the entity easily.

   He was quietly impressed. No, impressed wasn’t the right word—it was took weak.

   He was proud.

   That’s it.

   Her success felt like his success, even though he knew he’d had little to do with it.

   Cadet Nida Harper was achieving this all on her own.

   ‘It’ll be all right,’ she mumbled nervously under her breath as she walked up the stairs before her.

   They were nearing the surface now; the air was starting to smell fresher.

   His stomach suddenly kicked with fear.

   He had absolutely no idea what they would find up there.

   Though the existence of ruined tunnels suggested they must be in the future, sometime after the Vex had destroyed themselves, he was done making assumptions.

   Because assumptions had almost killed him multiple times already. He’d trusted Cara, and she’d turned on them. He’d trusted the simulation, and it had manipulated him.

   Now he was determined to trust only two people.

   Himself and Nida.

   So he walked a little closer to her.

   He still couldn’t believe she was alive.

   His heart kept pounding in his ears at the knowledge of it. And every time he caught a glimpse of her face, it felt as if a weight lifted off his chest.

   Pressing his fingers into his implant, he forced a smile. It was bitter but relieved.

   So relieved.

   He’d never felt more relieved in his whole life, in fact.

   He could barely class it as an emotion; it felt more like a fire.

   The closer they got to the surface, the more he got a handle on himself.

   They had to be careful. Really careful.

   This place was dangerous. They’d already proved that 100 fold.

   So he told Nida to slow down, to be careful.

   She obeyed silently, and they both crept upward, only moving when it was absolutely clear there was no one and nothing around.

   It was slow progress, yet with every step, his anticipation roared louder in his mind.

   The fact he didn’t know what he’d find up there cut up and down his spine like clawed hands.

   He controlled himself though, until they reached the final set of stairs leading up.

   Straining his eyes, he could see the starlight above.

   This was it.

   Christ, this was it.

   His heart no longer pounded in his chest so much as ricocheted around it. He had to plant a hand on his neck and pat it just to stop from hyperventilating.

   But he controlled himself.

   People were relying on him.

   Nida, the United Galactic Coalition, everyone. And though it had become abundantly clear that Nida could now look after herself, he couldn’t let her down.

   So he crept forward.

   One step at a time.

   They climbed together.

   Though Carson wanted to leave her behind in the tunnels, she insisted. There was no way he could pull rank any more—gone were the days she would cower at his tone.

   Their footfall, though soft, rang out, and he concentrated on it as they finally reached the last step.

   With his heart in his mouth, he stared around him. He span on the spot, his eyes as wide as they could be.

   It was night, yet there was enough illumination from the star scape above that he could see the surface of the planet around him.

   Dust. Rubble. Rock.

   But no Vex. No gleaming cities, no futuristic technology.

   They were in the future.

   He could have crumpled to his knees in relief.

   Then he heard it.

   Nida gave a strangled, truly frightening cry.

   He spun on his foot, expecting the worst.

   She was not ensconced in a vision though. She merely had her heard directed up as she stared above her.

   Slowly he tipped his head back too.

   He couldn’t see anything. Just the stars. Granted, there seemed to be smaller flashes of light, as if the sun of this system was illuminating satellites in orbit, but that was it.

   She gasped again, forcing her hand over her mouth.

   ‘Nida, what is it?’ he reached out to her.

   ‘Oh my god, oh my god,’ she repeated through sobs.

   Fear rose through him in a spike. ‘What?’

   ‘It . . . it’s the future. I can . . . .’

   Alarm now shot through him hotter and harder than he’d ever felt it. ‘What’s going on?’

   ‘Over there,’ she pointed now, over his shoulder towards a hill in the distance.

   He could barely make it out.

   There was a dark shadow, and that was about it. But there were dark shadows all around him.

   He now considered it more carefully though, straining his eyes until his vision could resolve the details.

   ‘And over there,’ she turned and pointed behind her.

   ‘What, what are you pointing to? What’s happening?’ he snapped as he whirled on his foot.

   ‘The United Galactic Coalition,’ she choked. ‘It’s . . . .’

   He froze. His muscles just stiffened as if they’d been cast in concrete.

   No.

   No, it couldn’t be.

   Suddenly he understood her fear.

   Suddenly he recognised it.

   When Nida had undergone her vision in the resistance, and she’d seen the United Galactic Coalition destroyed, she’d been inconsolable.

   Now he recognised that fear.

   He pushed himself forward.

   He wasn’t thinking.

   He just ran towards that dark shape in the distance.

   He powered forward. It didn’t matter that he was still weak from whatever the Vex had done to him; he just pushed towards that shape.

   ‘Come on,’ he hissed, ‘come on.’

   His eyes were wide, his mouth open, his body a blur as he pelted forward.

   He kept stumbling, his bare feet snagging in the holes and dips in the ground.

   It didn’t matter though; nothing could stop him.

   The balls of his feet stung from the impact of his frantic footfall, and no doubt he lacerated them on the sharp edges of stones. Yet, once again, it didn’t matter.

   He had to get to that shape.

   He had to confirm she was wrong.

   It took a long time, but soon he reached it.

   As he did, his heart sank.

   It sank faster than it ever had before. It took with it every scrap of hope he could muster.

   It was a chunk of hull plating. Before he could question whether it belonged to a Coalition ship, he saw the remnants of their insignia over the side.

   He ground to a halt, still about five metres away.

   he planted his hand over his mouth and he breathed through his sweaty fingers.

   He couldn’t blink.

   He couldn’t speak.

   He couldn’t take a single step closer.

   All he could do was stand there it total, ashen shock.

   Finally he heard footfall behind him, and soon Nida rushed up to his side. She was puffing, and had to collapse her hands onto her knees to regain her breath.

   Then she lifted her head, and he could see her eyes draw wide as she stared across at the hull plating.

   Her whole body was still lit up; that blue glow encased her completely. It was far more evenly distributed than he’d ever seen it. And it no longer flickered. It was simply a constant, steady light.

   Without a word to him, and with only a bare tremble, she walked forward.

   He couldn’t move, but she could, and soon enough he forced himself to join her.

   Together they assessed the chunk of hull.

   It was, obviously, badly damaged. It had clearly been torn from whatever ship it had once formed an integral part of.

   It smelt of a combination of burning metal and sulphur.

   He pressed the back of his hand over his lips.

   The plating was on the low side of a hill, and now Nida walked silently up it.

   He followed her lead.

   They reached the top. They stared down.

   Into a valley.

   A valley full of broken ships.

   At the sight of only one chunk of hull plating, Carson had held out the slimmest scrap of hope.

   Perhaps only one ship had been destroyed. Perhaps Nida had been wrong.

   Yet now that hope evaporated. It burnt up and drifted away in the wind.

   Below him was a graveyard.

   Ship after ship, all destroyed, all mangled.

   All United Galactic Coalition.

   Neither of them said a word.

   There was nothing to say.

   Nida collapsed first. She just descended to her knees, then down to a seated position.

   Without a single word, not a mumble, nor a cry, she brought her knees up, locked her arms around them, and nestled her head against her legs.

   She wasn’t crying. She didn’t rock back and forth.

   She simply sat there and crumpled up into a ball.

   As for Carson, he just stood there. Staring.

   He wanted it to be a dream.

   It wasn’t.

   There was no fog invading his mind, nobody trying to manipulate him.

   Just reality.

   He had no idea how long he stood there, staring, yet eventually she rose.

   She pushed herself up, and finally the tears stared to flow.

   She sobbed softly. It wasn’t a grand display of emotion. She didn’t clutch at her face and scream at the horror of it all. She simply closed her hand over her eyes, whimpered, and finally turned away.

   And that was a far more poignant display of emotion. Far more chilling.

   He turned away now too.

   Together they stood on the opposite side of the hill, staring down to that singular piece of destroyed hull plating.

   He wanted to collapse a hand around her shoulders and whisper it was all okay.

   Except it wasn’t.

   It was all gone.

   Their future. Their past. Everything they lived for.

   The United Galactic Coalition was gone.

   ‘Nida,’ he finally pressed the word out in a tortured breath.

   Though his voice hardly carried, she turned.

   She let her hand drop from her face.

   She stared across at him, her eyes lit up by that blue glow.

   It was his only comfort. No, she was.

   He reached out to her, and she leaned into him.

   It wasn’t an embrace. It wasn’t a hug. They simply held onto each other in that moment because they were, quite literally, all they had left.

   Again, she was the first to pull away. And again, he had no idea how long they remained there in silence.

   ‘We have to do something,’ she finally croaked.

   He couldn’t acknowledge her words. He couldn’t mumble a yes or force a nod.

   Because there was nothing they could do.

   ‘We have to find out exactly what happened,’ she breathed harder, her chest punching forward.

   He didn’t reply.

   ‘We have to stop it,’ she finally said.

   He looked up sharply. He held onto the determination suddenly lacing her words. It pushed back her fear and torturous grief.

   ‘How?’ he croaked.

   ‘We will warn them. We will find a way to stop this,’ she said, her determination now burning brighter.

   It drew him in. And he swore that as it did, she grew brighter.

   ‘We still have access to the entity, Carson. We still have access to the time gates.’

   He stopped.

   He stared.

   He breathed.

   She was right.

   ‘We can find out what happened here, go back into the past, and stop it before it happens,’ her voice, though quiet, felt like it boomed with certainty and strength.

   ‘You can’t control when the time gates take us,’ he tried, shaking his head.

   ‘I’ll learn,’ she said forcefully.

   He considered her in total silence.

   Then he nodded. As he did, finally the tears touched his eyes too. Yet now they were filled with a mix of hope, of anticipation, of the knowledge that, just maybe, he could do something about the graveyard behind him.

   He could stop it.

   She locked her gaze on his, and she did not glance away.

   If he had the opportunity to alter history, to change who he’d gone on this mission with, he wouldn’t.

   He wouldn’t have taken Travis, he wouldn’t have taken Cadet J’Etem. Not even Sharpe.

   Only Nida.

   Only Nida.

   He nodded once.

   ‘We can do this,’ she closed her eyes and nodded her head.

   He nodded too, even though she couldn’t see him.

   ‘We have to,’ she added in a small voice.

   Yes. They had to.

   They were the United Galactic Coalition’s only hope.

   







Chapter 17

   Cadet Nida Harper

   What happened next, happened quickly. Now she had pushed back her grief in order to come up with a plan, and now she’d shared it with Carson, they finally sprang into action.

   Though it was one of the hardest things she would ever do, she walked with him into the graveyard of ships.

   The destruction was everywhere.

   Everywhere.

   And so were the bodies.

   She hadn’t expected to see those. Her innocent mind had washed that detail away.

   Yet as they’d walked down the side of that hill, she’d seen the charred remains dotted here and there alongside the broken ships.

   Despite her new-found determination, she’d lost it at that point.

   She’d whimpered and cried.

   If it hadn’t been for Carson, she might have turned back. He simply told her in a firm voice to keep going, to block it from her mind. He told her again and again that it would all be okay.

   She held onto that promise.

   It would all be okay.

   If they made it okay.

   When she had walked out of that darkened stairwell onto the surface of Remus 12, she’d known immediately what point in time they’d arrived in.

   Fear had raced up her back and sunk deep into her belly. With a quivering hand, she’d clasped at her neck as she’d looked up.

   Even though she hadn’t been able to see all the way into orbit, she had known instinctively it was scattered with destroyed United Galactic Coalition ships.

   For the feelings that had assailed her had been exactly the same as the ones she’d endured in the entity’s vision.

   Then she’d seen the shadows in the darkness. The jagged shapes that hinted at destruction.

   Well, right now there was no doubting it.

   She’d been right.

   They were in the future.

   A terrible, unimaginable future where it appeared that the majority of the United Galactic Coalition had been destroyed.

   While she’d been the one to muster the strength to come up with a plan, Carson was the one to take charge now.

   And she was more than thankful for him.

   He led her through that graveyard, kept her focused, kept her standing.

   He entered whatever ships he could, or, rather, whatever ships were whole enough.

   He was looking for clues, looking for supplies.

   He collected what he could. Guns, rations, scanners, even a set of armour that he had to pry off a dead body.

   She helped where she could. And slowly, though it was truly horrible, she became accustomed to the destruction around her.

   Accustomed, but not comfortable.

   Never comfortable.

   But she controlled her cloying sorrow long enough to help him. Like a dutiful cadet, she followed the orders of her lieutenant.

   Eventually they came across a ship that was in far better condition than the rest of them. Apart from some minor hull damage, the insides were relatively unharmed.

   The crew, it seems, had all died, leaving the ship to crash land on auto pilot.

   It was a light cruiser, much smaller than the Farsight, but still big enough to have a crew compliment of around 20.

   It was well stocked, and soon enough Carson discovered the engines were still operable.

   They now stood in the small room that accounted for its bridge.

   Carson was covered in soot and muck, his usually handsome face hooded with fatigue and sorrow. There was a yellowish, sickly tinge to his skin, and he kept blinking his eyes as he sighed. ‘With a bit of effort, I can get this flying,’ he said for about the tenth time.

   She nodded her heard. ‘Just tell me what I have to do,’ she forced herself to say.

   He smiled.

   It was a slow and unsure move, and for the first time in hours, he actually appeared to see her. That hooded quality to his gaze lifted.

   ‘You know, I was wrong about you,’ he finally admitted.

   Her eyebrows crinkled down. ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘Never mind,’ one side of his lips crinkled up as he turned, sighed again, and walked over to a panel beside him.

   Her cheeks flushed.

   She didn’t know why.

   Grief. Trauma. Stress.

   Or something else.

   She was too tired to figure it out though. ‘What do you mean?’ she asked again.

   ‘I thought you weren’t cut out for this,’ Carson said, his back still turned to her.

   She considered it silently.

   Was that what she’d been expecting him to say?

   ‘You are,’ he added as he leaned under the panel, pulled off a section of casing, and got to work pulling the guts out.

   She stood there.

   She didn’t know what to say.

   Was there anything to say?

   . . . .

   He was right.

   A lot of people had assumed she wasn’t cut out for proper space travel, for combat, for the duties of a cadet in the Coalition Academy.

   It was turning out she was though.

   That was a very strange fact to consider.

   Though she’d been through a lot in the past month or so, she still held onto the stigma of being the worst recruit in 1000 years.

   Now that was drifting away though.

   Now it was being replaced by experience, by exposure.

   She’d never been the worst recruit in 1000 years; she’d just been untested.

   She took a step back, her heart lifting.

   She did not once forget the destruction and horror around her; she simply considered herself differently.

   She realised that, no matter how hard this was, she could get through this.

   She turned on her foot. ‘I’m going to inventory what’s in the armoury and galley,’ she announced.

   Carson muttered a brief ‘okay.’

   He didn’t tell her to do something else; he trusted her judgement.

   So Nida marched off through the halls of that small cruiser.

   Though it was hard, she went through with her task.

   Soon enough Carson managed to get the engines running at almost full capacity. Yet it took a whole day for him to gather together the tools to seal the hole in the hull.

   It was made easier by the fact there were innumerable broken ships around them, meaning they had ready access to spare parts.

   For that day, they hardly spoke to each other. They just moved around, fulfilling their separate tasks, and doing what had to be done.

   She didn’t feel lonely. In fact, she felt closer to Carson than she ever had.

   And it was a strange feeling.

   Though they’d gone through unimaginable trials, and had been thrust closer together than she could ever have imagined possible, it was only now that she really felt connected to him.

   They felt like companions.

   That was the right word.

   Or maybe it wasn’t. But it was close enough.

   Soon she found herself back on the bridge, sitting in the navigators chair as Carson shifted around under one of the panels to her left.

   ‘Hand me the laser sealer,’ Carson asked.

   Diligently, she handed it over.

   ‘Alright,’ he said after a pause. ‘I think that’s it.’ He was on his back, and shimmied out from under the panel in three quick moves.

   He stood, wiped the back of his hand over his forehead, then stared down at her. ‘Are you ready?’

   She pressed her lips together and nodded.

   They’d talked about what they were to do next.

   They were going to head out into orbit to find out as much information as they could.

   Carson kept telling her this was the most dangerous part of their plan.

   Leaving the planet meant they could garner the attention of the Vex.

   Neither of them knew if the Vex were still around—though they’d been able to decode some information from the broken vessels around them, it was mostly garbled battle plans.

   In other words, they had no idea what would be waiting for them out there.

   ‘Okay, I know you’re sick of this, but I’m going to go over the plan once more,’ Carson crossed his arms in front of his chest and nodded her way. He was back in a United Galactic Coalition uniform. They’d managed to find all the spares they would need. Right now he had the top part of his tunic pulled down and tied around his middle though, and he wore a simple grey shirt on his torso. As he crossed his arms, his soot-covered biceps caught the light. ‘Right, we head into orbit, we scan what we can. Then we try to pick up any incoming United Galactic Coalition coms. Anything,’ he breathed hard, massaging his brow as he did. He was still covered in muck. In fact, he hadn’t taken a shower ever since they’d come across this graveyard. He’d simply worked tirelessly and without break trying to get this vessel flying.

   He was tried. She knew that; she could see it etched deep around his eyes and across his brow.

   She would order him to get some rest later; she understood that right now they both needed to be on their feet though.

   ‘If we discover that some of the United Galactic Coalition is left,’ his voice twisted with emotion, ‘then we go to them, explain ourselves, and learn what we can.’

   ‘And if we don’t,’ she now interrupted in her own emotion-filled tone, ‘we find out what we can from other sources.’

   Carson held her in his gaze and nodded once. ‘Then let’s do this.’

   Expectation rose like a flare deep within her belly, shooting up towards her throat and forcing her lips open as she hissed through a breath.

   This was it.

   It was time to find out what the Vex had done.

   She had so many questions that desperately needed answers.

   In fact, foremost was whether the Vex had done this at all. That was just an assumption based on what they’d done to Carson and what Nida had learnt from them.

   For all she knew, the United Galactic Coalition could have been destroyed by the Barbarians or the Kore.

   Yet, deep down, she knew it was the Vex.

   Everything was down to them.

   She had not yet escaped their influence, and even though she was about to escape their planet, she knew they still waited for her beyond it.

   She closed her eyes briefly as Carson commanded the computer to initiate its ascent.

   The ship shook as its engines turned to full, and she was forced to clutch hold of the console before her.

   ‘It will be a rocky ride, but we’ll get through,’ Carson promised.

   She kept her gaze locked on the view screen before her. At first it showed the mid-morning sun glinting off the field of broken ships around them. Then it lifted up, and she could see the sky above.

   As they punched through the atmosphere, she closed her eyes briefly.

   She didn’t want to see this, she told herself.

   The destruction and desolation that waited for them in orbit.

   She knew it would be there; she’d seen it in a vision.

   Sure enough, she blinked her eyes open when Carson gave a strangled gasp.

   There it was before her; the United Galactic Coalition Fleet in ruins.

   The tumbling ships, the bodies, the broken turrets and engine cores.

   Carson took heavy breath after heavy breath, and she turned to see how pale his soot-covered skin had become.

   Though he’d pushed through his grief and surprise on Remus 12 to get this ship into orbit, now it was all flooding back.

   It flooded back into her too.

   But she pushed past it, and so did Carson. He closed his eyes briefly, and when he opened them, there was a hard edge to his jaw. ‘Alright,’ he said simply, ‘do you know how to modulate the scanners to pick up secure frequencies without leaving a trace of our activity?’ he whirled on his foot and nodded at her.

   She shook her head silently.

   ‘Then you’ll learn,’ he said determinedly.

   And she did. Patiently yet firmly, he walked her through the task.

   ‘While we could just scan for any frequencies, we can’t run the risk of any Vex picking up our activity,’ Carson explained. ‘So we have to be painstakingly careful to cover our tracks while we look for our friends.’

   She shuddered at that explanation.

   While they looked for their friends . . . .

   Though Nida had been careful not to plunge too far into what it would mean that the United Galactic Coalition had been destroyed, now thoughts rose unbidden from her mind.

   Were her parents and sisters dead? What about Alicia? What about Commander Sharpe?

   Carson suddenly clamped a hand on her shoulder. ‘Just keep scanning,’ he said in a firm tone.

   She nodded.

   She clutched hold of the fire and determination in his voice, and in doing so, let it lead her to her own.

   Clenching her teeth and breathing through them, she did as he suggested.

   Soon enough she found something. Carson had already withdrawn back to the main navigational panel. He was tirelessly searching all incoming readings for any hint of the Vex. He also, quite literally, had his hand hovering over the weapons panel.

   ‘I think I’ve got something,’ she waved him over, excitement tumbling through her at the hope she’d found them.

   The United Galactic Coalition, or whatever was left of them.

   Carson immediately strode over to her side.

   He was back to being a lieutenant, back to being the leader of the Force. She could see it within each of his confident movements.

   Yet she remembered his fragility.

   How he’d acted when he’d thought she’d died.

   That mollified her assessment of him now. She no longer looked on at the great Carson Blake as though he were a legend.

   He was nothing more than a man. And nor should he have to be more than a man.

   ‘Alright,’ he leaned close by her shoulder as he assessed her panel. Quickly, he shook his head, and disappointment flashed in his gaze. ‘This is just interference from a nearby quasar,’ he clarified as he straightened with a sigh.

   ‘Oh god, sorry,’ she mumbled.

   ‘Don’t be. You can do this, Nida. You opened a time gate and saved me from the Vex.’

   He didn’t add anything more, like the fact that basic communication scanning was one of the first lessons at the Academy.

   He just nodded down at her, muttered for her to ‘keep trying,’ then he returned to his own tasks.

   She had a few more false starts, but every time, Carson was patient with her.

   And diligent. And kind.

   It was the exact combination she needed to flourish, and soon enough she found what she was looking for.

   ‘I think I’ve really got it this time,’ she bit her lip as she stared down at her screen, hoping she wasn’t wrong yet again.

   Carson didn’t sigh as he walked across to her. Instead he took up position close to her shoulder again, then leaned down past her, his arm against hers.

   After his eyes assessed the information on the screen, he jolted upright. ‘Christ,’ he muttered. ‘That’s it. That’s what we’ve been waiting for.’

   Her heart leapt into her throat, both at the prospect she’d found it and his proximity.

   He smiled, for the first time in days. A proper, genuine look of relief filled his expression, and he closed his eyes slowly.

   ‘Right,’ he said after a moment’s pause, ‘okay . . . ,’ he took a steadying breath. ‘Play it.’

   She hesitated.

   He nodded at her once.

   Closing her own eyes now, she commanded the computer to play the file.

   First it had to decrypt it, then, out of the blue, a voice came crackling over the audio feed. ‘This is a general distress call to any surviving United Galactic Coalition ships. We have fallen back to the Coltex System. Repeat, the Coltex System.’

   Both Carson and Nida listened in total silence, their expressions slack with fear.

   ‘We have heavy losses. All surviving ships are ordered to fall back. Rendezvous in the Coltex System.’

   Carson closed his eyes.

   Nida kept hers open.

   Wide open.

   She couldn’t close them even if she tried.

   She’d trained for situations like this—or at least catastrophic scenarios had been mentioned during her course.

   But this . . . this was so real. So visceral. Hearing that message hammered it all home.

   She locked a trembling hand over her chest.

   ‘Repeat, rendezvous in the Coltex system.’

   The message suddenly cut out.

   ‘Travis,’ Carson immediately breathed, snapping his eyes open.

   ‘What?’

   ‘That was Travis,’ Carson croaked.

   Nida blinked, realising he was right. She had recognised that voice.

   ‘He’s alive,’ Carson smiled, but immediately the smile soured, ‘or at least he was.’

   She simply looked at Carson, waiting for him to make the next move.

   It took a long time, but he finally walked back to his own console, and slowly and deliberately typed something into it.

   She didn’t have to ask what he was doing.

   He was setting their course to the Coltex System.

   Back to the United Galactic Coalition.

   Finally he looked up at her. ‘We can do this.’

   Though his gaze was strong, his words were weak. They wavered up and down, making his statement more like a question.

   She nodded firmly. ‘We can,’ she agreed.

   He appeared relieved, finished setting the course, then stood back. ‘Alright. It’s time for you to get some rest. We’ll take shifts,’ he began, then shook his head.

   She knew what he was thinking. She jumped to her feet. ‘You can rely on me,’ her voice was bold and forceful.

   ‘I know I can, but . . . .’

   ‘And the entity,’ she added. ‘Plus, you’ll need your rest too. We don’t know what we’re going to face out there. But if we’re careful, and we rely on each other, we can get through this.’

   He considered her with a pressed-lip frown, then slowly one corner of his mouth kinked up. ‘Are you trying to motivate me, Cadet?’

   ‘No, Carson,’ she said his name pointedly, ‘I’m giving you an order. You are going to get some rest, because we both know what will happen if you don’t. And I’m going to rest up too. We’re going to be careful, and we are going to get through this. Sleep on the bridge if you have to, but we need to look after ourselves and each other if we want to find out what happened here and stop it.’ Passion rose through her as she spoke, and she stabbed a finger towards the hull forcefully.

   He watched her, then, for the first time in weeks, tipped his head back and laughed. It was nervous and tired, but it was still a laugh.

   ‘ . . . What?’ she asked, her fire giving way to a pang of awkwardness.

   ‘You. Christ, you’ve changed. That, or no one ever noticed how incredible you are.’

   She blushed.

   The United Galactic Coalition was destroyed, the Vex had somehow infiltrated the future, and still Cadet Nida Harper blushed.

   Carson indulged in a private smile, set his sparkling gaze on hers, then shrugged his shoulders. ‘And you’re right. We need to look after each other. So yes, I will get some rest. But I’ll take you up on your offer and sleep right here,’ he pointed to the command chair.

   Though she could have fought him on that—though she could have pointed out that sleeping in an actual bed would be more restful—she didn’t.

   Instead she nodded, and it was her turn to shrug.

   They considered each other in silence.

   A strangely comfortable silence.

   Then he ordered her to get some rest.

   She didn’t question.

   She walked through the narrow corridors until she found the small crew cabin. Selecting a bunk, she flopped onto it, drawing the foam pillow close to her face until it pressed her eyes closed.

   She watched the darkness behind her closed eyes.

   And she waited for sleep.

   A dreamless sleep. One without visions. One without tortuous illusions.

   Just sleep.

   







Chapter 18

   Carson Blake

   He’d been on many missions in his time, and every mission had been important.

   This went beyond that though. What they were doing here would mean everything. If they didn’t manage to find out how the United Galactic Coalition fell . . . he’d lose everything.

   No, not everything; she was still by his side.

   She was still alive.

   He held onto that fact tighter and tighter. In fact, it felt as if he’d never let it go, no matter how long he lived.

   He’d gone through the shock of losing her—or at least thinking he had. And he never wanted to face that again.

   Pressing his fingers into his brow, he watched the silent bridge around him.

   Here and there consoles beeped softly as they went about their automated tasks.

   He’d set the computer to continually scan for any incoming ships. In fact, he deliberately kept it in a state of red alert.

   They had to be ready for anything. For the Vex, the Barbarians, even for a stray freaking comet.

   As he sat there, his thoughts shifted through his mind, one after the other, in an endless progression of plans and counter plans.

   If Nida really could open a time gate at any point, then things weren’t as hopeless as they seemed.

    . . . .

   Which was incredible when he paused to think about it. She could open a time gate. She had somehow learned to control the entity, and if not control it, direct it.

   She’d told him that she had stopped it from corrupting, that she’d protected it.

   She had once admitted in a bitter moment that the entity would have been safer if it had found someone else. If it had possessed a member of the Force, or J’Etem, or anyone but Nida.

   Well, she was wrong.

   She was the perfect person for the job. He somehow doubted anyone else could have shepherded it this far.

   Thinking about that, he pushed back in his chair and he smiled.

   A genuine, proper smile that curled high into his cheeks.

   In fact, he had to latch a hand onto his chin to try to shift it.

   She really was incredible; he hadn’t been fooling around when he’d admitted that to her.

   He still remembered how vibrantly she’d blushed though.

   ‘You’re an idiot,’ Carson suddenly announced aloud, chiding himself.

   He didn’t know why he said it; it was just a reaction to the feelings churning within.

   A reaction to the fact he shouldn’t be thinking about her. Not now.

    . . . .

   Or maybe now was the perfect time. Maybe she was the distraction he needed. There was nothing more to do—he’d set the computer to automate all the scanning and tactical processes he could. So all he had to do was sit back and wait.

    . . . .

   And think of her.

   ‘Focus,’ he tried to tell himself.

   He did focus. It wasn’t on his mission though—it was on Nida.

   No matter how hard he tried to push the thought of her away, it would just flood back around him as if he were trying to shove at a wall of water.

   So he let go. He sighed, he closed his eyes, and he smiled.

   Upon meeting Cara, he’d been instantly attracted. What wasn’t there to like? She’d possessed such incredible fire, drive, determination, passion, courage. She’d been able to pull him along with little more than a word and a look.

   Nida was completely, 100 percent different though.

   And yet she wasn’t. She still had fire—it just didn’t sizzle right through her to burn all it touched. She had drive too, and determination, and god knows she had courage.

   Throughout everything—no matter what the entity had done, what visions she’d experienced, and what the Vex had done to her—Nida hadn’t given up.

   It was different courage to that which Cara possessed, but it was infinitely more attractive now he paused to think of it.

   Carson had a history of choosing bad dates.

   When you were travelling through time though, history no longer counted.

   You could change it.

   Just as he realised that, he looked up to see her walking in.

   She was clearly still tired, and she let out a cute noise as she yawned and stretched.

   ‘You don’t have to get up yet,’ he stood, suddenly feeling awkward as he did. He didn’t know what to do with his arms, and he settled for locking them behind his back as if he were on parade.

   ‘It’s okay; it’s time for you to get some rest,’ she yawned again as she walked over to the navigator’s chair and plonked herself down on it.

   He was suddenly reminded of how, according to Nida, he snuffled in his sleep. And how, according to Nida, it was adorable. No, not adorable—attractive.

   He felt heat take to his cheeks.

   . . . Seriously?

   Was he blushing? Now? When the world was ending?

   She turned around to consider him, curiosity and confusion crumpling her brow. ‘What is it?’

   ‘Nothing,’ he cleared his throat gruffly. ‘I’ll just . . . get some rest,’ he forced himself to sit again.

   She nodded.

   Her cheeks were pink from sleep, and she wiped her eyes distractedly with her thumb.

   ‘Good night,’ she mumbled sweetly as she turned and started to type silently on the panel before her.

   ‘Ah, yeah,’ he managed.

   . . . Ah, yeah? That was the best he could do?

   Groaning at his sudden nerves and idiotic behaviour, he closed his eyes. Then he spent several uncomfortable minutes tossing and turning, willing his body not to snuffle while he slept.

   ‘Carson,’ she said softly after several moments, ‘why don’t you head back to the crew quarters? It’s more comfortable in there.’

   ‘I’m fine,’ he assured her.

   With another silent groan, he forced his mind to still. It took a long time, but eventually sleep took him.

   He dreamed.

   Of Nida being dead, of the soulless task of protecting the entity, of the simulation he’d been forced to endure.

   Yet if he ever surfaced into waking, all it took was a single look to convince himself that she was still okay.

   Alive for now.

   They were both alive for now.

   







Chapter 19

   Cadet Nida Harper

   He snuffled occasionally, and every time he did, she grinned to herself. It was that or laughing, and she simply couldn’t wake him up.

   He needed his rest. He’d been working non-stop for days.

   So she sat there silently, doing what she could. Not that there was much to do—most of the systems were automated. Plus, though this wasn’t her first time in space, she was rapidly understanding that there was a lot she had left to learn. From how to scan for communications without being detected, to simply looking after the ship’s systems.

   Still, she wasn’t alone. Carson was right behind her.

   Sitting back in her chair, mindful to make the move slow so she made no noise, she turned her gaze up to the ceiling.

   With nothing to do to keep her distracted, she found her thoughts drifting to one topic.

   It wasn’t the entity, and neither was it the grisly, desperate task that had been thrust upon her and Carson.

   Nope.

   It was Carson himself.

   Carson Blake.

   She’d already remarked that he was different—so very different to the man she’d thought him to be.

   The guy who lead the Force, the lieutenant who was the central attraction of the E Club.

   The real Carson wasn’t anything like the stories. Because in the stories, Carson didn’t fail, he didn’t cry, and he didn’t hold your hand for comfort.

   Okay, that sounded terrible; it made it appear Carson was little more than a lost and lonely boy dressing up in his daddy’s armour.

   It wasn’t like that. It was just . . . he was realer this way. He had actual, genuine human emotions. He felt sorrow at loss and elation at gain.

   She sighed very quietly, her chest filling with a pleasant heat.

   As it did, she swore she began to glow more.

   She glanced down at her hands, bringing them up as she considered them, turning them this way and that.

   They were still hers, yet they glowed like blue fire in that moment.

   She was transfixed by that light. By what it meant.

   In fact, it was the only thing that could pull her thoughts from Carson.

   The entity. Had she really managed to protect it?

   Yes, she had.

   And, as she pressed her eyes closed and sought it out again, she realised she still had the power to protect it.

   Briefly she considered how much their journey had changed over the past few weeks.

   When she'd been thrust back into the past with Carson, they’d done so on the premise of looking for a dimensional bridge to get the entity home before it could corrupt. Now Nida was stuck in the future, trying to figure out what had befallen her beloved United Galactic Coalition so she could go back in time and change the past.

   . . . .

   It was a lot to take in.

   Though she still understood the importance of sending the entity home, that task was no longer as dire; as long as she could protect it from corruption, she could stop it from making the stars fall from the sky.

   Yet if she didn’t find a way to change the past and to stop the Vex, her future would fall instead.

   For a second she considered her thoughts.

   She let them sink in.

   Now they were off Remus 12 and away from the graveyard of United Galactic Coalition ships and crew members, she had the time to truly consider her options.

   So she couldn’t deny when a surge of guilt powered up her belly.

   . . . .

   Was she doing the right thing?

   She’d made a pact to get the entity back home—she’d sworn to it that she would do everything within her power to make that happen.

   Yet now she planned to keep it around long enough so she could fix her future.

   . . . .

   It seemed wrong.

   Selfish.

   Was she risking reality by doing this?

   Granted, she still had absolutely no idea where the dimensional bridge was. She hadn’t come across it yet, and neither did she have a single hint as to its whereabouts.

   Yet by concentrating her energy on saving the United Galactic Coalition, wasn’t she putting the all-important task of saving the entity on the back burner?

   Wasn’t she risking everything?

   She rocked back in her chair, wrapping her arms around herself as she did.

   This really was an impossible situation.

   She didn’t know what to do, and neither did she know what to think.

   Yet, just as she spiralled down, she heard Carson stir.

   ‘How long was I out?’ he mumbled from behind her.

   She took a moment to compose herself, then she turned. ‘A couple of hours. You should get some more rest,’ she added immediately.

   He watched her quietly, his gaze a penetrating one. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked perceptively.

   She blinked at his question.

   Was she that see-through? Were her emotions that obvious? Or was Carson simply getting to know her?

   ‘Nothing,’ she tried.

   ‘You look . . . sad. It . . . it’ll be alright.’

   She opened her mouth to tell him she was fine, but her lips would not form the right words. Instead she stammered, ‘what if I’m doing the wrong thing?’

   She hadn’t meant to share her misgivings, but they simply gushed out.

   He blinked, obviously surprised. ‘What are you talking about?’ Concern flashed through his gaze, and he rose to his feet.

   ‘Carson . . . I used the entity, and though I know I can protect it . . . shouldn’t I be trying to get it home? That’s what we said we would do. We promised it we would get it back to its own dimension before it could corrupt this reality. I just . . . .’

   ‘Hey,’ he walked over to her and stood close behind her chair. ‘You are doing the right thing,’ he said slowly and clearly.

   ‘Carson, shouldn’t we be looking for the dimensional bridge?’

   ‘How, Nida? How? The United Galactic Coalition has been destroyed, quite possibly because of our own actions. We need to fix that,’ his voice shook with certainty.

   She wanted to believe him, and she did, yet a seed of doubt remained.

   ‘What if we’re risking the entity?’ she began.

   ‘Hey, no,’ he said, dropping to his knee and staring up at her. His brow was crumpled, the worry etched deep. But he still appeared sure of his words. ‘Think of what you’re saying, Nida. How can we find the dimensional bridge? Remus 12 is ruined.’

   ‘We can go back and scan it,’ she tried, ‘scan the surface for any hint of a spatial disturbance.’

   He withdrew into silence.

   It was bitter.

   Then he closed his eyes. He brought his hand up and locked his forefinger and thumb over the bridge of his nose. It was a firm move, and she could see the skin underneath grow red from the pressure of it.

   ‘I . . . I don’t know what to do,’ she admitted.

   ‘Then ask the entity,’ he looked up at her now, his hand dropping to his side. Though he looked tortured by what he was suggesting, he did it anyway. ‘Ask it what it wants us to do . . . and we’ll do it.’ He added.

   She stared at him, waiting for him to change his mind.

   ‘You’re right . . . we can’t risk everything to save ourselves. But . . . ,’ he trailed off.

   ‘Carson . . . I . . . .’

   ‘Ask the entity,’ he said again. ‘But only if you’re sure you won’t corrupt it,’ he swallowed, ‘I really don’t want you to trash this bridge—not after I fixed it.’

   Maybe it was a joke, but it fell flat. Or maybe it was a single moment of levity in an otherwise pitch black nightmare.

   Feeling immeasurably conflicted, she closed her eyes.

   Back on Remus 12 when they had first come across the destruction of the United Galactic Coalition Fleet, she hadn’t had the time to think about finding the dimensional bridge and prioritising that over everything else.

   She’d just worked on autopilot.

   Now she had time to think, she knew what she had to do.

   Carson was right.

   It was time to ask the entity.

   She took an enormous, chest-expanding breath, closing her eyes as she did.

   ‘You can do it,’ he said quietly by her side.

   He didn’t move.

   In fact, he locked a hand over the back of her chair, and, with only the slightest of movements, she tipped her head back until it rested on his fingers.

   Then she pushed herself into the task.

   She called out to the entity.

   Not to use its power; to converse.

   To ask the questions that burned within.

   Every other conversation she’d had with the creature had been on unequal footing. It had either told her what to do, or it had talked through her, telling Carson what to do.

   Now she approached it as an equal, and if not an equal, then with her own determination and will in tact.

   It was a strange sensation to seek it out, to plunge into the deepest part of that energy inhabiting her left hand.

   She lost all sense of herself as she sat there on that chair. yet she did not lose the sense of Carson standing resolutely behind her.

   In fact, she held onto it, resting her head further back against his hand.

   He did not move away.

   So she tried harder.

   She pushed herself further down, until finally she felt it rise up to meet her.

   It was so different this time.

   She did not feel it as though it were a presence inhabiting her mind.

   It didn’t fill her up; it didn’t own her.

   All at once the blackness in her mind fell away.

   In its place she saw blue.

   Crackling, vibrant, electric-blue.

   It dazzled her mind, the colour so saturated it seemed impossible.

   ‘ . . . Are you there?’ she tried after a time.

   No reply.

   The light and colour around her surged, twisting and shifting around as if stuck in a vortex.

   The further Nida pushed herself into the task of contacting the entity, the more she lost hold of her body.

   She couldn’t even feel her head resting against Carson’s hand any more.

   That thought terrified her, but she didn’t give into it.

   ‘Hello?’ she tried.

   Was that what she was meant to do? Was that how she was meant to contact the entity?

   She tried again, and again, until finally she felt something.

   Rushing up towards her.

   Rushing faster and faster.

   She screamed, then it engulfed her.

   







Chapter 20

   Carson Blake

   He stood there behind her, his hand locked on her chair. He was gladdened when she shifted back and rested her head on this hand.

   He wanted to hold her shoulders, but he knew he shouldn’t distract her. So he just waited.

   And waited.

   Until finally she jolted.

   It was a violent move, and he quickly called her name.

   ‘Hey, Nida, Nida, are you alright?’ He moved around in front of her, his gaze narrowed in panic.

   Her eyes had rolled into the back of her head.

   He leaned down, grabbed her shoulder, and looked into her eyes. ‘Nida? Nida?’ he brushed his hands over her cheek, but the skin was ice cold. ‘God,’ he yelped as he yanked his hand back.

   Then he stared at her.

   And waited.

   Was she having another vision?

   Was that how the entity was going to contact her?

   No.

   In that moment, her lips parted and her eyes closed. Then the entity spoke. ‘Take me home. Back. Back. Take me home now. No stop. I must return. Back to Remus 12. Now. Now.’

   Carson jolted back.

   He . . . hadn’t wanted to hear that.

   He’d needed the entity to say protecting the United Galactic Coalition was the right thing to do. He needed it to tell him that they had its leave to do what they had to correct the mistakes they’d made. To fix history.

   ‘I command you to take me back,’ the entity spat, its voice shaking up through Nida’s throat.

   He considered it, and he considered her.

   She couldn’t move; she was being controlled. From her rolled-back eyes to her stiff lips, it wasn’t her any more.

   He’d trusted the entity. He’d let it send them into the past. He'd fought for it, and he’d lost.

   He couldn’t sacrifice the United Galactic Coalition for it though . . . .

   Yet could he sacrifice reality for the United Galactic Coalition? The entity had warned them both on multiple occasions that if it corrupted completely, it could destroy space time.

   He didn't know if that was true, but did he have the right to risk it? It could send them through time, it could create a swirling vortex, it could give someone the ability to speak Vexian with nothing more than a touch. It was indisputably powerful, yet was it telling the truth?

   ‘Take me back,’ the entity roared, that ancient note to its voice now twisting with rage.

   He’d never heard it desperate like this, and neither had he experienced its anger.

   . . . .

   Or maybe he had. Unbidden, memories of what it had done to those Barbarians rose in his mind.

   It had squashed them against the walls and ceiling of the Farsight, squeezing the breath and blood from their lips and nostrils.

   It had killed them.

   At the time, he’d tried to justify it to Nida by assuring her the entity had only acted in self-defence.

   . . . .

   Now he wasn’t so sure. Nida had taken hold of the entity’s power before, and not once had she brutally killed anyone with it.

   For the very first time, he started to doubt.

   ‘Take me back,’ the entity said again, ‘or your reality will be destroyed.’

   Carson did not immediately leap over to the navigational panel and direct their ship back to Remus 12.

   ‘Take me back to Remus 12,’ the entity spat again.

   ‘ . . . Why?’ Carson finally asked.

   It was the wrong thing to say. He knew the risks, right? He’d heard—even seen—what would happen if the entity corrupted. It had shown him a vision of the stars falling form the sky, and god knows he’d been around Nida enough times when that vortex of death had started sucking objects towards her.

   But right now he doubted.

   He doubted everything.

   He had made the firm decision on Remus 12 to stop making assumptions.

   He’d also made the firm decision to only trust two people from now on. And the entity was neither himself nor Nida.

   So he withdrew. He stared down at it with a cold, calculating gaze. ‘Why do you need to go back to Remus 12?’ he questioned.

   It didn’t answer, instead Nida suddenly gulped violently.

   His eyes shot open as wide as they would go.

   It wouldn’t kill her, would it? God, it wouldn’t do anything to her if he questioned it, right?

   As those thoughts surged within, she gulped again, and once more the entity forced its voice out of her throat, ‘you know why we must return. We must find the cross dimensional bridge. We must go back to where we belong. The longer we stay here, the longer we corrupt. We will take your reality with us,’ it warned.

   He’d seen its visions, but maybe that’s all they were—illusions rendered to appear real.

   If his experience enduring the Vex simulation had taught him anything, it was not to trust visions.

   What evidence did he really have the entity was what it said it was? Granted, it seemed capable of taking them through time, but could he conclude from that it could destroy all of reality and suck the stars from the sky?

   Now was pretty late in the game to be questioning a fact that had pushed him this far, but he had to question.

   Within the simulation, he’d stopped questioning.

   And it had forced him to blindly follow the Vex’s manipulation.

   Well, he wasn’t going to be manipulated again.

   ‘I’ll take you home,’ Carson finally said.

   But it was a lie.

   No. The only thing he was going to do from this point on was to find out what the hell that thing was.

   The Vex were after it, that’s for sure. Nida had said they planned to turn it into some kind of weapon.

   . . . .

   Unless it had always been a weapon.

   There was too much he didn’t know.

   ‘You will take us back,’ the entity said in a grave tone.

   ‘Yes, I’ll take you back,’ he said. ‘Right now.’

   Slowly, the entity appeared to mollify, and the bright, bright glow that had picked up over Nida’s skin paled.

   He watched her eyes roll back down as she slumped backwards.

   He pressed his lips together, pushing them as hard against his teeth as he could.

   Standing there stiffly, he waited for her to wake.

   Then it happened in a snap. She thrust forward, clutching wildly at her throat as if someone had tried to strangle her.

   Her eyes clogged with tears, and she choked as she shifted frantically in her chair.

   ‘It’s alright, it’s alright,’ he tried to tell her as he thrust forward and grabbed her shoulders, holding her still.

   She looked around with wide eyes, still clutching at her throat, yet eventually she appeared to calm. Then she grabbed at one of his hands.

   ‘Carson?’ she hissed.

   ‘Yeah. It’s me. Nida, what happened? Are you okay? Do you . . . know what the entity said?’

   She shook her head wildly. ‘I felt like I was drowning, Carson,’ she whimpered. ‘Drowning,’ she added.

   He grabbed her head, holding it to his chest as she still cried and shook.

   It was a miracle he didn’t shake along with her.

   What the hell had he just learnt?

   And, more importantly, what was he to do?

   It took a long time for Nida to calm down. She was frantic, constantly checking her throat to confirm she could still breathe.

   He kept telling her she was fine until eventually she asked one little question, ‘what did it say?’

   He considered her in a drawn out, pointed silence.

   He had no idea what to do.

   ‘Carson, what did it say?’ she pushed her hand up and wiped away her tears.

   ‘Nida, how is it? The entity? How much energy does it have right now?’

   ‘ . . . What?’

   ‘Nida, I . . . is it still powerful? Or does it need to rest?’

   ‘It . . . it seems weak,’ she announced.

   ‘Okay,’ he closed his eyes briefly, ‘I need you to do something for me.’

   ‘What?’ she still sobbed occasionally, but she still paid attention to him. Maybe it was the strange pressure curling through his tone, or the look in his eyes, but she didn’t look away. ‘Carson?’ she whispered.

   ‘You can access the entity’s power, right?’

   She nodded. ‘What are you talking about though?’

   ‘Use it. Right now. Use as much as you can.’

   ‘ . . . What?’

   ‘Nida, just trust me. You said you can force past its defences, you said you can use it. Do that, now.’

   She shook her head, clearly confused. As she did, he saw her left hand start to twitch back and forth.

   He watched it with the same suspicion kindling in his heart he’d first held for the creature within her.

   All those weeks ago back at the Academy, when he’d first heard her whisper for help whilst she’d slept, he’d thought there was something wrong with her.

   And after her accident with that TI pole at the E Club event, Admiral Forest had treated the entity’s presence in Nida as an infection.

   Over time, he’d grown to trust it though.

   Now, once again, he was back to realising he had to save her, and that the thing in her hand—the so-called Goddess of the Vex—was an infection, a parasite, something that had to be removed.

   He didn’t dare articulate a word of this though.

   ‘Nida, listen to me. Trust me. Please, just run it dry. Force all the energy you can out of it.’

   ‘Carson, that will corrupt it. We . . . we need to protect it,’ she began, shifting back as her eyes closed in a slow, tired move.

   ‘Nida,’ he snapped forward, realising he had barely seconds. ‘Fight it, do you hear me? Fight it. The entity is going to try to take control of you.’

   She shook her head, but it was a small move. ‘Carson,’ she said.

   Her left hand started to crackle with energy.

   In fact, it vibrated with it.

   He had to do something, but what?

   Blast her out into space and hope that the resultant energy the entity would have to use to keep it and her alive would tax its reserves?

   Maybe he should have pretended to go back to Remus 12, waited for an opportunity, and tried to trick it into using its energy.

   It didn’t matter though.

   He’d acted.

   Now he had to deal with the consequences.

   ‘Nida,’ he cried as loud as he could, trying to cut through her reverie, ‘just . . . fight it. Fight it. It’s going to try to take control of you,’ he warned again, his blood a raging torrent as it pumped through his body, his breath little more than a staccato rhythm of pants.

   She slumped back.

   Shit.

   One single second passed.

   She opened her eyes, sat forward, and pointed at the ceiling.

   He lifted off the floor.

   Right into the air.

   He had a bare moment to see her face. To watch her features displaying an easy calm as the energy crackled over her body, leaping almost in pleasure as she continued to point to the ceiling and he continued to lift towards it.

   . . . .

   He’d lost.

   He’d tried to fight the entity, but he hadn’t factored how strong it was.

   He didn’t have the time to think of how much of an idiot he was though. There was just a single second where he could stare down into her eyes and try to calculate how much he was just about to lose.

   It would be more than his life.

   It would be the United Galactic Coalition, and it would be Nida too.

   Everything.

   He felt himself slam towards the ceiling, then, just before he struck it and snapped his spine, he stopped.

   One centimetre form the smooth hull, he came to a sudden and complete halt.

   He could only just manage to twist his head around to stare her way.

   She still stood there perfectly still with one finger raised at the ceiling. Her expression was impassive, as if she were contemplating nothing greater than the opposite wall.

   She looked like a statue, a statue that had been invaded by a pervasive blue light that ate through every last centimetre of it.

   ‘Nida,’ he managed to push her name from his throat, ‘fight it,’ he tried.

   Whether she was fighting it or not, he couldn’t tell; for all he knew, the entity could merely be playing with him. Savouring its last move.

   Yet as time wound on and he still was not pressed to death against the ceiling, hope lifted in his heart.

   He kept speaking, kept begging her to fight it.

   The words gushed from his mouth.

   They were instinctual, raw, desperate.

   Then he said it.

   ‘Come on, Nida. You can do it. I believe in you. Come on. I love you. Come on, Nida’

   It took a few seconds to realise what he'd just said.

   Had he . . . just told her he loved her?

   It had slipped out.

   In that moment of total desperation, his emotions had loosened his tongue.

   It didn’t matter though. Nothing did. No matter what he said, she didn’t move, and neither did he.

   So he just waited there. Either for death or for Nida to win.

   Yet though it all, he didn’t stop believing in her.

   







Chapter 21

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It all happened so quickly. so blindingly, mind-numbingly quickly.

   She woke from her terrible ordeal to find Carson above her. Then he’d begged her in his quiet tone to run the entity dry. To access it, to use all of its energy that she could.

   She hadn’t understood—she’d been so confused.

   When she had tried to access the entity to talk to it, she hadn’t been prepared for what would happen.

   Nor did she understand it.

   It had been a confusing, overwhelming sense of being controlled, of being pushed into as if someone were meticulously breaking down every barrier she had.

   It had, as she’d pointed out to Carson, felt like she’d been drowning.

   Over and over again. Stuck in that swirling, dancing, writhing mass of energy.

   Yet that felt nothing compared to this.

   Because now she fought it. With everything she had, Cadet Nida Harper tried to stop the entity from killing Carson.

   She’d had to do that once before, back on the Farsight when the entity had killed the Barbarians.

   . . . .

   It had killed them. In cold blood.

   She’d pushed that fact from her mind.

   Now she couldn’t.

   Because it was trying to do it again. Yet as it fought to push Carson towards the ceiling, she fought to hold him still.

   It was the greatest battle of will she had ever endured.

   Commanding the power within her was startlingly similar to using the TI implant.

   So she drew on that training. All of it.

   And she pushed herself into the task.

   The entity fought her, it powered though her, it surged up her left arm and deep into her heart, chilling her blood as it went.

   She felt like stone, or at least it tried to make her think she did.

   It bombarded her with horrendous image after horrendous image, and terrifying sensation after terrifying sensation.

   But she did not yield.

   She couldn’t give up; she was Carson’s only hope.

   She was aware that she simply stood there with one finger pointed up, very much like a statue.

   It tried to talk to her, it tried to reassure her.

   The entity. It told her in the calmest of tones that, ‘Carson had to die.’

   He had betrayed them.

   He had tried to kill it.

   ‘Let him go. I will deal with him,’ it cooed in her ear.

   Once upon a time, that gentle reassurance had been all that had kept her together.

   When the entity had broken her out of the Academy, it was only its extraordinary ability to calm her that had stopped her from snapping.

   Now she felt that calm reassurance anew. And it felt horrible. It felt like manipulation, not kindness.

   The entity wanted something, and it was going to use her in any way to get it.

   ‘Come on,’ it whispered in her mind, ‘trust me. I have never lead you astray. I have protected you. It is only when you have gone against my wishes that you have seen peril. You went against my will on Vex in the past, and it took you to the future. You compromised the United Galactic Coalition. All because you went against my word. You must trust me.’

   She stood her ground, quite literally.

   ‘You must take me home before I corrupt and destroy your reality,’ it changed track, suddenly imposing half a vision over the scene. As she stood there and stared up at Carson, suddenly she saw stars streaking past as if they were falling form the sky.

   She ignored them.

   She ignored its words.

   She fought.

   And she held her ground.

   Impossibly.

   Somehow.

   The entity grew more desperate. ‘Do not threaten your reality, child,’ it begged. ‘You would throw away the lives of everyone in this universe. You must trust me; you must get me home.’

   ‘I won’t let you kill him,’ she suddenly said. Aloud. She spoke aloud. Somehow she forced her voice to carry.

   It echoed around the bridge.

   ‘Nida?’ Carson cried. Though he’d been calling her name and telling her she could do it, now he redoubled his efforts.

   ‘I won’t let you kill him,’ she spat again, her words a muffle as she tried to push them out of her aching throat and stiff lips.

   ‘Do not threaten what is not yours,’ the entity screamed in her mind.

   She didn’t reply. Instead she redoubled her efforts at closing it down, at forcing it back.

   Nida had already learnt the lesson of accessing the entity’s power; she’d opened a time gate twice now. But this lesson was different.

   And harder.

   Now it fought her, tooth and nail. It riled against her, bashing through her body with its energy, willing her with every word and every second to succumb.

   It would be the hardest battle of her life.

   ‘Come on,’ Carson begged from above.

   His words washed over her. They reminded her that he was still alive, that the entity had not succeeded yet.

   ‘Trust me,’ the entity cried.

   ‘No,’ she whispered aloud.

   She meant it.

   She was done trusting it. She was done taking things it said on face value.

   She was done making assumptions.

   It was time to really figure out what was going on here. From the entity to the Vex to the time gates, she knew instinctively she did not understand a thing. Not really.

   She would find out though.

   She would fix this.

   And she would save him.

   As that conclusion rose through her with all the power and majesty of the sun rising through the sky, she pushed back.

   Using every gram of TI training she had ever received, and every scrap of will she had conjured during her journey, she forced it back.

   . . . 

   Finally it receded.

   She could feel it slipping away from her body.

   It felt like ice being dragged from her blood; it raked through her flesh and bones and left her cold and numb.

   She closed her hand.

   Carson dropped.

   So did she.

   She fell forward, losing consciousness almost immediately.

   Yet with the thought echoing in her mind that she had done it.

   She’d saved Carson Blake.

   







Chapter 22

   Carson Blake

   All of a sudden he dropped.

   All the way from the ceiling.

   He was lucky this was a small ship, and the ceiling was only about 2.5 metres tall. Still, he had to duck and roll, and even then he busted his ankle and landed hard on his leg.

   He didn’t have time to scream or to check out his injury.

   Instead he limped up to her, dragging his ankle as he plunged down by her side and brought her head up in his trembling hands.

   ‘Nida?’ he looked down into her face, his heart drawing to a full stop in his chest.

   She was out cold.

   No, not completely cold; he could feel her warmth. It was a welcome relief.

   After she’d had episodes with the entity in the past, she’d always felt colder than deep space.

   Now she felt normal.

   He leant down and cradled her head close to his, breathing through his shock and sorrow as he did.

   Soon he pushed himself up though. Soon he carried her to the med bay.

   This ship was small, but it still hurt like hell to carry her that short distance.

   His ankle jerked to the side every time he put weight on it. He did it anyway though.

   He didn’t stop until he lay her down on one of the beds. Then he set to work mustering all of the equipment he could.

   Carson was no doctor, but he still knew enough basic field medicine to hook up the right machines and ask the computer to monitor her status.

   Once the system was set up, he barked, ‘what’s her status?’

   ‘Cadet Nida Harper is unconscious,’ the computer told him in a monotone that belied how serious this situation was.

   ‘Organ damage?’ he snapped.

   ‘No. There is no significant damage. She is unconscious.’

   He blinked his eyes closed and pressed his fingers hard into the lids. So hard, in fact, he saw stars erupt out at his touch.

   Sighing, he tipped his head back. ‘Keep monitoring her. And manufacture and administer whatever you have to to wake her up now.’

   ‘That is not recommended,’ the computer began.

   ‘Just do it. As long as it won’t lead to permanent damage, wake her up now.’

   The computer did not question him again—instead it set about following his command.

   Robotic arms worked to manufacture some kind of drug, and soon enough a dose was administered to the side of her neck.

   He didn’t have to wait long to hear her splutter.

   He rushed up to her, ignoring how it felt to place weight on his ankle.

   ‘This system has detected that you are injured, Lieutenant Carson Blake,’ the medical computer noted.

   ‘I’ll get to that,’ he snapped. Then he returned all his attention to her. He got as close to the bed as he could, leaning down and cupping her chin in his hand. ‘Nida,’ he called to her. ‘Nida, you need to wake up. You need to block the entity out.’

   ‘Ha?’ she muttered sleepily as she shook her head to the side.

   ‘Nida,’ he tried to focus her, clutching her chin a little harder, but not so hard that he would do any damage. ‘Listen to my voice. Focus,’ he begged. ‘You have to block the entity off. You just fought it, remember?’

   ‘ . . . Carson?’

   ‘Nida, fight it,’ he commanded.

   It was a command; he used every gram of authority he could still muster.

   She blinked her eyes and finally locked them on him.

   ‘Block it off, do what you can,’ he told her desperately.

   He wanted to tell her how; he wanted to show her exactly what she had to do. The reality was, he didn’t know, though.

   He had no idea what it felt like to fight the entity, just as he had no idea how exactly she’d been strong enough to try.

   He did know she had to act quickly though. That’s why he’d ordered the computer to wake her up.

   The entity had presumably used a lot of energy in its fight with Nida, and now was her chance to capitalise on that fact.

   . . . .

   There was also the possibility that it would ‘corrupt’ again, whatever that meant. But whatever that word truly indicated, one fact was for sure; there was every possibility that Nida’s body would start pulling objects towards her.

   He couldn’t let that happen.

   Yet the only thing he could do to try to stop it was to beg, then beg some more.

   He watched her eyes focus, then the colour returned to her cheeks. Through it all, he said nothing; he just clutched hold of her chin, looked down into her eyes, and hoped it would all work out.

   Eventually she took a steadying breath. ‘It’s like the TI implant,’ she said out of the blue.

   ‘ . . . What?’

   ‘Fighting it. Using it. It’s like the TI implant.’

   He nodded.

   As he did, a single thought danced at the edge of his mind.

   Cadet Nida Harper had never been able to use her implant.

   In Commander Sharpe’s words, she’d been ‘more than hopeless’.

   Clearly Sharpe was wrong.

   Now was not the time to write him a trite message informing him of that fact though. Instead Carson stuttered through a breath, ‘can you lock it off? Can you fight it?’

   She finally nodded her head. ‘I can push it back. And it’s weak. Real weak. That fight took it out of it . . . and me,’ she answered with a tired sigh.

   ‘But you did it. You did it,’ he closed his eyes and swallowed.

   He only opened his eyes when he felt her soft hand on his. ‘It’s okay, Carson,’ she said simply.

   He looked down to see her smiling.

   He smiled too. Despite how not okay it was.

   If he’d accused things of happening fast before, then he was wrong. The past half-hour had taught him a new meaning of the term fast.

   He swallowed once more, only now realising that he still held her chin in his hand.

   He moved to pull away.

   She stopped him. She reached up, pressed her hand over his, and pushed it closer to her face.

   It was not a strong move; in fact, her touch felt akin to the tickle of a feather.

   Soft and gentle.

   Though he could force it back with ease, he didn’t.

   He enjoyed the warmth of her cheek and her fingers pressing into his instead.

   They shared a protracted silence.

   It was only broken when Nida let out another weary sigh. ‘What . . . do we do now?’

   He had no idea.

   None.

   Things had just gotten dangerous. No. They’d been seriously dangerous before, but now they were critical.

   He wasn’t just fighting for the Coalition any more—he was fighting to figure out what the entity was and to find a way to stop it.

   He had no idea how long she could fight against it for, but he now realised he had to find a way to help her. ‘Computer,’ he turned, ‘assess Cadet Harper’s bio signs. Pay special attention to the . . . energetic entity residing in her in left palm. Try to figure out some kind of drug that can block it.’

   ‘The computer does not understand your request,’ it said diplomatically.

   He let out a beleaguered sigh. It had a point; his request hardly made sense to him.

   ‘Fine, I’ll program it in myself,’ he muttered, resolving to keep trying no matter how hard it seemed.

   ‘Carson, I don’t think we can manufacture a drug,’ Nida began.

   ‘We have to try; you can’t fight it forever.’

   ‘I know but . . . when I was with the Vex, they somehow put a wall up between me and the entity. I don’t know how it worked, but it only broke down when I broke it down.’

   ‘Unless you really want to go back to the Vex and ask them for some advice, that doesn’t help us,’ he noted bitterly.

   He wasn’t angry at her—god knows he wasn’t angry at her. He was just fed up with this entire situation. It went beyond impossible. At every turn there was another problem, another dire circumstance.

   He sighed again.

   ‘It’ll be okay, right?’ she tried.

   He didn’t say anything. Instead he walked over to the nearest panel—or hobbled, rather—and set about programming the computer to search for some kind of drug to help Nida.

   ‘Carson, you’re injured,’ she noted as she pushed up from her bed.

   ‘I’ll heel,’ he answered distractedly as he concentrated on the panel before him.

   She didn’t say anything. Instead he looked up sharply to see her push off her bed and stagger over to one of the cupboards on the wall.

   ‘What are you doing?’ he snapped. ‘Lie back down; you need to conserve your energy.’

   She didn’t answer him. She simply pulled a first aid pack from the cupboard and stumbled over to him.

   She set the kit down, then searched through it for the scanner.

   ‘Nida,’ he tried.

   She looked up at him as she opened the scanner. ‘You’re right, Carson; you will heel. But like the rest of us, you’ll need a little help.’

   Though he wanted to reply—though he wanted to tell her to lie back down—he didn’t.

   She just shot him a certain kind of look and, wordlessly, set about scanning his injury.

   His stomach felt weird. It kicked. It lurched and twisted.

   Especially when she got down on her knees and started pulling up the leg of his pants to get to his ankle.

   ‘Nida, I can do this,’ he tried.

   ‘And so can I,’ she mumbled tiredly as she selected a special kind of bandage from the kit. ‘This knits bones. It takes a couple of hours to work, but as long as you stay off that ankle, you should be fine.’

   Again he opened his mouth, readying a response, but none was forthcoming. So instead he stood there and mutely waited until she was finished.

   She pushed herself up, sighing heavily. For a second, she looked unsteady on her feet, and he lurched out to catch her.

   Yet she steadied herself. ‘Now . . . what do we do?’ she looked directly at him.

   He searched her gaze.

   For answers.

   Because god knows he couldn’t find them anywhere else. The rest of the universe only had questions for him. What exactly was the entity? What did it want? What was its connection to the Vex?

   So many questions.

   And amongst them a seed of doubt.

   It was deep down in his gut, and it unsettled him with every breath.

   What if . . .  he was wrong?

   What if the entity was what it claimed to be, and its suspicious actions were all down to the so-called ‘corruption’? What if he was risking everything . . . ?

   Maybe Nida knew what he was thinking, because she moved forward, ducked her head down, and stared up into his eyes. Though it appeared she could barely keep her eyes open, she stood there resolutely. ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ she admitted.

   He swallowed.

   She was so close that he could see the flecks in her irises.

   ‘And maybe you’re right. But stop. The entity is . . . it’s . . . we can’t trust it,’ she concluded as she shivered violently. ‘It’s been manipulating us. Feeding me visions, whispering you lies. I don’t know what it really is, and I don’t know what it ultimately wants. But we can’t just follow it blindly in the hope that it’s right. We have to find out. There must be other information on it somewhere. And we need information. Facts, data. Something. Not just hope and blind trust.’

   He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t; her words were exactly what he needed to hear. They rekindled his resolve, burning away the doubt as they did.

   ‘And if we eventually find out that the entity is right—that it’s worth trusting—then we’ll take it home. I’ll drop everything to get it back to its own dimension. But not until I know for sure. I’m done sacrificing things on a hope and a prayer.’

   He nodded. Low. ‘You’re right,’ he said simply.

   Because she was.

   They’d both been pushed into this situation, and it was time to push back.

   ‘I think I can hold the entity back for now. No,’ she quickly corrected, ‘I know I can hold it back. So we should head to the Coltex System. We should find out what the Vex did. That side of the plan hasn’t changed.’

   ‘Do you still think you can . . . use the entity to open a time gate though?’ Carson voiced the question, even though what he really wanted to do was run away from it. He shuddered at the mere possibility.

   It was a terrifying one.

   Now the entity had turned on them—or they’d turned on it—could they still use it to get home?

   She withdrew into silence, her eyes narrowing as she stared over his left shoulder at the wall. ‘Yes. I can still access its energy. It will be a battle though,’ she added.

   He shuddered at her admission.

   ‘But I can try,’ she let her gaze drift back to him, and as it searched his, she added, ‘I can try. So all hope isn’t lost. We aren’t necessarily stuck in the future. We can change this,’ she concluded.

   He nodded. Low and firm, he simply kept bobbing his head up and down as his determination returned to him, trickle by trickle.

   As it did, he swore the energy in the room changed. Or perhaps it was just the energy between them.

   It solidified, became realer.

   Back on Remus 12 when they had worked tirelessly to get this ship into orbit, he’d felt something shift between them.

   Their interactions had become easier, more instinctual.

   Now that ease doubled. No, tripled.

   He found himself smiling automatically, reaching out to her automatically, and nodding automatically.

   She smiled back, breathed hard, then nodded. ‘Right, now, shouldn’t you go back to bed?’

   ‘Sorry?’ he blinked quickly.

   ‘Before the entity went ballistic, you were sleeping, Carson. And you still look pretty tired.’

   He had to laugh at that. Really? She thought he looked tired? She’d just miraculously fought the entity and won. He’d had to wake her up from unconsciousness. If anyone needed a rest, it was her.

   Before he could say that, she just grabbed up his hand and led him from the med bay and back onto the bridge.

   He tried to ignore the trail of tingles her firm touch sent through his hand and up into his arm, eventually tracing their way right into his chest.

   He had to tell himself he was the lieutenant and she was the cadet.

   He had to remind himself what kind of relationship they had.

    . . . .

   Except it was pointless. Because everything had changed.

   So he let himself be pulled in by the sensation.

   All at once he was reminded of what he’d told her. Those three little words he’d shouted when the entity had pressed him against the roof.

   I love you.

   He’d blurted them out in a moment of instinctual fear as he’d genuinely thought he’d lose his life.

   Now he winced.

   Wow . . . he’d said that.

   Did she remember?

   Had she even been conscious at the time?

   Before he could settle too far into his embarrassing thoughts, she pointed at the command chair, told him to sit, then spent a few seconds pondering the view screen in silence.

   When he hesitated, she turned over her shoulder and barked at him to, ‘sit.’

   ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he mumbled as he followed her command.

   Though he fought to stay awake, it was hard.

   Every time he tried to wake himself back up, she would just snap at him to sleep, warning that she’d even go so far as to drug him if she had to.

   So eventually he drifted off.

   It was an uneasy sleep though. Of course it was. At any moment the entity could control Nida and send him hurtling toward the ceiling. At any moment the Vex could attack. At any moment they could come across the rest of the United Galactic Coalition Fleet.

   Yet with Nida sitting quietly by his side, he managed it.

   







Chapter 23

   Cadet Nida Harper

   Things were happening so very fast. She didn’t have time to think, let alone catch up to things.

   Yet at least now she’d been provided with a moment of blessed silence and peace in which to think.

   And think she did.

   One thought in particular owned her mind.

   The entity . . . .

   What was it doing? More to the point, what the hell was it in the first place?

   She’d felt how brutally it had fought against her as it had tried to flatten Carson to the ceiling. It had only been Nida’s own raw determination and willingness to do whatever she could that had seen her win in the end.

   Not for the first time, and not for the last, she found herself staring down at her left hand.

   The glow wasn’t there any more.

   She’d pushed it back. All the way back, as far as it would go. And there she would keep it until . . . until what? What would happen next?

   She swallowed hard, feeling a lump form instantly in her throat. She tried to breathe around it, but it was hard.

   Blinking her eyes closed, she shook her head.

   ‘You can do this,’ she promised herself out loud.

   She would have to.

   As Nida sat there considering her hand and what had happened to her, she reflexively began to pat her implant. At first it was a distracted move, then she pushed her fingers harder into that small circle of metal that lay flush with her skin.

   It calmed her immeasurably.

   When she’d fought the entity, she’d realised how similar the sensation had been to using her implant. The ability to make things move with her mind . . . .

   Releasing a truly frustrated but thankfully quiet sigh, she tried to push all the thoughts from her mind.

   They couldn’t do her any good. The only thing that could help her now was pushing forward. They had to get to the rest of the United Galactic Coalition fleet in the Coltex System.

   And when they were there, they could gather as much information on the Vex attack as they could.

   With that plan solidifying her will and concentrating her otherwise scatty mind, she closed her eyes.

   Yet as soon as she did, she forced them open.

   She still felt a latent tingle chasing through her arms and chest, concentrating especially on her pointing finger. The same finger she had used to gesture towards the roof when the entity had tried to kill Carson.

   It was a horrible sensation, and she quickly brought up her other hand and tried to wipe it away.

   ‘Just concentrate on the plan,’ she told herself in a firm tone, ‘ignore everything else.’

   Yet despite how often she repeated that mantra, it wouldn’t work.

   Because, seriously, she had just discovered that the entity wasn’t the sweetness and light it had pretended to be.

   It had been lying to her.

   Manipulating her. Just like the Vex had done in the future.

   She shuddered again. This time it was a full-bodied move that saw her quickly bring her arms around herself.

   How could she have trusted it? How could she have taken what it said as fact?

   ‘Don’t think about it,’ she tried.

   Yet of course, once again, it didn’t work.

   Something else did though.

   Her exact thought was echoed by Carson as he suddenly roused. ‘Don’t think about it,’ he whispered as he pushed himself up in this chair.

   She turned quickly, blinking back her surprise at his sudden interruption.

   He pressed his fingers into his brow, gave a rather loud yawn, then shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just push it from your mind. We’ll find the fleet, we’ll find what they know, and we will fix this,’ he promised.

   While she had not been able to push back her thoughts, one look into his fixed, if still tired gaze, managed to do it for her.

   He could distract her with such carefree ease. But it was a completely different kind of distraction than that which the Vex had tried to use on her and Carson.

   It was pleasant and wholly welcome.

   Before she knew what she was doing, she stood up.

   She wanted to walk over to him and . . . .

   Ah, she didn’t know.

   Her body had just acted spontaneously, and now her mind had pause to catch up to it, she realised she had no idea what she wanted.

   . . . .

   No, that was a lie.

   Every second she spent with him, she realised more and more what she wanted.

   At that thought, she swallowed, feeling her cheeks tinge with heat.

   ‘At least the colour is coming back to your cheeks,’ he said through another yawn.

   She blushed even more vibrantly at that.

   ‘Now,’ Carson stood up and arched his back, paying especial attention to his neck, ‘it’s your turn to get some rest.’ he gestured towards the door, no doubt indicating the crew quarters.

   She didn’t move.

   ‘Nida?’ he prompted her.

   She shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

   ‘I thought we talked about this? We need to look after ourselves.’

   ‘I don’t want to go to sleep around it,’ she suddenly admitted in a small voice.

   She hoped it was clear that by ‘it’, she meant the entity.

   Carson didn’t say anything immediately. Instead, he considered her with a quiet, watchful expression. Then he nodded once in a stiff and sure move. ‘Okay. I’ll try to see what stimulation meds the computer can concoct. But . . . .’

   ‘I’ll be fine. We just . . . I’ll be fine.’

   Carson looked at her quietly. ‘You need your rest. We can’t run you dry.’

   ‘I know,’ she brought up her right arm and trailed the fingers over her left wrist. Though she wanted to touch her left hand, she could not.

   Carson noted the move with interest. ‘You said the entity is weak. Well maybe right now is the perfect time to get some rest.’

   She considered his advice.

   . . . .

   He was probably right, but she just couldn’t put up with any more of its visions. She couldn’t bare standing on Remus 12 again only to see the stars fall from the sky.

   As she thought about that, her eyes narrowed.

   She’d gone through that vision so many times, and countless others, yet now she really stopped to consider whether they truly were visions.

   She’d already experienced how technologically advanced the Vex of the future were. They had a device that could make one experience a simulation with perfect clarity and with every detail one would need to assume it was reality.

   . . . .

   Well that was eerily close to what the entity could do.

   ‘Nida?’ he asked quietly as he shifted close to her side.

   Again he distracted her, and again it was the most welcome move he could make.

   She found herself smiling despite the situation. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said again quietly.

   ‘You need to rest. I can set the computer to monitor the activity of the entity. I can set it to monitor your neural activity too. I can wake you up the instant anything happens.’

   She nodded at him, letting his words calm her.

   Yet it wasn’t his words that finally made her nod her head and acquiesce to his request.
 

   It was his presence, his mere proximity. ‘Just, be there,’ she added. A part of her was mortified that she’d actually said it, but she couldn’t stop. ‘Done leave me while I’m sleeping, please?’ she added in a croaked voice.

   He smiled. It was a slow move that set his lips pulling apart and pushing into his cheeks. ‘Of course.’

   She nodded, relief pushing through her.

   Then, despite how scary a prospect it was, she finally settled down in the navigator chair to fall asleep.

   Though she tried to fight it, all too soon she felt sleep claim her.

   Then the visions started.

   One after the other.

   She would stand on the surface of Remus 12 and watch the stars fall form the sky. She would stand in that gleaming city and watch the people running from the wall of destruction that inevitably claimed them and turned them to nothing but dust rolling on the wind.

   Over and over again.

   Relentless.

   And then, right at the end, something new.

   . . . .

   A field of golden grain swaying softly in the wind.

   A star field above, bright and glorious.

   A night warm and comforting around her.

   And above her a faint blue glow.

   It shifted towards the horizon, disappearing on the gentle breeze like nothing more than cloud.

   







Chapter 24

   Carson Blake

   He watched her the entire time, with concentration so fixed that it soon gave him a headache.

   He took something for the pain, and continued to relentlessly monitor the instruments and her quietly sleeping form.

   At the first sign of anything nefarious, he was ready with a neural shock to wake her up.

   It was such a tense time.

   It also completely wiped away the few hours of slumber he’d been able to catch.

   But right now was not the time to rest.

   This situation, it seemed, would let neither of them do that.

   Despite how sharply he had to pay attention, a distant part of Carson realised that when this was all over, he would need a holiday.

   A really long holiday, and he promised himself then and there that he would take her with him.

   It was clear that Nida hadn’t travelled much. Well, at least not into space. This was all very new to her. Then again, to be fair, it was all very new to him too. This kind of space travel—where you jumped back and forward in time with an evil entity—was very knew to him too. But the point was, he would relish the opportunity to show her the rest of the galaxy.

   From the Sleeping Nebula to the lost dunes of Regus 7, he could take her everywhere. He could delight in her wonder, as if he was seeing all of those wonders for the first time too.

   It was such a curious thing to consider whilst he stood over her, watchful in case the entity should take hold. At least it kept him sane though.

   It also gave him something else to think about.

   Nida wasn’t his type. Or at least he wouldn’t have thought she could be. Back at the Academy when he had first gotten to know her, he’d done so through a sense of duty. Yet over time, that duty had morphed into something else. Now he, quite literally, couldn’t imagine his life without her. Hence her inclusion in his future holiday plans.

   Sighing deeply, he kept watch above her, and as he did, he kept imagining the future.

   . . . .

   The future.

   One thing this crazy adventure had taught him was that the nature of time was completely different to what he’d once assumed. He was still trying to wrap his head around the fact time travel was possible.

   And yet, no matter how surprised he was by it, he also got the niggling feeling that the surprises weren’t done yet. Before this whole epic journey was over, he’d be shaken to his bones a few more times, he knew that.

   Yet nothing stopped him from standing there and keeping a watchful eye on those instruments as she slept softly.

   She spoke occasionally.

   But he couldn’t quite make the words out. He strained his hearing in case one phrase appeared, however: ‘help me.’

   In fact, as he stood there, he kept replaying those first few experiences he’d had with Nida over and over again.
 

   Especially the moment he’d saved her in her apartment. If he hadn’t been quick enough, if he hadn’t pushed her through her bedroom door and closed it in time, then she would be dead.

   And he could imagine—in perfect detail—what it would have looked like. Because he’d seen it. The Vex had been cruel enough to show it to him in their simulation.

   She would have drawn limp in his grip, blood splattered over his face and hers.

   Closing his eyes for only the briefest of moments, he collapsed his hand over them. His fingers were shaking and sweaty.

   ‘Pull it together,’ he commanded as he finally forced his hand to drop.

   Then it happened.

   She woke up.

   No, she bolted upright as if she’d been catapulted forward by some immense force.

   In fact, she jumped right out of her chair, and if Carson hadn’t been standing right there to catch her, she would have fallen into the bank of consoles at the front of the bridge.

   ‘Whoa,’ he spat, ‘you alright? What’s going on?’ He pushed her back slightly as he tried to get a good look at her face.

   Her eyes were wild, yet they were, quite thankfully, not blue. Just white rimmed and obviously filled with surprise.

   ‘What happened?’ he asked as his heart beat hard in this chest, the vibration of it repeating up though his neck and jaw.

   She took a moment to still herself, then she shook her head. ‘I’m fine,’ she whispered. ‘The entity is still controlled,’ she said, clearly knowing exactly what he wanted to hear.

   He breathed a heady sigh of relief, letting his eyes close once more.

   Then he snapped them open. Relief could come later. ‘What happened? Did you dream?’

   She pressed her lips together and nodded. Though the move was somewhat fragile, and he could see that her eyes were shimmering with emotion, there was still a hard, determined edge to her look. ‘Yes,’ she confirmed in a soft voice.

   ‘What of?’

   ‘The same visions. Stars falling from the sky . . . ,’ she trailed off.

   ‘We don’t’ know whether that will really happen,’ he suddenly interrupted, feeling the need to focus Nida before she could get pulled under by the entity’s manipulation.

   ‘I know,’ she said.

   He still had his hands on her shoulder, and she now reached up and rested her own hand against his. Again her touch was warm. In fact, it was always warm—now that she had discovered a way to push back the entity at last.

   It was also a blessed kind of warmth, one Carson hadn’t ever really experienced. It seemed to bypass his skin and seep right down to his bones, imbuing them with energy and life.

   He smiled. It was a kinked, curious move, but it felt good to display an emotion other than shock and sorrow.

   She had a strange way of centring him, of stealing away his guilt and anguish.

   He probably didn’t need to keep his hands on her shoulders any more; it was clear she could stand on her own. Yet, once again, he didn’t seem capable of moving away.

   ‘A field of grain,’ she suddenly said.

   ‘Wait . . . what?’

   She looked immeasurably distracted as she stared past his right shoulder at the wall behind him. Her gaze, though narrowed, had a far-off quality to it that sent a rush of nerves escaping up his back.

   ‘A field of grain . . . ,’ she shook her head. ‘Never mind. It was just one of the dreams the entity showed me,’ she clarified as she pushed a hand up and neatened her hair.

   He took a deep sigh that reverberated up through his hands and into his chest.

   She shifted back, and Carson almost wanted to double forward to put his hands on her shoulders once again. Even though she appeared capable and ready to stand without him, he couldn’t say the same about himself.

   His fingers tingled with loss as she moved away.

   Sighing to herself as she took a short walk around the bridge, she finally faced him once again. Slowly the far-off glint to her gaze lifted.

   He swallowed. ‘Are you sure you’re alright?’

   ‘Yeah,’ she nodded low.

   He sighed. Yet it was ragged and shallow. Wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, he nodded. ‘Okay . . . well at least you got some rest, right?’

   She pressed her brows together and nodded. She looked confused, yet more than that, thoughtful. Deeply thoughtful.

   What exactly had she seen?

   Whatever it was, she only mumbled something about a field of grain whenever he asked her.

   Soon enough they both settled back into their duties. Yet, in all honesty, there wasn’t much to do. Everything was automated, and though Carson was ready at any moment to run into the Vex . . . it never happened.

   Space seemed empty. Though they came across scraps of destroyed vessels here and there, and other signs of battle, that was it.

   It was a truly eerie experience. It felt far worse than if they’d encountered ship graveyard after graveyard. Because this ignited more questions than it answered. Just where was everyone? Were the Vex so powerful that they could blast ships out of the air and leave no trace at all?

   The Coltex System wasn’t all that far away. Just five days of travel at maximum speed, or one day if Carson took the top priority transport hubs.

   Ordinarily the top priority hubs were exclusively kept open for traffic of the most important kind. From United Galactic Coalition cruisers rushing out to save planets or fight off Barbarian incursions, you needed full clearance from the Academy or United Galactic Coalition Council to use one.

   Well now there was, quite literally, no one and nothing to stop Carson.

   Because there was no one and nothing around.

   A few times he logged back into the communication system to ensure that the generalised United Galactic Coalition distress call was still in effect.

   It was. And it still told all remaining Coalition ships to redirect to the Coltex System.

   As the questions built within Carson, so did the frustration.

   He hated being in the dark, because being in the dark had caused this whole thing.

   From trusting the entity and its version of events to trusting people like Cara, Carson knew he had done more damage than if he had relied on his own intuition.

   Nida was dutifully silent as he went about his tasks. She did what she was told, and mostly kept to herself. He could tell she was thinking about what was happening to her. How couldn’t she be?

   Just as he was lost in his own thoughts, she would be drowning in hers.

   Too much was happening too quickly for either of them to gain any much-needed clarity.

   Yet, of all the indecision and uncertainty, there was one fact of which he was sure.

   He wasn’t going to leave her again. He wasn’t going to abandon her like he had on the Vex of the past, and neither was he going to forget her like he had during his simulation manufactured by the Vex of the future.

   Because, god dammit, she was all he had.

   Every single time Carson considered those thoughts, his feelings for her grew. Yet he wasn’t about to do anything about them. Not here, not now. They had to focus. Plus, he had absolutely no idea how she felt about him.

   . . . .

   The closer they got to the Coltex System, the more anticipation built within him until it felt like a thundering wall of water surging towards him and blocking out the light.

   His heart beat so fast that he actually had to get the computer to manufacture a mild sedative just to calm him down.

   He stood on the bridge—in fact, he didn’t move from it.

   By his estimate, they were barely an hour away from Coltex.

   So he stood there in the centre of the bridge, his back so straight it was as if someone had replaced his spine with a metal rod.

   Nida sat straight in her chair too, her hands white with tension as she clutched hold of the console before her.

   They both knew the stakes here, they also both knew what was likely to face them.

   The Vex . . . or so they thought.

   ‘Anything yet? Anything at all?’ he mumbled to the computer as he paced back and forth.

   ‘Scanners still have not detected the presence of any ships,’ the computer answered immediately.

   Carson let a pressured breath through his teeth. It sent a sharp tingle through his lips and into his chin, but he just ignored it as he swung around and started pacing in the other direction.

   ‘We should have faced something by now,’ Carson said for about the 50th time.

   To Nida’s credit, she hadn’t told him to shut up yet. Instead, she just sat there and stared at her console with fixed attention. He’d given her the task of monitoring the sensor system for the first sign of activity. And she was doing a remarkably diligently job of it.

   When they got back to the Academy, he would have to tell Sharpe to cut her some slack. She certainly wasn’t the worst recruit in 1000 years—she’d just been untested. And now this incredible adventure was testing her to the max, she was proving herself to be more than capable.

   ‘Carson, it will be okay,’ she said distractedly as she continued her task.

   He simply took a breath rather than answering.

   . . . .

   He wanted it to be okay, god knows that, but all signs pointed to the fact it wouldn’t be.

   Though he’d never faced a situation as harrowing as the near-complete destruction of the United Galactic Coalition, he had faced dire battle. He’d been in space, he’d been in combat.

   And this . . . didn’t make any sense.

   If the Vex had waged an all-out war with the Coalition, then there would be more signs. More broken ships, more dead bodies tumbling in the vacuum of space.

   Yet, so far, the only real destruction they’d witnessed had been on Remus 12. All those partially destroyed and disabled Coalition cruisers.

   . . . .

   He shook his head bitterly.

   ‘Just trust it will be okay,’ she said tenderly.

   It really was a tender move. From the voice to her choice of words, she was trying to calm him.

   And he let her.

   He closed his eyes, sighed, and shifted his head back until his face was directed at the ceiling.

   Just trust it would be okay?

   Their experiences to date had proved to the both of them that trust was a truly precious commodity they could not waste.

   Then it happened.

   Just as Carson took another breath and finally opened his eyes, Nida jumped to her feet, gasping as she did.

   ‘I’ve got it. The scanners are picking up activity . . . coming right at us,’ she squeaked in terror.

   Carson lunged towards the nearest console. ‘Prepare defensive measures,’ he spat at the computer.

   ‘Defensive measures are already in place,’ the computer clarified tonelessly.

   Of course they were. Ever since they had left Remus 12, Carson had left the vessel in a constant state of red alert. But that wasn’t the point.

   The fear coursing through his veins was.

   This was it.

   This was it.

   They were about to face the Vex.

   Yet as Carson reached his console and typed frantically across it, the computer suddenly chimed, ‘United Galactic Coalition vessels detected on an intercept heading.’

   . . . .United Galactic Coalition?

   Coalition?

   Carson didn’t say anything. For a moment he was rendered to the spot by his shock.

   Then the computer chimed again. ‘Receiving multiple messages.’

   ‘Display on screen,’ he could barely speak.

   Was this a trap? Had the Vex managed to fool his ship’s scanners?

   He couldn’t underestimate them, that much was clear.

   Yet, in another instant, an image flickered onto the large screen at the front of the bridge.

   . . . .Travis.

   Christ, it was Travis.

   And as Travis’ eyes drew wide, it was clear Carson’s surprise was reflected in the face of his friend.

   ‘ . . . Carson?’ Travis hissed.

   Carson nodded, his head feeling so loose it could have fallen off and rolled onto the ground.

   For a single second, they simply considered each other in total silence. Then they both started speaking at once.

   ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Travis spat.

   ‘What the hell happened to the Coalition?’ Carson spat.

   ‘Carson, you disappeared.’

   ‘What happened to the Coalition,’ Carson raised his voice, the sorrow he’d kept at bay suddenly snaking through his words and making them high-pitched with terror.

   ‘ . . . It was destroyed. We . . . we were attacked,’ Travis now answered, his face awash with so much emotion, it was hard to describe.

   Carson took a frantic swallow that made him sound as if he were drowning. ‘By what force?’

   ‘We . . . still don’t know. They came out of Remus 12. But Carson, where the hell have you been?’

   Carson pushed his hand over his eyes and considered the darkness for a sweet moment.

   There was too much to ask, too much to learn. He had no idea where to start, and that immobilised him, locking his muscles in place.

   In fact, he felt stuck there until finally Nida got up and walked over to him.

   And that would be when Travis gasped so hard, it sounded as though he had swallowed the sun.

   Carson looked up sharply to see Travis staring open-mouthed at Nida.

   ‘What?’ Carson asked as he instinctively took a step closer to her.

   ‘What . . . what is she doing here?’ Travis pointed forward, his hand trembling.

   Carson actually reached out and latched a hand on her shoulder protectively. Even though Travis wasn’t on the same damn ship as him, and even though the guy was indisputably Carson’s best friend, it didn’t matter.

   It was the total shock rippling through Travis’ gaze.

   ‘She’s still alive? They’re looking for her,’ Travis stammered.

   Carson felt cold. Totally frozen. It was as if his blood had been drained out and replaced with powdered ice and old snow.

   Travis kept shaking his head. ‘What . . . how?’

   ‘Lieutenant,’ Nida suddenly stepped forward, centring herself with a deep breath as she did, ‘a lot has happened, but you need to tell us what happened here. Is the Galactic Coalition . . . how . . . how many ships were destroyed? Who’s left?’ she choked.

   Travis just looked at her as though she were a ghost. No, more than that—a Goddess of some description—something mythological and downright impossible.

   Carson swallowed again, suddenly incapable of sucking in enough air.

   ‘Carson, what’s going on?’ Travis asked quietly, pulling his hand up and closing it hard over his eyes. Carson could see the fingers press tightly into his friend’s face, until he knew Travis would be looking at nothing but stars.

   ‘We need to come aboard,’ Carson suddenly announced, ‘we need to figure this out.’

   ‘There’s nothing to figure out; the United Galactic Coalition was destroyed,’ Travis noted bitterly.

   ‘Lieutenant,’ Carson snapped, drawing on his years of being the leader of the Force, and Travis’ boss.

   Travis looked up sharply.

   ‘All is not lost, and we can help. But you must tell us what happened,’ Carson continued.

   Not for the first time, and not for the last, Travis swung his gaze over to Nida, and again it slackened with something akin to awe.

   It made Carson’s back itch.

   ‘What?’ he hissed at his friend as Carson took a dutiful step in front of her.

   ‘They were . . .  after her,’ Travis noted as he swallowed hard. The noise was a loud one, and it echoed around the bridge.

   Carson shook his head instinctively, just as Nida took a shuddering step back.

   ‘They were after her,’ Travis repeated in a louder voice.

   Nida turned and stared, wide eyed up at Carson. ‘What’s going on?’ she hissed.

   More determined than ever to find out, Carson took a steadying breath. ‘We need to know what you do. Travis, I know this is hard to believe, but you are just going to have to trust me. We went back in time . . . we, Christ, we went back in time.’

   Travis didn’t answer immediately, then he hissed two words that stole right into Carson’s soul: ‘I know.’

   Carson shuddered back, just as Nida snapped forward.

   ‘What?’ she gasped.

   ‘So much has happened,’ Travis acknowledged as he closed his eyes and massaged his fingers over them.

   ‘Travis, what do you mean you know we went back in time?’ Nida gasped again.

   ‘You two need to come aboard. We have to discuss this,’ Travis suddenly realised. His gaze was fixed on Nida, and as the seconds ticked by, Carson was sure that something akin to hope rekindled in his friend’s gaze.

   Carson swallowed wildly. ‘What the hell is going on? And why do you keep looking at her like that?’

   ‘Because you two are our last hope,’ Travis acknowledged in a quiet voice. Though he did not speak loudly, and his words did not carry far, they felt like shots blasting one after the other into Carson.

   ‘ . . . What?’

   ‘Come aboard, I’ll explain everything,’ Travis promised.

   Carson opened his mouth to say he would, then he stopped. Carefully he swung his gaze off the view screen and locked it on Nida.

   Slowly she turned to face him.

   He couldn’t risk her again. He couldn’t put her in danger. He’d done that in the past—he’d abandoned her or simply forgotten her.

   He wasn’t going to do it again.

   No more risks. No more mistakes.

   He straightened his back as he looked up at his friend with fresh eyes. ‘What are you going to do to her?’ Carson asked directly.

   His question clearly shocked Travis, and he receded a little. ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘I mean, the last time Cadet Nida Harper was in Coalition Academy custody, she was locked in a room under a set of high-powered shields.’

   Travis considered him with open shock. ‘Carson, we’re on the same side.’

   No more risks, no more assumptions, Carson told himself firmly. As he did, he shook his head. ‘I’m not going to make another mistake.’

   Just before he could grill his friend further, Nida reached out, clasped his sleeve, and nodded. ‘We should trust him,’ she whispered.

   ‘She’s right,’ Travis agreed, clearly having picked up on what she’d said. ‘I’m not going to do anything to her, Carson, because she’s our last hope.’

   Again Travis said that, and again Carson had no idea what it meant.

    . . . .

   But he had to find out.

   So, as he looked into Nida’s reassuring gaze, he finally nodded his head.

   Then he shook it in a sudden move. ‘Hold on, shouldn’t we fall back to the Coltex System? Is it safe here?’

   ‘ . . . It’s safe,’ Travis answered after a lengthy pause.

   ‘But the force that attacked the Galactic Coalition,’ Carson began.

   ‘Disappeared. Three days ago, they appeared in the Remus System, swept out, attacked what they could, then led our ships back to Remus 12 . . . where they destroyed everything they could,’ Travis said in a dead voice that told Carson his friend hadn’t yet had the time to truly process that fact.

   ‘Most of the fleet was destroyed. They were so . . . fast. So powerful,’ Travis choked.

   ‘The Vex . . . ,’ Carson trailed off, a new surge of guilt pulling through him.

   ‘What do you mean they disappeared,’ Nida took several steps forward, her hand finally falling from Carson’s sleeve.

   ‘They disappeared. The attack lasted for a day. A single day. And they managed to destroy almost 80% of the Coalition’s combined forces,’ Travis acknowledged, again in a completely dead tone.

   Carson felt cold shiver after cold shiver trace down his back. ‘But where did they go?’

   ‘Back in time,’ Nida whispered.

   Travis considered her, then nodded. ‘Back in time.’

   Carson shook his head. He also closed his eyes. Yet no matter how tightly shut he held them, nothing made sense.

   Because closing his eyes could not answer his questions.

   Travis, however, apparently could.

   Carson opened his eyes and turned his full attention on Nida. He searched her gaze, wanting to know if this was the right thing to do. It was only when she nodded her head and whispered a quiet, ‘we’ll go and see him,’ that Carson finally walked over to the navigational panel. With a shaking hand, he set their ship to dock with the Orion.

   Even though the process of docking was swift and automated, it dragged on and on to Carson.

   With the prospect that answers finally awaited him, he could not move fast enough.

   Yet Nida’s presence slowed him down; it grounded him. And together they walked through their small ship towards the hangar bay.

   He was right by her side, and even if the ship had suddenly split in half, nothing would have been able to take him away from her.

   







Chapter 25

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It was a terrifying experience waiting to board the Orion.

   In fact, of all the harrowing ordeals she had been through lately, this was one of the worst.

   What made it so terrifying was the single fact she did not know what she would face. Granted, she knew Travis would be out there with whatever remained of the Orion crew, but that wasn’t the point. The point was, she had absolutely no idea what would happen next.

   And caught up in that uncertainty was one hope. A hope that seemed slim and frankly impossible.

   Could she finally get some answers? Some true facts? Actual explanations of what had happened to her and why?

   Travis had claimed that she was the United Galactic Coalition’s last hope. He’d also said he had known that Carson and Nida had travelled through time.

    . . . .

   It was such a fantastic prospect to consider, that it made her shake.

   Yet something stopped her. That something was Carson. As they both stood there in the hangar bay waiting for the ramp to open, he briefly brushed his fingers past hers, holding onto them for only a second before letting go and walking forward.

   His back was stiff and his stance strong. In fact, in that moment it appeared that the great Carson Blake could take on an entire army by himself.

   No, she suddenly corrected herself, not great—normal.

   Carson was normal. Refreshingly normal.

   Yeah, he was the leader of the Force, but that didn’t make him a legend, and neither did it make him some robot of a man who could power through any situation without indecision or weakness.

   She’d seen him display fragility; she’d seen him drown under emotion.

   And it made him all the realer.

   It made him into a man. It washed away the legend that made him seem untouchable, and reminded her he was only human.

   Which was what she wanted.

   A living, breathing man who made mistakes, claimed victories, and tried and failed and lived. Someone who felt sorrow at loss and joy at gain. Someone who felt.

   Though at times he would appear as strong as a bear, at other times his strength would leave him.

   As it would with her. But whenever she found herself following in his wake, marvelling at his ability to pull himself together, she found her own strength returning too.

   It was a fact she had not understood until now: he made her strong. Or more than that, when it mattered most, he could remind her just by his very existence that she was capable of anything.

   So she straightened her back as she followed him down that ramp, her footfall ringing out over the metal and echoing through the cavernous expanse that was the Orion hangar bay.

   As Carson drew to a stop, she came to a rest beside him.

   Together they faced Travis and a motley group of crew.

   Everyone looked shocked, deadened even. Though they were standing, their movements seemed mechanical as their eyes were haunted by grief.

   Travis was the first to make a move. He walked up to Carson and blinked his eyes closed for a moment. ‘I thought you were dead.’

   Carson breathed hard, his chest punching out. ‘What’s going on?’

   ‘Too much,’ Travis finally opened his eyes, and as he did, he swung his gaze away from Carson.

   It settled on her.

   She wanted to duck back at the intensity flickering in his eyes.

   Back on board their small ship, Travis had told them Nida was the United Galactic Coalition’s only hope. Well now, as she stared at him, she saw that sentiment burning deep in his gaze.

   Before she could recoil at it, Carson took a pointed step in front of her. ‘What’s going on?’ he repeated, his tone harder now.

   ‘Come to the discussion room, and I’ll explain,’ he promised in a weary tone.

   Carson didn’t move at once. In fact, it took for Nida to make the first move. She managed a hesitant step forward and turned to nod at him.

   Soon they were both walking through the long corridors of the Orion, headed to the discussion room. Although it wasn’t that far away, she swore it took an age to arrive.

   As she walked the once-clean and shiny halls, she was struck by how different things were.

   How broken, how marked with soot and grime.

   It was a visceral experience, and all at once reminded her that the United Galactic Coalition had fallen.

   It had fallen.

   Before this whole journey had began, she’d walked the corridors of the Orion. It had been the ship to take her to Remus 12 in the first place, yet back then it had seemed like a different vessel.

   A Stellar Class Heavy Cruiser, it was more than massive. It was a huge juggernaut of a thing that could survive a sun going nova. In fact, it had been years since once one had gone down in a fight.

   Now this ship limped along. And so did her crew.

   All those months ago when the ship had taken her to Remus 12, she’d been struck by how professional and strong the crew had seemed. They’d all had their place, and they’d filled it admirably.

   Now people looked startled, ashen with grief, and as if they were moving along under nothing but autopilot.

   It made her shiver to realise how far they’d fallen.

   Eventually they made it to the discussion room.

   It was a large space with all sorts of machinery and glowing panels. There was a conference table pushed off to one side, and several rings of holographic projectors next to it.

   There was also a wall of windows to her left.

   They showed an unrivalled view of space outside. The blankness dotted with star after twinkling star.

   Space.

   The universe.

   And as she stared at that pattern of light against black, she noted with a thrill the stars did not move towards her. They did not sink into a point as they fell from the sky, just as they had done in her numerous visions.

   In fact, standing there and staring at them assured her it would take only destruction on the largest of scales to wipe clear every galaxy in this grand universe.

   She held onto that fact as she turned.

   Carson stood roughly in the centre of the room, his back erect and his mouth pushing into a pronounced frown. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked again.

   He’d been asking that same question since they’d first run into Travis, and as Travis slowly walked over and sat at the conference table, she realised she was finally going to get an answer.

   Without having to be beckoned over, she walked forward, selected a chair a few seats away from Travis, and sat.

   Automatically Carson sat right next to her.

   ‘Where’s the captain?’ Carson interrupted just as Travis opened his mouth.

   ‘Dead,’ Travis answered.

   Carson stared down at this hands.

   Silence descended upon them.

   All at once Nida wanted to ask where Alicia was. If she was alive. And where Nida’s parents were, and what had happened to Earth. She held her tongue though. She couldn’t afford to ask those questions, because she couldn’t afford to find out their answers.

   Even if it turned out her parents and Alicia were fine, it would cut through Nida’s resolve. It would hammer home how terrible this whole situation was. And she couldn’t afford to have her determination weakened, not now.

   ‘What’s going on?’ Carson asked one more time.

   ‘I don’t know where to begin,’ Travis said with a long sigh that rattled through his chest. As he sat there at the table, he pushed his elbow into the unyielding wood and rested his face in his hand.

   ‘We need to know what is happening now,’ Carson’s spat, his desperation obvious.

   She did not blame him for his sudden burst of passion, for it was one she felt herself.

   They were now closer than they had ever been to finding out what was happening here.

   ‘Three days ago, we were attacked by an unknown alien force,’ Travis began.

   ‘The Vex,’ she interrupted quietly.

   ‘We haven’t yet been able to confirm what they call themselves—as they engaged in no communication whatsoever. The point is . . . they sent out weapons, attacking every United Galactic Coalition planet they could reach. They came out blasting. Their technology was amazing, their ships so fast . . . ,’ Travis pressed his fingers hard into his brow until the skin around became indented with white.

   She didn’t say anything, and neither did Carson. They just waited for Travis to force his words out.

   ‘Virtually the whole fleet was amassed. We went after them . . . but at the time, we didn’t realise they were leading us somewhere.’

   Carson looked quickly at Nida.

   She already knew the answer, and it appeared he did too.

   ‘Remus 12,’ Travis confirmed. ‘They led us back to Remus 12. They let us believe we were driving them back, but we weren’t; they were pulling us into a trap.’

   Carson shook.

   It was a subtle move, but she could see his shoulders moving back and forth under his uniform.

   ‘When we got there . . . they were waiting. Ship after ship. And we have no idea where they came from. And the . . . the surface of Remus 12 . . . it was . . . .’

   ‘It wasn’t a dust bowl any more,’ Nida quietly supplied, realising it just as Travis looked up and confirmed her guess with a nod.

   She pressed her fingers into her lips.

   ‘It was covered with cities. Technologically advanced cities. Cities that sure as heck hadn’t been there a week ago.’

   Again Carson turned to look at her, and again he shook.

   He didn’t interrupt though; neither of them did.

   They had to hear this.

   This would make it all make sense.

   ‘They attacked us from the surface. Ship after ship. They killed the crews, and dragged the ships down to the surface of their world . . . ,’ Travis shook his head, now pressing his fingers even harder into his brow. ‘They amassed over those ships . . . as if they were looking for something. They were so frantic . . . so fast.’

   ‘It’s okay,’ Carson tried. Then he shook his head, because surely he knew that it wasn’t.

   Nothing was okay.

   ‘When we realised we didn’t have a chance, we withdrew,’ Travis breathed hard, ‘but by that time, we’d already lost the majority of the fleet. We headed back to the Coltex System, and here we are right now.’

   ‘What happened to the Vex?’ Carson’s voice shook.

   Travis shrugged. It wasn’t an apathetic move though; it was tight with frustration, worry, and loss. ‘We don’t know. Not really. They just . . . disappeared. Remus 12 returned to being nothing but a dust bowl.’

   Carson shook harder now, the move visible to everyone. ‘How?’

   Travis shrugged again. He let his gaze descend to his hands, then up to Carson, then finally over to her. And the concentration he put into staring her way made her shift back in her chair.

   ‘We didn’t manage to find out much about the attack; their ships were too much for us. But we did find out a little,’ Travis said.

   Nida wanted to stand up and walk out of the room. She was suddenly aware that she didn’t want to hear the rest of this.

   Because it would have something to do with her; Travis’ keen gaze promised that.

   She remained seated though, even though it forced her to call on every gram of strength she could muster.

   ‘They call it the Goddess,’ Travis suddenly supplied.

   Nida shivered back at that. Of course she did. She’d heard that term too much, and whenever anyone used it, horrible things always followed.

   ‘Though the Vex, as you call them, were incredibly powerful, we still managed to glean some information. We took down one or two of their ships. We only managed to decrypt their hard drives a few hours ago . . . then you showed up,’ he nodded at her, ‘and it feels like fate.’

   Her lips twisted together at that word.

   ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ Carson growled.

   ‘I really . . . don’t know. If I hadn’t just lived through that hell, I would think I’m going mad,’ Travis shook his head.

   ‘Travis,’ Carson pleaded.

   ‘All we know is that they were after her,’ Travis said as he pointed at Nida.

   She felt frozen on the spot, as if Travis’ finger was a searchlight holding her in place against the dark.

   She forced herself to breathe, to swallow. As she did, she felt something twitch in her left hand. Just a twinge at first, it would grow.

   ‘Why?’ Carson hissed, his tension obvious. In fact, from the note of frantic desperation in his voice to the exact way he held his stiff muscles, it was clear he was close to breaking point. Yet he soldiered on, because he was Carson Blake. And watching him push forward made Nida lift her chin too.

   ‘We don’t know. There’s just so much that doesn’t make sense,’ Travis pointed out, his confusion and frustration mirroring her own.

   Yet just as she acknowledged that fact, her left hand twinged again. This time it was a far more violent move, and she turned her head down to stare at it.

   She looked for any hint of blue, any clue that the entity was rising.

   . . . .

   She couldn’t see anything, just her pale pink skin dotted here and there with freckles and cuts.

   ‘I really wish I could tell you more,’ Travis noted as he closed his eyes. ‘But all we have is guesses.’

   ‘Then tell us those,’ Carson demanded.

   Travis forced air through his clenched teeth, and the hissing sound echoed around the large room.

   Still, it could hardly distract Nida from the feeling growing in her left hand. A dense cold that shifted back and forth like a frantically swinging pendulum.

   ‘I know this sounds incredible, but some of the information we managed to decrypt from the Vex ships hinted at . . . ,’ he swallowed wildly, ‘time travel. And they mention the both of you,’ Travis’ gaze swung from Carson to Nida. And as it struck upon Carson, he gave a powerful shudder.

   Despite the strange sensations tearing through Nida’s left hand, she looked up to acknowledge how guilt stricken Carson looked.

   ‘Time travel,’ Travis repeated, now digging his fingers violently into his brow as if the movement could force the thoughts from his mind. ‘I want to say it is not possible, but . . .  I have no idea what happened. How could Remus 12 go from being an unpopulated planet consisting of nothing more than dust and rubble to supporting one of the most technologically advanced races I have ever seen?’ He looked up at Carson, and it was clear that Travis’ questioning gaze pleaded with his friend for answers.

   But Carson didn’t have any answers, and neither did Nida.

   What she did have, however, was this growing eerie sense. It was pushing up her left hand, into her arm, and racing through the rest of her body with all the speed and fluidity of blood being pumped by her heart.

   ‘Why were the Vex looking for the entity?’ Carson suddenly questioned.

   Though Nida was beset by her own problems, she suddenly looked up sharply.

   She needed to hear this answer.

   ‘We don’t really know. We have no real idea why the Vex attacked us, but we know in part that they were after the entity, that they were after Nida. They were desperate. They knew they had to get it back for some reason. But what that reason is, we just don’t know,’ Travis repeated, letting his hands fall from his head to reveal deep half-moon circles cut into the flesh.

   Carson gave a truly frustrated sigh that bordered on a snort. ‘It’s not good enough; we need to know,’ he spat.

   She could understand his frustration; she felt it herself. Yet at the same time, she felt something else.

   The entity.

   It was . . . surging. At Travis’ words, at the cobbled together story he was giving, the entity surged. It reacted to every single thing he said.

   ‘Carson,’ she said in a whisper.

   ‘We have to find out as much as we can. Travis, I haven’t told you this yet, because I didn’t want to get your hopes up. But there’s a chance . . . a chance we can stop this.’

   ‘I know, and that’s one of the only things I do know. You can travel through time, right? With the entity, you can skip from one time period to another?’

   ‘We don’t know if it will work,’ Carson began.

   ‘Carson,’ she tried again in that same quiet, almost imperceptible tone.

   ‘But it’s worth a try. I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, as three days ago, I thought time travel was impossible. But now . . . .’

   ‘Now we have to do whatever we can to save the United Galactic Coalition,’ Carson noted bravely.

   She couldn’t hold it in.

   The energy. The pain.

   She could not take it any more; she screamed, clutching a hand first on her left wrist, then up to her implant.

   Both Carson and Travis shot to their feet. Yet while Travis hung back, Carson ducked by her side.

   ‘Nida?’ he called, worry forcing his eyes open.

   She tried to breathe through the pain, tried to push the entity back. But it was surging. It was rushing up and trying to drown her, just like it had back on the ship.

   ‘You’ve got to fight it,’ Carson begged. ‘Fight it.’

   ‘What the hell is happening?’ Travis shouted.

   ‘The entity. It’s trying to control her—’ Carson began.

   ‘Get her to the med bay,’ Travis ordered.

   Carson didn’t even wait. Nor did he hesitate for fear of being attacked by the entity—he just swooped down and scooped her up.

   She forced her eyes to close as she tried to control it.

   Then she felt it.

   The surge of power that told her it was about to corrupt. But she understood it for what it was now.

   Fear.

   It was afraid, deathly afraid, and as that fear pulsed through it, it interacted with her implant, interfering with the entity’s energy.

   The entity’s fear kept on surging through her.

   It enabled her to connect to it, to understand it.

   It had to protect itself. Everyone was counting on it. Innumerable souls scattered through time. All praying that it would succeed.

   Yet as soon as she connected to it, she disconnected as she felt something wallop into her side.

   She opened her eyes to see a glass off the table bang into Carson’s shoulder, glance off, and ricochet into her.

   ‘Shit,’ Travis screamed.

   ‘Nida,’ Carson shouted louder than him. ‘Fight it.’

   She gathered his voice towards herself, as if it were tangible enough that she could thread it through her fingers and lock it against her chest.

   It grounded her.

   So she fought.

   She pushed it back.

   As she did, she saw flashes of a vision covering the scene around her.

   It was not stars falling from the sky. It was not the United Galactic Coalition fleet destroyed and floating in orbit of Remus 12.

   It was that same field of golden grain with that same glorious star scape above.

   Though she would not let it distract her, she did not push it away either. For she knew in that moment it was import.

   Unbelievably important.

   She was dimly aware that Carson kept screaming at her, but she could no longer see anything.

   Only the entity.

   It was as if she plunged deep within that glowing mass.

   Again it felt as if it was trying to drown her, yet at the same time calm her as it exerted some controlling influence over her mind and body.

   She almost let it win. She almost gave in.

   Then she fought back in a final push.

   . . . .

   She managed to force it back.

   It took everything.

   And, soon enough, blackness flooded in, replacing that pulsing blue and knocking her out completely.

   







Chapter 26

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She dreamt. Instantly she plunged into a vision. But this was unlike any she had ever experienced.

   She still felt connected to the entity; she could still access and understand its fear.

   So much fear and so much guilt.

   Both emotions tied themselves around her as if they were trying to squeeze the very life from her veins and arteries.

   She did not fall though; she kept her eyes open and she watched the vision unfold before her.

   At first, it was that golden field of wheat or some such alien grain. She stood amongst it, letting it brush against her legs as a gentle breeze saw it swaying rhythmically from side to side. Above, swathes of bright stars illuminated the night sky. She stared up at their glory in open-mouthed wonder.

   Then the very ground beneath her feet disappeared and the star scape above changed. Suddenly she was back in the future, back at the exact moment Vex was destroyed. Again she could see the people running in the streets, fleeing the destruction, yet this time, incredibly, intermingled between them she saw United Galactic Coalition cruisers and the dead bodies of Coalition soldiers.

   Just as she realised what she was looking at, the vision melted away. Again she witnessed the destruction of Vex, but this time she saw other alien ships, other alien bodies. She did not recognise them, but they looked old and less technologically advanced than the Galactic Coalition.

   It happened again. The vision of the destruction of Vex was replaced and she saw another, this time with another race, and then another.

   Over and over again, it simply kept repeating until all she could do was kneel there with her hands over her head as shock shattered her.

   Yet through it all, she maintained her connection with the entity. In fact, this was the first time she had been assailed by one of its visions with a full knowledge and sense of it.

   She could feel its grief, repeating over and over again with each destruction of Vex. The guilt, the cloying, powerful, unshakable guilt.

   In a moment of connection, she understood that the entity had done this.

   It had caused what she saw here.

   Just as she realised that, it spoke to her.

   It no longer sounded commanding, and nor could it reach inside her mind to try to forcibly calm her. Instead it sounded weak, grief stricken, and unmistakably remorseful.

   ‘We did this, we did this,’ it kept repeating. ‘We will fix it, we will fix it,’ it added, repeating that phrase over and over again like a prayer.

   ‘What did you do?’ Nida found her voice and used it. She pushed the question from her lips, and as she did, she willed the entity to answer.

   ‘We broke the Vex timeline. We exist in a dimension close to this planet. But the space between us is thin. We were warned to never push our way through, but we did so anyway. And in doing so, we broke Vex. Their time, their past, their present, their future—we forced them to loop. To cycle. To feed into each other in a never-ending circle of history.’

   Though all around her Vex fell in vision after vision, Nida finally forced herself to black it out. Though she stood on a street that had moments ago held screaming people and now was nothing more than blue, crackling dust, she focused on the entity.

   ‘You broke their time? How is that . . . possible?’

   ‘Vex lies too close to my own dimension,’ the entity admitted, ‘its time and space was never stable. All those in my dimension knew not to force ourselves across, yet I did so anyway. And I broke their future. Forever it will cycle back into their past.’

   As the entity acknowledged that, the scene of total destruction around Nida changed. Suddenly that gentle wheat field replaced it. And again Nida stood there with the grain softly beating against her legs and the stars shining brightly above.

   ‘This is the point it begins again,’ the entity explained, ‘the point where their future leads to their past in a never-ending loop.’

   Nida turned slowly on the spot. She held her hands out wide, and felt the heads of the wheat trail lightly over her fingertips.

   Yet though the scene was beautiful, calming even, she could still feel the entity’s overwhelming guilt. It ate through it, burning it, corrupting it.

   Turning it into nothing more than a fearful, reactive creature.

   The same creature that had been capable of murdering those Barbarians in cold blood and that had tried to kill Carson by pushing him against the ceiling.

   ‘We have tried to fix it. We have tried over and over again to repair the damage to their timeline, but we cannot do so on our own,’ the entity spoke, once again talking in second person as if it were trying to share the guilt with Nida.

   She took a step back.

   Though the entity was nowhere around her, and rather inside, she narrowed her eyes at it.

   This was not her fault.

   ‘Why did you infect me?’ Nida asked suddenly.

   ‘To help the Vex. Though they are stuck in this timeline, we are not. I can move freely from their timeline into yours.’

   ‘If that’s the case, then why don’t you take some of them with you?’

   ‘We cannot. The Vex are bound to that timeline. They cannot be taken into ours. Not until the timeline is fixed. Their space is unstable, their bodies are unstable—if anything was to be taken into your timeline, after a day, it would crumble,’ it repeated.

   The passion twisting through the entity’s words stilled Nida. Yet she pushed one question out, ‘how will you save them?’

   ‘By finding a race technologically superior enough that it can repair the damage I wrought. That it can fix the timeline.’

   For a single moment, Nida felt sorry for the entity, then her own grief came billowing up through her stomach and back. ‘But why did you attack the United Galactic Coalition then? Why did you infect me? Why did you pull Carson and me into the past? Why did you lie to us? Why did you manipulate us? Why did you have us running around Vex thinking we had to find a dimensional bridge to send you back home? Why didn’t you just ask?’ She added with a croak.

   The entity appeared to consider her questions in silence before it answered, ‘we cannot run the risk of you not helping. We will do everything to protect the Vex; we will do everything to fix what we have done.’

   ‘So, what, you attacked the Coalition trying to find some technology that can heal your timeline? Only to find out we don’t have any?’ Rage now boiled within her, heating up her blood until she fancied it could turn to steam.

   ‘We had to try,’ the entity answered simply.

   ‘And is that what you have done before?’ Nida now pointed all around her in a great, angry sweep of her arm. ‘Those visions of other dead alien races and their destroyed ships, was that you?’

   In a snap, she was reminded of something Varo had said all of those weeks ago. All touched were aliens.

   She understood that now, and it made her sick to her stomach, a cold, cloying sweat flicking across her brow and down the sides of her temples.

   ‘Yes,’ the entity answered simply. ‘We lure alien races into the Vex timeline. We manipulate them into trusting us. We find out as much as we can about them, we find out how strong their race is. And then, at the appointed time, we attack.’

   Nida shuddered back. The calm note of self-assurance to the entity’s voice was . . . unimaginable.

   Or was it?

   The amount of grief it felt was almost unfathomable; it was on a level Nida had never conceived of as possible. Yet as she conceded that point, she intuitively knew that if somebody or something felt that guilty, they would be willing to do whatever they could to wash away what they had done.

   ‘Every time Vex history repeats, for one single day their timeline aligns with your own. It is the day of the event, the day I came through and destroyed them. Up until that day, I shepherd the Vex, I slowly reveal to them what I know. They refer to me as the Goddess, and here and there throughout their history, I give them visions. Slowly, I let them know of what is to come. And as they gain technological prowess, I guide them to do what they must do. On the day of the event, when their world aligns with your timeline, they go forth to find what technology they can. To search for something to reclaim the future I stole from them.’

   Nida now pressed her sweaty hands against her mouth. Her lips shook against her teeth. In fact, every part of her shuddered as if she were convulsing.

   She felt . . . .

   She didn’t know what she felt. It was as if she now endured every single emotion the human body was capable of feeling. A mess of guilt and sorrow and frustration and disbelief that threatened to snap her.

   Yet through it all, she stood.

   She faced the entity within.

   ‘How could you do that? How could you sacrifice alien race after alien race? Haven’t you already done enough? And wasn’t it clear to you that the United Galactic Coalition didn’t have the technology you wanted? When the Vex of the future manipulated Carson with that simulation, surely they would have found out that the Coalition didn’t have the technology they sought. So why did you attack? Why did you attack?’ She repeated.

   ‘We had to try. They had to try. The event only comes around once in every Vex time loop. No matter the state of the universe in your timeline, and no matter what alien race they come across, I have taught them to attack. For it is the only way. We cannot risk our only chance at redemption slipping away from us.’

   Though Nida wanted to remain standing, she fell to her knees. Instantly she closed her arms around her stomach, collapsing down as she did. She let her head press into the moist earth below her, flattening the golden grain into a pillow.

   She understood everything now. She understood why the Vex had been such a violent and passionate race; the entity, the Goddess, had manipulated them into being so. It had forced them to develop along the same lines every single time their history had repeated, so, on the day of the event, the Vex would be brutal and desperate enough to steal whatever they could in the hopes it would save them.

   Even though she understood, she repeated, ‘how could you do that? How could you do that?’ She pressed her head harder into the earth below her.

   ‘Because they must be saved. It does not matter what or whom is sacrificed; I will fix my mistake. I will save the Vex.’

   She shook her head over and over again until the rough grains around her scratched at her skin and pressed at her firmly closed eyes. Her arms were wrapped so tightly around her stomach, it was as if they had turned to stone.

   ‘And we will do it again,’ the entity now announced, ‘your United Galactic Coalition did not have the technology we are after. So we will try once more. I will shepherd this new iteration of Vex until they reach the event. And I will continue to do so, over and over again, until we finally find a race with technology advanced enough to fix the timeline.’

   Nida wanted to ask again how the entity could do such a thing, but she could no longer move her lips, and nor was she innocent enough to form the thought.

   She knew exactly what the entity’s motivations were, for she could still feel that burning guilt within. It gave way to such determination, such dogged force, that for the first time, she felt truly terrified and truly trapped, but just as soon as she felt trapped, she thought of Carson.

   She thought of Alicia, of her parents, of Travis, of the Galactic Coalition Academy.

   She couldn’t let them down.

   Suddenly she opened her eyes and she forced herself to sit. She stared above at the sky.

   She couldn’t let this happen.

   And just maybe, she could still stop it.

   She pushed herself to her feet.

   Just as she did, the entity announced, ‘you will take me back to Vex.’

   Nida understood immediately. The entity could only travel through time whilst on Vex. For it was only there that the space was thin enough to allow it to do so.

   It also had to be there in order to shepherd the Vex.

   So if Nida kept it away, if she locked it up, if she never allowed herself to return to Vex, then the entity would not be there to manipulate their future and to force them into attacking the rest of the galaxy on the day of the event.

   Just as that thought formed, it was as if the entity read her mind.

   It surged within her with such anger, Nida fell to her knees again, buckling over in pain.

   It burnt away at every cell, stabbing whatever it could, slashing, breaking, shattering.

   Yet it did not kill her, for it could not.

   It needed her to get back to Vex. Instinctively she knew that it could not jump from her body into another. Whether her implant and its ability to interfere with the entity’s energy stopped it, or some other force did, it didn’t matter. The conclusion was the same. The entity needed Nida to take it back to Vex.

   It now raged at her; it tore at her mind as if it were trying to destroy it, trying to control what was left of her body and soul.

   She didn’t let it. She drew on every lesson she had learnt to date. And she concentrated on her implant, and that feeling of being able to move TI objects.

   She also concentrated on Carson Blake. For if she could do this, she could save him and everybody else.

   And maybe she could save the Vex too.

   But first she would have to overcome the entity.

   As she fought it, a plan formed in her mind.

   Though it was dangerous, she was going to go back to Vex. Once there, she would use the entity to open a time gate, depositing her and Carson at the exact point after which they had first left into Vex’s history. The point at which the Barbarians had attacked them.

   Then Nida would go back to the United Galactic Coalition with Carson, and she would warn them. She would tell them not to send the fleet to Vex.

   To ignore whatever weapons they sent forth. To ride it out.

   If the Coalition acted quickly enough, they could evacuate all nearby systems.

   They could drastically reduce damage and casualties.

   Though she knew she could not stop the event from happening, she could stop the Coalition from losing as many forces.

   And then, once the date of the event was over, she would . . . never go back to Vex. She would keep the entity with her, away from that planet. And she would break the cycle. It would not fix the Vex timeline, but it would ensure that the entity stopped interfering in it, that it could not warn the Vex of their fate and fire them up until they attacked everyone and everything on the day of the event.

   Yes.

   That was what she would do.

   As that plan solidified, so did her strength.

   She may not have ever been a master of the telekinetic implant, but the few lessons she had learnt kept her going, kept her fighting, until finally she won.

   The wheat slipped away, so did the stars, and so did the entity.

   It sunk back into her just as she rose into consciousness.

   







Chapter 27

   Carson Blake

   A lot went through his mind as he waited by her bedside. Thought after thought assailed him, like bullet after bullet on the battlefield.

   Yet through it all, he did not leave, until finally she roused.

   He expected her to be sleepy, drowsy; he expected her to come around slowly and only under the firm encouragement of stimulants.

   She didn’t. She simply rose up, coming to a graceful seated position as her eyes opened wide and fixed right on him.

   She had the strangest expression slackening her features. It wasn’t shock or grief, though both were present under the surface. It was . . . strength. She had come to some kind of realisation, or she had finally achieved something. But what, he could not tell.

   He could ask though.

   ‘Nida,’ his voice was a choked mess, ‘Nida,’ he repeated her name as if the mere mention of it gave him strength. ‘What happened?’

   ‘The entity,’ she began, suddenly closing her eyes as if to block out distractions as she took a breath and continued, ‘it showed me things. It told me things,’ she added in a hoarse whisper.

   There were several medical personnel in the room, and Travis was leaning against the opposite wall, his arms furled around his middle in a familiar move, but his expression at odds with his usual confidence.

   Which made perfect sense; Travis wasn’t normal any more. Over the past three days, he had lost nearly everything that mattered to him.

   Yet even now he straightened and looked over with interest. And hope. Carson could see it kindle in his friend’s eyes, and as it did, it bloomed in Carson’s heart too.

   ‘Carson . . . I don’t know where to begin,’ she acknowledged as she blinked her eyes closed and rubbed her hands over them as though she were trying to clear her vision.

   Though he wanted to tell her to ignore anything the entity had shared with her, he couldn’t. He could see her expression, and it was full of . . . certainty. Assuredness.

   She very much looked as if she now had the answers she had sought so desperately. So he stood up and paid attention. In fact, he riveted his gaze on her and did not blink once.

   ‘I spoke to it,’ she repeated, ‘and it told me everything.’

   ‘Nida,’ he cautioned in a quiet tone, ‘it has manipulated us before. It has told us lies to ensure we do what it wants.’

   She shook her head fervently, making her loose hair scatter across her cheeks and forehead. He got the immediate urge to push forward and brush those errant strands from her face. He restrained himself, just.

   ‘This was different, Carson,’ she assured him in a small but firm voice, ‘it wasn’t lying to me. It wasn’t like any of the other times; I was connected to it. I know it was telling the truth. Because what it told me . . . ,’ she trailed off and shuddered.

   Carson glanced over at Travis, and they shared a tense look.

   ‘What did it tell you?’ Travis now tried.

   ‘I know what happened to Vex. I know what the event is. I know why they attacked the United Galactic Coalition, and I know how to stop them.’

   On that promise, Carson couldn’t keep his emotion in any more; he clutched a hand to his mouth, breathing hard through the small gaps between his sweaty fingers.

   ‘How?’ He croaked in a hoarse whisper. But just as soon as the question was out, he shook his head and took a sudden step forward. ‘Hold on, can you control it? Will it attack you again?’

   Despite how much he wanted to know why the Coalition was attacked and what the entity really wanted, he had to prioritise her safety.

   She looked up at him and nodded once. It was a determined and strong move. Though he had been worried before he’d seen it, now he forced himself to take a step back and breathe.

   ‘I can control it. I’m learning how to more and more. The way it operates, its energy—it is quite close to the TI implant. That’s why it kept affecting my TI implant. But it’s also why I’ve grown to control it.’ Though she had already explained that before, she did it again in a patient, slow tone, finishing off with a small, reassuring smile. ‘I can do this. But I think I know of a way you can help me,’ she suddenly added.

   He took another snapped step forward. ‘How?’ He asked without hesitation.

   ‘Find me another TI implant. A bigger one, a better one. I’m pretty sure we can use that technology to help suppress it. Especially now I know what I’m doing,’ she promised.

   Travis put a hand up, walked over to one of the doctors, snapped at her to do whatever she could, made a quick call to the engineering bay, asked them to look into it too, then finally breathed a sigh of relief.

   Travis knew when to act quickly, and Carson reminded himself to buy the guy a beer whenever he had the chance.

   ‘We will get you that implant,’ Travis promised as he returned to the conversation.

   She nodded, blinked her eyes closed for a bare moment, then opened them one by one.

   She looked . . . serene. No, that wasn’t quite the right word. He could still see that she was fragile—her eyes were hooded with shadow, every now and then the pupils glistening with tears, and her voice was still small. Yet at the same time there was such a gentle strength behind her words.

   Yes, that was it, a gentle strength.

   He was suddenly reminded of something he had once seen from old Earth’s history. A card from something called a tarot pack. The card in question was called Strength, and it depicted a woman seated down next to a lion, opening its mouth, and all the while her expression was nothing more than calm, almost loving resolve.

   And he felt that exact same mix of emotion now.

   ‘What happened?’ Travis prompted again as she withdrew into silence.

   Then she told them. All about her visions, all about witnessing the event over and over again, about seeing various alien ships and bodies drawn down onto Vex, only to be obliterated into dust.

   It was . . . impossible to believe at first. Then gradually it started to make a sick kind of sentence.

   It explained why the entity had always been so desperate, why it had killed those Barbarians in cold blood and why it had threatened to kill him. It was prepared to do whatever it would take to save Vex—to fix its mistakes, as Nida had put it.

   ‘This is . . . this is . . . ,’ Travis tried, but with a sigh, he gave up. Clearly there was no easy way to describe what was happening.

   He wanted it to be impossible. Just as he wanted everything to miraculously go back to normal. He wanted to wipe away the past few weeks of his life. No . . . not everything, just the danger, just the doubt. He would keep Nida in a heartbeat.

   But the point was, just wishing for things to be different and wishing for them to make a neat, logical, scientific kind of sense wouldn’t cut it.

   Despite her continuing gentle strength, Nida’s voice began to waver. And she kept on shaking her head. ‘Carson, it’s . . . it is horrible,’ she choked through her words. ‘They have one day to save themselves.’ She repeated again, stuck on that one fact. ‘One day where Vex aligns to this universe, to our timeline. That’s why they lured most of the Coalition fleet back to Vex, killed the crews, and took the ships down to their planet. They were looking for technology, for anything that could save them. But we didn’t have it . . . so at the end of the day, they just . . . they died. The timeline repeated.’

   ‘I saw those ships,’ Travis pointed out in a shaking voice that could barely carry, ‘they were fast, they was huge, they were so strong. Why didn’t the Vex just load their civilisation onto those ships and fly away from the planet whilst they had the chance?’

   She shook her head passionately, several tears streaking down her face as she did. ‘They can’t survive in this timeline. They only exist here as long as the event aligns them with us. Once the event is over, and Vex is destroyed, it all begins again. Every Vex is killed, every building is razed to the ground. They will only be able to exist in our timeline once or if their own history is fixed.’

   Travis did not question her again.

   Though she still looked strong, it was clear she was exhausted.

   Carson wanted to hear absolutely everything she had to say, but he couldn’t keep pushing her. So, reluctantly, he took a step back and offered Travis a very pointed nod. It took Travis a while to make eye contact, and when he did, he just shook his head.

   ‘I’ve waited too long to figure out what’s going on here,’ Travis began.

   That drew a quick, harsh, disbelieving laugh from Carson. And at the same time, Nida gave one too.

   Travis had waited too long to find out what was happening? Carson and Nida had been plunged through time with nothing but questions haunting them for the past month.

   ‘Come on, we need to let her rest,’ Carson said aloud, realising Travis needed more than a nod to warn him off.

   Travis opened his mouth to protest. Carson just raised a hand. ‘That’s an order.’

   There was a long drawn out silence, punctuated only when Travis gave a hefty sigh. ‘You’re no longer my superior, Carson. I’m a captain now. I became one when over 80 percent of our friends and colleagues died at the hands of a race we still know next to nothing about.’

   Though Travis’ emotion-filled response made the hair on the back of Carson’s neck stand on end, he didn’t give up. ‘She needs to rest,’ he said in a low tone.

   Finally Travis agreed with a nod, mumbled something to the doctor, then led Carson from the room with a small wave.

   Captain Travis’ shoulders were hunched forward, his eyes hooded from fatigue, and his skin still tinged with yellow. He was not in a good way. Still, he mustered a short laugh nonetheless before adding, ‘who would have thought I’d reach captain before you?’

   Carson didn’t say anything. He managed the smallest of smiles as he followed Travis out, yet at the same time twisted his head to glance over at Nida.

   She was still seated on her bed, though one of the doctors was trying to convince her to lie back down. She made eye contact with him though.

   ‘It’ll be fine,’ he mumbled under his breath.

   She smiled.

   He walked out.

   Though Travis demanded Carson draft up a full report detailing what he’d experienced travelling through time on Vex, eventually Carson finished and was assigned a room.

   It was the first time in weeks he’d had the luxury of having a shower. Though the small ship he’d taken from Remus 12 to meet up with the Orion had been equipped with the usual facilities, he’d not had the chance to use them. What with Nida facing a constant battle for control of her body with the entity, there hadn’t been the time to prioritise getting cleaned up.

   Now he stood there letting real water wash over his back, shoulders, and face.

   Occasionally he closed his eyes then opened them again, as if daring the world around him to change as he did. It would take more than blinking to fix things though.

   Not for the first time, and not for the last, Carson sighed deeply. The noise was so strong, it reverberated through his diaphragm and out into his stomach and back.

   A lot was happening quickly.

   So quickly he couldn’t keep up.

   But at least he had answers now. And no matter how incredible they sounded, he knew Nida wasn’t lying to him. She really had conversed with the entity, and what it had told her had made a sick kind of sense.

   Something so guilt-stricken really would do whatever it would take to expunge its past.

   Sighing again, Carson thought about turning the water off, but quickly decided against it.

   He’d earned this respite. He was going to shower for as long as he damn well pleased, then he was going to sit down to a proper meal. After that, he was going to catch some sleep.

   Because god knows he needed it.

   As the water washed over him, it took a little of the edge off the surprise and grief that had built within him since he’d arrived in this time period.

   It couldn’t wash away the guilt though. 

   When the Vex had forced him through that simulation to steal his secrets, they’d done a thorough job. And every secret they had stolen had been used against the Galactic Coalition.

   Had led to ships being lost, people dying, and the almost total defeat of his friends and colleagues.

   The water couldn’t wash away what he’d done; the guilt remained no matter how hard he tried to scrub his skin clean.

   Though he hadn’t done it knowingly or on purpose, his actions and inability to withstand the Vex simulation had led to lives being lost.

   So of course a simple shower wasn’t going to fix that.

   There was one thing, however, that could.

   He pushed a hand into the frosted tile before him and opened his eyes.

   Nida.

   She could make it all right again. If she was right, and she could force the entity to take them back to the exact time they’d left Remus 12 when the Barbarians had attacked, then there was a chance to fix this.

   He closed his eyes once more, and when he opened them again, he finally turned off the water and got out of the shower.

   He felt refreshed, but more than that—he felt focused.

   All of the energy that had once been caught up in feeling guilty or confused or fearful, now narrowed into a point.

   He was going to make it back to his time period.

   And once he was there, he was going to stop this.

   For good.

   As he dried, he heard his intercom buzz.

   Thinking it was Travis wanting yet more information on the Vex, Carson didn’t hurry to open it. Instead he mumbled, ‘just wait a sec.’ Grabbing his towel, he tucked it around his waist and finally strode into the main section of his quarters and told the computer to open the door.

   He didn’t even bother to check who it was.

   He just assumed it was Travis.

   With a little swallow, and a strange hiccup noise, he realised it wasn’t.

   It was Nida.

   She stood there with her hands locked behind her back, a distracted look on her face. Well, she started off with a distracted look, but it quickly morphed into blushing surprise. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were in the shower,’ she stuttered, ‘I’ll come back later.’

   ‘No,’ he said way too quickly, ‘no,’ he repeated in a far more controlled voice, ‘come in.’

   She hesitated, then walked in. ‘I . . . ,’ she began, her head directed to the ground as she chose to stare at her feet rather than at him.

   Goddamn she was polite.

   It made him smile.

    . . . .

   Way too late he realised he had to say something. He could not just stand there grinning at her as he dripped on the carpet with nothing but a damp towel tied around his middle.

   ‘Ah . . . they let you out of the med bay already?’ he tried through what he’d intended to be a gruff cough, but quickly sounded like a croaky squeak.

   By his estimate, it had been only three hours since he’d left her. Not long enough to bounce back for most people, yet he had to admit the colour was back to her cheeks . . . or at least the blush was.

   The point was though, she seemed fine.

   She also still had her hands tucked neatly behind her back, something he realised as she shifted forward slightly.

   ‘Yeah, I . . . wanted to come and show you this,’ she mumbled as she took another tiny step his way.

   The doors to his rooms had closed some time ago—as soon as she’d stepped far enough away from them. And it was a fact he was more than thankful for now, as he knew he was flushed. Heck, he was probably incandescent.

   If that wasn’t bad enough, his stomach did the strangest thing as she stepped tentatively towards him; it gave an almighty kick of nerves. It wasn’t terror, and it wasn’t left-over adrenaline from all the battles he’d waged recently. It was expectation, plain and simple.

   Finally she brought her arm around from behind her. Locked over the left wrist was a large silver-white band of metal. Though at first glance it looked like nothing more than a chunky bangle of some description, a second later something incredible happened: an ordered pattern of blue light flashed across the surface, then disappeared in a blink.

   It looked like square blue veins suddenly pulsing with light.

   ‘Whoa . . . what is that?’ he walked forward, completely forgetting he was in his towel and that he ought to feel embarrassed. He just strode right up to her, gently picked up her left hand, and surveyed the strange device as best he could.

   They were close, but she didn’t shift back. And neither did she shove him off and complain that his hand and arm was still damp. She just waited there patiently as he inspected that pulsing white metal.

   ‘It’s modified TI technology. It’s just a prototype for now; they wanted to fit me with something immediately to take the edge of the fight with the entity. They’re working on something better right now,’ she explained as she nodded down at the device.

   ‘Wow,’ he said plainly.

    . . . Really? Just wow? Was that the best he could manage? Nida now had something to help her defend against the entity, and he sounded like she’d simply showed him a cool shell she’d found at the beach.

   ‘Ah, so it works?’ he stammered, realising that was the first thing he should have asked. Suddenly he was all too aware of the fact he was still in his towel, and quickly took a respectful step back.

   Nida hooked her hair behind her ears and shrugged. ‘Yeah, it does. I mean, the entity was still pretty weak from our last fight. But this . . . ,’ she shrugged again as she brought down her left hand and stared at it, ‘this helps,’ she concluded with a note of reassuring finality.

   ‘I’m so glad,’ he spoke through a rattling breath.

   Then . . . silence.

   Really awkward silence spread between them, giving him all the time he needed to remember he was still standing around in a towel.

   ‘I . . . I just wanted to show you that,’ she said once more as she took a delicate step back towards the door.

   ‘You don’t have to leave,’ he said so quickly his breath sounded like a shot of steam.

   ‘I don’t want to interrupt you. I’m sure you want to rest,’ she took another step backwards.

   Why was it that every time she stepped back it felt like she was taking something with her?

   Carson could try to fool himself that he didn’t know what it was, but he did.

   An opportunity.

   Maybe it was just him, but he felt a spark between them. A spark that kept crackling brighter with every second.

    . . . .

   All too soon they would head back to Remus 12. Travis had promised Carson that the Orion would take them there, that they would do anything to help Nida open that time gate to the past. 

   So very soon Carson and Nida’s lives would get complicated again. Very soon they’d be thrust back into the chaotic depths of adventure.

   Right now they had silence though. Peace. And, yeah, an opportunity.

   An opportunity for what though? He had no idea whether she felt the same way he did. And heck, she probably didn’t. Nida was likely focused 100 percent on their perilous task.

   She reached the door.

   Though it hurt like hell to see her leave, what was there to say?

   He wasn’t going to risk altering their relationship by confessing his feelings so close to such a critical mission.

   So he . . . just stood there and watched her turn around.

   His stomach was no longer kicking with expectant nerves; it, like the rest of him, had been doused in disappointment.

   ‘See you around,’ he mumbled.

   She paused. With her hand outstretched to touch the button that would open the door, she half turned over her shoulder.

   He couldn’t see her face properly; her hair had bunched up over her shoulder, leaving only a slice of her cheek and eyelash in view.

   If he’d had the power to twist the universe around just to see her expression in that moment, he would have done it.

   Instead, he just stood there.

   Waiting.

   ‘Carson,’ she eventually said, ‘I . . . ,’ again she trailed off.

   ‘Yes?’ he encouraged.

   ‘I don’t know what I’m doing,’ she rested her hand on the door, her fingers pulling away from the button that would open it.

   ‘We’re going back to Remus 12. We’re going to fix this,’ he supplied automatically as if she’d been a simple cadet asking for an update on the battle plan.

   That clearly wasn’t what she was looking for though, as she replied with a heavy sigh.

   ‘ . . . Nida, it will all be fine,’ he tried instead.

   She sighed again, this time balling up a fist and striking the door with it. The door was made of a special reinforced metal, similar to the hull plating that encased the Orion, and Nida didn’t even manage to shake it. She hit it again though, and once more. Then, finally, she leaned forward and rested her head against it.

   He was still standing there in the middle of the room in nothing but a towel as his wet hair dripped down his neck and back.

   He shivered, but it wasn’t the damp that did it.

   He didn’t know what to do to fix this. He didn’t know what to say, he didn’t know how to make her feel better.

   As a lieutenant, he had countless possible responses ranging from a reprimand to a swift verbal kick up the butt. He didn’t use any of those though. Of course he didn’t. Their relationship went way beyond that of a cadet and a lieutenant now.

    . . . And there he went again, thinking of their so-called relationship.

   She was obviously hurting, and all he could do was stand there and worry about lost opportunities.

   ‘Now you’ve got that modified TI implant, it’ll help you control the entity, Nida,’ he tried again, realising she was looking for something she could hold onto; advice that would actually give her reason to hope, rather than merely empty promises.

   ‘Yeah,’ she responded quietly.

   ‘Who knows, you might even learn to control its powers like you did back on Vex those few times. We know it has the ability to move any kind of object. With practice, you might be able to do that too,’ he wasn’t going to give up. He was going to keep trying until he found the one thing she wanted to hear.

   ‘I guess,’ she mumbled.

   ‘. . . Nida, is there something you want?’ he suddenly asked. He wasn’t being rude—far from it. He was just so desperate to find out what she needed, so he could scour this whole ship to bring it to her.

   She straightened up, her back shifting forward in a visible twitch that saw her uniform pull tight over her arms. ‘I’m sorry for interrupting you,’ she pushed her hand out and let her fingers close over the door button.

   He actually reached a hand out, his fingers spreading wide as if he were trying to grab hold of something. ‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ he said so quickly his words were a slur.

   She went to open the door.

   But she stopped.

   Instead she turned on her foot and walked right up to him.

   Right up to him.

   She was standing so close, his breath visibly pushed at the ends of her fringe.

   He could have stepped back.

   He could have asked her what the heck she was doing.

   He didn’t.

   Carson Blake waited to see what would happen next.

   She hadn’t lifted her chin to look at him. Instead she stared solidly at his left shoulder.

   Seconds ticked by.

   He would have called what they were experiencing uncomfortable, but it wasn’t.

   It was, rather, like a moment of frozen time.

   ‘Would you have wanted it to be someone else?’ she broke that powerful silence with the tiniest of whispers.

   The quality of her voice sent shivers escaping over his back and chest. Then he stopped to process what she’d actually said. ‘What?’

   ‘Would you have wanted it to be someone else?’ she repeated as she gently raised her left hand in the little space between them.

   ‘Nida, what do you mean?’

   ‘This is a TI implant,’ she motioned to the device.

   He knew that, of course he did, but he wasn’t dumb enough to interrupt.

   ‘It’s the same technology that lets us move TI objects . . . .’

   He nodded his head. ‘Yeah, but . . . what are you getting at?’

   ‘I was the worst recruit at the Academy, Carson. The absolute worst. It wasn’t for want of trying, but I just wasn’t suited to it. I could barely operate a scanner, my combat skills were non-existent, and above all, I couldn’t manipulate a TI object to save my life.’ She withdrew into a protracted silence, before opening her mouth and adding in a breath, ‘if the entity had infected you, you would have been able to control it in an instant. Or Alicia, or J’Etem. But me . . . ,’ she trailed off again.

   He finally understood what she was getting at, and he couldn’t help but laugh. It was not in any way a cruel move; it was relieved and gentle and careful all at once.

   It also finally made her look up at him. ‘If I had been someone else, none of this would have happened,’ she said in a firm but detached voice as she took a step back.

   He shook his head. ‘No. I wouldn’t want somebody else,’ he said as he dipped his head low and looked right into her eyes. In fact, he had never tried to stare at someone with so much concentrated focus before. ‘Nida, I wouldn’t want anybody but you,’ he added.

   It was not an answer to her question.

   She looked confused, then her eyes drifted down as she once again looked at her device. ‘J’Etem could have learnt to control the entity in a heartbeat,’ she pointed out glumly.

   ‘I don’t want J’Etem,’ he said.

   Again, he didn’t answer her question.

   She looked up again, her gaze flickering and confused. ‘But, anyone else would have been able to do a better job than me.’

   ‘Firstly, we don’t know that. The entity might interact with our TI implants and technology, but that does not for a second mean that a TI master would have an easy time fighting it. That’s a huge assumption, and it’s one I don’t buy. And second, I don’t . . . want anyone else . . . but you,’ he added.

   At first, it hadn’t been obvious that he wasn’t answering her question, now it was.

   She looked up at him. And slowly her confusion melted away.

   ‘I . . . ,’ she began.

   She stopped.

   If time had slowed down before—now it sped up.

   It burst forth like a river breaking its banks.

   Nida pushed forward, and before he knew it, she was kissing him.

   It took a moment for his mind to catch up; his body, however, wasn’t that slow.

   He brought his hands up and pressed them into her back as he drew her closer.

   It was not a desperate kiss, and he’d certainly had more passionate ones. She wasn’t groping wildly at him, and neither was it a quick peck.

   It was a glimpse at a different kind of time. Slow and memorable, he logged away every detail as if he had eternity to do so.

   From the warmth of her cheeks, to the soft embrace of her lips, it all imprinted on his mind.

   Years from now, he’d be able to close his eyes and remember every microsecond of this experience.

   Eventually she pulled away. Though she looked up at him at first, she suddenly stepped away.

   As a hot red blush flooded up her cheeks and neck, it was clear she realised what she’d just done.

   ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled as she pulled away further, pressing her fingers hard into her lips as if to contain any further kisses that could slow down time.

   He couldn’t help but smile in response. In fact, even if the ship had suddenly sprung an oxygen leak or lost a few decks, he would have kept smiling.

   This was well over-due. Their relationship had been building for weeks now. Gentle at first, the more they went through, the faster his need to be with her built. It wasn’t all desire though. It wasn’t a passionate longing; it was so much more.

   They’d shared something he’d never shared with anyone else. Adversity. Comfort. The struggle to keep going forward.

   ‘Sorry,’ she repeated again.

   ‘ . . . Why?’ he laughed. ‘That you didn’t do that sooner?’

   She blinked prettily, her confusion obvious. ‘I . . . shouldn’t have kissed you. I . . . I’m sorry.’

   He laughed again.

   He felt so relieved.

   Which was incredible when you realised he was now entering into one of the most dangerous phases of this mission. In a few hours, the Orion would leave for Remus 12, where Nida would have to fight the full power of the entity to return them to their own time.

   Yet he couldn’t deny the surge of relief he now felt. It was as if he’d been liberated from some great burden.

   Maybe it was just the prospect her kiss confirmed she was interested in him, maybe it was more.

   It didn’t matter. With time, he’d find out.

   ‘I’m sorry, Carson,’ she mumbled again.

   ‘I’m not,’ he could have pushed forward and kissed her again, but he didn’t. He just stood there in the middle of his room looking at her, trying to let his expression convey everything.

   Absolutely everything.

   He wanted her to understand from the flickering look in his eyes that he’d never been so sure about something in his life, that he’d never felt this free.

   When he’d first met her, he’d thought she was nothing more than an awkward cadet unsuited for the Academy. Now . . . there was no point in describing how he felt.

   His affections had taken some time to grow, and they weren’t done yet.

   So he settled for just looking at her.

   ‘I’m not your type,’ she suddenly announced.

   ‘Sorry?’

   ‘You like women like Bridget or Cara,’ she added in a soft voice, ‘strong, fiery, wilful, competent. I can barely operate a scanner,’ she reminded him.

   Once more, he just stood there, his smile growing even while his confusion at her words did. His body still tingled though, still knew what it wanted.

   Connection.

   But his mind operated enough to comprehended her words, and he finally frowned. ‘I don’t like Bridget, and as for Cara, she tried to kill me.’

   Nida held his gaze for a fraction of a second, then looked down at her hands as she industriously brushed the thumbs together.

   ‘Nida, I . . . ,’ he trailed off. ‘I can’t think of what to say,’ he quickly admitted, ‘because all I can think of is you.’

   This made her look up. Slowly. It was such a delicate move, yet inside her gaze he caught that flash of determination. No, not a flash; Nida did not have a fiery personality. She was no Cara. Where Cara burnt, Nida moved like water. Gentle and flexible, but when it got going, could extinguish any fire and engulf any heart.

   ‘. . . Are you serious?’ she still looked hesitant. ‘You’re Carson Blake,’ she clarified, as if that meant something.

   ‘I know who I am. And you’re Nida Harper. What’s your point?’

   ‘That . . . you’re the best of the best, and I’m—’ she looked at her hands again.

   It wasn’t like her to be small. Not these days anyway. She’d come so far.

   In fact, witnessing her incredible transformation first hand made Carson worry that one day he’d be superseded by her. Whilst he’d reached the peak of his abilities, she was just getting started.

   Every impossible situation they faced seemed to shut him down, while it just opened her up.

   He knew, 100 percent, that given time, she would become brilliant.

   She was already brilliant, he reminded himself. But the point was, she would get over any teething problems she had with the Academy, and she would shine. Or maybe she’d leave the Academy and head off into some other area. It didn’t matter; whatever happened next, Nida Harper was just getting started.

   Could she see that? Did she really appreciate what she’d done over the past few weeks? Overcoming the entity? Finding out what it wanted? Coming up with a plan to save the Galactic Coalition?

   She’d achieved more in a few weeks than most admirals did in their whole careers.

   ‘Carson . . . you’re,’ she began.

   ‘If you’re about to point out I’m Carson Blake again, don’t,’ he laughed softly.

   She opened her mouth, then closed it.

   Again silence descended over them, and once more time appeared to stretch, slowing to a trickle as it moved around him like the lightest of breezes.

   On instinct, he held a hand out to her.

   She automatically took it. It happened so quickly, it was clear she hadn’t paused to think.

   He closed his fingers around hers just as her eyes drew wide.

   ‘Make a deal with me,’ he suddenly offered.

   She stared at him in surprise, her cheeks still touched with heat. ‘Carson?’

   ‘If you don’t point out I’m Carson Blake again, I’ll never mention people used to call you the worst recruit in 1000 years.’

   Her surprise turned into mild amusement, her bottom lip wobbling until she offered him a dimpled smile. ‘Ah . . . okay.’

   ‘I’m not the person I once was, Nida,’ he added softly, ‘and I’m not sure I ever really was the person you believed me to be.’

   Her dimpled smile became more fragile, as her eyes drew wide. ‘Why are you saying this?’

   ‘Whoever people thought we were, isn’t who we’ve become. Before you asked whether I would have wanted to be stuck on this mission with someone else. If you’d asked me that a month ago, when it had begun, I might have answered yes,’ he told her truthfully. But before she could look crestfallen, he added, ‘I would have been wrong. I wouldn’t be here today without you.’

   His last statement had multiple meanings. Not only would he have died long ago without Nida’s help, but he wouldn’t have wanted to get this far with anyone else. Not a member of the Force, not an admiral, not J’Etem, not Travis. No one else.

   Slowly her smile returned, puffing up one cheek, then the other.

   Again they shared the most glorious moment of silence, and once more it stretched longer than ordinary time would allow for. All around him, he swore he could glimpse eternity.

   Then she brought her bottom lip down and sunk her teeth into it. ‘Is this just an excuse to hold my hand?’

   He spluttered, but the move quickly turned into a laugh. ‘I kind of hope I’m smoother than that,’ he added through another light chuckle.

   She joined in.

   They petered out together. They stopped. They looked across into each other’s eyes, and they kissed again.

   He couldn’t describe it; he didn’t want to. No analytic part of his mind registered activity as his lips were pressed against hers. The rest of him sung though. It tingled. It shone.

   He logged it all away though. Every moment, every feeling, because he would need it.

   This was the calm before the storm. Their last friendly port before they struck out on the final chapter of their journey.

   







Chapter 28

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She didn’t know whether to be wildly happy or cripplingly sad.

   Carson felt the same way about her, she knew that now.

   But knowing that brought something new.

   It raised the stakes.

   She wasn’t just doing this for the United Galactic Coalition. She wasn’t just doing this to figure out some way to help the Vex—if in fact she could. No, now she didn’t want to lose him.

   She’d had him for barely a few hours, but that was enough to know she couldn’t fail him.

   She was standing just outside of the bridge of the Orion. Travis and Carson were inside, discussing and re-discussing their battle plans.

   Meanwhile she stood in the corridor with her head directed up at the view beyond. There were large windows running along the top half of the wall, and she considered that dark mass of space behind them. She focussed on those bright dots of stars.

   To think the entity had once made her believe that it could pull them from the sky. That, if she didn’t do everything she could to stop it from becoming ‘corrupted’ it would destroy the universe.

   As she stood there and concentrated on those luminescent specks scattered over the dark blues and blacks of space, she started to understand.

   The stars might not fall from the sky if the entity failed, but they would fall from Vex’s sky. Because everything the entity had done was about that lonely planet lost in time.

   Not for the first time, and not for last, she stared at the TI device locked around her left wrist.

   Carson had suggested that, with time, she might learn to control the entity, drawing on its power to manipulate objects just like an ordinary implant allowed one to move TI blocks and poles.

    . . . .

   Could she do that?

   As she stared at the device, she pushed deep to find the entity.

   It was still there.

   And yeah, she could sense its power. With just a little concentration, she could probably find a way to use that power too. She could open more than a time gate—she could probably open a hole in the hull before her. She could lift a cruiser, she could mow down an army.

   At that thought, her head jerked to the side, tears briefly swelling in her eyes.

   She remembered what it had done to the Barbarians. Even though they were undisputed enemies of the United Galactic Coalition, no one deserved to die with such brutality.

   So she wouldn’t turn into it. She made a promise to herself then and there that whatever she faced, she would not succumb to the full power of the entity.

   She would only use it to get the mission done, nothing further.

   ‘Hey, what are you looking at?’ someone asked softly behind her.

   She knew who it was long before she turned to face him.

   Carson.

   She wanted to jump back into his arms.

   She wanted to stay pressed up against him until time stopped again, and it was just the two of them.

   Maybe he saw that desire flickering in his eyes, because he gave a discrete cough as Travis walked up behind him.

   ‘You ready?’ Travis asked directly. He didn’t pause to say hello, he didn’t check to see how she was—he just looked at her right in the eye and asked if it was time.

   Yeah, it was time, and yeah, she was ready.

   With a private little sigh, she nodded her head. Then she saluted. Because Travis was technically a captain, and she was technically still a cadet.

   Travis offered her one in return, then blew a breath of air through his teeth. ‘I can’t believe we’re going back there,’ he said quietly.

   Her skin chilled as she realised what he was saying.

   The last time Travis and the Orion were at Remus 12, was when most of the coalition had been destroyed.

   ‘It will take us less than a day,’ he suddenly announced. ‘With so few ships left in the fleet, no one else is hogging the priority transport routes,’ he explained in a hoarse voice.

   Both Nida and Carson just nodded in silence.

   ‘The Orion will be ready for anything, I’ll promise you that. This crew isn’t big, but we’ll do what we can. Which reminds me, how’s the TI device going?’ he nodded down at her left hand.

   She brought it up and considered it as she sucked in a calming breath.

   Whether she wanted to stop time or not, it would no longer be slowed down.

   She could feel the situation building and building.

   It felt like she’d been standing in a babbling brook that had just turned into a raging river. She would be washed forward no matter what she held onto.

   Despite that thought, she got the sudden urge to hold onto Carson just to see if that, amongst everything in the universe, could keep her still.

   She didn’t though.

   She just swallowed a smile and nodded once more. ‘It’s doing its job. I can still feel the entity, but it’s like there’s a wall between us. It can’t get to me, but I think I can still get to it,’ she added.

   ‘That’s exactly what I want to hear,’ Travis conceded with another beleaguered sigh. ‘Now we just have to get you two back to Remus 12, and you have to open a time gate, go through, and fix this,’ his tone became firm and sure as he finished, then, seemingly out of the blue, he gave a hiccup of a laugh. ‘Wow, I can’t believe I just said that. That doesn’t sound like a mission plan—it sounds like a bad plot from one of those ridiculous adventure books Carson used to read as a kid.’

   ‘Hey,’ Carson jumped to his own defence, ‘they had a certain kind of charm.’

   ‘Yeah, but plausibility wasn’t it,’ Travis chuckled again. All too soon his chuckling ended though. ‘I guess I can’t fight the reality under my nose though. Like it or not, that’s the plan. I’m man enough to just throw a salute and get on with the job.’

   ‘That’s very big of you,’ Carson said through a light laugh. ‘But I bet the fact time travel is possible is going to fuel quite a few drunken ramblings in the future. I imagine I’m going to have to put up with some seriously bizarre questions from you when this is all over.’

   Travis began smiling, then he stopped.

   She knew why.

   They would never see this Travis again.

   If they managed to change their time line, he would just . . . no longer exist.

   Carson coughed, his cheeks slackening, all trace of humour melting away from his expression.

   ‘You’ll fix this,’ Travis nodded once at his friend, ‘you’re still the leader of the Force.’

   Carson didn’t say anything.

   A moment that had begun light and friendly, was now dark and sad.

   Because no matter what Nida found to distract herself, her mission remained.

   She forced herself to stand straighter, forced her chin to lift.

   She could do this.

   As she pushed tentatively past the wall the TI device erected between her and the entity, she could sense its power still pulsing within.

   She knew she could open another time gate.

   ‘Well then, I guess there’s nothing more to be said,’ Travis pointed out as he took a solid step backward.

   ‘There’s one more thing,’ Carson stopped him and pushed out a hand. ‘Tell us good luck, because I think we’ll need it.’

   Travis looked momentarily confused. ‘You’ll be fine. Even though you’ll face off against Barbarians when Nida opens that gate, we’ll ensure you have enough fire power to fight them off. Plus, we’ll send through a Class 1 Deep-space Communication Microarray with you, and the second you arrive in your own time, it will send an encoded message to the United Galactic Coalition, telling them everything. Even if something were to happen to you and Nida,’ Travis said in a quiet tone, ‘it would do the job. It’ll warn our friends.’

   Carson nodded.

   . . . .

   Nida didn’t.

   That tight feeling was back in her stomach. The one that told her this would not be as easy as it seemed.

   Though both Carson and Nida already knew that the Barbarians would be waiting for them when they got back to their own time line, that wasn’t what made her stomach suddenly tense.

   . . . .

   She just knew it wasn’t over.

   It wasn’t going to be easy.

   This journey had been hard from the outset, and it wasn’t about to change now.

   Yet now she had something she hadn’t had before.

   And that something—some one, rather—turned and offered her a low and reassuring nod.

   ‘Everything will be fine,’ Travis tried.

   Carson just looked at her, and she looked back.

   They shared a deep connection in that moment, one that told her he felt exactly like she did.

   That there had to be more.

   Yet at the same time, neither of them were going to turn away.

   As if to confirm that fact, they both spun on their heels and snapped Travis a salute.

   ‘Captain, thank you for your assistance,’ Carson said.

   ‘We won’t let you down,’ she added.

   Travis snapped a salute in return, then, with a nod, turned and walked back to the bridge.

   ‘I never thought I’d say this,’ Carson acknowledged in a quiet tone when Travis was out of earshot, ‘but command actually suits him.’

   She smiled.

   And when Carson turned to look her way, her smile grew.

   It was not a distinctly happy move though; it did not brighten her cheeks nor make her gaze dance with energy.

   It was just . . . all she could manage right now.

   Without a word, he walked up to her, and as one they turned to the view.

   They both looked up at the stars shining beyond.

   ‘It’ll be fine; we’ll do everything we can. We’ve both come a long way,’ he added.

   She reached out her hand and grabbed his.

   They were standing side-by-side, so she did not have to reach far.

   Still, it was probably something she shouldn’t do in public.

   Though it wasn’t against the rules for two members of the Academy to get together, it was frowned upon. Relationships, after all, made work uncomfortable.

   Carson didn’t pull away though. Instead he locked his fingers tighter around hers.

   He could have been smiling, but she couldn’t see it; he still had his face directed at the view beyond them.

   Space.

   Infinity given form.

   Carson kept ahold of her hand, and she kept ahold of his until finally he was called away.

   Then all she had to do was wait.

   They would reach Remus 12 soon.

   And the final chapter of their journey would begin.

   







Chapter 29

   Carson Blake

   They were almost there. It would take barely a quarter hour before they reached Remus 12.

   He could feel the tension building within the crew.

   They were returning to a scene of total annihilation . . . yet despite how much shock and grief they must all feel, they were still doing what had to be done.

   He was standing on the bridge, Travis at his side. In a few minutes, he’d start walking towards the hangar bay though.

   They were not going to land the Orion on Remus 12—it was too big. Plus, it was also too damaged.

   Carson doubted they were ready for the ship graveyard down there anyway. They might all be professionals, but it had shattered even him.

   And he hadn’t witnessed the brutal battle that had led to it.

   The closer he got the more he felt . . . that something wasn’t right.

   Which was an understatement—a hell of a lot of things weren’t right. That wasn’t the point though. As he stood there, his feet locked onto the floor and his hands locked behind his back, he felt anticipation roar up towards him. It was a cruel, jolting feeling that felt like someone had their hands wrapped around his neck as they tried to choke the life from him.

   ‘Almost there,’ Travis said again.

   Time ticked down, and it was finally time for Carson to head to the hangar bay. Nida was already waiting there apparently, and as he walked through the corridors, he started to walk a little faster, then faster still.

   He wanted to break into a full-tilt sprint, just to get to her side as soon as he could.

   Because something wasn’t right.

   He was so certain of that fact, he could bet his life against it.

   . . . .

   And maybe he would have to.

   ‘Hey, there’s plenty of time left,’ he heard an officer say as he rushed past them.

   Of all the things that man could have said, that was . . . the creepiest.

   Because that’s exactly what Carson felt; like he was running out of time again.

   Being with Nida managed to slow down the seconds and minutes until he felt like an eternity gathered between them, but now that reprieve was lost.

   He ran now.

   There was ostensibly nothing wrong.

   There were no enemies, the entity was all but controlled, and they were safely aboard the Orion. But none of those facts could cool his nerves. Instead they burned brighter and hotter with ever step he took.

   Until finally he reached the hangar bay. He ran in so fast he almost knocked over a surprised-looking engineer. ‘Hey, watch where you’re going,’ the guy shouted over his shoulder as Carson kept pelting forward.

   He could see her standing roughly in the centre of this cavernous space, her hands held neatly in front of her as she stared at the ship before her.

   They would have to take a small vessel down to the surface of Remus 12, and right now it was being loaded with all the things they would need.

   Or weapons they would need, rather.

   Because Travis intended to arm them both to the teeth. In fact, he was giving away valuable armaments Carson knew he couldn’t afford.

   Or he could. Because everything was riding on this.

   If Nida and Carson could change the time line, then it was worth every risk.

   Finally he reached her. In fact, he practically barrelled into her.

   She took a step back and looked up at him with round, surprised eyes. ‘Are you okay?’

   He opened his mouth to reply . . . but couldn’t. No words could explain exactly how he felt. It was just . . . he could just . . . .

   Shaking his head, he gave up, and just surrendered to his growing apprehension.

   Her eyes quickly narrowed. She had beautiful eyes. They weren’t a startling shape or colour—it was the quality of their attention that caught his every time.

   As he looked at her, she took the edge off his worry and paranoia. She couldn’t take it away completely though.

   ‘Carson?’ she whispered as she took a step close to him, her brow crumpling with worry. ‘What is it?’

   He searched her gaze, but ended up saying nothing as he turned to survey the ship.

   ‘Get ready to board,’ and engineer told them as she walked past with a scanner in her hand. ‘We’ll be there in 60 seconds.’

   60 seconds . . . why hadn’t she said a minute? Because 60 seconds sounded like a count down.

   Nida was still looking up at him, her concern obvious.

   ‘Carson . . . I . . . I think I feel it too,’ she suddenly said.

   This made him snap his head around.

   ‘Something isn’t right. I just . . . can’t believe things are going to be this easy,’ she muttered.

   Every hair on his body stood on end as he considered her.

   He wanted to say something. He couldn’t. He just nodded and took a step forward when the engineer waved them onto the ship.

   He grabbed the side of the airlock as he moved in, his white-knuckled fingers briefly gripping the edge of the metal.

   They were both just being paranoid, right? The break-neck pace of their mission to date had simply altered their expectations, until they both thought one battle would inevitably follow the next.

   Everything was fine, he told himself as he pushed a breath from his lips.

   He walked on board, Nida a few steps behind him.

   ‘Alright, you are good to go. Get in, shut the door. The ignition sequence has already been initiated, and all you have to do is sit back and wait for the computer to fly you down to the surface.’

   Sit back and wait.

   Yeah . . . it was never that easy.

   . . . .

   It happened just as he closed the door.

   The hangar bay shook.

   It was powerful enough to see a few objects tumble over and roll over the floor.

   Carson had been standing in the bridge of their tiny cruiser when he’d seen it.

   Then all hell broke loose.

   His own ship warned him in a quiet tone, ‘the Orion is under attack. Red alert initiated. All crew are directed to take up battle stations.’

   He had just a second to look at Nida. She was seated in the navigator’s chair next to him, just an arm’s length away.

   Her eyes shot wide with terror.

   Then the view on their screen changed, and was replaced with a live feed from the Orion’s bridge.

   ‘We’re under attack,’ Travis spat at them.

   ‘But the Vex are trapped in time,’ Nida pointed out, her tone pleading.

   ‘It’s not the Vex; it’s the Barbarians. We caught them going over our broken ships like vultures.’

   Carson felt sick.

   He also felt like a fool.

   The Vex had destroyed 80 percent of the United Galactic Coalition fleet, and what ships they hadn’t taken down to the surface of their planet before the event ended, were still in orbit.

   The Barbarians were known scavengers. They existed by taking technology they found or stole. So of course they would be picking through the remains of the Coalition Fleet.

   Why hadn’t he thought about this before?

   He had just enough time to think that thought before he saw Travis lurch to the side as the bridge tilted.

   Though Carson’s own ship was not affected, as it was still within the protection of the Orion and had its own gravity, he could see how severe Travis stumbled.

   ‘We have to get out of here,’ Carson barked at him.

   As he said that, he used his own ship’s computer to scan the space beyond the Orion.

   At first there was one ship, then two, then three . . . then he lost count.

   The Orion was a heavy cruiser, but she was also a limping one.

   With enough concentrated fire from the Barbarians, she would fall.

   And her crew would fall with her.

   Shock crippled him, but he fought past it to shout, ‘fall back, Travis; we’ve got to get out of here. We can’t fight them.’

   ‘No, you’re going down to Remus 12, and you are going to fix this, Carson. You’re our last hope.’

   ‘This is suicide,’ Carson jumped to his feet, his hands clutching his console so tightly he could have broken his knuckles. ‘We can come back later. You don’t have to risk yourselves.’

   ‘There’s nothing left to risk, Carson,’ Travis said quietly as the ship gave another lurch to the side.

   Carson wanted to collapse. Travis’ words were like blasts from a gun.

   . . . Because they were true.

   One look in his eyes, and you could see the man had nothing left to hold onto but ghosts.

   . . . And his command.

   Confirming that fact, Travis straightened up. ‘We might get away; or they might chase us. And we can’t run the risk of Nida being captured. We have to do this now, because there may not be time again. So, go, Carson. Get the hell out of here. I’ll hold the door open for you while you leave,’ with that, Travis turned and spat at one of his officers to open up fire with all their port guns.

   Carson wanted to say something; he had to convince his friend not to sacrifice himself and his crew.

   But it was too late.

   The view of Travis on the bridge blinked off the screen, and again Carson could see the hangar bay outside.

   It was a mess of running bodies and tumbling objects.

   ‘Carson,’ Nida said.

   He made a fist.

   Then he hit the console once, and told the computer in a shaking voice, ‘continue with ignition sequence.’

   She didn’t say anything.

   He couldn’t tell whether she hated him in that moment—whether she couldn’t bear the idea that the Orion was sacrificing herself for the two of them.

   But whatever she thought, it didn’t stop her from turning around, her fingers flying over her panel as she primed the sensors.

   ‘Waiting for the Orion hangar bay doors to open,’ the computer told him in an impassive voice.

   ‘How long will it take?’ he hissed back.

   ‘Approximately five minutes.’

   ‘What? Why?’

   ‘The hangar bay will have to be cleared before the doors are opened.’

   ‘Why can’t we just use a temporary shield?’ Carson spat back.

   ‘The generators are down,’ the computer replied, unfazed by his stress and fear.

   Usually on a ship as big as the Orion, there was a set of powerful shields in place just before the doors. They enabled ships to fly in and out without the bay depressurising and everyone having to leave the room or pop like a balloon.

   But the shields were down. Which meant the bay had to be evacuated.

   Five minutes . . . .

   He shivered, the move violent as it saw his shoulders push outward in a jerk.

   It would be the tensest time of his life.

   Nida just gripped her console, closed her eyes, and didn’t say a word.

   He kept an eye on his sensors, watching a battle he could not fight in.

   The Orion was strong, but she was out-gunned.

   Plus, she had no defences on her stern.

   So it didn’t take long for one of those agile Barbarian ships to sweep in and attach itself to the hull.

   He jumped to his feet as he saw it.

   He knew what would come next.

   The Orion would be boarded.

   . . . Boarded.

   The Barbarians would flood aboard and fight the crew hand-to-hand.

   He wanted to run out, grab his guns, and do what he had to to save as many people as he could.

   Yet he didn’t. He just stood there staring at his screen, watching in horror as the Barbarians flooded onto the ship.

   Nida now stood too, and she looked out at the view screen, her shoulders shaking.

   She stared at the view outside, watching the engineers darting around frantically.

   Then the doors to the bay opened.

   Not the main doors—the doors back into the rest of the ship.

   Though he knew that, as his scanners told him of the fact, he couldn’t see it.

   The view screen of his ship was directed at the large main doors that led out into space.

   But soon enough he saw what he feared most.

   Two engineers came running past, their footfall frantic as they turned and fired with handguns.

   ‘Oh god,’ Nida shuddered back.

   As she did, two burly Barbarians came into view.

   They walked casually forward, one pulling a knife from its sheaf and throwing it with pin-point precision right into the chest of the closest engineer.

   Carson turned his head to the side and closed his eyes.

   Nida whimpered.

   Their ship was still on the floor of the hangar bay—they would only rise up into the air once the main doors opened to space.

   So they could see the Barbarian clearly as he walked up to their ship. The creature was massive, and craned its neck as it tried to stare into the vessel.

   It couldn’t see in—the view screen was only one-way—but that didn’t dampen how spine-tingling it was to watch him try to peer in.

   Nida whimpered again.

   Then she straightened.

   Behind the Barbarian, another lanced out with an electro blade and practically cut a man in half.

   She gasped. Then her fists curled.

   He swore he could see the blue crackling over them.

   And if, in that moment, he’d been able to see her eyes, maybe he would have seen blue fire jumping within too.

   ‘Nida,’ he said, his voice shaking, ‘we have to get out of here. We can stop this from ever happening,’ he promised her.

   She just stood there with her hands curled into the tightest of fists.

   She did not say anything, and she didn’t turn from the view.

   Not until he walked right up to her and placed a hand on her left wrist.

   Slowly she looked up. Where he’d expected to see blue fire dancing in her gaze, he saw tears.

   ‘We can . . . ,’ he began, ‘do this,’ he closed his eyes.

   She closed hers.

   She shifted forward and tucked her head against his chest.

   He didn’t move back.

   Neither did he pull his arms up and wrap them around her. Instead, he tucked his own head down until his cheek rested against the back of her bunched hair.

   Seconds passed, then it finally happened.

   He felt the ship rise up into the air.

   ‘Hangar doors are opening. Ignition sequence initiated,’ his computer told him.

   He didn’t turn around.

   Though he hated the Barbarians, he didn’t want to see them sucked out into space.

   In fact, he didn’t pull back from Nida until the computer warned them they were out of the ship.

   Though Travis had told him he’d keep the door open—meaning he’d force the Barbarians back and give Carson a chance—Carson knew that door wouldn’t be open forever.

   Pulling away from Nida and throwing himself at the nearest console, he waited.

   His cruiser was still hooked up to the Orion, so he didn’t have to worry about the heavy cruiser accidentally shooting it out of the sky. Every movement the Orion made, and everything it shot, would be relayed to his ship in real-time, allowing it to chart a safe path out of there.

   Still, it was a fraught experience to sit there in that chair and watch the ship manoeuvre itself out of trouble.

   At one point, a small, agile, but well-armed Barbarian cruiser bore down on his ship, but before it could fire, the Orion obliterated it.

   ‘20 seconds until we reach orbit,’ the computer warned them.

   There was already a mess of ships in space around Remus 12. The husks of the United Galactic Coalition cruisers that had fought and lost against the Vex.

   Well now another great battle was waged between them, the Barbarians using whatever they could as cover.

   But where those hulls offered the Barbarians reprieve, they did the same for his ship.

   Their vessel darted in and out of those ghost ships. At one point, they even travelled right through the middle of an enormous heavy cruiser that had a gap the size of house right in the middle.

   It was . . . an experience he wanted to wipe from his memory.

   The flashes of shots, the sights of dead ships haunted by floating bodies, preserved in every detail by the cold of space . . . .

   However frightful it was, it couldn’t last. All too soon, they made it into orbit, then they punched down to the surface of the planet below.

   The sun was rising on Remus 12.

   It was beautiful. An array of brilliant purples and oranges lit the sky like coloured fire. The clouds were pushed back to the edges of the horizon, as if in awe of that brilliant dawn.

   And yet, set against it were the broken ships of the United Galactic Coalition.

   It set his jaw hard.

   ‘Landing on the planet in 30 seconds,’ the computer informed him.

   ‘Come on,’ he hissed under his breath. ‘Come on.’

   Nida didn’t say a word.

   ‘Detecting Barbarian vessels entering orbit on an intercept heading,’ the computer acknowledged.

   ‘No,’ he hissed, ‘come on. Just land. Land.’

   Again Nida didn’t speak.

   She just stood there, nursing her left hand, staring down at the bangle that encased her wrist. Or the device, rather.

   Watching her stare so quietly at it was the only thing that could shift his attention.

   This was all down to her now.

   He could fight by her side, he could take control of the ship and dodge incoming attacks, but the next bit was her.

   She alone could open the time gate.

   ‘Barbarian vessels nearing,’ the computer warned as it started to beep.

   ‘Fuck, come on, land,’ he swore.

   He could see the surface of the planet coming up fast below.

   That dust and rubble lighting up under the warm kiss of dawn.

   It could have been starkly beautiful, but all his mind could focus on was pushing forward.

   He had to do this.

   Had to do this . . . .

   ‘Landing in five, four, three—’ the computer began.

   Then their ship rocked to the side as something slammed into it.

   ‘Detecting damage to the port side. Projectile impacted,’ the computer beeped.

   ‘Projectile? What?’ he spat.

   Then he heard it, and he saw it. The view screen switched from showing the approaching ground to revealing an enormous crackling hook lodged into the side of their hull.

   The ship lurched as it was pulled backwards.

   ‘The Barbarians have hooked into the hull and are pulling this ship backwards,’ the computer informed him needlessly.

   ‘No,’ he called. ‘Not now. Not now.’

   They were so close.

   The ground was just below them.

   Travis had sacrificed himself and his crew for this.

    . . . They couldn’t fail now.

   Not when they were so close.

   Yet their ship kept travelling backwards as the Barbarians literally reeled them in.

   It was . . . over.

   No. He would fight.

   As he looked up to tell Nida that, to promise he would give her the opportunity to finish this, no matter what it took, he saw her.

   She reached forward, the move slow and tentative, her fingers spreading with shaking uncertainty.

   It stilled his breath to watch.

   Then he saw it.

   The energy.

   The entity.

   That distinct blue light.

   It erupted up over the implant on her wrist, encasing her arm and bursting into her outstretched fingers.

   The view on the screen switched from the hook in the side of their vessel and back to the ground below.

   Suddenly they stopped moving backwards.

   In fact, they stopped altogether.

   He heard a groaning sound filtering through the ship, and instinctively knew it was the hook in the hull.

    . . . She was resisting it.

   Somehow Nida was using the entity to stop the Barbarians from reeling them in.

   Just as that thought arose, he tried to dismiss it as impossible.

   He couldn’t.

   As more energy burst up over her skin, something incredible started to happen—they got closer to the ground.

   They were probably a good 20 metres from it now.

   And centimetre by centimetre, second by second, they got closer.

   So much energy danced over her skin that the entire bridge was aglow with it.

   Looking down at his own hands, he could see that reflected glow dancing across them.

   He didn’t say a word. He couldn’t ruin her concentration. So he just waited, wishing, willing, praying she could do it.

   Metre by metre they neared, until finally there was an almighty groan from the side of the ship, and the computer acknowledged they’d broken free of the hook.

   They shot forward, and Nida pulled her hand back just at the right time.

   The ship’s own thrusters and gravity took control, and it landed.

   It landed.

   They’d made it.

   Carson could have waited. He could have stood there in open-mouthed wonder at what she’d just done, but he didn’t.

   He snapped forward, grabbed hold of her crackling arm without any fear for his own, and pulled her towards the doors.

   He didn’t have to say ‘come on.’

   She soon ran by his side.

   They made it to the airlock.

   He paused.

   She leaned past him and entered the code that would open it.

   For a moment their faces were close.

   She stared at him, and he couldn’t have looked away. ‘Ready?’ she whispered.

   He nodded.

   They ran outside.

   







Chapter 30

   Cadet Nida Harper

   They’d made it onto the planet.

   She had . . . she had used the entity. She’d tapped into its energy.

   Carson had been right; she’d used it like her TI implant, but on objects other than specialised cubes and poles.

   On the ground and a space cruiser, to be exact.

   But Carson had been wrong about one thing—she hadn’t used the entity.

   In that moment, it had wanted to save her just as much as she’d wanted to save herself.

   It needed her alive, after all.

   The battle of wills would begin soon though.

   Now she was on the soil of Remus 12, it was time to open the time gate.

   She could see the agile Barbarian ships darting down towards them.

   They were not firing; clearly they had realised Nida and Carson were important somehow. Travis had given up his ship to get them this far.

   More than that, presumably the Barbarians wanted to know how in the hell their hook had failed. 

   ‘Come on,’ Carson said, shoving her forward as he did.

   At first, she didn’t know what he was doing.

   Now they were on the surface of the planet, she could open the time gate.

   Yet in a breath, she understood.

   There was a set of stairs leading down, just a few metres from their side.

   He pulled her along, pushing her down when she reached it.

   She stumbled, but it didn’t matter; he pulled her up.

   She could have pulled herself up. She could have done this on her own.

   But she didn’t have to.

   He was right there by her side.

   It would give her the strength to do what she had to next.

   They reached the bottom of the stairwell just as the roof above shook, indicating the Barbarian ships had landed. Dust and stone hailed down upon them as they ran forward in the dark.

   Well, not entirely in the dark; her skin still glowed blue.

   Carson had full armour on too. Travis had given it to him before he’d left, and it now covered Carson’s whole body, including his head.

   As they ran, his armoured hand was locked around hers.

   Its grip was strong, and with a command from his armour, could shatter steel into dust.

   But her grip was strong too, and with a command to the entity, could pull a ship from the sky.

   Maybe they really were suited for each other after all.

   Before she could consider that fact, they reached a wide room.

   She pulled back. ‘Now,’ she said.

   He ran several steps before turning to face her. The glow of her skin played across the smooth lines of his armour.

   He didn’t say anything.

   ‘Now,’ she said one last time as she closed her eyes and locked her right hand over her left wrist.

   She could do this.

   God, she could do it.

   So she did.

   She pushed right in. Right into the corners of her mind, and right down into the unbelievable depth that was the entity.

   It felt exactly like jumping into a well, sinking into murky waters, and being dragged to the centre of the Earth itself.

   She did not shudder, even though her body wanted to break free.

   She just pushed further down.

   Then the entity surged up.

   She could feel its anger and grief and sorrow. They danced across her skin like flames. Burning her deeper and deeper, yet at the same time chilling her bones.

   She had to fight, fight like she never would again.

   As she opened herself up and commanded a time gate to form, the entity did the same. Yet while she concentrated on the exact moment she wanted to return to, she could feel it trying to confuse her.

   She gripped her hands, and could feel Carson close by. All of a sudden she lurched out and grabbed hold of him.

   He didn’t pull away.

   She forced her mind back to the fight, back to the entity.

   She was vaguely aware dust now swirled around her in a vortex, small stones striking against her cheeks and head.

   She ignored them.

   She concentrated. With all her might, she tried to open the gate.

    . . . .

   It was working.

   She could feel it. Time opening up all around her like a book.

   It gushed into her.

   As it did, she fixed her mind on the one point she had to return to.

   She had to return to the exact moment her and Carson left. Only then would she be assured of securing a vessel so they could make it back to the United Galactic Coalition and warn them.

   Either the Farsight would be still there waiting for them, or they’d have to secure a Barbarian vessel, after they fought their way through the Barbarians, that was.

   She had to get there first though.

   She was aware she started to lift off the ground, gravity no longer locking her to the dusty floor below.

   Carson tightened his grip on her hand, and she did the same until they were both holding on as fast and hard as two people could.

   Maybe he whispered to her that she could do it. Maybe he remained completely silent.

   It didn’t matter.

   He was here.

   He was by her side.

   She was not alone.

   With that fact singing in her soul, she pushed harder into the battle.

   As she concentrated on the right time period, the entity tried to pull her back into the past, back into some other point in Vex’s history.

   But she couldn’t let it.

   With everything she had, she concentrated on her own time. On the point just after they had left through the time gate.

   The entity pushed into her.

   It tried to force itself into every gap in her mind. It wrapped itself around every thought and belief, trying to steal away her mind as it did.

   She wouldn’t let it though; she fought.

   Despite how fraught it was, it was a silent battle.

   She did not scream nor whimper. She only pushed on.

   Until finally, finally she felt it.

   Time opened.

   It furled before her like curtains parting to an endless view.

   She saw flashes of Vex’s history intermingled with her own.

   She ignored them.

   She knew where she had to be.

   And it was time to go home.

   With one final surge, she did it.

   She overcame the entity.

   She opened the right time gate.

   Light burst around them, and the world shifted in silence, rewriting itself anew as the clock was wound back.

   







Chapter 31

   Cadet Nida Harper

   Finally she made it. She forced herself through.

   They arrived back in their own time.

   Both Nida and Carson struck the floor, crumpling like dolls abandoned by their owners.

   As she lay there, unconsciousness threatened to consume her. Yet it didn’t.

   She pushed it back with every last scrap of resolve she could muster.

   She forced her eyes to continue blinking, her chest to keep sucking in breath after breath.

   And she sought out his hand. She forced her fingers to move, to collect over his.

   He was still, but he was not dead. Even though he still wore his armour, she knew his heart still beat within that impenetrable chest plate.

   It was the kind of boundless knowledge the entity gave her flashes of every now and then. Facts beyond her limited time and space.

   . . . .

   It took her a long time to rise up, to sit, and to shift forward until she had his helmet cradled in her lap.

   He was silent, still, unconscious.

   She rested her palm flat on his helmet and closed her eyes.

   Dust filtered down from above and dashed against her face and hair.

   Slowly she opened her eyes and stared at it.

   She still glowed, lighting up the whole room.

   But gradually that glow withdrew as the entity pulled in on itself.

   With ever-widening eyes, she watched the ceiling high above draw into darker shadow until she could hardly see it any more.

   ‘Carson, wake up,’ she croaked. ‘I can’t do this without you.’

   Perhaps she could. Perhaps she was mistaken, and she could complete this mission without him at her side.

   But she didn’t want to.

   And that was all that counted.

   Slowly he woke.

   She was right there as he did, still cradling his head in her hands.

   Ready for what would come next.

   The end of Book Three. Book Four will be available shortly.

   


END BOOK FOUR OF OUROBOROS



Chapter 1

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She didn’t have the luxury of letting him wake slowly.

   She could hear them now.

   The Barbarians.

   She ducked her head low until her lips pressed close to the side of his helmet. ‘Carson, wake up. Wake up,’ she continued.

   He was rousing, but it was slow.

   Too slow.

   With every passing second, more ominous noises filtered into their small room.

   The ground shook, the ceiling rained dust down upon them, and somewhere beyond the narrow, dark halls that surrounded her, she could hear the whirr of engines.

   They weren’t prepared for this. When they’d left their vessel, they hadn’t taken their equipment with them. Sure, Carson had his armor and guns, but they didn’t have any of the heavier weapons.

   Though she’d been offered armor on multiple occasions, she’d refused.

   She didn’t like the idea of an inorganic carapace covering her body. It wasn’t just claustrophobia talking; she didn’t know how it would interfere with the entity, or how the entity could interfere with it. She couldn’t run the risk of putting armor on, only for the entity to overcome the amour’s computer and control it and her in the process.

   So she was relatively undefended.

   Relatively being the operative word there.

   . . . .

   Though she’d just opened a time gate and was pallid with fatigue, she could still fight.

   She could call on the power of the entity.

   But she couldn’t do it alone.

   ‘Come on, Carson, come on,’ she begged.

   He groaned.

   Every time they went through the time gates, it affected them, but she didn’t have the time for Carson to rouse naturally.

   She grabbed him by his armored shoulders, her fingers slipping off the perfectly smooth surface. ‘Carson, please,’ she hissed.

   ‘ . . . Nida?’ he finally mumbled her name.

   ‘Yes, Carson, come on. The Barbarians are coming.’

   He didn’t move.

   Then he bolted to his feet, or at least he tried to.

   After a stumble, he managed to stand though.

   She saw him shift his neck to the side quickly, and realized he was likely commanding his armor to fill his bloodstream with stimulants—with anything it had that would see him wake up and be ready to fight.

   She just waited by his side.

   With every passing second, the ceiling shook more and more.

   It wasn’t just dust falling down to brush against her cheeks now. It was chunks of stone. She ducked to the side, bringing her arms protectively over her head.

   She heard a stone hit her device, bouncing off with a clunk as it tumbled to the ground.

   Carson stood there for a few moments, clearly blinking himself awake.

   She moved close, in case he would need her for support, but soon enough he made two tight fists, shook his head, and pointed forward.

   Relief flooded through her to see him back on his feet, but it was only a measure of relief.

   The Barbarians were still here.

   Together they made it to the door. Though her skin was rapidly dimming, as the blue light of the entity returned to itself, Carson walked ahead unhindered by the dark. 

   His armor would not be affected, no matter how deep the shadows became.

   As for her, she simply followed in his wake, her eyes wide as they adjusted to the growing gloom.

   With every soft step she made, she could hear the ceiling shake more and more violently.

   It felt as if the Barbarians were trying to blast their way in, and hey, they probably were.

   For all the viciousness of the Vex, and the sheer willfulness of the entity, the Barbarians were on another level altogether.

   She could not afford to fall into their hands. Not only would they rip the modified TI device from her wrist and poke at the entity until it roared into life, they would either take Carson or kill him. And both options were as bad as each other.

   The Barbarians routinely took slaves. Few Academy members ever fell to them, but of the handful of stories she'd heard, it sounded like a truly horrifying experience.

   . . . .

   So she would fight them if she had to. She made that decision then and there. She would use the full force of the entity to push past them if it meant saving the Coalition and Carson in the process. Yet she would not act like the entity; she would not fall into the same bottomless pit of hatred and brutality.

   Carson stopped, put his hand up, and raised three fingers. He hesitated, then raised another, and another, until soon he had eight fingers held before her.

   Though she wasn't the best at combat situations, she knew what he meant. Eight contacts were coming their way.

   She was ready for this.

   He handed her one of his guns, then pushed back against the wall, motioning for her to do the same with one strong swipe of his armor-clad hand.

   Her breath was stuck in her chest. It was pushing up into her throat and neck, and it felt exactly like she was choking.

   She didn't make a sound though. Not a sound.

   Seconds later, she heard a soft clunking noise filter down the hall, only barely audible under the constant barrage of shakes and blasts from above.

   Carson didn't pause; he rammed into her, pulling her to the ground just as he slammed one of his gauntlets over her eyes.

   She heard him hiss something as they hit the floor, 'light grenade.'

   An enormous explosion shook through the hall, and even over the ringing of her ears, she heard massive stones fall from the ceiling above.

   Carson had his body over hers, one hand still locked over her eyes so tight she could see stars exploding through them.

   She also felt his armor shake forward as stones struck it. No matter what hit him though, he didn't crumple, and the rocks just glanced off and fell around him.

   As the seconds ticked by, they felt like years.

   Her ears were filled with a persistent, high-pitched ringing, and when Carson moved his hand from her face, she could barely see. Her vision was just clear enough to note the massive stones that lay all around them however.

   Before she could react, or realize how close she'd come to being squashed, Carson pulled her forward.

   She had to climb over a stone so big it was practically a boulder. Her skin was already raw, and she cut herself across her thumbs as she maneuvered around the obstruction.

   As soon as her shoes hit the ground, he was pulling her forward, one gun held out.

   Though her ears still rang and her vision was hooded in shadow, he wouldn't let her fall.

   Just as they rounded a corner, Carson pushed back, yanked up his gun, and started shooting.

   The Barbarians. They were here.

   As Carson shoved her hard into the wall, using the bulk of his armor to shield her, she saw a flash of an enormous form, the glint of yellow eyes, and the glimmer of white tusks.

   Her heart pounded so hard in her chest, she could barely keep hold of her gun. Her sweaty fingers kept shaking up and down.

   The blasts from Carson's weapon lanced through the dark, lighting up the scene in strange, abstract flashes. She saw the hole in the ceiling, huge and gaping, leading up to the floor above. Then a flash of the Barbarian as its face twisted in rage. Then Carson pouncing forward, rolling, and coming up shooting.

   So fast.

   So terribly fast.

   Despite the break-neck pace, Carson fought undaunted. He thrust forward, he shot, he dodged, and he protected her.

   Nida had come a long way since the beginning of her journey. All those weeks ago, she truly had been the worst recruit in 1000 years. But she had come far.

   Too far to just stand there and let him do all the work.

   She couldn't let him risk himself alone.

   Though she wanted to fight, she had enough humility to understand she was still a terrible shot with a gun. She would likely shoot out a chunk of the ceiling and promptly crush herself.

   There was one thing she could do however.

   Just as Carson pushed forward, shooting one Barbarian as it reached for an electro whip, she saw another pull out of the shadows to their left.

   It had clearly been hiding in one of the rooms.

   Though Carson's armor might have picked it up, he didn't react quickly enough.

   The Barbarian launched forward.

   He was huge. Simply huge. He was also wearing armor of his own.

   With speed that belied his form, the Barbarian rushed Carson, wrapped its arms around his back, and pulled him off the ground.

   At the same moment, another Barbarian rounded the corner and brought up its gun.

   Carson's armor was strong, and would be able to withstand great amounts of damage. But it wouldn't keep him safe from everything.

   She reacted.

   Immediately. On instinct. Without thinking.

   She threw her left hand forward, concentrating just as she would if she were commanding a TI object.

   Something surged through her wrist and into her fingers.

   Power.

   Blue light burst from her hand, slamming into both Barbarians and sending them careening down the corridor until they crashed into the far wall.

   Carson spun on his feet, but didn't fall over. Instead he pushed out his hands for balance, then, just for a moment, angled his helmet her way.

   She had no idea what he was thinking, no idea what expression he wore under that thick black armor.

   She didn't have time to ponder it either. As they looked at each other, the ceiling started to cave in.

   Huge stones fell down around her in a hail of death.

   Carson pitched forward, no doubt intending to throw himself on top of her to use his armor to protect them both.

   He didn't have to.

   She threw out her hand again, and sent the tumbling ceiling off to the sides of the walls.

   It was . . . so strange to be able to move matter like that. TI objects were one thing, but TI objects were specifically engineered. They were also very expensive, and the Coalition kept tight control of them. So they were hardly scattered around your everyday environment.

   'Impressive,' Carson said as he walked backwards, still looking at her, then turned to pelt down the corridor.

   She smiled.

   She followed.

   She didn't know if it was impressive; it felt . . . weird, to be honest. But right now it was effective, and that's all she needed.

   They had to get out of here.

   As they ran down the tunnels, they faced more Barbarians, but together, they pushed through.

   In fact, they made a great team. She could hold any Barbarians in place as Carson stunned them.

   Yet it couldn't last.

   She was getting seriously tired. Every time she used the entity's power, it cost her.

   Her fatigue was bone-deep—it ate through her like acid to flesh.

   She kept standing though, kept fighting.

   Their current plan was to make it through the tunnels and up to the surface. Carson had already confirmed with his sensors that the Farsight was still up there. If they could fight their way to it, then they could finally make it off this cursed planet.

   Nida shivered as she thought that.

   Remus 12 felt like it haunted her. From her thoughts, to her blood, to her pulsing left hand, she doubted she could ever free herself of it fully.

   Yet she had to try. They had to keep pushing on with the plan.

   But first, they had to make it through these damn tunnels.

   Though she was flagging, Carson was still going strong. He strode forward, ducking, weaving, running, fighting, and always pulling her onwards. It felt like he was a heavy cruiser and she was nothing but a speck of space dust drifting in its wake.

   ‘We can do this,’ he would tell her whenever the tunnels around them descended into rare moments of silence.

   His voice would always echo off the walls and pierce right through her skin into her heart. Without fail they made her shiver. His determination was incredible.

   But even Carson with his burning passion couldn’t fight off a whole host of Barbarians. As they kept powering through the tunnels, she could see he was starting to hesitate. Maybe he was picking up on her fatigue, or perhaps the impossibility of the situation was catching up to him.

   The Barbarians were a relentless foe, and no matter how many Carson fought, more came snaking through the tunnels with the speed and suddenness of whips cracking in the dark.

   As Carson hesitated, he slowed, his once relentless pace dimming like a dying flame.

   He paused, turning to her. Though his helmet was still on and set to opaque, she knew what his expression would be. Some compressed mix of concern, worry, and indecision.

   ‘Come on,’ she croaked. She tried to keep her voice even, but she couldn’t. Her throat felt like someone had tried to choke her.

   ‘You’re tired.’

   ‘I’m fine,’ she lied immediately, pushing past him to continue down the tunnels.

   He wouldn’t let her; he pushed out a hand and grabbed her wrist. Though it was not a strong move, and his grip could not bruise her skin, neither was it subtle.

   ‘Nida,’ he began.

   She reacted instantly. She knew he was about to tell her to fall back, to find some room to hide in while he took on the rest of the Barbarians all on his own. Well, she wasn’t going to let him. Looking up into his eyes and hoping his armor could pick up on just how much passion burned within her gaze, she shook her head in a short and final move. ‘We keep pushing on. Together,’ she emphasized. ‘We’ll make it to the Farsight. We have to do this. If we pause, if we hide, they will find us. They know we are down here, and surprise is the only weapon we’ve got.’

   He hadn’t let go of her wrist yet, and didn’t appear ready to as he shifted his fingers further up her arm.

   Even though he was wearing his heavy, thick armor, her skin still tingled at his touch. There could have been a wall a meter thick between them, and she would still have felt how gentle yet deliberate his intention was.

   ‘I’m not going to lose you,’ he stated blankly. ‘You’re tired. We need to fall back.’

   ‘Carson,’ she began.

   He raised his other hand, his fingers separating slowly. ‘No. This is an order. We can’t keep going like this.’

   ‘Carson,’ she tried once more. Passion built in her heart as she readied to fight him.

   She didn’t get the chance.

   ‘Nida, just trust me,’ he said, his voice barely audible as he pushed forward and rested one hand on her shoulder. He let it sit there for two short seconds before it dropped and he shifted back.

   She wanted to tell him she could do this. She wanted to prove to him that she could push on no matter how tired she felt. But with a quick and low nod, he just turned around. ‘Wait here. I’m just going to check the tunnels ahead.’

   ‘Carson,’ she called after him.

   But he was already gone.

   So she stood there, breathing hard, her body cold and hot and tired and buzzing all at once.

   Though she wanted to push on no matter what it cost, a little voice of reason told her that just maybe Carson Blake, the head of the Force, knew more about combat than she did.

   A little part of her pointed out she had to trust him.

   Another little part of her realized something quite different though.

   That just maybe this fire pushing her forward wasn’t entirely her own.

   As she stood there in that cold, dark corridor, she stared down at her left hand. It still glowed. Though faint, it was enough to navigate by. It was enough to outline her hand as she held it in front of her face, staring at the grooves and whorls in the skin.

   She suddenly remembered something. Before this had all began—back when she had been at the Academy, dreaming those horrible visions of the entity—she’d felt her left hand no longer belonged to her.

   Well this sensation—this drive to power forward, to surge past the Barbarians no matter what it took—didn’t feel like hers either. Yet, at the same time, she knew that the entity could no longer manipulate her; it was still blocked off by her modified TI.

   . . . .

   But she couldn’t deny she felt it.

   The impressions it had left. The motivations, the drive, the determination.

   It had left thoughts in her mind that did not belong to her, but more than that, this unending desire to get something done.

   It had taken her on a journey, and like it or not, it had changed her.

   She felt . . . cold.

   As realization took her, it slithered up and down her spine with a chilling, creeping touch. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself.

   She couldn’t keep them there though—all too soon, she found herself untucking her left hand and staring down at it.

   She had never enjoyed power. Though she had always tried at the Academy, her best efforts had been next to useless.

   So she wasn’t used to the . . . fire that came along with power. The knowledge that you could change your environment if only you tried hard enough, if only you stoked up the fire within until it burnt through all obstacles.

   All of a sudden, she closed her eyes and pressed her right hand over her face.

   ‘No,’ she said aloud.

   This wasn’t her.

   Who cared if she had the power of the entity? Who cared if she could push past it in order to use its energy as her own? Who cared if she could lift a Barbarian into the air with little more than a thought and a wish?

   She wasn’t going to turn into it.

   She would not become the entity.

   She would not sacrifice the lives of others for her goal.

   . . . .

   Or would she?

   She had to save the Coalition, and she had promised Carson she would be prepared to do whatever it would take. And surely that meant sacrificing others.

   . . . .

   Wasn’t that what the entity had done? Albeit on a grander scale?

   She shook her head, trying to push the thoughts from her mind.

   She couldn’t.

   They kept creeping up on her. The more she tried to concentrate on the dark, ominous tunnel around her, the more the immediate situation slipped from her consciousness to be replaced by thoughts of what everything now meant.

   Clutching her hands into fists, she waited for Carson to return. She needed him to come marching back to her side, to pull her forward as they plunged back into the fray. For while she fought, she did not think.

   And maybe that’s the real reason she wanted to keep pushing forward, despite the odds—perhaps that was the only way to hide from the consequences of her newfound power and responsibility.

   As she thought, she swore the shadows deepened around her, she swore the chill of the room ate further and faster into her bones until she shivered and shook.

   It felt like the world was pulling in on her, as if the universe was somehow condensing into a point.

   ‘Come on,’ she told herself through gritted teeth.

   Though there were no Barbarians in this section of the tunnels—as Carson would never have left her otherwise—she still had to keep her wits about her.

   The thoughts . . . could wait.

   Wait until the situation died down far enough for Nida to truly pause to think about what she was doing, what she had become, and what she’d have to transform into next if she truly wanted to see this through.

    

   





Chapter 2 

   Carson Blake

   He hated to leave her, but he couldn’t keep pushing her forward, not when she looked as though she was ready to break.

   Though she had awesome power now, he could tell it cost her every time she used the entity.

   Her face was pallid and drawn from fatigue.

   So he’d made a quick decision—leave her there while he scouted out the immediate tunnels, looking for a place to hide.

   . . . .

   But that was the problem—there was no place to hide down here. Of course there wasn’t. Though the tunnels seemed to go on indefinitely, so did the Barbarian’s desire to capture or kill both him and Nida.

   Carson wasn’t ready to give in though.

   Because there was one option he hadn’t explored yet.

   Contacting the cavalry.

   He knew there must be Coalition ships around—they would still be looking for Nida. Before this insane time-travel journey had begun, Admiral Forest and half the 5th Fleet had been out tracking Nida down after she’d trashed the Academy.

   They would still be out there.

   No time had passed for them.

   Which meant Carson had an option.

   If he could get a message to them, and ride out the Barbarian storm, he could get out of this.

   Though initially he’d thought the two of them could just punch through the Barbarians and get to the Farsight, or steal a Barbarian ship, he now knew it was impossible. Not only was Nida rapidly declining, but he’d underestimated the Barbarians.

   No.

   The only option was to wait for the cavalry.

   Getting them here would be another task though.

   To do that, he had to do the impossible. Though his armor was certainly capable of sending communications, it had a limited range. Plus, the Barbarians were jamming all incoming and outgoing signals.

   But that still left Carson one option: the Farsight. If he could remotely patch his armor into the Farsight’s computers, he could use its coms array to boost the signal from his armor, and hopefully together they could punch through the interference and get a message off.

   So that’s what he was doing right now.

   Hunkered down in one of the tunnels close to the surface, Carson desperately commanded his armor as he shot at any Barbarian that rounded the corner.

   He was ensconced in a wide room that was completely filled with rubble and debris. From gun casings to abandoned armor units, there was nowhere to sit.

   He didn’t have to get comfortable though—he just had to get this message off.

   So he spent the next five minutes doing just that. They were some of the most pressured seconds of his life. As he stood there with his back pressed up against a ruined wall, he kept sending commands to his armor—instructing it on how to remotely access the Farsight—whilst he defended his position.

   With every passing moment, the fight grew more and more intense, and the corresponding split in his attention—between thought and action—more painful. Sweat caked his brow, his veins thrummed in his throat, and his eyes were soldered so far open, the skin surrounding them could have cracked and crumbled.

   His body ached, but his mind ached harder.

   . . . .

   And yet, he did it.

   Somehow, just as two enormous Mascars rounded the corner blasting away with heavy-duty pulse rifles, he gained access to the Farsight and sent the message.

   For a split second relief washed over him, then so did a cloud of rubble as the Mascars destroyed the ceiling above.

   They did not pause for thought or reason, they just aimed at the ceiling and let loose with a relentless volley of fire until they obliterated it, sending a hail of dust and stone raining down on them all.

   Carson ducked down automatically, punching to his feet just as his roll brought him over the rocky ground.

   Once he stood, he did not pause: he powered forward, right at the far wall.

   It was pockmarked, but it was still solid.

   Yet he ran right at it.

   As he did, he brought up his own gun, thumbed the setting to its highest, and shot the wall at the last moment.

   A super-heated charge lanced from his gun, powering into the wall and turning a whole section to nothing but vapor.

   He rolled right through the opening.

   He’d already used his scanners to ascertain there was a room on the opposite side, and he jumped right into it, flipped, and headed for the closest door.

   Now he’d done the impossible in calling the cavalry, it was time to get back to Nida.

   Though she was incredibly strong, and seemed capable of drawing on reserves deep within her, she was still just human. Like him, she couldn’t keep pushing on forever. 

   And to think she could, would just get her killed.

   He’d deliberately left her in a section of tunnels far away from the current battle, and as he powered forward through the tunnel before him, he checked to see that she was still there.

   Though his scanners didn’t work perfectly down here, he’d already got them to tag her, so he narrowed in on her location easily.

   With a sigh that didn’t make it out of the confines of his helmet, he realized she was still alone, still standing, and clearly still alive.

   Still, he didn’t let up—he pushed himself as fast as he could go until he reached her.

   Though he faced considerable Barbarian resistance, he managed to leave them far behind as he pushed deeper and deeper into the tunnels and closer and closer to Nida.

   Though now really wasn’t the time to ponder it, these tunnels were incredible. They just kept going. Twisting and curling like the tail of a coiled snake. You would round one corner to find yet another hallway stretching out beyond you, branching off into yet more and more tunnels.

   They just seemed to stretch on forever. And though the rational part of Carson’s mind knew that was impossible, the past few weeks of his life had taught him reason couldn’t always hold out. He’d been backwards and forwards through time, battling a race hell bent on saving themselves, and an entity from another dimension hell bent on fixing its mistakes of the past.

   Still, one day, if everything calmed down, maybe he’d like to explore these tunnels. That was the primary remit of the Academy after all—it trained soldiers, yes, but primarily explorers. He loved chancing upon new planets, new cultures, new forms of life.

   But there was no time for exploration now. In a few weeks, maybe. Now, however, there was only time for action.

   He kept his scanners locked on her, until finally he rounded the same corridor she was in, and let an enormous, rattling sigh punch through his chest. He wanted to scream her name, race to her side, and fold his arms around her. He wanted to pull her closer than he’d ever pulled anyone before.

   Because she was different.

   Cadet Nida Harper was so very different. And he loved her for it.

   This crazy adventure might have given him reason to abandon logic, but it had also given him something he had never expected to find.

   A different kind of love.

   Okay, he knew it sounded sappy, but he didn’t care.

   He felt something between them that he’d never even realized was possible. Maybe it was just the heightened tension and expectation of a relationship formed under pressure, or maybe it was more.

   Something he couldn’t define. Something his mind couldn’t simplify into words. Yet something he could feel with every gram of his being.

   So when he saw her standing there, he couldn’t help himself.

   He ran right up to her and pulled her into a hug.

   She let him.

   Though her face paled with shock at his sudden appearance, it soon softened.

   He couldn’t help but let out a relieved laugh. Though he really wanted to follow up on that relief by kissing her, he wasn’t going to risk taking off his helmet. Things appeared quiet in this tunnel, but a good soldier knew that appearance offered little safety.

   So he just pulled away, pushing his fingers across her cheeks as he did.

   She looked up at him, her eyes wide with focus, but that tired tinge to her skin obvious in the dark pool under her lashes and the pale touch to her cheeks. She looked as if she’d been fighting for a week.

   ‘What happened? What did you find out?’ she asked.

   He kept pushing his armored fingers and thumb across her cheek, watching her skin dimple with the move, but unable to feel it.

   ‘Coalition,’ he said simply.

   He watched her eyes draw narrow in confusion. ‘What?’

   ‘The cavalry are coming.’

    

   





Chapter 3

   Cadet Nida Harper

   The cavalry were coming?

   . . . .

   The Coalition?

   Maybe he saw the disbelief flickering in her gaze because in a slow, deliberate move he pointed a finger towards the ceiling. 'They are coming.'

   For a second she couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t say anything. She couldn’t think anything.

   Then the emotions and thoughts flooded in all at once, and she took a shuddering step back.

   . . . .

   This was it.

   If Carson was right, and the cavalry really were coming, soon this episode of their adventure would be over.

   And the next would begin.

   Though she’d spent the last few days in preparation for this moment, now she wasn’t ready.

   She had no idea what the Coalition would do. She’d trashed the Academy med bay, initiated an Endgame Maneuver, and stolen a light cruiser which she’d later written off in a Barbarian attack.

   Nerves punched through her.

   What would they do once they found her? Embrace her with open arms, or throw her into the brig, or, worse—the Jupiter Substation?

   Despite the clamor of battle and the tension still clinging to the air, she couldn’t help but fear what would come next.

   She’d thought getting here and getting through the tunnels would be the hard part.

   She was wrong.

   Her labors were beginning anew.

   Even if she made it out of here alive, it would be up to the Coalition what they did with that life.

    

   





Chapter 4

   Carson Blake

   This was it.

   They were coming.

   His armor could pick them up.

   Yet he didn’t know whether to feel elation, or fear, or a heady mix of both.

   Though the Coalition was coming, they still had to fight their way through the Barbarians. And if felt like hell not to run up to the surface of Remus 12 to help them.

   He wanted to be up there helping. No, he needed to be.

   Like it or not, he’d inadvertently given the Vex all the information they needed on the Coalition. From detailed weapons capability to battle formations, he had given the Vex an edge.

   He’d made a mistake. By not being able to pick that simulation for what it was, and allowing the Vex to glean his secrets, he had directly led to the Coalition’s downfall.

   Yet now he was in the past with the ability to fix that mistake before his beloved Coalition could fall, it felt like hell to just stand here and wait.

   He couldn’t leave her though. And while she could keep fighting, she wouldn’t last long. Even standing in this room with no Barbarians to take down, her sharp, panting breath echoed around the walls.

   He could leave her and head out to the fight on his own—technically he could walk out of this room, pick up his gun, and keep going.

   Emotionally he couldn’t.

   He’d left her behind before, and it had cost him everything.

   So he bit down on his tongue until he felt blood, using the pain to chase away the guilt of just waiting to be saved.

   And he waited.

   And waited.

   Until finally they came.

   The Coalition.

   His friends.

   They would take them back to Earth. They would fix this.

   As he realized the battle was over—his armor tracking the movements of the Coalition vessels and their communications—his heart soared.

   Soon, however, it would sink.

    

   





Chapter 5

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It took her a long time to realize it was over. Even though Carson took a step towards her, and whispered those three words in a hoarse voice, she couldn’t believe him.

   She could barely hear him over the roar of her heart and the constant ringing in her ears.

   Then she saw them. The dust billowing in great clouds around their bodies as they walked forward.

   Soldiers.

   The Coalition.

   Dear god, they really were here.

   She didn’t know whether she wanted to rush forward and hug the first soldier she saw, or slink back into the shadows hoping they wouldn’t see her.

   . . . .

   What would they do to her?

   That question was in her mind and on her lips as they walked in.

   Dark figures in a dark room, the only reason she could see them was the faint glow that still blessed her hand. Without it, she would have only been aware of their footfall—slow, deliberate, heavy steps coming her way.

   ‘Christ,’ Carson spat as he rushed forward, his helmet receding into his collar with a near-silent hiss.

   She could only see the side of his face, but even that small slice of his cheek and nose showed his elation.

   He was home.

   . . . .

   And so was she, right?

   She was about to go back to Earth, and together, they would fix this.

   . . . .

   Yet if that was the case, why did she feel as if she was running away from her home? Why did she feel as if she was about to make the biggest mistake of her life?

   As she stood there, as stiff and cold as a statue carved from ice, she inexorably turned her attention to the entity.

   Deep within her bones, she could feel its slow dance. Though she had used so much of its energy to fight the Barbarians, she could still feel more.

   It felt endless, like a well reaching through the universe itself, tapping some deep reserve no one else could access.

   Yet at the same time, she felt the guilt. The more she drew from that well—the more she relied on the entity’s power—the more guilt bled into her.

   That’s what she felt now. As she questioned whether she should go home, she knew the thoughts came from the entity.

   Again those questions came back to assail her.

   Even now as the Coalition came to save her, she couldn’t push them from her mind.

   . . . .

   It was calling out to her, begging her not to leave, not to take away its one chance at redemption.

   Even though the telekinetic implant kept it away from her behind some wall, she was still dimly aware of it—for behind that wall it screamed and screamed and screamed.

   She tried to harden herself against its calls, but it wasn’t that easy any more.

   The more she used it, the more she felt it. And the more she felt it, the more she could not ignore its sorrow.

   So as those Coalition soldiers strode into the room, she had to use all her control and training not to shiver back.

   To the entity, those dark, strong forms meant nothing less than total loss. It knew they would take her and it back to the Coalition, never to return. It knew it would never get another opportunity to help the Vex.

   It knew it was over.

   So it shook. It prayed. It fought. It begged. All at once.

   If it weren’t for the wall her modified TI afforded her, she might have succumbed to it. Instead it was as if she could hear its pleas from behind a thick pane of glass—just within earshot, but quiet enough to ignore, if she wanted to.

   Regardless of what the entity felt, however, she knew the Coalition was her salvation. No matter how menacing their forms, they were only here to help.

   Still, it was hard to reconcile her own feelings with those of the entity’s. While she tried to slow her breathing and enforce calm upon her mind, the entity’s passionate pleas undid her resolve like a tailor plucking at thread.

   It will all be okay, she told herself firmly.

   You’re home, she added

   Then the rest of the soldiers filtered into the room. They brought with them lights, and for the first time she could see—everything from the destruction gouged into the walls, to the cuts arranged across her skin.

   And as the soldiers let their helmets recede, she could see their expressions too.

   In every detail. From the width of their white-rimmed eyes, to the pull of their thin lips.

   She wasn’t home yet.

    

   





Chapter 6

   Carson Blake

   It didn’t take long for his elation to recede. Initially he wanted to jump forward and embrace the first Coalition soldier he saw.

   Then reality caught up to him.

   He registered their expressions, their stances, their obvious fear.

   Of Nida.

   His stomach sank. It could have fallen right out of his gut and tumbled to his feet.

   They weren’t home yet, were they?

   As he realized that, the soldiers raised their guns, and pointed them at her.

   He twitched as fear ripped through him. Instinctively—without thought, without question—he stepped in front of her.

   ‘Hey, what are you doing?’ he couldn’t keep the anger from his tone. Though seconds ago he’d wanted to embrace these soldiers as friends, now he knew he couldn’t trust them. ‘We’re Coalition,’ he spat, ‘we’re Coalition.’

   ‘We know who you are,’ a guy said. He didn’t drop his gun though.

   Nida put her hands up slowly.

   'Put your guns down,' Carson snapped, moving in front of her again. 'Put them down,' he growled.

   'No,' one of the soldiers at the back of the group snapped. Moving forward through the pack, Carson quickly recognized the man. Commander Harrington.

   Though the guy outranked Carson, he didn’t care. Only one thing mattered to him now: Nida. They’d gone through too much for it to end like this. She was a frigging hero. The way she’d fought off the entity, the lengths she’d gone to to save the Coalition—she deserved a parade and a commendation, not the hostile welcome of a firing squad.

   ‘We’re on the same team,’ Carson pointed out through bared teeth. ‘Lower your guns. Please.’

   ‘No,’ the Commander repeated, his voice calm but firm. 'She broke out of the Academy, transported all the staff out of the city, and stole a ship.'

   'She's fine,' Carson spat, his neck muscles so tense, it felt like they’d snap and ricochet around the room, 'she's fine,' he pushed his words out in a desperate mess.

   ‘We’re following procedure. She is a danger—'

   ‘Nida didn’t do any of those things. The entity did.’

   'And the entity, where is it now?' the Commander barked.

   'It's . . . contained,' Carson managed through a swallow.

   'Contained?' the Commander's voice pitched with suspicion. 'What exactly does that mean?'

   'It means it's of no risk to anyone, and I’ve got this under control,' Carson said. 'She is fine,' he said again, speaking each word slowly and clearly, as if that was all it would take to make the soldiers lower their weapons.

   'We will be the judges of that,' the Commander snapped.

   'Like hell. I told you she's not a risk,' Carson warned, stepping in front of her again.

   'Lieutenant,' the Commander hissed, clearly ready to reprimand Carson for snapping at a superior.

   'We don't have time for this,' she whispered.

   She was right: they didn’t. But it was the wrong thing to say to a team of already jumpy guys with guns.

   The Commander and every member of his security team visibly tensed. 'Is that a threat?' the Commander looked her up and down warily.

   She shook her head. Her eyes were wide, and from the slick, smooth look to her brow, he could tell it was covered with sweat. But she stood her ground, right next to him, and she didn’t move back.

   That meant something.

   Christ, she’d changed. She’d faced off against terrors more frightening than most Academy cadets would ever dream of. And yet she was still standing.

   Despite the immediacy of the situation, his heart flared with pride.

   Nida took a short breath and continued, 'we have a warning, a message for the Coalition,' she tried.

   The Commander simply tensed all the more. He looked ready to snap. Which was never a good sign in a man holding a gun.

   Carson had to handle this. Her mere presence was freaking them out.

   'Nida, I’ve got this,' he put up a hand.

   She ignored him. 'Look, you can take me to the brig if you want to. Or the med bay. Or you can stun me if that’ll make you feel better. But just listen.'

   The Commander, who was turning out to be a singularly cold man, arched an eyebrow. 'I'm leaning towards all three,' he noted in an uncharacteristic moment of flippancy, or sheer honesty.

   Carson took a sharp breath that sounded like a whip traveling through this compact room.

   Guys like the Commander didn’t joke around. He wasn’t making a casual threat. Plus, Carson knew he’d be following procedure on this one: stunning Nida and taking her to the med bay would be the simplest way of dealing with her.

   There was no freaking way Carson was going to let that happen though. Not as long as he was breathing and had a weapon of his own.

   Before he could come to Nida’s defense, she sidestepped him, locking her hands firmly and nonthreateningly before her as she did. 'Just . . . just listen,' she tried again. 'Soon a race known as the Vex are going to attack the Coalition. We need to be ready.'

   'Who the hell are the Vex?' the Commander crumpled his eyebrows together and narrowed his eyes.

   She sighed deeply. 'You . . . you might have trouble believing this,' she began.

   Carson put up a hand again. 'Later, we'll tell them later,' he whispered, realizing her message would likely tip the Commander over the edge. The Vex, time travel, and a guilt-ridden inter-dimensional entity out to screw the rest of the galaxy in order to fix some past mistake . . . yeah, the Commander wasn’t going to readily believe that. He would, however, take it as an excuse to stun them and drag them back to the brig.

   'No, you'll tell us now,' the Commander ordered.

   Carson let his gaze darken, till he knew he was fixing the Commander with the kind of expression that would get him court martialed and sent straight to the worst prison planet in the system. 'At the point of a gun? Either take us into custody or don't. But don't keep aiming at her,' he let his tone ripple with menace. It was strong and hard like steel.

   It also got the Commander's attention. 'You better watch yourself, Lieutenant. I don't care if you're the head of the Force; nobody talks to me like that. I earned my rank; I deserve better.'

   'You have no idea what we've been through in the past few weeks. You have no idea what we've sacrificed to get you this warning. We deserve better,' Carson pointed between himself and Nida, the passion building in his chest like a flare ready to explode.

   'Alright, I’ve heard enough. Take her into custody. Stun her if you have to. As for you, Lieutenant, I will write up your behavior in my report.'

   'You aren’t going to take her—' Carson began.

   'It's fine. It's fine,' she assured him as she stepped forward and raised her stiff hands up by her head. 'I'm not going to be any trouble.'

   He turned to look at her.

   Right at her.

   If Remus 12 had burst into flames behind him, he wouldn't have cared.

   He was ready to fight this entire team, if he had to.

   She understood that, right?

   She offered him the smallest of smiles, and mouthed, ‘I’ll be fine.’

   Then they took her.

    

   





Chapter 7

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She had never been inside a Coalition brig before.

   It was strangely pleasant. The décor was simple. She had a sturdy bed attached to the wall, and the lighting was a pleasant orange yellow.

   Though she was technically alone, there was a guard stationed just outside her cell. She could see his head peer through the crackling force field of her door every other minute.

   They thought she was going to explode or something. That or turn blue and take over the ship.

   Though Commander Harrington had wanted to remove the 'suspicious device' from her left wrist, as he'd put it, Carson had managed to convince the man to leave it on.

   And she was more than thankful of that fact.

   She was still dog-tired.

   After they'd arrived on the Orion, she’d been taken straight to the brig. Well, after a team of scientists and doctors had outfitted it with medical scanners.

   She was too much of a 'risk' to be taken to the med bay, apparently, so they'd decided to move all of their equipment to the brig.

   It wasn't in her room though—it was in the room next door. Nobody wanted to run the risk of her trashing anything in a swirling vortex of death.

   She could still hear the equipment. A persistent low buzzing noise travelled through the wall right behind her. If she pressed her ear up to it, she swore she could feel heat too.

   There was nothing to say; there was no one to talk to. But there was a lot to think about.

   Too much.

   At first she was filled with a detached sense of curiosity at her novel surroundings. It was kind of neat to be in the brig. Or at least to her completely tired mind it was.

   At any moment she expected Carson to come striding in, ready to set her free. Because he would be trying with every breath to explain what had happened to them, right? 

   He'd be convincing the captain of this ship that she wasn't a risk.

   . . . .

   What if it didn't work? What if Carson couldn't convince anyone she wasn't a threat? What if they wouldn't believe his story?

   As her nerves built, she sat forward, rested her elbows on her knees, and closed her eyes firmly.

   She had to get out of here.

   She had to make the Coalition understand the risk it now faced.

   No matter what it took, she was prepared to do anything.

   As soon as she entertained that thought, her mood soured.

   She rested back suddenly, her head banging lightly on the wall behind her.

   She didn’t open her eyes. She kept them firmly closed as she considered one point: the entity had been prepared to do whatever it took to fix its mistake.

   Was she any different?

   . . . .

   Yes, she was. She wasn't trying to kill people; she was trying to save them. Just because she was ready to break a few rules to get the Coalition to understand the threat they’d soon face, didn’t mean she was on the same level as the entity. It had condemned whole races in its endless effort to wipe away its sins.

   She would know when to stop.

   . . . .

   She couldn't stop thinking though.

   As soon as she concluded that, her mind returned to another point.

   The entity's power.

   She blinked one eye open to flex her left hand. She saw the fingers spread wide and then snap in again.

   It felt like hers; it was hers.

   But she could still sense the power and potential of the entity within. It was like she could sense a massive wall of water held at bay by a single door. If she opened that door, she could let it spill out and cover whatever she pleased.

   Every time she accessed the power, it became easier to do so.

   But it also felt . . . wrong.

   She was taking something that wasn't hers. And even though she was in a life or death struggle with the entity, she couldn't wipe that fact from her mind.

   She was using it. She was taking its power because it was easy.

   . . . No, she corrected herself, not because it was easy—because she had to. She had to save every last person she could.

   As she struggled with those hefty moral thoughts, she thought of Carson. She understood, without a doubt, that if he knew what she was thinking, he would tell her to stop. He’d reaffirm she was doing the right thing.

   Yet knowing he would support her couldn't make her stop.

   It wouldn't be that easy to wipe away this dilemma.

   Again she blinked one eye open to survey her left hand.

   Her current train of thought soon led to another: could she really live with the entity for the rest of her life? Could she really endure this struggle forever?

   Her current plan was to keep it away from Vex so it could never interfere with another iteration of that cursed planet's timeline again.

   But would that mean she would keep it inside her until the day she died? And what would happen then? Would it jump to another host?

   Or could she find some way to contain it, or, in fact, kill it?

   . . . Could she kill it?

   It had done a lot to her, and god knows it’d killed millions upon millions of souls, if not more, in its reign of terror. But could she actually end its life? Murder had to be a last resort, never a matter of convenience.

   Realizing she wouldn't be able to think through any of this and actually come up with a satisfying answer, she soon sighed and flopped a hand over her eyes.

   She would have to wait.

   Though time was running out, she would still have to wait.

   . . . .

    

   





Chapter 8

   Carson Blake

   He'd done it. Christ it had taken some convincing, but finally the Captain had agreed to release her. It’d taken Carson offering up his own command as collateral to convince Captain Ragini Singh to give Nida a chance.

   And he knew enough about Captain Singh to know she would take Carson up on his offer; if Nida turned out to be a threat—if she trashed half the ship—then Carson would be kicked right out of the Academy.

   He didn't care.

   He would offer up his life in a heartbeat, so his command was an easy sacrifice to offer instead.

   As he walked through the corridors towards the brig, he couldn't control his pace. He wanted to sprint. He wanted to put his armor on and move as fast as modern technology would allow.

   He didn't run though. He just walked really, really fast.

   When he reached the brig, he faced off against Commander Harrington again.

   The guy stared across at Carson with only barely contained contempt.

   'You got your way then,' the Commander noted as he nodded to one of his deputies. 'Open up the cell. But be on guard. Any suspicious activity at all, and we stun her.'

   Carson wanted to say something, but knew he couldn't let himself. The only words that came to mind were all the kinds you never shared with a superior.

   Instead he curled one hand into a fist and locked his jaw.

   And he waited.

   To see her.

   They'd hardly been separated for five hours, yet it felt like an eternity. They had been together for almost every step of this journey, and he couldn't afford to leave her side until it was finally over.

   As one of Harrington's deputies opened her cell door, he noted as another cautiously turned off the massive force fields flickering in place just behind it.

   He'd seen fields like that. But never in a standard brig scenario.

   She bolted upright. He watched her sit and swivel her head until she faced him.

   Her eyes were wide as they fixed on him.

   He wanted to jump right through the force field and embrace her.

   He needed to feel her close by, until there was no space between them at all. Only then would he be able to confirm she was fine.

   It would be kind of inappropriate though. So instead he simply flexed his hand and tightened it into a fist, repeating the move as sweat collected between his fingers.

   She had a conflicted expression as she stared between him and Harrington. He could see the fear flickering within her eyes, yet the smile creeping across her lips as she glanced his way.

   He wanted more than anything to tell her everything was fine, and she’d be safe now. 

   He couldn’t.

   He had no idea what would happen next.

   Admitting that sent a shot of nerves slicing down his back, chilling every muscle as it went.

   Carson twitched, and sucked in a sharp breath. Then he finally ignored decorum and reached a hand out to her. He watched her cheeks tighten, her brow crumpling with concern. ‘Am I really free to go?’ she asked in a small, tight voice.

   Harrington let out a sharp, punch of a breath. ‘You are not free to go. Whatever he’s said to the Captain,’ Harrington nodded Carson’s way, ‘know this: I’m watching you. If you try to do anything to this ship or crew, I will stop you.’

   There was so much vehemence behind Harrington’s words, it was a surprise they didn’t send Nida cowering backwards.

   Instead she simply stood her ground and stared at him. Though her expression flickered with deep concern, she pressed her lips together, took a breath, then shook her head. ‘I’m not here to hurt anyone. We’re here to help you,’ she said directly.

   A few weeks ago, she would have cringed at a superior's reprimand, let alone outright threat. Now, though she was clearly affected, she still pressed on.

   Carson kept reminding himself how much she’d changed, but it really was amazing to see how far she’d come.

   Cadet Nida Harper was no longer the worst recruit in 1000 years—she was rapidly becoming one of the bravest people he knew.

   He couldn’t help but smile. Which was crazy considering Harrington had just threatened to shoot her.

   She reacted to his smile though. Nida’s cheeks warmed, and the fear that had played through her eyes dimmed.

   . . . .

   It was crazy he could have that kind of effect on her. Then again, she was having just the same effect on him. Her presence, her smile, her words—they all gave Carson a kind of strength he’d never really experienced before.

   Sure, in the past he’d known how to push himself. As head of the Force, endurance and stamina were integral. But now, this, the way she made him feel, it gave him a kind of energy he couldn’t begin to describe. He felt like he could take on the entire damn Coalition if he had to.

   And heck, if Harrington’s reaction was anything to go by, maybe he’d have to.

   Nida tore her gaze off him and carefully pushed her hand over her modified implant.

   Harrington watched her every move, the concentration pressing across his brow like wind rippling a lake. Though she didn’t suddenly leap forward and trash the entire brig, Harrington did not let up. His hand hovered next to his gun, and the look in his eye told Carson he would shoot her if he had to.

   On some level, Carson could understand that. If he took an enormous step back from this situation, he could appreciate Harrington was simply following procedure.

   Procedure be damned.

   Carson deliberately fixed Harrington with a warning look. ‘The Captain wants to see us in the discussion room,’ he inclined his head towards Nida, but didn’t turn to face her. He kept staring at Harrington, instead.

   Without words, Carson was trying to convey to Harrington that if he tried anything, Carson would step in.

   Maybe Nida could sense how tense the situation had become, because she offered a light and terribly awkward laugh. One that easily reminded him of the old Nida. The bumbling, klutz of a cadet he’d met all those months ago now.

   This, however, was not the old Nida.

   She took a step towards Harrington, and immediately the wary brute of a man snapped his gaze over to her.

   Rather than double back in fear, she dipped her head low, as if she was trying to look up into his eyes.

   She paused.

   ‘I’m not your enemy,’ she broke her silence, her voice low and full of import, ‘I’ve got no problem with you doing your job, though. If you want to shadow me with that gun, go ahead. If you want to post a security team in every room I visit, do it. But I must pass on this warning: the entire Coalition could be at stake. We need to prepare for an immanent attack. Now, are you going to let me take my message to the Captain, or are you going to get in my way? History will remember your actions, Harrington. So pick wisely.’

   That was not how you addressed a superior. Not if you wanted to stay in the Academy.

   Harrington bristled. ‘Cadet—’

   ‘You’ve made it clear I’m no longer a member of the Coalition, or at least not one worthy of protection. So don't try to railroad me with the chain of command. Either stop me from going to see the Captain, or don’t.’

   The hair along the back of Carson’s arms and neck stood on end.

   Damn.

   So much for not being the worst recruit in 1000 years anymore, Nida could have passed for a seasoned admiral now.

   Harrington’s brow stiffened, the bridge of his nose crinkling as one lip hooked up over his teeth. He was either getting ready to shoot or shout at her.

   He did neither. Instead, with a quick look at the other guard, he motioned to the door. ‘You try anything . . .’ he trailed off as he fixed Nida with a warning look.

   ‘Trust me, the only thing I’m trying to do, is stop my mistake, I mean the entity’s mistake,’ Nida whirled on her foot and headed for the door.

   Carson stiffened.

   He’d heard what she’d said, that little vocal stumble: my mistake.

   The words sent a torrent of nerves through his back and gut.

   The entity wasn’t taking control again, right? Her implant wouldn’t suddenly malfunction and send every object and person in this room spiraling towards her, right?

   He couldn’t take another one of those attacks. Nor could he stomach the prospect the entity was still affecting her, despite her modified implant.

   It strengthened his resolve to get this all over with and get her the help she needed.

   Though they hadn’t yet had a chance to plan what they’d do once the threat of the Vex attack passed, he now realized how important it was to deal with the entity.

   He didn’t care how long it took or how many resources it would consume, he’d find some way to pull that entity from her. To get rid of it once and for all, returning Nida to normal.

   He didn’t breathe a word of this; even though the entity was ostensibly under control, he knew the price of threatening it. Clasping a hand to his neck, he remembered what it felt like to be pinned against the ceiling, waiting for death.

   As Nida walked ahead, he watched her shoulders round. She’d shown some surprising bravery in the brig, but it was starting to fade. He watched her shoot him a nervous glance over her shoulder.

   She’d know this was just the first hurdle. Getting to see Captain Singh would be the beginning.

   Convincing the Coalition the Vex were about to completely destroy them . . . heck, it felt like an impossible task.

   Hopefully Nida’s modified implant and her newfound control over the entity would help.

   If they didn’t, he had no idea what he’d do. He could still remember the destruction he’d seen in the future, of course he remembered it. It felt as though it was carved into his bones. When he closed his eyes, images of Remus 12 choked with Coalition ships assailed him. That eerie graveyard of broken vessels in space, bodies floating silently between the wreckage . . . It made him shiver even now.

   Those chilling scenes clung to him like hooks sunk into his flesh. They pushed him forward and made him promise that no matter what it took, he would prevent that future.

   Even if the Coalition didn’t believe him, he’d find a way.

   His resolve now strengthened, it wasn’t long until they reached the discussion room. To get to it, they walked through the bridge.

   If Nida had looked mildly uncomfortable walking through the corridors, it was clear she was mortified now. Her shoulders were rounded practically to the point of touching, and her cheeks were so pale and slack, they looked like wet sheets hung over bone.

   Everyone stared at her. The stares were not kind.

   Even the most seasoned officers on the bridge considered her with the wariest of gazes.

   They were all looking at Nida like they might look at a Barbarian attack vessel.

   She didn’t deserve it.

   If these fools knew even a part of what she’d done to save the Coalition, they’d be cheering.

   He locked his jaw hard, took several quick steps forward, and walked protectively by her side.

   She looked up at him, pressed her lips against her teeth, and shot him a careful smile.

   He had to fight the instinct to lean down, pluck up her hand, and hold it tightly.

   Soon enough, they reached the short gun-metal grey ramp that led down to the discussion room. Seconds later, the doors opened and closed behind them.

   He wanted to say the worst of it was over.

   It wasn’t.

   Time to face the cavalry.

    

   





Chapter 9

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She didn’t know what to expect when she walked into that room. If her stroll through the bridge was any indication, hell was waiting for her inside the discussion room.

   She was right.

   As the doors swished closed behind her with a smooth, pneumatic hiss, she faced the enormous round wooden table that took up half the room.

   She recognized the Captain, the First Officer, the Chief Medical Officer, and a few other senior members of staff.

   As her eyes darted between the other unfamiliar faces, one stood out.

   Sharpe.

   Though she’d faced off against the Vex, the Barbarians, and the entity itself, the sight of Sharpe threatened to blow her to bits.

   She hadn’t been expecting him. How . . . How the heck was he here?

   ‘I got here on a transport half an hour ago,’ Sharpe volunteered, clearly picking up on her terrified expression. ‘Now sit, Harper.’

   She wanted to scurry forward, duck into a chair, and hang her head in her hands. Sharpe’s officious tone always made her stomach twist inside out as her nerves played havoc up and down her back.

   Now was no different.

   Despite the fact she had the power of the entity, and could technically tap into it to send Sharpe scooting around the room, she felt nothing but incompetent in his presence.

   Maybe Carson noticed, because she saw him incline his head down. He also put a hand out to stop her from ‘sitting,’ as Sharpe had snapped.

   ‘I don’t know what you think we’ve been doing for the past few weeks, but we deserve better. She deserves better,’ Carson stated flatly in a tone she’d never heard anyone use on Sharpe.

   It raised several eyebrows. No one told him to stow it though. Instead, Captain Singh rose from her chair, immediately neatening her uniform with one hand as she surveyed Nida with fixed attention.

   It felt like being stared at by the sun. The quality of Singh’s gaze was like a pair of twin lasers boring into Nida. ‘Please, we are here to discuss what exactly you have been doing for the past few weeks since leaving the Academy,’ she said diplomatically.

   Carson levelled his chin and stared at Singh for a few seconds before nodding curtly. ‘Aye.’ He shifted forward, pulled out a chair for Nida, and then sat in one himself.

   She really didn’t want to sit down. Right now, all she felt like doing was running the heck away. Suddenly the prospect of being stuck on Remus 12 wasn’t so appalling. Though that dust-caked planet was barren and devoid of life, at least that meant there was no Sharpe.

   ‘Nida,’ Carson gestured with his head towards her chair.

   Awkwardly, she sat.

   She didn’t dare stare at anyone. Instead she brought up her modified implant and started playing with it.

   Big mistake.

   ‘Don’t touch that. We still don’t know what it does,’ the Chief Medical Officer snapped. He was Irish, and his lilting accent was at odds with the fervor behind his words.

   Nida jumped, startling so badly, it was a surprise her heart didn’t spring right out of her chest and hide in the chair.

   ‘Where did you pick that up?’ the First Officer snapped.

   ‘Where the hell have you two been for the past few weeks? And don’t sprout some baloney about time travel,’ Sharpe snarled.

   The room erupted at once, every one hurling their questions at Nida and Carson like volleys from a cannon.

   She receded in her chair.

   This was worse, way worse than any serving Sharpe had given her in the past.

   ‘Hey,’ Carson snapped, punching to his feet as he slammed his hands on the table. The move was so strong, the wood rattled.

   It got people’s attention.

   Then the shouting began once more.

   ‘What were the Barbarians doing on Remus 12?’

   ‘What’s going on?’

   ‘Do you expect us to believe time travel is possible?’

   Carson tried to raise his voice above the cacophony, but even he was finding it hard to be heard.

   Nida had no chance.

   ‘We travelled back in time. I know it sounds insane, but you’ve got to believe us,’ Carson sounded desperate.

   No one listened.

   The tension in the room kept rising and rising, like smoke from a simmering fire ready to burst into full flame.

   ‘The Vex are coming, we need to prepare.’

   ‘Who the hell are the Vex?’

   ‘None of this makes any sense.’

   'This is insane,' Sharpe said as he rose to his feet. 'This makes no sense.'

   'Sharpe, please,' Carson tried, jumping to his own feet. 'We’re telling the truth.'

   'It's impossible. Do you actually expect us to believe—' Sharpe began as he locked his gaze on Nida.

   She had to do something. Something to prove what they were saying was true. Short of taking him back to Vex and forcing him to endure its timeline, there was only one thing she could think of.

   She lifted her hand, and the conference table lifted with her.

   It was a gentle move, only designed to get their attention.

   And get their attention it did.

   Every person at the table gasped and shifted back in surprise.

   'We're not lying,' she said softly. ‘And you need to listen,’ her voice was quiet, and yet carried. The emotion shaking through it was far subtler than the cacophonous shouts Sharpe and the others had offered.

   She kept the table a few centimeters in the air, and it was easy. She could have sent it slamming into the ceiling with the force of a gunshot, and that would have been easy too.

   That wasn’t the point.

   ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Harrington snapped from behind her.

   She knew his gun was raised and pointed right at her.

   It was a metaphor for this entire situation. Here they all were, standing at the barrel of a gun, just before the Vex would emerge to wipe out the Coalition, and they couldn’t listen long enough to hear.

   The stakes were higher than ever, and people couldn’t get passed their disbelief long enough to figure out whether her story was true.

   Well, time to show them.

   She kept the table in the air.

   Harrington didn’t shoot.

   Even if he had, the bullet wouldn’t have reached her.

   She felt Carson by her side, his body ramrod straight as he stared at her.

   Was he questioning her? Was he worried the entity was in control?

   It wasn’t.

   She stared across at Sharpe. ‘I think it was you who told us in one of our first classes that doubt must be proportional to risk. As a Coalition cadet, we’re meant to go out into the universe to face the unknown. We need to be equipped with an open mind tempered by reason. Well, is your mind open, Sharpe? You’ve done nothing but shout that this doesn’t make any sense. Well then, isn’t it incumbent upon you to investigate, not dismiss? What exactly do you think Carson and I have been doing? Where do you think we got this modified TI? Because we’ve travelled through time.’

   Sharpe looked dumbstruck, but he still opened his mouth to protest.

   She got there first. Pointing at the ceiling, the table rose several more centimeters. ‘Doubt needs to be proportional to risk, Sharpe, and we’re telling you an alien race known as the Vex are about to destroy the Coalition. You may not want to believe that, but believe this,’ she lifted the table a few more centimeters, keeping every glass of water on top perfectly steady as she did, ‘I’m possessed by an entity with the power to move any object, and with the power to infect the Academy’s computer banks and initiate the End Game Maneuver. It’s sentient, and it’s guilty. And it will do whatever it takes to fix its mistake. It’s currently being held back by this modified TI. But its damage has already been done. You may not believe time travel is possible, but you are dealing with something—the entity—that is an incalculable risk. So suspend your doubt. Do what we say. Prepare for an attack. If the worst that happens is no attack arises, you’ve lost nothing. If, however, you don’t prepare, and the Vex surge out of their timeline to take down the Coalition, you lose it all. Pick one,’ she let the table fall dramatically and sat back down.

   Harrington was likely ready to shoot her.

   She didn’t care.

   She’d made her point.

   It was time to see how people would react.

   She watched Sharpe in particular. He was looking at her with such pale, sallow cheeks, and such obvious consternation plucking across his crumpled brow, it was hard not to look his way.

   She’d give anything to know what he was thinking. In his eyes, no doubt she was still the worst recruit in 1000 years. The worst recruit who could lift a table half a meter into the air with nothing but her mind, that was.

   The Captain was the first to speak. She stood carefully, pressing her fingers into the table before her, the move a pronounced one, as if she was checking to see if the damn thing was real.

   After a long pause, she levelled her chin, narrowed her gaze, and stared at Nida. ‘Such a display was unnecessary, though . . . convincing.’

   Her first officer went to speak, as did Sharpe, but Captain Singh raised a hand quickly and with such a note of authority, only the most mutinous of officers would have ignored her.

   She stood there and focused all her attention on Nida. Again it felt like having a sun stare at her, a sun that was barely five meters from her and getting hotter by the minute.

   Nida didn’t cower back. She clutched hold of her courage and furled it around her shoulders like a cloak. She’d fought the Vex, she kept repeating to herself, she could do this.

   If she didn’t, she’d have to fight the Vex once more, wouldn’t she? The cost of ignoring her warning would lead to the same scenario she’d faced in the future: the Coalition lying in tatters, with more than half the fleet buried in the floating graveyard that was Remus 12’s orbit.

   Except this time, it would be slightly different: she’d be here and so would Carson. They’d fight, side-by-side to do what it would take. Even if Nida had to rely on the entity and its power, she’d stop the Vex from destroying her home.

   At that thought, she felt an itch cross her wrist. She knew what it was: a shadow of the entity. Though the modified telekinetic implant was keeping it at bay, she was still aware of its dull presence. Now, as she threatened to stop the Vex, the entity was stronger than usual. It felt like a powerful wave crashing against a levy. For now the levy would hold, but she knew she had to remain on guard.

   She also knew she had to be quick. Time was not a luxury she could afford.

   So as the Captain levelled her gaze at Nida, Nida did the same to the Captain. She didn’t shrink away nor push back into her chair—Cadet Nida Harper stood up for herself.

   Singh gave a harsh, frustrated breath that echoed through the large room. It was clear the Captain didn’t know what to do.

   ‘Nida is right,’ Carson interrupted as he turned to stare directly at Singh. ‘The cost of believing us and preparing for an attack if one doesn’t come is worth it. The cost of ignoring us, will come at your own peril. Just think. Nida showed you what the entity can do when it’s controlled. I’ve seen what it does when it’s not,’ his voice, once strong, became hollow.

   She turned to look up at him. His body was stiff, his shoulders hunched in as he let his hands drop loosely in his lap.

   ‘You do not need to warn us about what the entity is capable of. The Coalition is very aware of what it can do.’

   ‘But do you know what it's prepared to do?’ Nida interrupted. She swallowed as she continued, ‘trust me, I am. It’s willing to go to any lengths to repair the damage it’s done. It doesn’t care who gets in its way, it doesn’t care what it has to destroy. All that matters is fixing the Vex timeline.’ As she spoke, she felt its emotion. All that shame and guilt, it came upon her, rising up from her belly like a cloud of smoke. If she let it, it would choke her.

   Instead she hooked a hand over her shoulder and simply breathed. She took courage in Carson’s presence too. Seriously, without him, she’d be floundering. She was more than grateful not to be alone in this. And that her company was freaking Carson Blake, well that was beyond words.

   Somehow, despite what she’d been through, she was still the luckiest girl in the Coalition.

   ‘We are taking top priority routes back to the Academy. This ship is equipped with experimental propulsion drives. We will arrive soon. The decision of what to do with this . . . news, will be taken by the Academy Council.’

   Nida glanced at Carson.

   He shot her a look too.

   Did they have this much time to waste?

   Did they seriously appreciate what they were up against?

   Just as the pressure began to build within Nida, Carson did something surprising: he leaned over and covered her hand with his own. Right in front of everyone else, including Sharpe.

   ‘It’ll be fine,’ he promised, squeezing her hand.

   She let herself believe him.

   For now.

    

   





Chapter 10

   Carson Blake

   Facing off against Singh and her senior staff, Sharpe included, had been hell.

   No one was ready to listen. This tale was too wild, too ludicrous. Heck, if he was being honest with himself, he’d admit that in their position, he’d do the same.

   Of course you didn’t drop everything to believe a random cadet’s tale that she’d travelled forward in time to witness the destruction of the Coalition.

   A more likely explanation for Nida’s tale was the entity was having some insidious effect on her memory.

   But what about him? He was Lieutenant Carson Blake, head of the Force, and apparently one of the Academy’s most promising graduates.

   He thought he held more currency than that. Apparently he didn’t.

   Or at least not with Singh.

   When they made it back to the Academy, he’d beg Admiral Forest to listen.

   He was currently in his room, pacing back and forth before the large, picturesque porthole that gave a prominent view of space flitting past beyond.

   He’d taken his armor off, even his shoes. In bare feet, he walked back and forth, his toes sinking into the soft, thick pile of the carpet.

   Though he could see his bed opposite, the covers and pillow practically beckoning him forward, he couldn’t sleep.

   Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the graveyard on and around Remus 12. All those Coalition vessels blown apart by the Vex’s surprise attack . . . It would take an age to wipe it from his memory.

   Clamping a sweaty hand over his mouth, he stared at the view without pausing to actually see it.

   His mind ran riot, assessing every possible plan it could.

   He’d already decided if Admiral Forest didn’t believe him, he’d take matters into his own hands. He’d spring Nida from Harrington’s clutches, and they’d steal a ship if they had to. With the entity, they may just have a chance.

   A slim one.

   He winced. Of course he did. He knew what they were up against—he'd fought the goddamn Vex before. He also knew how desperate and cold they were. They would take any advantage given, exploit any opportunity they could.

   The only way to fight them, would be to do so with the Coalition. They would be no match if they had to do this alone . . . .

   Carson winced for about the fiftieth time, pushing his hand so far against his mouth, he soon tasted blood.

   He didn’t let up until the intercom to his room buzzed.

   It surprised him, and he jumped badly, before settling his heart, marching over to the doors, and opening them.

   He expected to see Singh or Sharpe, or even the Chief Medical Officer here to question him more about Nida and her strange modified TI.

   He was wrong.

   It was Nida, with Harrington and a small security detachment right behind her.

   He blinked back his surprise, and practically twitched as he waved her in.

   Harrington marched in before she could, jostling into her shoulder as he scanned Carson’s room before coming to a stop somewhere in the middle, one palm lying flat over the gun in his holster.

   Carson watched the man. Every move. From the tension playing across his jaw, to the steely look in his gaze.

   Harrington didn’t trust Nida, and as the guy shot Carson a warning look, it was clear that distrust extended to him too.

   After an awkward moment, Nida shuffled into the room, barely looking at him as she rubbed her shoulder.

   Carson dearly wanted to rush over to her, and pull her into the world’s strongest embrace. They’d been apart too long. This crazy adventure had thrust them together, but now it seemed determined to keep them separate, and it was doing his head in.

   He had to get her alone. There was so much to discuss. He also needed to assure her everything would be okay. Even if the Coalition didn’t believe them, he had no intention of giving up. And hey, considering they’d managed to defeat the entity multiple times before, maybe they could do it again.

   They were a great team. She brought out his best qualities, always giving him the strength and will to continue, despite the odds.

   Though he burned to tell her this, he couldn’t. Not with Harrington and half a security detachment watching his every move.

   ‘Stop wasting our time,’ Harrington suddenly snapped. ‘Say what you have to, so we can head back to the brig.’

   Carson grit his teeth. In fact, he chomped on them so hard it was a surprise he didn’t bite right through his own jaw. ‘You want to stop pushing her?’ he shifted his head slowly to shoot Harrington a cold, warning glare.

   Harrington didn’t budge.

   ‘It’s okay,’ Nida actually put her hands up, taking the tiniest step towards Carson.

   She had a pleading expression on her face. A complex one. Right now, she was likely going through hell. No one believed her. Worse, in fact, she was being treated like a prisoner. There’d be no one to turn to, no friendly face, except for him. But with Harrington breathing down his neck, Carson could hardly show Nida the compassion she deserved.

   Or could he?

   Okay, he probably shouldn’t pull her into a passionate kiss, but screw it, he wasn’t going to stand here and let Harrington intimidate him.

   So he held out a hand to her. He didn’t know why. It wasn’t like he had anywhere to take her. They were stuck on this ship together.

   Still, the move was instinctual.

   The Carson from a few months ago would never have done it. The Carson from a few months ago would not have fraternized with a cadet, at least not in front of a superior.

   Right now, it didn’t matter. The rulebook had been thrown out the window the moment they travelled through time. From that point on, they’d been forced to rely on each other.

   So yeah, he was going to hold a hand out to her, if only to remind her she wasn’t alone.

   Though she looked unsure at first, as he continued to hold his hand aloft, she took it.

   Her hand was warm against his, the barest of trembles crossing through her fingers and palm.

   He wrapped his fingers around her own, not caring that Harrington shot him a questioning look and cleared his throat.

   ‘You alright?’ Carson asked her.

   She paused in silence as she stared at the ground by his feet. She looked lost in thought as her eyes swung back and forth.

   ‘Nida?’

   ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just wanted to see you,’ she managed.

   Harrington grumbled. It was loud, and made Nida jump. ‘I thought you said you had something important to tell him,’ he gestured towards Carson. ‘Are you wasting our time?’

   ‘Hey,’ Carson dropped Nida’s hand reluctantly as he turned his full attention on Harrington.

   The guy was big, loud, and sure of himself. He was probably a great security officer. But right now, he was getting on Carson’s nerves.

   The whole Coalition was.

   ‘We’re heading back to the brig,’ Harrington flicked his hand towards the door, ‘now that you two have held hands—’

   Rather than turn pink and feel ashamed at his public display of affection, Carson simply shook his head. ‘You want to stop?’

   Harrington raised an eyebrow. It was a slow move, deliberately designed to be intimidating. The guy also flicked the tip of his nose with one curled up knuckle. ‘What is that, Lieutenant?’

   ‘Commander Harrington, we both know the Captain has ordered you to watch Cadet Harper, not abuse her. Now I don’t really care if you don’t believe us, you’re going to afford her the respect she deserves.’

   Harrington snorted dismissively.

   Carson didn’t let up. ‘She hasn’t been charged with anything, she isn’t your prisoner. And even if she was, you’re a goddamn commander in the Coalition. You should be above belittling people.’

   ‘Don’t you tell me my job, Blake.’

   ‘If you don’t want to be reminded, stop acting like a scared idiot.’

   ‘Excuse me? I’ll report you for that.’

   ‘Go ahead. I’ll report you for threatening your charge. The Captain told you to watch her, not shove her through doorways and constantly put her down. I’ve done the same damn course you have, Harrington, and I know a security officer is at their worst when they treat those under their care as less than them.’

   Before Harrington could react, Nida stepped between them. ‘Okay,’ she kept her hands up, ‘that's enough. Carson,' she looked at him, and though at first the move had been strong and filled with defiance, he watched her shoulders drop, 'I just . . . it doesn't matter. They said we'll reach Earth soon, and I wanted to convene to discuss,' she flicked her eyes towards Harrington warily, 'our story.'

   Harrington considered her coldly. 'Tale, you mean.'

   Carson wanted more than anything to punch the guy, but settled for drawing his hand into a fist instead.

   Nida looked at him and shook her head pointedly. 'Whatever you want to do, I'll help—'

   'Is that a threat?' Harrington snapped.

   Before Carson could shout at the guy, or just plain attack him, Nida whirled on her foot and placed her hands on her hips. 'No, Harrington, it is not a threat. Nothing I have done so far has been threatening. Carson is correct: the Captain told you to watch me, not berate me. While you can't follow orders, I can. I'm here to tell the Lieutenant here that when we reach Earth, I'll defer to his judgment,' she raised a hand sharply, 'before you snap that's a threat, it isn't. Neither Carson nor I have attacked you. We simply want to get our story across. Now, how about you walk me back to the brig before you blow that vein in your head or have a stroke?'

   Carson was dumbstruck.

   Not as flabbergasted as Harrington though. He looked ready to flay the cadet alive. Instead he grumbled to the security team and marched towards the door.

   For a brief moment, Carson made eye contact with Nida. He wanted to shoot her a smile, but settled with crumpling his lips in and half shaking his head. 'Way to go,' he mouthed.

   She quickly looked mortified at what she'd done—it would have been the first time she'd bad mouthed a superior—but soon turned on her foot to leave.

   He seriously didn't want to see her go, but there was nothing he could do.

   Not until he reached Earth.

   There, he'd do everything he could to make them believe.

   Watching her leave under guard gave him the resolve he needed to stiffen his back and tell himself this wasn't over.

   He was going to do what it took to save the Coalition and get Nida back.

   Whatever it took . . . .

    

   





Chapter 11

   Carson Blake

   He was standing with Captain Singh and Admiral Forest.

   He was ready to move every mountain, drain every sea, and go to any lengths to get them to believe him.

   Once the Orion had arrived at Earth, he’d headed down to the Academy at once.

   Though there were plenty of people who wanted to see him, he had to do this.

   He’d practically fought his way into the Admiral’s office.

   Now he was before her, pleading.

   ‘Admiral, please, you’ve got to believe me,’ Carson began, the emotion pounding through his heart as his words shook from his mouth.

   ‘Time travel is impossible,’ Singh said.

   The Admiral simply raised a hand.

   Though he wanted to press his point, he hesitated. There was a strange quality behind the Admiral’s gaze. Though it was as authoritative as always, he could sense a hint of hesitation.

   She looked . . . surprised. Deeply, powerfully surprised. While she was doing a good job of hiding it, she couldn’t smooth the crinkle at the edge of her lips, nor the stiff look to the skin beneath her eyes.

   ‘What is it?’ he asked perceptively.

   She looked up at him. For a long time she didn’t answer. In fact, ever since he’d muscled his way into her office, she’d been strangely silent.

   Everyone else he’d met was quick to decry his outlandish tale. Admiral Forest looked . . . scared. ‘You need to come with me,’ she finally blurted, ‘there’s something I have to show you.’

   ‘Admiral?’ he looked at her from underneath his eyebrows. ‘What is it?’

   She looked pressured. Her neck was stiff and rigid against her collar, the muscles taut and hard. Instead of answering, she turned hard on her heel, her boot squeaking, and waved them on.

   Carson’s stomach kicked with nerves. What was the Admiral about to show them? What could have her this scared at a time like this?

   It better not be another problem, he thought bitterly. With the Vex’s attack immanent, he couldn’t bear anything else screwing up now. This was not a good time for the Coalition to be stretched thin. If they had any hope of fighting the Vex, they had to have a unified front.

   Forest led them deep into the heart of the Command building. Though Carson had walked these halls many times before, never had he felt such an air of immediacy. From the hurrying steps of people walking by, to Forest’s grim expression, it felt as if something was quickening.

   Maybe Forest had taken his warning to heart? Could the Coalition now be preparing for the Vex’s immanent attack?

   He wouldn’t have long to find out.

   Forest led them into a room he recognized as where the Admiral handed out her most pressing and secret of missions. As the head of the Force, he’d been in there multiple times.

   Now, as Forest walked in through the parting doors, his eyes narrowed in interest. The large table in the middle was piled high with datapads, interactive holomaps, and artefacts in stasis boxes.

   There were a few other scientists and officers in the room, all working in frantic silence.

   As Forest walked in, she motioned at them to leave.

   The skin on the back of Carson’s neck prickled with a cold sweat.

   Everyone else walked in single file out of the room, until it was just the three of them.

   It took the Admiral a while to say anything, let alone move. For too long she stared at the ground directly below her, brow furrowed as her eyebrows met in the middle.

   She looked up and right at him. ‘Didn’t you ever question why we sent you to Remus 12 in the first place?’

   Of all the things she could have said, this had the most effect on him. A punch of adrenaline shot through him as he snapped his back straight and stared at her. ‘. . 

   . What?’

   Of course he’d questioned why the Coalition had organized his first mission to Remus 12.

   . . . .

   Could they know something about the Vex?

   Before he could question, Forest motioned him towards the table.

   Though Singh still looked doubtful, she followed in silence, crossing one arm over her middle as she propped her arm on it and rested her chin in her hand. ‘What is this?’ her gaze darted over the artefacts locked in their containment boxes.

   They were books, tablets, and old alien devices Carson didn’t immediately recognize.

   ‘It’s a history, of sorts,’ Forest replied.

   ‘What culture does it pertain to?’ Singh questioned as she tucked her hands behind her back and peered over at the nearest artefact.

   ‘Many.’

   ‘What period in history?’ Singh turned her attention to another box.

   ‘Many.’

   Carson watched the Admiral out of the corner of his eye.

   What the hell was going on here?

   ‘Admiral?’ he questioned quietly.

   Though it was clear she was showing them something important, unless it had to do with the Vex, he didn’t care right now.

   He already had a priority.

   ‘Admiral Forest, what’s going on here?’ he prompted her once more.

   ‘We sent you to Remus 12, Carson, because we wanted to find out if the legends were true,’ the Admiral swallowed.

   Carson froze.

   ‘In records going back for tens of thousands of years, there’s a story about Remus 12.’

   ‘What are you talking about?’ Singh turned to face her.

   Admiral Forest pressed a hand into her face. ‘We weren’t up front with why we sent you to Remus 12, Carson, because we didn’t see the point. We were investigating nothing but a myth . . . .’

   The Admiral wasn’t making any sense. The more she spoke, the more his back itched with the need to know whatever she did. ‘Admiral, what about Remus 12? What legend are you talking about?’

   She pulled the hand from her face, lifted her gaze, and stared at him. ‘Every five thousand years something comes out of that planet and destroys the most developed race within its reach,’ she said blankly.

   Carson’s stomach twisted into a knot so tight it would take a saw to cut it loose.

   ‘We would have dismissed it as nothing but a story, if the same damn story wasn’t repeated so often. At least ten distinct alien races have a reference to Remus 12, 

   All repeating the same tale: some technologically advanced race appearing for a single day, only to wipe out and pillage whatever it can, before disappearing completely. We analyzed those legends from across various races, and calculated that another five-thousand-year cycle was imminent.’

   ‘You knew about this?’ he spoke through a mouth so dry it reminded him of the dusty wasteland of Remus 12.

   ‘No, we didn’t know anything. All we had was a galactic legend. That’s why we sent the Force to investigate. Need I remind you, Carson, you found nothing on the planet. Nothing.’

   ‘Except for the entity.’

   The Admiral withdrew into silence.

   ‘If you suspected something was wrong with Remus 12, you should have told me. You should have prepared me. You should have sent more ships to investigate. And why leave it until now? It sounds like you’ve known about these legends for years, if not decades. Why wait until now?’

   The Admiral raised an eyebrow at his tone, but didn’t reprimand him. Instead she closed her eyes for a brief moment before continuing, ‘the answer to all your questions is that none of it made sense. A race that appears for one day every five-thousand years to wipe out any one it can get its hands on? Every scan we’ve ever done of Remus 12 proved it was nothing more than a barren wasteland. We only sent you down there to double check.’

   Carson crossed his arms. He didn’t know what to say. All he knew was how angry he felt.

   The Coalition had known something was wrong with Remus 12 all this time. Yes, he appreciated Forest’s point: the legends sounded impossible, and all evidence pointed to Remus 12 as being dead.

   That wasn’t the point. The point was, this could have been prevented.

   Someone like Cadet Nida Harper should never have been jeopardized. She hadn’t signed up for this. If he’d known the real reason behind the Force’s mission to Remus 12, he would have ensured all non-essential personnel were left behind.

   Guilt assailed him. Guilt and anger.

   They were almost enough to prevent him from realizing one very important point: Admiral Forest believed him.

   He didn’t have to fight to force the Coalition to see the truth of this story; the Admiral already saw it.

   Still, he was angry. Angry at the Admiral, angry at the Coalition, and more than anything, angry at himself.

   The Admiral could see it, and she crossed her arms before her, watching him quietly for a few moments. ‘No one saw this coming,’ she said simply.

   He had to stop himself from snorting. Ten legacies of over ten alien cultures obliterated by the Vex had left warnings. Warnings the Coalition had seen but ignored.

   Admiral Forest couldn’t pretend no one had seen this coming; no one had believed it, and that was entirely different.

   ‘Blake, pull yourself in,’ Singh suddenly snapped. She used her characteristic no-nonsense tone, and it immediately got his attention.

   ‘What?’ he asked.

   ‘You’ve been busting a gut to try to make anyone and everyone believe your story. The Admiral believes it. Now swallow your anger, and tell us how to fight the Vex.’

   It was such a rapid change of attitude for Singh. Or maybe it wasn’t—her attitude was still the same, her beliefs had just changed.

   She was still as forthright and pragmatic as usual, she’d simply changed the focus of her attention.

   She also had a point.

   ‘Admiral, are we sure about the evidence,’ Singh nodded towards the containment boxes on the table.

   Forest nodded somberly. ‘Yes. I can also confirm Carson knew nothing of the real reason we sent his team to Remus 12. His story corroborates what the legends say. So 

   It seems . . . .’

   ‘We’re about to face the fight of our lives,’ Singh summed up succinctly.

   Carson blinked.

   He had to. A lot had changed in a short period of time. He’d met with the Admiral barely fifteen minutes ago to beg her to give him and his story a chance. Now she believed him. More than that, now she fixed him with a pleading look as she shook her head gently.

   ‘Singh is right. Swallow your discontent, Lieutenant, though you have every right to be angry. Save it for later. If the Vex really are coming, we need to know what you do. Tell us how to fight them. Tell us their weaknesses.’

   Both Forest and Singh turned to stare at him.

   He usually didn’t baulk under pressure, but he felt his heartbeat double in his chest. It pounded so hard, he swore it vibrated up his neck and into his locked jaw.

   If he’d thought getting the Coalition to believe him would be the hard part, he’d been kidding himself.

   Facing the Vex would be the hardest thing he’d ever do.

   Unless . . . there was some other way?

   ‘We need you to brief us fully. I’ve already called an emergency meeting with Command. It’s on in ten, Carson. I want you there. And I want Nida there too. Got it?’

   The Admiral had called Harper by her first name. It was such a strange detail to note at a time like this, but it stuck in his head.

   The Admiral only called cadets and officers by their first names if they’d made an impression on her. If they’d risen through the ranks to make a difference with the Coalition.

   Nida had done that and more.

   Carson pressed his lips together in a bare smile and nodded. ‘I’ll be there.’

   With that, the Admiral saluted.

   With a stiff hand, he returned the move.

   Then he turned on his foot and left.

   The hardest part of his mission was soon to begin.

   First, however, he wanted to see her.

   





Chapter 12

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She was on her own, and it was nice. After they’d arrived on Earth, she’d been moved to the medical bay. In fact, she was in a room she remembered; the same place she’d been taken after the entity had practically killed her outside the E Club.

   It was weird, to say the least.

   Though there was a bank of whirring, humming machinery on one side of the room, there was no great force field holding her in place.

   Maybe the doctors had realized it wouldn’t do anything but leach the Coalition’s power.

   If she wanted to, she could command the entity to rip through any force field, crumple any machine, and rebuff any attack.

   Sure, she’d get tired, but she fancied she had more than enough energy to make it out of here if she needed to.

   Sighing, Nida sat back down on her bed.

   She was trying to think through what she had to do. A good cadet came up with a viable strategy for every conceivable alternative. She should be taking the time now to figure out a plan to force the Coalition to believe her. Or, if that didn’t work, to break out and stop the Vex herself.

   Instead, all she could do was stare at her left hand. The light blue glow around her palm and fingers held her transfixed.

   The entity was still held back by the modified TI, but the shadow of its presence was growing stronger. It wasn’t about to fight her again for control of her body, she was simply becoming steadily more aware of it.

   Especially its desperation.

   It sang through her mind with every passing second, forcing her hands to stiffen as she propped her arms by her sides.

   ‘Stop it,’ she told herself in a soft tone that couldn’t carry. Not, of course, that there was anyone to hear her.

   The room was empty.

   No one wanted to be around her. They were all terrified of her, with good reason: the entity was capable of terrifying things.

   Feeling glum, she brought her knees up and hugged them to her chest.

   God, she wished Carson were here. He could lift her mood, he could make her believe that somehow she’d get through this.

   Though she wasn’t always lucky, suddenly, she got her wish.

   She looked up to see the doors across the far side of the room swish open.

   Though she had to squint, in a heartbeat she recognized him.

   It was completely uncalled for, but she flung herself off her bed and sprinted for him.

   Then, just before she reached him, she pulled back, realizing how stupid she was being.

   Wincing, she clutched her hands awkwardly before her. ‘Ah, sorry, I . . . ah I’m . . . .’

   Carson slowly smiled. Though his face was hooded with fatigue and stress, as his lips curled up, his mood lightened. For those few seconds, it appeared as if the weight of the galaxy was lifted from his armor-assisted shoulders.

   She’d stopped a couple of meters away from him, when she’d realized how dumb it was to fling herself into his arms.

   Well, now he sprinted across that remaining distance, and all but barreled into her, his arms wrapping firmly and quickly around her back.

   He was alone. Harrington and his surly security team hadn’t followed Carson into the room.

   It was just the two of them.

   So she cried.

   It happened all at once.

   The stress of being locked up in this room, of being treated like a dangerous criminal, it all poured out of her.

   If Carson was surprised or disgusted at her pathetic turn, he didn’t show it. He weighed his hand into the back of her head, supporting her as he leaned closer.

   She could smell him, feel him all around her.

   It locked out the cold, clinical room beyond.

   Soon her sobbing puttered to a stop, and she gave the softest of laughs. ‘Sorry,’ she hiccupped.

   ‘It’s okay. It’s all okay—they believe us.’

   She stiffened, every muscle locking into place as surprise blasted through her. ‘What?’

   ‘Nida, they believe us. They know about the Vex. They’re going to prepare. Admiral Forest has organized a briefing. It’s in twenty minutes. I’m here to take you to the briefing too.’

   She pulled back from him, though she didn’t want to. She had to see his expression. Was he lying?

   He stared down at her with a small smile pressing into his teeth.

   She waited for him to laugh, or make any indication he’d been lying. When he didn’t, she actually yelped, pressing her fingers into her lips.

   This drew a full-bellied laugh from Carson.

   ‘They believe us,’ he repeated once more. She could see the relief washing down his face. He looked, quite rightly, as if the weight of the world, or the Coalition, rather, had been taken off his shoulders.

   He stepped in and anchored his hands against her shoulders, staring into her eyes as he did. ‘We’ll tell them what we know, we’ll do what we have to, and then it’ll all be over.’

   He spoke with such certainty, that she was almost carried away by it.

   Almost.

   The entity, held back by the modified TI, became stronger in that moment. So strong, in fact, she swore she could hear it screaming.

   It would lose its chance to fix its mistake. To absolve itself.

   She tried to smile, but the move was so stiff, it was a surprise her lips didn’t crack.

   Carson’s brow twitched with concerned confusion. ‘What is it?’

   She didn’t speak. She simply tried to smile harder.

   This was the right thing to do—stopping the entity from ever manipulating the Vex timeline again, and preventing it from destroying any other races in its desperate attempt to help the Vex.

    . . . .

   It was the right thing to do. No, it was the only thing to do. She had witnessed first-hand what the Vex would do to the Coalition. She knew, with every fiber of her being, she had to prevent that atrocious history from manifesting.

   So why did she feel so . . . guilty? Was it just the entity? Was she picking up on its shame and remorse?

   Or was it more than that?

   Was she scared that maybe there was more she could do to help it? To somehow heal Vex’s timeline? To save the Coalition, without condemning the Vex.

   Maybe Carson knew what she was thinking, because his brow now crumpled completely over his eyes. The smile slipped from his face, to be replaced with a thin-lipped frown. ‘Nida, there’s no other way,’ he spoke softly, his voice mirroring the sweet touch of his fingers pressing into her shoulders.

   Yes, she knew that.

   But it didn’t matter.

   She couldn’t push back the guilt.

   Unable to keep faking her smile, she took a small step backwards, breaking his grip. Staring at the floor by his feet, it took too long to muster the courage to look at him.

   ‘Hey,’ he said quickly, ‘we are doing the right thing. We’ve seen what that monster does in the future. The entity started this. All of this. It infected you, it took us back to Vex, and now it wants to sacrifice everyone we care about, too. We can’t let it. It can’t fix Vex’s timeline—it broke it, and it’s been making everyone else pay since.’

   Carson spoke so quickly, his words streamed out like gunfire.

   Yet, they still glanced off her.

   Even his passion couldn’t touch her heart right now. In fact, she brought up a hand and pressed her fingers hard into her breastbone.

   Carson watched in alarmed interest. ‘You can’t feel the entity again, right?’

   She shook her head, swallowing hard. ‘It’s . . .’ she couldn’t speak. She could barely formulate her thoughts, let alone share them.

   ‘Hey,’ he ducked his head down until he was staring directly into her eyes, ‘you don’t need to feel guilty. You’ve done all you can. Nida, none of this is your fault.’

   His words grabbed her and held her to the spot. She felt them like hooks locking into her stomach, chest, and arms. With a trembling top lip, she started to shake her head. ‘I am guilty. I could have done more. I should never have touched that statue . . . . And the entity . . . I . . . .’

   ‘Nida,’ Carson spoke loudly, his voice echoing through her cavernous room. ‘Stop blaming yourself; that’s the entity speaking,’ he said, a serious expression shadowing his face. ‘Don’t give into it,’ he warned once more, picking up her hands and lacing his fingers through them. 

   She tried to listen, she honestly tried to be convinced by his words. It was impossible. No matter what he said and no matter how hard she tried to reason through her guilt, it remained.

   The entity would not let her forget. It whispered, hissed, and screamed in her ear. If she did nothing to help the Vex, she condemned them.

   The entity’s guilt would transfer to her.

   Perhaps Carson reasoned he couldn’t get through to her yet, as he sighed deeply, his uniformed chest punching out an inch. ‘Look, I’ll be here,’ he whispered simply.

   She stared at him, lost for words as her thoughts tumbled like an avalanche through her mind.

   ‘But we’ve got to go now,’ he managed as he half turned towards the door, letting a powerful blast of air through his locked teeth as he did.

   Silently, she followed.

   She wanted to reach out to him and tell him she was fine.

   She couldn’t.

   She wasn’t.

   The more this situation continued, the more she questioned.

   Was there something she could do to save the Vex?

   Should she try?

    

   





Chapter 13

   Carson Blake

   He could see the guilt was eating her, and it was killing him. Her usual cheerful resilience was gone to be replaced by a heavy, somber silence.

   She still walked with him, though, as he led her up, out of the medical bay and towards the Command building.

   Thank god Harrington wasn’t here to bully and cajole her—Admiral Forest trusted Carson to deliver Nida to the meeting without incident.

   In fact, Carson had been the one to convince the Admiral that Nida was no threat. The modified TI could hold the entity at bay.

   Now he wasn’t so sure. As she walked silently beside him, he occasionally stole a glance at her face and body.

   Her movements were stiff, her hands locked firmly in front of her as she directed her head to the ground.

   Maybe she didn’t want to face any of the gawkers that stared at her as she passed. Maybe she was tired and stressed out.

   Or maybe . . . the entity was back. Perhaps a fraction of its insidious control filtered past the TI, and now poisoned her mind.

   He felt itchy as he walked. Discomfort rose through him steadily, making his limbs heavy and hot.

   Scratching at the skin under his collar, he searched for something to say.

   He wanted to pull her out of her funk, wanted to reassure her it would all be okay in the end.

   She wouldn’t look at him though. In fact, there was such a detached edge to her gaze as she seemingly stared at her feet, he wondered whether she was seeing anything at all. Her mind was clearly miles away. Or light years, perhaps. Her thoughts were no doubt focused on Remus 12 and the woeful destiny of the Vex.

   Carson sighed. It was heavy, it was hard, and it felt like moving a ton of brick as he shoved his chest forward and back.

   It was all he could do right now. Just when he’d thought this situation was becoming controllable, it wriggled out of his grip.

   Nida looked up. ‘You’re tired,’ she said as her eyes slowly focused on him.

   He pressed his lips together, one side kinking up as he shrugged. ‘I thought you were in another world there,’ he remarked. ‘Or on another world,’ he added softly under his breath.

   It took a while for her to respond, and it was clear she had to pull her attention off whatever was bothering her. Giving a sigh of her own, she hooked her loose hair behind her ears. ‘I just . . . .’

   He stared at her, hopeful she was ready to open up.

   ‘What if there’s another way?’ she ground to a halt, stopping so suddenly he had to put his arms out to balance, lest he stumble into her.

   ‘What?’

   ‘The Vex . . . I can’t help thinking that when we do this—remove the entity from their timeline forever—we’ll be condemning them.’

   He had to tread carefully. He wanted to remind her the Vex destroyed the Coalition in the future, and were a cold-hearted race, but he stifled his words.

   Reminding her what was at stake wouldn’t help her; she already knew what the Vex were capable of. No, what Nida needed was support.

   ‘Hey,’ he lowered his voice, glancing over her shoulder to ensure their conversation remained out of ear-shot of the officers and scientists passing through the corridor, ‘I know this is difficult. But you’ve got to trust the Coalition, you’ve got to trust me,’ he added passionately, even clamping a hand to his chest. ‘We’ll find a way to make this right. Our first priority has to be to ensure the Coalition is safe. We must repel the Vex’s attack. That doesn’t mean we’re going to completely abandon them, though. Once the immediate threat is over, the Coalition will look into their situation. Remus 12 and its broken timeline will be studied. I can’t promise you we’ll find a way to save them tomorrow, or even a year from now. But eventually, given enough time, we’ll figure out how to fix what the entity broke.’

   Initially she looked unconvinced, her round lips pulled in until only a thin line of pinkish-red remained visible. Yet as he spoke, and his tone spiked with emotion, she shifted. Staring up, not blinking once, she managed, ‘. . . really? We won’t abandon the Vex?’

   ‘Really,’ he nodded firmly, resisting the urge to hold her shoulders and pull her in. They were smack bang in the middle of the Command building. While he’d revealed his relationship with Nida in front of Harrington, kissing her here would be different.

   If Forest saw, Carson would get more than an ear bashing. This was a critically serious time for the Coalition—the head of the Force didn’t have time to hang around and pash cadets in corridors.

   Still, the idea kinked his top lip, and he watched as she loosened up. He could see her neck muscles untangle as her shoulders deflated. The frozen, terrified look in her eyes slowly drifted away too. With a sigh, she blinked her eyes closed. ‘I know I shouldn’t feel sorry for it, but I do.’

   He didn’t need to ask who she was referring to.

   The entity. That cursed being wrapped around her soul.

   How she felt sympathy for it, he couldn’t begin to imagine. It had manipulated her from the beginning.

   He pressed his lips firmly into his teeth and didn’t say anything.

   ‘I still do though,’ she opened her eyes, one at a time, ‘I’m not absolving it of all the terrible things it’s done. I just . . . can’t get past how guilty it feels. How desperate it is to fix this,’ as she said the word fix, he swore her tone changed.

   It stretched somehow.

   His back chilled, a cold sweat darting up his skin and making him shiver.

   She didn’t suddenly glow blue and start trashing the place. Instead she took another deep breath and smiled awkwardly. ‘Sorry you have to keep putting up with me. I’m okay now. We should head to the meeting, right?’

   He didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he took the time to stare right at her, hoping to capture her attention completely. ‘Nida, don’t apologize. You’ve been on the front line of this whole fiasco. I can’t imagine what you’ve put up with having the entity inside you. Don’t apologize,’ he said flatly.

   Before she could respond, he heard someone clear their throat from behind.

   He stiffened immediately.

   Turning, he knew it was the Admiral before her tense, irritated expression came into view. ‘We’re waiting,’ she said simply.

   Admiral Forest didn’t hesitate—she whirled on her foot, pointing towards the end of the corridor as she did.

   If Carson had resisted the urge to hold Nida’s shoulders before, it was almost impossible to stifle the desire now.

   This would undoubtedly be her first briefing in front of the Academy Board. While she’d come a long way since this journey began, he’d seen how Sharpe still rattled her.

   Nida had a history of getting in trouble, so it stood to reason this would scare her. Heck, it rattled him, and he’d been before the Board countless times.

   While he couldn’t pluck up her hand and squeeze it tenderly, he could at least walk closer to her. Shifting slightly he angled her way, catching her expression just long enough to smile reassuringly.

   ‘We don’t have time to waste,’ the Admiral announced as she marched through the great silver doors before them. With a barely audible hiss, they parted, and she strode quickly into the room.

   The boardroom was enormous. It was at least 20 meters squared. Situated at the edge of the building, one side was a seamless, curved bank of windows that provided an astounding view of the bay beyond. There was a large, mahogany table in the middle of the room, easily bigger than a small recon vessel. Dotted in the wood were low-profile, sleek metal bands that provided users with interactive holo displays, and instant access to the full force of the Academy data banks.

   The table and the room, however, were not nearly as impressive as the assembled crowd.

   The Academy Board was made up of the heads of each discipline, from medicine to engineering, including the active Coalition Admirals that presided over the training of new recruits.

   Suffice to say, every uniform was impeccable, every brass button sparkled, and every expression was grim.

   The tone was so grave, Carson’s first instinct was to duck out and run away.

   He stood his ground, and luckily, so did Nida.

   It was harder for her, though. The moment she walked in, all attention zeroed in on her like self-targeting missiles from a Coalition heavy cruiser.

   She gulped. She also clutched her left hand so tightly, it was a wonder she didn’t snap the bones.

   Admiral Forest paused for a fraction of a second, shot him a look, shook her head, then waved him forward.

   Pointing to a chair, she told him to ‘sit,’ tersely.

   Though her tone was the kind you used on a dog, not a man, he obeyed.

   When Nida went to sit beside him, Forest shook her head. ‘No, stand.’

   Before Carson could bristle, snap to his feet, and come to Nida’s aid, Forest explained, ‘you won’t be staying long, Cadet. Though you have been through . . . some extraordinary experiences beyond the remit of an ordinary cadet, you are still not an officer. Even under these extreme circumstances, a cadet cannot attend an Academy Board meeting.’

   Though at first Nida looked surprised, she shrugged her shoulders and nodded. Then, quite possibly remembering the Admiral was an Admiral, and Nida really was still just a cadet, she snapped a hasty salute.

   Her salute, as always, was faultless. He used to think that was the only thing she could get right, he now knew otherwise.

   The Admiral returned the salute, then walked over to the table, grabbed a datapad, and handed it to Nida. ‘Lieutenant Blake has already provided his briefing on your . . .’ the Admiral searched for her words, ‘impromptu mission. Read this report, and tell us if there’s anything he left out.’

   The Admiral crossed her arms and waited.

   Nida fumbled with the datapad. From her clumsy movements, it was a surprise she didn’t drop it.

   She managed to keep it in her hands as she gently pressed her tongue against the corner of her lips and read.

   She looked exceedingly uncomfortable and put on the spot.

   His heart went out for her.

   Before this journey began, he might have chuckled at her ineptitude. In fact, he remembered wondering how the heck she was still in the Academy after her accident on Remus 12.

   Now he felt her embarrassment like it was his own. He swore his cheeks became hotter than the surface of the sun.

   Carson’s mission briefing was extensive; of course it was, the Vex were a huge threat, and the Coalition needed to know everything about them.

   So he’d recreated their entire adventure on Remus 12, to the best of his memory. His summary was at least 100 pages long, and included predicted battle scenarios, and a full inventory and breakdown of all Vex weapons he’d encountered.

   It was not something you could read in a few minutes while the entire Academy Board stared at you.

   With proper training, you learnt how to skim a report like that, absorbing the important details in quick measure.

   Nida didn’t have the training, and it was agonizing to watch her struggling through the report, her tongue pushing out from her teeth.

   After a tedious minute or two, the Admiral sighed, clearly realizing Nida wasn’t up to the task.

   Before Forest could snatch the datapad back, Nida let the thing drop in her hand.

   She stood there in silence, letting her gaze shift to the view momentarily.

   He had no idea what she’d say next.

   Maybe she’d admit she had no idea how to read such a lengthy and extensive document in such a short period of time, or maybe she had nothing to add.

   Then she spoke.

   In careful, measured, soft words that nonetheless grabbed the collective attention of the room, she said ‘it doesn’t matter. None of this matters,’ she tapped the datapad against her leg as she swung her gaze away from the view. ‘All you need to know is that for the past 5000 years the entity has been pushing the Vex towards this moment. It has used its extensive power and abilities to craft their culture, making them into brutal, cold, efficient killing machines. It has done everything it can to ensure the Vex will have a chance when their timeline realigns with ours.’

   Though she spoke softly, never raising her voice beyond a gentle tone, the effect of her words was electric. It travelled through the room like lightning, sparking fear as it went.

   ‘Yes, they’ve got weapons. And yeah, they’ll be a match for ours. But that isn’t the point—their motivation is. They know they have this one chance to save themselves. 

   They know the past 5000 years of their history will be worthless unless they make something of the one day they realign with our time. If they fail, they all die. Their history is wiped clear.’

   As she spoke, she faced the view again, her eyes fixed on the bay beyond.

   It made the effect of her words all the more powerful.

   ‘This isn’t going to be an ordinary battle. The Barbarians fight like they have nothing to lose, and they're bad enough. But the Vex will fight like they have everything to lose. You can’t even begin to imagine what they’ll be willing to do.’ She stopped. The words apparently drying up as she kept gazing at the ocean.

   There was such a somber, sad presence to her watchful gaze, it was a surprise a tear didn’t streak down her cheek.

   Again his heart went out to her.

   She’d be feeling the entity’s guilt. No doubt it surged within her. The fact she was keeping her tone controlled and measured was a testament to how much she could control it. Right now the entity would be fighting her with everything it had.

   She didn’t glow blue, but she did keep her left hand clutched and pressed up close to her leg.

   Eventually she blinked, and swiveled her head back to face the Board.

   Everyone was speechless.

   His report had been one thing: clinical, precise, and by the book.

   Her display, though quiet, was one of the rawest emotional experiences he’d endured.

   Admiral Forest slowly rose from her chair. Her hands looked slick with sweat, her fingers trembling as she clutched a hand on her collar and compulsively neatened her pips. With a grim expression touched with shock, she considered Nida before managing, ‘I see . . . Cadet.’

   Forest was never speechless. Forest always had an answer for everything.

   There was nothing to say now though, right? To speak would be to admit the unfathomable danger the Coalition was now in.

   Though her history had not always been smooth, the United Galactic Coalition had never before faced the threat of near total annihilation.

   That threat now loomed. Soon, the Vex would appear.

   Nida held the datapad out, waiting for Forest to take it. Eventually the Admiral did, gripping the toughened edge of the screen with such a powerful grasp, he could see her knuckles pop against her pallid white skin.

    ‘Thank you, Cadet,’ Forest found her voice, though it shook with nerves. ‘Do you have anything more to add?’

   Nida paused in thought before shaking her head.

   When they’d walked into this room, she’d looked ready to pop. He’d assumed standing before the Academy Board would freak her out, rendering her speechless and more awkward than usual.

   How wrong he’d been.

   She had her voice, alright. And her words had done something his couldn’t: with one look around the boardroom, it was clear every person present now understood the full severity of the situation.

   ‘Very well,’ Forest breathed through her fear, straightening up as she did, ‘that will be all. Please remain outside in the corridor. We will call for you if you’re needed.’

   Nida nodded. As she turned to walk away, she paused. ‘Shouldn’t I return to the secure room in the medical bay? I’m still under observation, right?’ she asked.

   ‘All readings so far confirm that modified TI is doing its job. I would commend whoever crafted it, but I fear that unless I heed your warning now, I’ll get to meet them in person. We need to do everything we can to stop the Vex.’

   Nida swallowed, nodded low, snapped a perfect salute, and turned.

   Not before shooting Carson a look. It was vulnerable, it was confused, yet her chin was still held aloft with undeniable strength.

   If his heart had gone out to her before, now he swore it tumbled free from his chest.

   She was incredible.

   Christ, words couldn’t express what she’d been through, nor the courage and strength she’d drawn on to continue.

   Carson could easily admit he’d never felt like this about someone before.

   Cadet Nida Harper. She most definitely was not meant to be his type.

   She was.

   Now he couldn’t imagine his life without her.

   . . . .

   As she left, the fear set in.

   Unless he did everything he could, he’d lose her, and his beloved Coalition too.

   It took Forest several seconds to speak. She was still clearly lost in thought and fear. Soon enough she cleared her throat. Pressing a hand into her mouth, muffling her words, she managed, ‘what do we do?’

   For a woman as in control as Forest, it was symptomatic of this situation that she couldn’t find her own answers.

   A few people muttered. Soon enough, it built, and everyone blurted their thoughts at once.

   ‘We need to amass the fleet and take it to Remus 12. This time we’ll be ready for them. We can obliterate their ships from space just as they realign with our timeline.’

   ‘We have to fall back, create a defensive line in a remote system, and bolster it, ensuring no Vex ship can cross and reach Earth or any other Coalition planet.’

   ‘We have to evacuate Earth. It will be a huge expense, but we need to move all civilians to planets beyond the Vex’s reach. We’ll wait out their attack. It will only last a day.’

   ‘No,’ Carson spoke, surprising himself. ‘None of that will work. Nida told you not to underestimate them, and she’s right. If we confront them or run, they’ll still find a way to overcome us.’

   ‘Then what are our options?’ one Admiral erupted. ‘Confront or run are the only possible scenarios we can entertain. If neither will work, are you suggesting we give up?’

   All eyes settled on Carson.

   His mouth became dry, an itching heat tracing up his back and down the insides of his arms. Clamping his hands tight, he shook his head.

   He knew the answer to this. He’d always known the answer. Ever since their return from the future, Carson had concluded there was only one possible way to defeat the Vex safely.

   And forever.

   He couldn’t push the words out though. Once they were out, he knew the Board would agree.

   In doing so, that would break his promise to Nida.

   He’d told her they’d find a way to fix Vex’s timeline. To heal the damage the entity had done.

   There was no way, though. Not a safe one. The Vex were an incalculable threat to the Coalition.

   So he knew what he had to do.

   Wincing, actually feeling his words stab into him like swords, he forced them out, ‘we destroy the planet. We can’t afford to fight the Vex. It’s that simple.’ He felt sick, and he thought of Nida, but he forced himself to continue. ‘If we destroy the planet before the timelines can realign, we’ll prevent it from ever happening.’

   Silence met his admission.

   It stretched for barely five seconds until the Admiral nodded her head firmly, ‘I concur. It is the only way. The Vex timeline is broken, and there is no known way to fix it. Even if we do not destroy the planet, and find some way to ride out their attack, we will simply be condemning the future. Though the entity has now been removed from Vex’s timeline, we cannot know for sure that another of its kind will not leak through to this dimension and continue its cause.’

   Her words were cold, hard, ruthless. But right.

   They could not afford to risk the Coalition. It was comprised of hundreds of races, thousands of planets, and too much life to gamble.

   Still, it was a horrible decision, one he’d pay for when Nida found out.

   He just hoped that once the entity was removed, she wouldn’t feel its guilt anymore.

   Things would go back to normal.

   He held onto that belief as the details of the destruction of Vex were discussed.

   The rest of the Board did not need convincing of the validity of this plan. There was no other way to safeguard the Coalition.

   The meeting ran for over an hour. When it was done, Carson felt as though he’d been in a fight for his life. He was weary and emotionally fatigued.

   He couldn’t sleep though.

   It wasn’t every day the Coalition decided to blow up an entire planet. It wasn’t an easy task, either. Few cruisers had the firepower required to rip away the rock surrounding a planet’s core and obliterate it completely.

   The technology did exist, though, and was now being assembled at break-neck speed.

   The wheels were in motion, to borrow an old Earth phrase, and soon enough a fleet would leave for Remus 12.

   To destroy it.

   Using top priority routes, it could make it there in time. All other traffic along the transport lines would be shut down to preserve speed, but any inconvenience caused would be a small price to pay for the ultimate survival of the Coalition.

   Carson would accompany the fleet to Remus 12. He still knew the most about the Vex, and he’d be an asset to any team.

   Nida would come too. The Admiral was adamant her unique perspective may come in handy. Nida had clearly impressed the Admiral with her assessment of the Vex, and the worst recruit in 1000 years had skyrocketed in Forest’s eyes.

   Carson was in two minds about bringing her along. Yes, she knew a lot about the Vex, and if their plan went wrong, she really would be an incalculable asset. She could fight alongside him, and with her control of the entity, it could give them a chance.

   He could also keep an eye on her, try to bolster her spirits whenever he could.

   . . . .

   But was it really a good idea to take her along? What if the entity did something? What if Nida did something?

   Though he’d never question her loyalty, he knew she’d be appalled at the decision to destroy Remus 12. An ordinary cadet would have to stow their opinions and get on with the mission.

   Nida never had been and never would be a normal cadet.

   Once she found out the Coalition’s intensions, she could . . . what? What did he honestly think she’d do?

   Join the Vex? Side with the entity?

   Of course she wouldn’t.

   This was Nida; she’d do what was right.

   Satisfied of that fact, he walked through the Academy halls in a bit of a daze. Though there was so much to do, he was having trouble focusing. He just wanted to get it all done already. Snap his fingers, arrive on Remus 12, destroy it, and finish this sorry adventure.

   He couldn’t.

   So he’d have to learn to live with the sinking feeling in his gut.

   Still in a daze, Carson walked into someone. Apologizing immediately, he maneuvered swiftly around them to continue on.

   ‘What the hell?’ the guy turned.

   Carson froze.

   ‘Where the heck have you been? I don’t see you for weeks, and now you’re pretending you don’t know me?’

   It was Travis.

   God, it was Travis.

   Carson faced his best friend.

   He was alive.

   His best friend was alive.

   Carson started to laugh. He coughed through it, his chest shaking, his cheeks paling in disbelief as he locked a hand over his mouth.

   Travis was alive.

   Of course he was—he’d died in the future, but this was the present.

   That wasn’t the point though. The memory of Travis’ sacrifice was still so raw in Carson’s mind, he could feel it tingling in his gut and the palms of his hands.

    Travis looked at him askance. 'Ah, what?'

   'You're alive,' Carson breathed through his surprise. He couldn’t shake the shock of seeing his best friend. It shook through him instead.

   ‘. . . Ah, yeah, last time I checked I was. Why are you being so weird? I heard you had a wild adventure—though no one’s deemed to share the exact details with me. 

   Apparently they’re top secret or something. Seriously though, were you hit on the head? Of course I’m alive.’

   Carson was speechless. To see Travis in the flesh and blood, joking as he always did, was confronting.

   It brought back memories of seeing him sacrifice himself and his ship for a slim chance of saving the present . . . .

   Carson sucked in a deep breath.

   Travis narrowed his eyes. ‘What’s up with you? You’re all pale? And what the heck happened with that Nida character, ha?’ Travis’ demeanor suddenly changed. In fact, light bulbs appeared to go off behind his eyes, a worrying enthusiasm infiltrating his tone. ‘I heard from one of the guys on Harrington’s security team that you held hands with her. Now how cute is that? The great Carson Blake holding hands, I mean, wow. I kind of had a feeling there could be something between the two of you.’

   Carson shook his head.

   He could barely process this. Seeing Travis so cheerful and oblivious was jostling with the memory of seeing his ashen and broken face from the future.

   Clamping a hand over his mouth, Carson simply breathed.

   ‘So anyway, when the Academy finishes debriefing you, we should go out. Bridget, that friend of Alicia, keeps asking after you. Though I suppose I should tell her you’re now accounted for, ha?’

   ‘Travis . . . I’m not going to get a chance to go out tonight.’

   ‘What? You and Nida got other plans?’ he smirked.

   Carson didn’t react. He didn’t care that Travis was teasing him. Heck, all Carson cared about was that his best friend was still alive.

   He’d have to try hard to keep him that way, though.

   ‘No, we don’t have other plans. Travis . . . I’ve still got something to sort out with the Academy.’

   News of the Vex had not and would not spread. Only those on the Board would know of the plan to destroy Remus 12, only those on the resultant mission to destroy the planet would ever know what had happened.

   If the Academy publicized what was happening, there’d be panic.

   Carson couldn’t and wouldn’t say a word. He tried for an unconvincing smile instead.

   ‘What? Has something come up? Are they going to send the Force on some kind of mission? Because I’ve got to admit, this couldn’t come at a more inconvenient time: things are just starting to work out with Alicia.’

   Inconvenient time, ha? Yeah, Carson could appreciate that on a level Travis couldn’t begin to comprehend.

   Rather than set his friend straight, Carson swallowed and tried to keep his expression neutral. ‘It’ll be awhile till I’m done with the Academy.’

   ‘Okay, whatever. Let me know when you’re ready to go out, though. I can’t wait to see the E Club when the worst recruit in 1000 years walks in hanging off your arm.’

   ‘Don’t call her that,’ Carson snapped. It was quick, it was harsh, and it underlined just how nervy he felt.

   Travis’ eyes opened wide in surprise. ‘Ah, okay . . . touchy subject. I’ve got it. Anyhow, glad you’re home buddy,’ Travis moved forward and slapped a hand on Carson’s back.

   Carson looked up into his friend’s face. ‘Yeah,’ he managed after a lengthy pause. ‘Good to be home.’

   Offering him a confused look, Travis shrugged, moved off, and offered a nonchalant wave over his shoulder. ‘Good luck doing whatever you’re doing.’

   He’d need it.

   God, he’d need it.

    

   





Chapter 14

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She was at a loss.

   A total loss.

   She stuck around outside the boardroom until someone dismissed her.

   Now she simply wandered the corridors. She wasn’t sure whether she should return to her room in the medical bay, or whether she was free to go wherever she pleased.

   Admiral Forest seemed confident the entity was in control. Nida doubted that meant she could head back to class, go out on the town, or resume her old life as normal, though.

   She should stick around the Academy.

   If she was lucky, Carson would come find her and tell her what they’d do next.

   What had the Academy Board decided? Would they evacuate Earth? Would they set up a defensive perimeter around the solar system?

   Would she even be told?

   Forest had made it clear Nida was just a cadet, and cadets had no business discussing the fate of the Coalition.

   Maybe Nida’s part in this journey really was over. Carson and the rest of the Academy elite would see to the protection of their home, while she twiddled her thumbs.

   As she walked, she stretched a hand out, pressing her fingers into the wall beside her.

   It was her left hand.

   Only the faintest blue glow encased it. Her skin no longer danced with that light, nor did her veins bulge with its power.

   She could call on it, though. In a heartbeat, in a breath, in an instant—she could force through the TI to the entity, and command its incredible power.

   She could lift the metal from the wall she touched, she could pull the carpet from the floor she walked upon. She could send every person spiraling through the air.

   The power was always there. Right at her fingertips.

   With it was the ever present question: with this much power, couldn’t she save the Vex?

   With those same old thoughts assailing her, she didn’t notice as someone walked up behind her.

   ‘Oh my god, where the hell have you been? What happened to you?’ Alicia dropped the datapads she carried and threw herself at Nida.

   Surprised, Nida squeaked as Alicia wrapped her arms around Nida’s neck and hugged her tightly.

   ‘Nida, what happened to you? No one would tell us anything. That night the TI object almost impaled you at the E Club . . . God, I didn’t think I’d see you again.’

   Alicia wasn’t the kind to blubber. She was the kind to smile like a calculating cat and get you to do her bidding with a huff and a pout.

   No. That was the old Alicia. The one Nida had never really known.

   Her flat mate had already proved she was a decent person. Without her help, Nida really would have died at the E Club.

   Alicia pushed away and looked into Nida’s face, her eyes darting about as she assessed Nida carefully. ‘Are you okay? Where have you been?’

   Nida opened her mouth.

   How to begin?

   Ah, she’d been thrown back in time by a guilty entity hell-bent on fixing the damage it had accidently wrought to an entire world’s timeline?

   There was no neat way to summarize this.

   She also knew she shouldn’t try; she wasn’t allowed to share any details of her adventure, nor the looming threat from the Vex, not until the Board decided what to do.

   So Nida stood there and scrunched her lips together, trying to think of a good excuse.

   Alicia’s eyebrows crumpled and she crossed her arms. ‘You’re not allowed to say, ha? I get it. But . . . Nida, I’m so happy you’re home.’

   Alicia sounded and looked genuine. There was no haughty edge to her chin, nor a dismissive note to her voice.

   ‘Thanks, Alicia. It’s . . . good to be . . .’ she trailed off.

   She wanted to say home.

   She couldn’t.

   She wasn’t home. Not really. A part of her—the entity—was still far away from where it belonged.

   Alicia’s brow peaked in concern as she unhooked her arms and nodded. ‘Hey, I know you can’t talk about it, but do you want me to take you home? I wouldn’t really walk the corridors if I were you. You’re kind of a celebrity. No one has any idea what happened. Someone or something triggered the End Game Maneuver, Nida. It was insane. And I haven’t seen you since. I want to ask if you know something about it, but—’

   ‘Holy crap, it’s Nida Harper,’ someone said.

   It was not Alicia, nor Carson, nor Travis, and of course it wasn’t the Admiral.

   Oh no. As Nida turned, she recognized Bradley Marshall.

   The same guy who’d given her hell that night at the E Club.

   He was a bully, and he just loved picking on the worst and the weakest. Which was her.

   Despite the fact she had the power of the entity, and could technically send Bradley shooting through the wall or out into space, she instantly felt sick.

   ‘Where on Earth have you been? If you’ve been on Earth, that is. And what the heck happened that night at the E Club? You screw something up again? Christ, they should have kicked you out of the Academy long ago.’

   Bradley was drawing a crowd. Not only was he belittling her, he was doing it loudly.

   ‘What, you're not going to say anything?’ he challenged, chucking his head back and laughing as he did.

   The last time Bradley had cornered her, Travis had come to her defense.

   Travis wasn’t here.

   ‘Shut the hell up,’ Alicia hissed. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

   ‘Oh come on, it’s obvious. We’re meant to be in it together at the Academy. The people we train with, are the very same people we’ll rely on in space. We have to know they’ll have our backs. You need to know they’ll be competent enough to rely on. Harper’s the worst damn recruit I’ve ever seen. The minute anyone relies on her, she’ll get ‘em killed.’

   ‘How dare you,’ Alicia tried.

   ‘How dare I? Easily. You know I’m right. No one can rely on her. She’ll be a danger to any crew she joins. They should just kick her out now.’

   Nida didn’t say a word. She didn’t rise to her own defense.

   Why bother?

   He was right, wasn’t he? She’d started this situation. By touching the statue on Remus 12, she’d started this.

   A smarter recruit would have acted differently.

   A smarter recruit would have fixed this by now.

   A smarter recruit would have saved the Vex, too.

   At her fingertips was the incredible energy of the entity, yet she wasn’t wise enough to use it correctly.

   Nida curled the fingers of her left hand hard into her palm. It wasn’t out of anger, but defeat.

   She couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn’t adequate. Someone else, anyone else could have figured out how to save everyone without condemning a soul.

   For all the evil the Vex had committed, no race deserved their fate.

   ‘What, you aren’t going to say anything? You’re not even going to come to your own defense, are you? Because you’re weak, Nida Harper. A waste of goddamn Academy space. Quit already, give someone better a chance.’

   She dug her fingers harder into her left palm. The only reason her fingernails didn’t pierce the flesh was the entity and the power it gave her.

   Bradley had drawn a large crowd now. People were actually popping their heads around from doorways to watch the show.

   ‘You’re just going to stand there, aren’t you? You can’t come to your own defense, so how the heck are you going to come to ours? The Coalition would be better off without you. I pity anyone who has to rely on you. You’ll get everyone killed for sure—’ though Bradley’s voice was acerbic and brimming with indignation, suddenly it cut out.

   It was as if someone had slammed a fist into his throat.

   She was aware someone walked up to her shoulder, and she felt them lean down and pluck up her left hand.

   Carson.

   He pried her fingers from her palm and laced his own against hers.

   Startled, she stared at him.

   Silence spread throughout the hallway quicker than the speed of light.

   Carson Blake was holding her hand. In public.

   He turned to her, his lips drawn thin over his teeth, a compassionate look warming his gaze.

   Her obsession with being unable to save the Vex lifted. All those repetitive thoughts flew from her mind.

   His presence was like a gravity pool, tugging her from her problems as she concentrated on him instead.

   ‘Ah, what the hell?’ Bradley coughed.

   She knew everyone was looking at her. She didn’t care. She kept staring at Carson Blake.

   He was appraising her with the kind of gentle look that could not be mistaken for platonic.

   ‘Ah, Blake, what are you doing?’ Bradley continued.

   ‘We’re ignoring you,’ Carson said simply without turning from her. ‘You’re an idiot. You’ve got no idea what’s happening. You’re shouting your mouth off about your own hang ups, because you’re a coward. You’re the one who’s worried about others relying on you. And you should be. It’s an immense responsibility.’ Carson still didn’t shift his gaze from her. He might as well have been talking on a com line, rather than to the guy barely two meters to his side. ‘Some people can’t handle it. Some can,’ he smiled at her. ‘And there are some people who handle it so well, they can save everyone.’

   Bradley spluttered.

   Carson ignored him and continued. ‘I know who I'd want watching my back, Marshall, and it isn’t you. It’s Nida.’

   Bradley made a strangled attempt at laughing. ‘You’re joking, right?’

   ‘No. I don’t find this funny. Nor will the Admiral. Come on, Nida.’

   She let him lead her away by the hand.

   To be honest, she was kind of dazed.

   So was the rest of the crowd.

   It wasn’t every day Carson Blake came to the defense of some random cadet, was it?

   No. She wasn’t a random cadet; she was at the center of this, and so was he.

   By misfortune, or maybe luck, they’d been thrown together.

   And now, more than ever, she was thankful for his company.

   There was something about his mere presence that could lift her mood, something that could force her to hope they could get through this.

   They walked together until they were far away from that cursed corridor and their watchful audience. She didn’t look back, though she was sure Alicia gave a cheerful 

   ‘whoop!’ at one point, probably insanely ecstatic Carson Blake was together with Nida.

   They were together, weren’t they? That kiss hadn’t been an accident.

   She tightened her grip on his hand.

   Finally they reached a door, and Carson swiped his wrist over a panel, gaining access with a discordant beep.

   The room beyond was messy. Really messy. There was a large desk in one corner, but you could barely see it from underneath a sea of datapads and broken gun casings. 

   Pulse batteries lay scattered over the floor, with broken devices littered amongst them.

   Even the chair was covered in junk.

   Nida made a face. ‘What is this place? Is this a storage cupboard?’

   Carson gave an awkward laugh. ‘Ouch, no. It’s my office. It’s kind of a little messy, I guess,’ he muttered as he broke away from her and tried to clear a path through the junk.

   ‘This is your office?’ she questioned as she controlled her expression.

   She liked it neat and clean. Clearly Carson didn’t.

   Eventually he gave up on cleaning, as all he could really do was shift the mounds of junk around. Instead he stood a few meters from her, a couple of broken datapads in his hands as he considered her quietly. ‘You okay?’ he managed after a long pause, ‘just ignore that idiot Bradley.’

   She brushed at her arms, turning from him as she pretended she was interested in the view instead. Picking her way over to the window, she stared down. ‘Wow,’ she mumbled, ‘you can see the whole grounds from up here. See that oak tree over there? That’s my favorite spot on the whole grounds,’ she tried to distract him.

   She wasn’t successful.

   Carson dumped the datapads right on the ground, kicked them out of his path with the toe of his polished boot, and walked up to her. Leaning against the glass, he turned towards her, locking his gaze on hers until she was forced to look up.

   ‘Nida, ignore what Bradley said. He’s wrong: you do deserve to be part of the Academy. I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else by my side for this. You’re not the worst recruit in 1000 years, you’re the best. You should see how impressed Forest was at your speech to the Board. You pushed them into action, you made them appreciate the reality. My report was filled with facts, yours, the truth.’

   She ignored him.

   Or at least she tried to.

   ‘Hey,’ he shifted in, brushed her hair from her face with a quick movement of his thumb, and leaned down.

   His proximity was impossible to ignore.

   ‘What is it?’ he asked.

   She didn’t want to answer.

   She wanted to keep her insecurities locked inside, along with the entity. If Carson knew she was still hung up on the fact she was too stupid and weak, he’d be so disappointed in her.

   He did nothing but try to build her up. From his kind words to his impassioned defenses of her, Carson was constantly attempting to make her feel better about herself.

   His words couldn’t wash away the guilt.

   It was stuck inside her like a burning ball, lodged right under her throat.

   Maybe it came from the entity, maybe it didn’t.

   It was there though. Growing bigger all the time. Begging, no, forcing her to do something.

   She could not stand by and watch the Coalition fall, yet nor could she do nothing for the Vex.

   ‘Just . . . hold on,’ he suddenly begged, dropping his hand from her cheek as he turned to the view.

   She caught a glimpse of his expression in the reflection from the smooth glass. His lips were drawn into a thin line, all cheer gone from his cheeks and eyes.

   He was under pressure from every direction. From her, from the Admiral, from the Coalition.

   ‘Hold on, Nida,’ he repeated as he brushed his hand heavily over the back of his short, stubbly hair. ‘It’ll all be over soon.’

   Something about his tone caught her attention. Pushing Bradley from her mind, she faced him. ‘What happened at the Board meeting? Are you allowed to tell me?’

   He looked uncomfortable.

   Before, she’d been unable to face him. Now it seemed he couldn’t face her.

   ‘They made their decision,’ he said tonelessly.

   ‘I’m not allowed to know, am I? I understand, I’m just a cadet.’

   He turned sharply now. ‘No, Nida, you are not just a cadet. Bradley was wrong, for god’s sake. So was Sharpe. Heck, so was I when I first met you. You’re more than they think you are. Nida, think about what you’ve achieved. Don’t let the entity’s guilt affect you, don’t let it cloud your judgment. You pushed through the entity’s control, you got us to the future and back again.’

   ‘Anyone could have done that,’ she whispered.

   He snorted gruffly. ‘Ha? Really? You honestly think that? Nida, I’ve been on more missions than I can count. I’m telling you as the head of the Force, few other people could have done what you did. I’ll admit, you may not have the best technical skills. Okay, they’re kind of woeful—but you can work on them. What you have instead is stamina, grit. You don’t give up. Remember how the Vex locked us in those illusions? I bought mine, without a question. You fought. And you kept fighting until you broke us both free.’

   ‘You’re overstating things, Carson.’

   ‘No, Nida, I’m not,’ his voice rose in anger. Not viciousness, but blunt surprise at her apparent ignorance. ‘Listen to me. I’m not telling you this because I want you to feel better—I’m telling you because it’s the truth. I know it must be hard to put up with the entity in your head, but don’t buy into its guilt. Don’t let it diminish what you’ve achieved.’

   She opened her mouth to protest. She stopped.

   His gaze burned as it locked on hers. In fact, there was so much passion distilled in his expression, it was a wonder his face didn’t pop.

   He really meant it, didn’t he?

   Her realization quietened her, sending a thoughtful stillness descending through her body.

   As it did, her left hand twitched.

   Carson noted it with a quick jerk of his head. ‘You okay?’

   ‘Hmm? Yeah, of course.’

   He let out a breath.

   ‘. . . Thanks for coming to my defense with Bradley. Maybe you’re right, and I’m better than I think, but his words were hard to ignore. I’ve heard them before, and now, more than ever, they seem poignant. I . . . don’t really want to admit this to you, but I should. I can’t help thinking . . . no, obsessing over the fact I should be doing more. I know you told me that we’ll concentrate on saving the Vex once we’ve saved the Coalition, but I . . . I can’t push away the guilt. I have access to the entity, to its power. But that power comes at a cost—if I use it, I can’t help thinking I should be using it to save the Vex.’

   Carson withdrew into a pointed, watchful silence. In fact, as he stood there, his form outlined by the streaming sunshine slicing through the window, he appeared to survey her completely.

   Was he looking for any sign the entity was once more taking control?

   She shifted uncomfortably, unconsciously clutching her left hand into a fist and tapping it on her leg.

   Immediately he leaned down, pulled her fingers from her palm, and locked his hand over hers.

   She blinked at the suddenness and directness of his move. ‘Carson?’

   ‘Just trust me. It’ll all be over soon.’ There was a reserved edge to his words. He also didn’t look at her directly, preferring to stare at her left shoulder instead, then down to her hand and the TI device over her wrist.

   ‘Carson?’

   ‘Just trust me,’ he repeated. ‘Please. We’re going to do what’s best for . . . everyone. We’ll fix this.’

   She couldn’t be sure, but it felt as if he was holding back. On what, she couldn’t tell.

   She didn’t push, though. If it had to do with the Board’s decision, she knew he wouldn’t be allowed to tell her.

   Carson was already under enough pressure without her adding to it.

   ‘I trust you,’ she affirmed quietly, realizing she really did.

   He was her rock, wasn’t he? Despite the violent storm of guilt the entity forced upon her, Carson’s presence gave her constant hope.

   He would do the best thing for everyone.

   He was Carson frigging Blake.

   She smiled.

   It wasn’t forced, nor was it a faked attempt at relieving him. It was genuine, and for the first time since she'd reached Earth, she felt a measure of happiness.

   It wouldn’t last.

   They were still on the knife’s edge.

    

   





Chapter 15

   Carson Blake

   He’d never felt guilt like this. It assailed him like wave after wave of Barbarian warriors. It hammered and pummeled every scrap of happiness he enjoyed at her presence.

   Christ, it felt like swallowing knives.

   Here he was, assuring her it would be fine, when he knew it wouldn’t be.

   The Coalition were going to destroy Remus 12. The Vex and their cursed timeline would be completely obliterated. Wiped from history as the burning remains of that planet exploded into space.

   Though he tried to keep a smile on his face, it was using all his energy to keep his lips fixed and his cheeks pressed against his eyes.

   What would she do when he eventually had to tell her?

   Would she break up with him? That was a given. He would have lied to her; he’d deserve it.

   But what would the entity do?

   It was still controlling her, wasn’t it?

   Subtly.

   Sure, it wasn’t forcing objects to hurtle around her. But it was taking hold of her emotions and warping them towards itself.

   She’d spoken of her guilt at being unable to help the Vex. Though Nida was a genuinely kind person, and would of course feel for the Vex’s plight, he just knew the brunt of her guilt came from the entity.

   He didn’t know what to do about it, though.

   Would the entity break through and control her again? According to all scans on Nida and her modified TI, that would be impossible.

   It might not need to though. If it manipulated her enough, it could still get her to do what it wanted.

   Carson felt sick. Powerfully, powerfully sick. His stomach wasn’t just doing loops, it was travelling at light speed as it twisted and contorted.

   He had no idea what to do.

   Though he would have to tell her the truth at some point, he couldn’t do it now.

   She was looking happy, or a measure of happy, for the first time in days.

   He couldn’t tear her down.

   So he stood there instead, smiling as heartily as he could, even though his heart was icy cold.

   ‘Thanks, Carson,’ she suddenly broke the silence. She also looked at him lovingly. ‘I couldn’t do this without you. I know you keep telling me I’m better than I think, but I’m still not as good as you. You’re incredible. I mean, you’re not just great at being a security officer, you’re so moral. You always do what’s right, always look after the weak. You’re incredible,’ she repeated.

   He didn’t move.

   He didn’t say anything.

   He let her words sink into his skin like barbs.

   He always looked after the weak and did what was right?

   He was about to commit mass genocide by obliterating Remus 12.

   He kept telling himself it was the only way—and the Board agreed—but if he was wrong, he’d condemn not just one planet full of people, but 5000 years’ wroth.

   That wasn’t the actions of someone incredible; it was the actions of a monster.

   Carson tried to push back his thoughts, it was near impossible.

   Guilt didn’t simply assail him anymore, it grew so fast in his gut, it felt like an infection spreading through his body. By the time it reached his heart, he wanted to keel over.

   What was he doing?

   What was he doing?

   If Carson were thinking normally, he’d affirm he was saving the Coalition.

   The only way to save everyone he cared about, was to destroy Vex.

   The planet was broken anyway. In many ways, he’d be doing them a favor. He’d prevent that cursed planet from going through another iteration.

   . . . .

   He had no right to think like that.

   As Nida looked up at him, and even moved closer, resting her head on his chest as she let out a soft breath, he nearly shook.

   He didn’t deserve this.

   Her admiration. Her love.

   He was about to destroy Vex. He could pretend he’d be doing them a favor.

   He’d be killing them.

   He could pretend it was the only way to be sure the Coalition would survive, but he didn’t know that.

   He was trapped.

   Caught between protecting his own and sacrificing a whole race to do so.

   In many ways, the decision wasn’t really his, and he could push away the guilt. The Admiral and the Board had made the final call.

   Even if he backed out now, they wouldn’t care.

   It was beyond him.

   And yet it wasn’t.

   He’d advocated for the destruction of Vex, and he’d never wash the blood from his hands.

   He tensed, a cold sensation flooding through his chest. It felt like he’d just swallowed a whole ice planet, and the damn thing had lodged in his throat.

   ‘Carson?’ Nida glanced at him questioningly as she pulled back, a worried look smoothing her brow. ‘Are you okay? I’m sorry if I was pathetic before. You’ve helped me realize I shouldn’t be so hard on myself. This guilt,’ she swallowed hard, and he could feel the move as it reverberated down her arm and into his, ‘isn’t completely mine. I’ll try to control it. I’ll do what’s right for the Coalition, then I’ll turn my attention to helping the Vex.’

   He stepped back from her. No, he jerked away, as if he’d been burnt.

   Startled, she held out her hand cautiously. ‘What? Have I done something wrong?’

   He laughed. At himself. It was bitter, it was sharp, and it hurt.

   Had she done something wrong? No. He had.

   ‘Carson?’

   ‘Nida, look, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,’ the words broke free.

   ‘What?’

   ‘Nida . . . I . . ..’

   ‘What, Carson?’

   ‘They’re going to destroy it,’ he admitted.

   He was meant to be a lieutenant in the Coalition. He was meant to be diligent, focused, and trained.

   He shouldn't be breaking down and revealing the truth like this. Yes, she needed to know. But he had to be careful.

   He couldn’t stop himself though.

   Guilt crawled up his spine, crumbling the vertebrae as it did.

   ‘Destroy what?’ she looked cold, her skin so pale it reminded him of the white icy sheen that picked up along the sides of vessels that flew too close to comets.

   He tried to stop himself. He tried to force his training to take hold as he desperately attempted to corral his emotions.

   It wouldn’t work.

   She had to know.

   ‘Remus 12. They’re . . . we’re going to destroy it.’

   She didn’t say anything.

   In fact, she didn’t move. Not even a blink.

   Her hand was still held out to him.

   It looked like it was carved out of stone.

   ‘I am so sorry. Nida . . . I just . . . it was the only way. I mean it is the only way. Or I think it’s the only way. Or, shit, I don’t know,’ his words stuck in his throat, and it was murder to force them out.

   Not as horrifying as her expression though.

   Slowly she thawed, the stiff, locked tension to her body shifting. Then her expression changed. It . . . twisted. Not with anger, but with grief.

   Overwhelming grief.

   Tears flooded her eyes. ‘What? No. No, they can’t do that. They can’t destroy the Vex. I have to fix it. I . . . we have to do something,’ she sobbed.

   ‘Nida, I’m so sorry. It’s the only way to be sure the Coalition will survive.’

   She shook her head, tears flying from her cheeks at the frantic speed of her move.

   He tried to shift towards her. She jerked back.

   ‘I can’t let them die. They can’t die,’ she begged.

   Carson watched in horror.

   Blue light began to amass around her left hand.

   The light was not powerful enough to bleed up the rest of her arm, but it was noticeable, and cast a distinct glow against her leg.

   ‘Nida,’ he choked, ‘you’ve got to calm down. Nida, please,’ he twitched forward.

   She clamped her hands over her face, jerking backwards like a live wire snapping free from its casing.

   ‘Nida,’ he reached her, and fell to his knees. ‘Nida, the entity is forcing its way through. Nida, listen to my voice. You’ve got to fight it.’

   She kept her hands riveted over her eyes, and he could see tears filter through them.

   She stopped twitching backwards though.

   He didn’t know what to do.

   Call security, and it would freak her out. The last thing she needed now was a distraction. The only hope he had was for her to regain control.

   He’d never felt so powerless in his life.

   ‘Please, just calm down. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Just regain control. Nida, push past it. I’m sorry I lied to you. I’ll fix it. I’ll fix everything. Just fight it.’

   She stopped sobbing.

   It wasn’t a sign she’d regained control though.

   Instead, an eerie silence spread through the room.

   She wasn’t even breathing.

   ‘. . . Nida?’

   She stood with her hands pressed so tightly into her face, the skin underneath was white from the pressure.

   He swallowed, fear spiking through his heart.

   He watched her hand, transfixed by the blue light, waiting for it to erupt out and encase her in full.

   It didn’t.

   Instead it receded.

   It was categorically the most fraught experience of his life.

   Eventually, however, it was over.

   Nida let her hands fall.

   She was back.

   The blue light was back to being nothing but a faintly discernable glow.

   He let out a breath that had stuck in his chest like a cork in a bottle. ‘ . . . Nida?’ he tried tentatively.

   She looked wobbly, and had to press a hand into the window for support.

   Her cheeks were blotchy from crying, the rest of her skin pale as powdered bone from the shock of her fight.

   ‘Are you okay?’ he slowly, carefully got to his feet and reached out to her.

   The entity could erupt at any moment and fling him towards the ceiling.

   He didn’t care.

   He wanted to reach her.

   She planted her right hand over the TI and slowly nodded.

   ‘I . . . I’ve got it. The shock of . . . of finding out what . . . is going to happen,’ she slurred her words, as if she couldn’t afford the energy to speak properly, ‘unsettled my control. I let it get through,’ she admitted.

   He nodded, his neck so tense it felt like moving a tree trunk. ‘You’re okay now, though?’

   She blinked languidly, but offered a mumbled, ‘yes.’

   He breathed hard. Relief washed through him, though not completely.

   She looked at him. Despite the fact she looked worn out, a sharpness returned to her gaze. ‘They’re going to destroy Remus 12?’

   He couldn’t lie. So he nodded. Again it felt like moving a tree trunk. It also felt like breaking up with her.

   Christ, they’d only been together for less than a few days. A few wild, insane days.

   And he’d ruined it.

   ‘I’m so sorry, Nida. I . . .’ he couldn’t defend himself.

   She looked nauseous, and clamped the back of her hand to her mouth.

   She didn’t say anything.

   It was hell to endure her silence.

   Moments before, she’d thought he was incredible. What did she think of him now?

   ‘I . . . can’t defend what I’ve done. The decision is out of my hands now, but that doesn’t change the fact I . . . agreed with it. I thought, and maybe still think, destroying Remus 12 is the only way,’ he admitted painfully.

   She watched him.

   What she thought, he could only begin to imagine.

   He guessed it would be hatred and revulsion.

   ‘So many lives are at stake,’ he tried to reason, his words quiet as his resolve crumbled before her gaze, ‘the Coalition can’t risk losing to the Vex. They can’t risk fighting them only for their ships to break through any containment line. They can’t risk evacuating Earth, nor do they have the time. They just can’t risk it. It’s the only way to be sure we’ll all survive.’

   ‘But the Vex will all die.’

   ‘It’s us or them.’

   She stared at him, her attention fixed. Her gaze so piercing, her eyes felt like searchlights. ‘Why?’

   ‘Because . . .’ he pushed a sweaty, shaking hand through his short hair, ‘that’s the way it is sometimes.’

   That’s the way it is sometimes? What kind of explanation was that? Here was his chance to convince her they were doing the right thing. He was stuffing it up. Why? He was no longer sure he was doing the right thing . . . .

   Maybe she could see his hesitation, because she looked up at him sharply, her usually soft eyes narrowing in clear confusion. ‘Carson?’ she questioned directly, ‘you don’t believe that, do you? You lived through exactly the same experience I did. Granted, you don’t have the entity,’ she noted in a shaking voice as she brought a hand up and clutched her collar, ‘and maybe you’re not as affected by shame as I am. But you’ve met the Vex. Yes, they’re brutal, and yes, they’re willing to do whatever it takes to survive. But we can’t fault them on that, because we're exactly the same. The Coalition is willing to completely obliterate Remus 12, knowing it will condemn the Vex forever. Surely there’s another way.’

   She had a point. A terrifying one. When you devoted your life to an institution like the Coalition Academy you did so through pride and duty. You did so because you believed the Coalition did good. Without them, the galaxy would be thrust into anarchy. There'd be nobody to stop the Barbarians nor the Kor Empire. The Coalition existed to foster peace and development.

   But this, what they were going to do to Remus 12, sounded like something the Barbarians would do. It was perilously, perilously close to mass genocide. Not just the destruction of one race, but the destruction of their entire history.

   He gulped uncomfortably, trying to swallow past a hard lump that had formed at the base of his throat. But no matter how hard he tried to shift it, it wouldn’t.

   His emotions were climbing up his back, chilling every muscle and bone as they went.

   At once he was pulled between the belief that they needed to destroy Remus 12 for the ensured protection of the Coalition, and yet the realization that if they did, they were no more morally superior than the Vex themselves.

   The Vex were only trying to survive, after all.

   Perhaps Nida saw her opportunity, because she took a stumbling step forward. One hand was held tightly against her chest, her fingers squeezed into a fist as her skin glistened with sweat. Her eyes wide open, the skin at the edges strained as her corrugated cheeks pulled her lips thin. ‘Carson, please. Think about this. The entire history of Vex is marred by people who are willing to do whatever it takes to fix their mistakes and survive. It’s only because the entity went to extremes in order to repair the damage it had done that Vex ended up like that. And it is only through the entity’s manipulation that the Vex are willing to do whatever it takes to fix their own history. Do we really want to join them? Should the Coalition do whatever it takes, too, or can’t we find some other way?’

   Her questions were good. And they needed to be asked. But the conclusion would still be the same.

   And Carson knew that. Though the guilt and shame washed over him with the pounding repetition of waves assaulting a shoreline, at the back of his mind he still knew the conclusion would be the same.

   Regardless of the fact they would be committing mass genocide by destroying the Vex, the only alternative was to risk the entire Coalition and the continued stability of peace within the Milky Way.

   When you are in charge of something like the Coalition, and the direct safety of everybody who called it home, sometimes you weren’t allowed moral luxuries. It was a cold, almost brutal thing to point out, but it was true. Admiral Forest and the rest of the Academy board knew that. If they decided there was some slim chance to save the Vex, and risked the entire Coalition based on that flimsy hope, they would condemn everyone.

   Nida had put it best when she had prove to everybody in that meeting that the Vex would do whatever it took to survive. There would be kamikaze pilots, desperate soldiers, and an entire race hell-bent on sacrificing everything if only it saved them in the end.

   An enemy like that has no compunction. It will not stop in the face of moral obligations.

   So of course there was only one thing the Coalition could do.

   Living with that conclusion, was harder than making it. For it made him realize the Coalition wasn’t nearly as good and ethical as he liked to make out.

   As all these myriad thoughts chased through his mind, he pressed his lips together, his chin dimpling and creasing with deep emotion as he faced her.

   Granted, she wasn’t the best recruit, but surely she understood what was going on here? Despite the effect of the entity, surely Cadet Nida Harper understood the Coalition could not risk itself to save what was very likely a doomed race.

   If the entity, an incredibly powerful force, had not found a way to save the Vex in tens of thousands of years, how on earth could the Coalition hope to do it in the little time they had left?

   Indeed, there was a far more telling fact. They had already lived through the future Vex attack. They had seen Travis a broken man as he led the survivors through the galaxy.

   More important than that, however, was the fact the Vex had not reappeared. If their attack on the Coalition had been successful, and they had finally found the technology they required to fix their timeline, then he would have met them in the future.

   But both Nida and Carson had stood upon Remus 12, and it was just as barren and dead as it had been the first time they stood upon it.

   Which meant the Coalition simply didn’t have the technology the Vex were after. They couldn’t hope to fix their timeline. So the only thing they should aim to do was to protect the Coalition itself.

   He wanted to point all of this out, but it wouldn’t make a difference, would it?

   Standing there and staring at her pale cheeks, washed out, emotion filled expression, told him that no words were going to make a difference.

   Whatever affect the entity was having on Nida, speaking to her, rationalizing through their decisions, it wasn’t going to make any difference.

   So instead Carson took a hesitant step forward, his shoes pushing into the trim tread of the carpet below him softly. Half lifting a hand up to her he parted his lips and whispered her name.

   She stared at the hand warily. ‘We can’t do this,’ she tried.

   No, they could do this. They shouldn’t have to, but unless he was very much mistaken, there wasn’t an alternative.

   There was no way to save the Vex.

   ‘Nida, please,’ he tried, lifting his hand up higher.

   He didn’t want to lose her, which was incredible considering they'd barely been together for more than several days.

   It felt longer though, of course it did. They had just endured one of the most stressful missions imaginable. For every step of it, she’d been by his side. He would have wanted no one else.

   But now he was facing the very real prospect that she would never want to have anything to do with him again.

   Though he could hold onto hope that once the entity was removed, Nida would return to normal, there was every possibility she would still hate him.

   He'd lied to her. He'd sided with the Admiralty.

   Sure enough, she took a sharp step backwards, then another. For a split second she stared at him, her wide eyes filling with tears. With shimmering, flickering attention, she faced him, then turned around on her heel so sharply her loose hair flicked against her cheeks and shoulder.

   He actually stumbled forward, as if reaching a hand out to her had made him lose his balance.’ Nida,’ he said desperately.

   She ran away.

   Straight for the door.

   She was out of it before he could push her name once more from his lips.

   He could go after her. Maybe he should go after her.

   Yet he found himself standing there, frozen to the spot as if his feet had sunk deep inside the icy body of a comet.

   Did he deserve this?

   Yes.

   He was about to be complicit in the total destruction of an entire race, so he most definitely deserved this.

   But did it have to be done?

   Yes.

   On old Earth there was a saying about being stuck in a Catch-22, being trapped against a rock and a hard place.

   Well that was Carson’s life right now.

   Yet, he didn’t stop.

   He mustered the courage to turn from the door. His gaze drew naturally to the windows at the opposite side of his office.

   Beyond he could see the sprawling grounds of the Academy. People walked along the paths, enjoying the streaming sunshine from above.

   Beyond the Academy lay the city and the bay.

   Earth had been through much in its short celestial history. Humans had gone from hunters and gatherers to technological masters of their own destiny.

   There had been wars, brutal skirmishes, and periods in history so dark it was best not to remember them.

   But now, now humanity deserved the peace it had wrought itself.

   The city out there, the people below, they deserved this beautiful sunny day in this shiny peaceful city.

   Carson would not rob them of that.

   If destroying the Vex was the only way to say the countless citizens of the Coalition and ensure the entire peace of the Milky Way, then so be it. Wasn’t it a tremendously small price to pay?

   It was wishful thinking to assume they could save the Vex anyway. So why risk all this for such a slim chance?

   He couldn’t and he wouldn’t.

   He just hoped Nida would understand in time.

   Right now, he had to prepare for the mission.

   Though it was hard, and it felt as if a little of his heart withered up and died, he turned sharply on his foot and walked towards his desk. Carving a path through the junk, he brought up a holo terminal and got to work.

   He was the head of the Force, he could not turn back now.

   Yet even as he thought that, he half pushed away from his desk, angling his head down, scanning the grounds below, hoping to see her. That unruly head of messy hair, that uncoordinated, klutzy form, and that smile. The one that took your mind off your problems, and filled you with hope.

   He couldn’t see her.

   He turned back to his work.

    

   





Chapter 16

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing.

   She wasn’t entirely sure what she could do.

   She simply knew this was wrong.

   Some part of her could appreciate Carson and the rest of the Coalition Academy had a point. An incredibly important one. They could not risk the Coalition with all of its countless worlds and trillions of people on the slim hope of saving the Vex.

   Especially when it wasn’t clear there was any way to save the Vex.

   To them, the conclusion was clear.

   To her, it was murder.

   The Vex deserved better. They deserved better, she kept repeating in her head as she clutched her left hand tighter and tighter. Soon her fingers wouldn’t just push through the flesh and draw blood, but likely punch all the way through the bone too.

   She didn’t care though.

   This was so wrong.

   The Vex hadn’t asked for the entity to push through and damage their timeline. They hadn’t asked to live through countless iterations of their history, only to be obliterated time and time again.

   They hadn’t asked to be turned into a race hell-bent on survival, manipulated into being the coldest, most brutal, most efficient creatures they could become.

   It had simply happened to them.

   And now they would be destroyed.

   You could argue that would be putting them out of their misery. It wouldn’t though. The only way to save the Vex would be to fix their timeline and repair the damage that had been done.

   At first she’d hoped Carson understood that. Now she realized he didn’t.

   All he was thinking about was the Coalition.

   A part of her understood that of course that was the case. Yet the rest of her, the part that understood how guilty the entity felt, it couldn’t accept this.

   There had to be another way.

   She found herself wandering through the corridors in a daze.

   Though she was still aware of the entity’s presence, it was no longer close to taking her over. Though she’d endured a brief episode with Carson, she was once again in full control.

   In fact, if anything, what had occurred in Carson’s office meant she had even more control than before.

   For the entity was giving up. She could feel it receding within her. As it realized what the Coalition was going to do, it surrendered to hopelessness.

   She barely had to concentrate to control it anymore.

   Perhaps she should have celebrated at that fact, she couldn’t. It simply made her sad.

   This whole thing was so terribly sad.

   Though she’d joined the Coalition Academy on the premise she could go out there into the galaxy and make a difference, she now realized the emotional cost that often brought.

   Solutions weren’t always easy, peaceful, and nice. You didn’t always have the luxury of choosing between two distinct options, one of which was moral and decent, the other of which was obviously abhorrent.

   Sometimes, like now, you found yourself choosing between two different versions of Hell.

   Though Carson kept trying to tell her she wasn’t the worst recruit in 1000 years, and Nida had started to believe him, now she wasn’t so sure.

   A proper recruit, who understood the remit of the Coalition Academy, and the tremendous responsibility that came along with it, wouldn’t second-guess Carson. They’d understand this was the only way.

   Yet as she plumbed the depths of her feelings and reason, she couldn’t.

   She really never had been cut out for this life, had she?

   She was soft on the inside, too sensitive. She couldn’t turn her mind off and do what was necessary. All she could do was obsess over how much she’d lose.

   Feeling bitterly disappointed and on the verge of tears, she barely paid attention to where she was walking.

   Soon she found herself heading out towards the grounds. It was an incredibly beautiful day, and gorgeous sunshine was streaming down from above. The grass was lush, green, and soft. The oak trees were resplendent in young spring growth, their leaves gently shifting about and rustling in a refreshing breeze that danced off the bay beyond.

   As she looked around, the various personnel and cadets at the Academy were all smiling and enjoying their day. Granted, a few were hurrying by with worried expressions on their faces, either shouldering the same burden she did, or another. But the majority of people were simply enjoying the day.

   It was strange to see them so oblivious.

   Strange, and painful.

   She found herself gravitating towards her favorite oak tree. It was off the beaten path, and if you were lucky, you could lie underneath that great gnarled trunk without anyone disturbing you.

   She needed to be alone right now. Alone with her thoughts and the entity’s bitter grief.

   She didn’t make it.

   As she was walking across the grounds, she ran into a group of her classmates. Though she tried to walk around them, she couldn’t.

   Their faces exploded with expressions of surprise and wonder. She didn’t exactly know how much of her tale had spread through the student body, but she could safely assume they barely knew a thing. Just enough to be intrigued, but not enough to run the heck away from the entity currently residing in Nida's left palm.

   She closed her fingers tighter as Cadet Rosali half-ran over to her, his enormous blue face bobbing close to her own as his red eyes widened with interest.

   ‘I heard from one of the officers in the docking ring that you arrived with Carson Blake. You haven’t joined the Force, have you?’ Another cadet asked, their voice arcing high in surprise.

   The group kept assaulting her with their questions. They bombarded her with the same ferocity as the Coalition would soon bombard Remus 12.

   She didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

   To face their curiosity and rapt attention, despite what was happening, felt so wrong.

   She went to push past. Maybe she’d head back to her room in the medical bay. There it would be silent. And though no doubt the medical equipment would keep scanning her, she’d still be alone.

   She didn’t get the opportunity.

   Somebody raised their voice and coughed very pointedly. ‘So are the rumors true?’

   Nida, though she desperately wanted to run away, found herself turning. She recognized that voice.

   Bridget.

   Alicia's friend was standing there, one eyebrow raised as she crossed her arms defensively in front of her chest. There was a very sour expression crumpling her usually pretty face. ‘So, is it true? Are you,’ she brought up a finger and pointed directly at Nida, ‘somehow with Carson. Or is this just some dumb joke?’

   Bridget’s tone was forceful and belligerent.

   And it washed right over Nida.

   Really? This was what people were concentrating on?

   The galaxy was going to hell, and all Bridget cared about was a little romantic competition?

   Nida’s lips simply parted open in disbelief.

   She felt cold. And disconnected.

   How could these people be so oblivious?

   They were cadets in the Coalition Academy, they knew the responsibility they shouldered. So why weren't they shouldering it? Why were they massing around her, more interested by the possibility of intrigue, then the probability that something dangerous was happening?

   Granted, none of them knew about the Vex. But Nida couldn’t listen to her own reason right now. All she could hear was the anger bubbling up inside her.

   These people were so damn naive.

   They had no idea what was waiting out there for them. Who cared about their romantic troubles and tribulations in the grand scheme of things? When they graduated, they would be responsible for the Coalition, for the galaxy, for countless lives.

   Nida had never been a particularly forward-thinking person, and though she had always acted responsibly and diligently, she wasn’t the most mature of souls.

   Well, maturity had been thrust upon her.

   Her once narrow perspective had been blown apart. She no longer had the luxury of caring only about herself and what was happening to her immediate friend group. The future of the Vex now weighed upon her shoulders, and it changed her as she stared out at her friends and colleagues.

   She could no longer understand them.

   Nor care about their petty problems.

   Rather than face Bridget, she turned around.

   She went to walk away.

   Bridget pounced forward, grabbed her arm, and held her in place. ‘Come on, tell us. What happened? Are you really with Carson? Or is this some elaborate trick?’

   She didn’t usually have a problem with Bridget. She was a little like Alicia. She was just fiery, but deep down, she was a good person.

   Today, Nida had a problem with everyone.

   The more the shock of realizing the Coalition were going to destroy Remus 12 settled in, the more powerful anger began to grow within her.

   She was a lot of things, but she was very rarely angry. And the sensation was such an odd one, and so different to her usual character, it felt like someone had switched her body with someone else’s.

   As strange as it was, however, she couldn’t deny that growing feeling.

   She was angry at Carson. She was angry at the Coalition for their decision. She was angry at her friends and classmates for being so damn naive.

   She was angry at herself for being so weak.

   The emotion kept building and building, like a flame being fed more and more fuel. Soon it would rise right from her toes to her head, and she’d burst.

   Without thinking, she roughly tugged her hand free from Bridget’s grip.

   It was easy enough.

   Surprise shot through Bridget’s expression, but then once again her face crumpled with clear animosity. ‘You know, you don’t deserve a person like Carson. You’ve never tried at the Academy, you’ve never put your heart and soul into it. He has. No matter what he faces, he always does what’s right for the Coalition. It’s in his blood. You wouldn’t understand that. You run from your problems when they get too hard,’ Bridget said.

   Maybe her comments drew laughter, or gasps, but Nida could hear nothing but her words.

   She didn’t deserve a person like Carson.

   Carson always did what was right for the Coalition.

   ‘You don’t meet people with loyalty like that too often. You mostly meet people like you, too weak to bother with,’ Bridget said as she crossed her arms in front of her chest and flicked her head to the side.

   Though Nida was now free, and could walk away, she found herself grinding to a halt, her face directed at the ground. 

   She stared fixedly at the grass.

   If she wanted to, she could silence Bridget easily enough. All Nida would have to do was point a finger at the sky, and she could send Bridget soaring off into the clouds. Or she could simply turn around and flatten a hand on her chest, and crush her body with all the force of a meteor slamming into the earth.

   . . . .

   She wouldn’t. She couldn’t. Although the anger kept building inside her, Nida held onto herself. To the scrap of identity that always remained within.

   And she walked away.

   Bridget kept calling out to her, and maybe the rest of her classmates kept assailing her with questions, but Nida turned her mind from them.

   She focused her attention within. Towards the boiling anger as it rose and peaked through her belly, feeling like acid eating at her guts and heart.

   She brought a hand up and flattened it over her chest.

   She did not, however, at any point turn around and attack Bridget.

   No, she was different.

   Despite the anger curdling within, she was not that far gone.

   Instead she turned, Bridget's words still shadowing her.

   Carson was a good man. He always did what was right for the Coalition.

   Nida, on the other hand, was a worthless recruit who didn't know what it was like to sacrifice herself for others.

   If she'd been in a daze before she'd walked across the grounds, it was nothing compared to the stupor she experienced as she headed back to the medical bay.

   Her head was elsewhere. All the way back on Remus 12, to be precise.

   Despite the fact she kept drawing quite a crowd, though nobody else accosted her, Nida felt alone.

   Completely and abjectly alone.

   She hadn't felt this way when she'd been nothing more than an ordinary recruit, even though people had fastidiously ignored her.

   Nida had never been popular. It hadn't bothered her though.

   Yet now, in the face of all this limelight, she had never felt so distanced from people.

   She tried to tell herself it was just the entity. Carson was right. This grief and shame and anger, it wasn't hers. She simply had to hold on. Push back the deluge of feelings until Vex was destroyed and the entity was removed from her.

   Yet even as she thought that, she swallowed hard, her throat pushing against her collar, the implant scratching the fabric.

   She tapped at it, closing her fingers tight against the skin.

   Though she wanted to believe none of these feelings were her own, her gut instinct told her they were.

   It was too easy to turn her back on the entity and the Vex. Despite what they had done to her, she was a member of the Coalition Academy.

   And Bridget was wrong. Nida did have values, and she knew how to uphold them.

   She'd been there on the first day of class when Sharpe had told them all that as members of the Coalition Academy they were to uphold the good, the right, and the just.

   For that's what the Galactic Coalition Union stood for.

   It separated itself from the Barbarians and the Kor and all of those other warring factions because of its moral integrity. It protected the weak, it shepherded people into the future, and it never harmed others for its own gain.

   Well, the lecture Sharpe had given all those years ago no longer meshed with the Coalition she saw today.

   She could understand Carson and the decision he'd help make, but she couldn't push away the fact they weren't trying hard enough.

   Surely destroying Vex should be the last option. Not the first. Surely they could travel to Vex and spend the time until that planet realigned looking for a solution.

   If the worst came to the worst, then they could destroy Vex just as it realigned with the galaxy.

   They could at least try.

   As Nida walked and thought, she paid no attention whatsoever to where she was and who was around her.

   In fact, she was in so much of a daze, that she walked right into the back of a large man and barely noticed. Glancing off his shoulder, she continued forward, clutching her left hand back and forth as she thought through this desperate situation.

   The man cleared his throat. It was a very pointed move, and though she wanted to ignore it, there was something terribly memorable about it.

   It raced up her back, and panic sunk deep into her gut.

   ‘Really, Cadet? You walk into me, and you don't apologize?’

   She froze.

   Commander Sharpe.

   Bradley and Bridget were one thing, Sharpe was in a completely different league.

   He'd been the one to come up with her nickname of the worst recruit in 1000 years. He'd been the one to berate her about her story of the Vex.

   And he was now the one who took several short, marching steps her way, his expression souring as he did.

   Though Nida had felt powerful anger moments before, it was burnt up in Sharpe's presence.

   Though she'd never thought of it that way, the Commander was kind of her nemesis. The bully who had berated her through her few short years as a Coalition cadet.

   Except, he wasn't, was he?

   Not entirely.

   Though Sharpe never missed a chance to tell her she was a terrible cadet and should quit the Academy, there was no true anger behind his words.

   He didn't hate her. A fact evidenced by the way he'd treated her after her accident with those TI objects so long ago. With compassion as well as frustration crumpling his brow, he'd told her to look after herself.

   Well right now, as he marched up to her side, crossing his enormous tree trunk like arms before his chest, he looked down with that same confused expression. There was a definite edge of frustration, but flickering deep within his slate grey eyes was compassion. ‘What are you doing? Shouldn't you be in the medical bay? You should not be walking the halls. Drawing attention,’ he added in a hiss.

   She blinked quickly, trying to marshal up her courage.

   A few seconds ago she'd been lost in the brutality of the Coalition destroying the Vex, and now all she could remember was how damn weak Sharpe made her feel.

   Her heart was a mess, her hands were sweaty, and she was now pressing her teeth into her bottom lip so hard, the damn thing would likely pop.

   ‘Cadet,’ Sharpe said in a low growl, ‘don't you have anything to say for yourself?’

   She opened her mouth.

   She stopped.

   ‘Cadet?’ He crossed his arms harder, looking at her with a truly questioning expression.

   ‘I'm heading back there now,’ she finally said in the weakest of voices that barely carried beyond her lips.

   Without bothering to salute, and feeling her emotions tackle her once more, she turned on her foot to walk away.

   ‘Nida,’ Sharpe said suddenly.

   He used her first name. He very rarely used her first name. When he wasn't calling her Cadet Harper, he was calling her a waste of space. Yet now as he said her name, there was an odd tone to his voice. Almost familiar. Like he was a friend rather than a commander and her constant bully.

   She paused, turning over her shoulder to look at him.

   He dropped his arms around his middle. ‘They haven't told me what's going on,’ he pointed out.

   She half closed her eyes. Right. He wanted to know.

   Before she could shake her head, he shook his. ‘I'm not asking you to tell me, Cadet,’ he spoke tersely, ‘I'm here to give you some advice.’

   She paused.

   She should probably walk away.

   Like she walked away from Bridget.

   Like she walked away from Carson.

   But she didn't.

   Because this was Sharpe.

   Despite the fact she now had an incredibly powerful entity residing in her left palm, and the weight of the universe resting on her shoulders, he was the one force that could keep her riveted to the spot.

   ‘You weren't always the best cadet,’ he began.

   Her heart sank.

   Really?

   That's not what she needed now.

   People had to stop reminding her she wasn't brilliant.

   Yes, she was fully aware of the fact she wasn't Carson. She didn't share his loyalty, nor his determination to save the Coalition.

   She didn't have his pure heart, she couldn't use it to understand this murky moral situation.

   What she had, instead, was a direct line to the entity and its guilt. To all of that shame. Not only had it broken Vex, but it had spent so long, so many eons trying to fix it. It had shepherded those people through so many iterations of their history, that the entity could not see them fall.

   No doubt a better cadet could push past that and do what was necessary.

   She couldn't.

   With a sinking heart, she went to turn away again.

   ‘Cadet, I'm talking to you,’ Sharpe snapped, shifting in front of her. ‘I'm not done. Like I said, you weren't always the best cadet, but you tried.’

   Reluctantly, she looked up at him.

   With turgid emotion swirling through her, she was at once on the verge of tears, and also vitriolic anger.

   She remained there though, watching Sharpe.

   ‘I didn't always . . . credit you for that. You tried, Cadet. Sometimes harder than any of the other kids. You never gave up. Despite the fact I always thought you weren't cut out for this life, you didn't quit. And I'll admit, after your first week, I didn't think you'd last another. Then after your first month, again I didn't think you'd last another. But you kept lasting. And you keep lasting. You may not have the qualities most of the other cadets do, but you've got something different. I'm not privy to what the Admiralty has decided, as it is beyond my remit. But clearly they believe in you. They believe your story,’ he stuttered as he said the word story. ‘And if it's true, Cadet, then you should be proud.’

   Nida's stomach gave a twitchy kick. She had to press a hand into it, lest she jerked forward in surprise. ‘What?’

   ‘Cadet Nida Harper, you should be proud. I'm going to tell you a secret,’ he suddenly admitted.

   She blinked quickly.

   ‘Sometimes the standout cadets make the worst officers. What we teach in here,’ he pointed to the ground then let his wrist flick around as he indicated the walls as well, 

   ‘isn't always what they test out there,’ he pointed up to the sky, clearly indicating the rest of the galaxy. ‘The troubles and pressures at the Academy, aren't the ones you necessarily face in the real world. We can only teach you as best we can, but at the end of the day, being a Coalition soldier and officer will test your personality just as much as it will your training and skills. Unless you have the guile, unless you have the guts and resilience, you won't last. I've lost track of the number of promising cadets I've trained, only for them to quit, bail, or fail. I've also lost track of the number of cadets I thought would never succeed who proved me wrong. Have you ever heard of Captain Cora?’ He nodded at Nida pointedly.

   She squeezed her lips together and nodded. Of course she had. Captain Cora was a legend.

   ‘She was one of the first cadets I taught. I thought she'd bail at the first opportunity. She had a hot head, a hot temper, and never listened to orders. Well, without her, Earth would have succumbed to a Barbarian plot years ago.’

   Nida just watched him silently.

   Was he building her up?

   Sharpe, of all people?

   ‘I could tell you a whole list of others, but there's no point. Cadet Harper, you've proved me wrong, like the rest of them keep proving me wrong. You're terrible at learning to be a cadet, but you're brilliant out in the field. And I don't need to tell you, that's all that matters.’

   The anger wasn't there anymore. The anger that had chewed through her, threatening to pull down every sense of resolve and morality she had ever built.

   It was gone.

   It died there in that moment she stared at Commander Sharpe. The man she had once assumed hated her and thought she was just a waste of space.

   The man who had coined a terrible nickname.

   He thought she was brilliant in the field?

   ‘We can't test results, kid,’ he repeated. ‘We could pretend to. We can put you through stressful situations, test you, push you to the limits, but it's still in a controlled environment. It's only when you get out there, and you know there's no one that's got your back, that we really find out what we're made off. I'm gonna tell you once more, Harper, you're a terrible cadet, but you're a brilliant Coalition soldier.’

   She was stunned.

   In that moment, all of her troubles fell away for a precious few seconds.

   She couldn't believe this.

   Though Carson kept telling her she was better than she thought, hearing it from Sharpe was the real thing.

   Sharpe never lied to you just to make you feel better.

   Sharpe told you exactly what he thought, and he didn't sugarcoat it.

   Which meant . . . good God, it meant he actually thought she was a brilliant Coalition soldier.

   Sharpe stiffened his jaw, the muscles along his neck bulging against his thick collar, making the three shiny pins that indicated his rank bulge. ‘I don't know what you're going through, but I bet I know what you're thinking. So stop it. Don't second-guess yourself, Harper. Do what is right. That's all that matters. When you get out there,’ he pointed up once more, again indicating the rest of the galaxy beyond the controlled confines of the Coalition Academy, ‘all that matters is that you do good. We try to teach you how to do that down here,’ he glanced around the corridors, ‘but we don't always get it right. Because down here is clear, and up there isn't. It's murky, it's messy. But as long as you save people. As long as you do what's right and just, that's all that matters. You've gotta be proud of yourself, and you gotta make me proud of you,’ he said as he stabbed a thumb her way. ‘Show me I was always wrong about you,’ he challenged.

   She didn't speak.

   What on earth could she say?

   Commander Sharpe wasn't just rising to her defense, he wasn't just making her feel better—he was completely washing away the opinion she'd always held of herself.

   As the weak, terrible, worst Cadet in 1000 years.

   Sharpe cleared his throat, again crossing his arms. ‘Like I said, I don't know what they want you for. But, Cadet, go out there and help. Do what is right. Do what I taught you. Do something that'll make us all proud.’

   She let her lips drop open.

   She was speechless.

   Sharpe shook his head. ‘That's where you snap a salute, turn stiffly on your foot, and race out to save the galaxy. We can only teach you how to pass tests down here, how to handle a scanner, how to use your TI. We can't teach you how to save the galaxy. We can only hope that you'll rise to the challenge when you meet it.’

   He took a step back, raised his arm, and snapped a perfect salute.

   Instinctively, she did the same.

   ‘You always did snap a bizarrely perfect salute,’ he muttered as he raised an eyebrow and shook his head. ‘I thought that was the only thing you could get right. I was wrong. Now go out and show the galaxy how wrong I was.’ He added in a grumble as he turned.

   Without a goodbye, he left.

   He left her completely stupefied.

   She kept playing over what he'd told her, as if wondering whether it had all been a dream.

   But it hadn't.

   Sharpe thought she could do this.

   More than that, he'd repeated the one thing she needed to hear more than any other.

   Go out there and do right.

   Go out there and make the rest of the galaxy proud.

   As he'd said, down here in the Academy things were clear, up there in reality, they were murky.

   There were no clear answers.

   If you pushed on, you at least had a chance of finding one.

   Giving up would condemn not just the Vex, but the Coalition to the horrible reality of destroying them.

   She couldn't give up.

   She clutched her left hand into a fist.

   It wasn't hard this time, the fingers didn't rake the flesh. It was just determined.

   She had to help.

   She really didn't think she could march into Admiral Forest's office and tell her not to destroy Remus 12.

   But maybe there was another way?

   If she accompanied Carson on his mission, maybe she could find it.

   She just had to give herself time.

   And hope.

   The entity had never had hope.

   It had forced its way through with violence and anger.

   But she was different to it. And she would hold onto that difference.

   Nida turned sharply, heading to the docking ring.

    

   





Chapter 17

   Carson Blake

   It was just when he was readying to tell the Admiral that Nida would not accompany them, that she ran into the docking ring.

   As always, she practically tripped over the doorway, stumbling on her feet as she righted herself with an awkward smile.

   He couldn't hold in his surprise. He turned to her, his cheeks probably as white as a comet's tail. ‘Nida?’ he asked in a shaking tone.

   The Admiral was standing right beside him, and he knew he should have the decorum to call Nida a cadet.

   Despite what they'd been through, he was still the lieutenant, and she was very much still the cadet.

   But his feelings broke through his training.

   He even took a shuddering step towards her, lifting a hand and spreading his fingers wide.

   Why was she here?

   Had she forgiven him?

   There was a moment where their eyes met. It didn't last. She looked down sharply, pressed her lips together, and appeared to come to a quick decision. ‘I'm coming,’ she said in a soft tone.

   The Admiral crumpled her brow. ‘Yes, you are,’ she said simply. ‘You are late. We are almost ready to depart.’

   Nida looked uncomfortable, but didn't say anything.

   He couldn't take his eyes off her.

   When she'd walked out of his office, he thought it was over.

   She was here.

   Just as hope rekindled in his heart, something else quickly took it over.

   Fear.

   She wasn't going to do anything, was she?

   She'd already made the fact that she did not want the Vex destroyed absolutely abundantly clear.

   He knew the entity still had some kind of effect on her. Would it push through once more to control her?

   Was it manipulating her even now, pushing her to usurp the Coalition mission and save Remus 12?

   Though they were uncomfortable possibilities to consider, he couldn't stop them from churning through his gut like a violent storm.

   As he stared at her, his palms became so cold and sweaty, it was a surprise they didn't ice up and stick to his pants.

   The docking ring around them was chaos.

   Of course it was, it wasn't every day you had to organize a mission like this. They were planning to destroy the planet, blast it from space.

   Even if Carson lived through this, he doubted he would ever face something so perilous again.

   The atmosphere in the place was one of only barely controlled panic. People raced forward with slack expressions, pale cheeks, and fidgety movements.

   But they were all still doing their jobs.

   Because they knew it mattered.

   Not many people were ever given the opportunity to serve the Coalition in its hour of maximum need, but all the men and women around him were not shrinking from that responsibility.

   And neither was he.

   He had to remind himself of that fact as he stared across at her, because guilt once again snaked through his belly.

   She seemed to have a hard time looking at him. Instead, she kept flicking her glance from her left hand out towards the rest of the docking ring.

   Again fear pelted through him.

   He couldn't shake the feeling that the entity still had some kind of insidious control of her.

   Should he tell the Admiral?

   Yes. That's what a good soldier would do.

   In fact, he should have told the Admiral the moment Nida had endured that episode in his office.

   He wasn't just shirking his duty by keeping that fact to himself, he was quite possibly endangering everyone.

   If the entity was on the rise once more, despite the fact her modified TI was still apparently working, Carson had to step in.

   Yet if he told the Admiral, what then?

   They'd lock Nida away.

   Worse, they'd take her to Jupiter Substation. Or maybe they wouldn't, maybe they'd realize there was very little they could do against the entity. Not when it was utilizing its full force.

   For crying out loud, it had managed to force the Academy computers to initiate the End Game Maneuver. If the entity once again managed to get full control of Nida, who knew what it would be capable of?

   It could easily destroy the docking ring.

   It could easily destroy their ship.

   And it could kill everybody on board.

   Facing a threat like that, maybe Admiral Forest would realize containing the entity was impossible.

   Perhaps she'd direct her attention at killing it, and Nida in the process.

   So that's why Carson didn't act.

   That's why he felt colder than he ever had before as he stood there and stared at her.

   If the Coalition were prepared to destroy the Vex to save themselves, then they would be prepared to destroy Nida as well.

   Utilitarianism dictated that the needs of the many would always outweigh the needs of the few. Nida was just one person. If killing her and the entity would assure others' survival, then Admiral Forest would make that decision.

   So Carson . . . he didn't and he couldn't turn and walk towards the Admiral.

   He just . . . he stood there and he watched Nida. His heart filled with hope. No, it pulsated with a pleading wish that she was okay. That she could still control the entity.

   If she couldn't . . . he couldn't see her die.

   She shifted about uncomfortably, until somebody came and got her, and she was ushered towards one of the many transports that would take the necessary crew up to the waiting cruiser in space.

   All too soon, she was out of his sight. She wasn't out of his mind.

   His guilt now drove him crazy.

   He had to tell the Admiral, but he couldn't.

   Forcing his lips to work and his throat to croak out the words was a Herculean task.

   So Carson just . . . waited.

   He waited to find out what would happen next.

   He too was loaded onto a transport for the barely two-minute trip into space.

   He was afforded with a seat next to a window, and in a daze, he leant one hand into the wall as he pushed his head towards it and peered out into space.

   As they punched through the atmosphere, he saw the wall of blue that was the Earth below. Then he turned his head to the side to see the waiting heavy cruiser in geosynchronous orbit.

   At first it was nothing more than a dot of grey-black against the swathe of dark dotted with stars.

   Rapidly, in a blink even, it became huge.

   Heavy cruisers were massive. Easily more than several kilometers in length and girth, they were exactly like floating cities. They had to be. They were the ships tasked with the hardest missions. Whether it be protecting the planet from some natural disaster, or fighting off the Kor Empire, you needed to have everything at your disposal, from weapons to medical facilities.

   This heavy cruiser, the Chronos, also had state-of-the-art engines that could get them to Remus 12 in time.

   In time to end it.

   Just before Carson could let his mind turn towards that possibility, he stopped it. Dead in its tracks.

   He leaned back from the window, closing his eyes, despite the incredible view.

   Instead he focused his mind on the one thing that mattered.

   Saving the Coalition.

   And saving Nida.

   He had to remove the entity from her.

   There was no question of that anymore.

   She could control it for now, but would that last?

   And what would happen when they finally arrived on Remus 12? Would the entity try to reassert control once more?

   Carson had never felt more stressed in his entire life. He wasn't just stuck between a rock and a hard place anymore, he was being crushed from every direction.

   His loyalty to the Admiral and the Coalition was unquestionable, yet his growing loyalty to Nida could not be overcome either.

   So he just sat there, waiting for his ship to dock with the Chronos. When the docking sequence was complete, he jumped to his feet and ran for the door.

   He was determined not to sleep, because he would fix this.

   Everything.

   No matter what it took, even if it was his life.

   Carson Blake would fix it.

    

   





Chapter 18

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It was easily one of the strangest experiences of her life. Not only had she barely travelled in space before, but she had never been on a ship like the Chronos.

   A state-of-the-art heavy cruiser, only the best of the best could ever be posted here.

   And despite what Sharpe had said, Nida knew she would never have been allowed to serve on a ship like this.

   You didn't only need top marks, you had to be physically fit, the best of your class, even. You also had to have endurance off the charts, and the willingness to devote every moment of your time to study.

   So it was a weird experience walking on board the Chronos. It was a weird experience having seasoned officers turn to her, nod, and address her with respectful greetings.

   They were treating her like . . . she was one of their own. No, more than that, like she deserved to be here.

   Though it truly was a weird feeling, Nida didn't have long to feel it. All too soon she was pulled into a private meeting with the Admiral.

   The Admiral wanted to know any weaknesses the Vex might have. She was apparently not convinced that destroying the planet would solve this problem.

   ‘We need to be prepared for the fact that even if we attempt to destroy Remus 12, we will be unable to do so,’ the Admiral said as she paced before her desk, her hands locked behind her back.

   At the mention of destroying Remus 12, Nida felt the entity within. It screamed at her. It begged her to do something. It told her she was a murderer for sitting by and doing nothing.

   She clamped down on her teeth and she tried to control herself. She did it by repeating Sharpe's words: she would do what was right. Whatever that was.

   ‘Cadet,’ the Admiral whirled on her foot again, now clutching her arms so tightly behind her back, her shoulders bulged against her trim uniform, ‘you provided a surprisingly . . . emotive report to the Board back on Earth. You have proven yourself to be a capable observer. I need your advice now. What are we to do if the Vex survive our attempts to destroy the planet?’

   Nida was torn.

   She had no idea what to say.

   Should she beg the Admiral not to destroy Remus 12? Should she get to her feet and give an impassioned speech about their moral duty to try to save the Vex?

   Or would that just get her thrown in the brig?

   Nida had to be careful.

   She'd come along on this mission on the hope that she could help.

   That somehow, though it sounded impossible, she’d be able to find a way to save the Vex. All she had to do was try. Try like she'd never tried before.

   Sharpe had told her she had stamina and resilience.

   It was time to find out if he was right.

   So she had to be very careful.

   She had to keep her feelings from the Admiral, right?

   Or would it not matter?

   Had Carson already shared Nida’s misgivings with the Admiral?

   Despite the fact Nida didn't know how she felt about him right now, she doubted it. For one, the Admiral hadn't challenged her, nor had she thrown her in the brig, and for another, Carson . . . he’d done everything to protect her in the past. And though it was likely a foolish, ridiculous hope, maybe he was still trying to help her.

   Maybe he was giving her the time and space to sort her head out.

   She didn't know.

   So she didn't exactly know how to answer the Admiral.

   Admiral Forest whirled on her foot again, her eyebrows crumpling. ‘Cadet. Answer,’ she said simply and curtly.

   Nida swallowed. There was only so much stalling she could do before Admiral Forest became so irate, she'd kick Nida out an airlock. ‘I don't know,’ she managed simply.

   The Admiral's eyebrows descended so low, it was a surprise they didn't bury into her eyes. ‘Not good enough. I want to know what you know. What the entity knows.’

   Nida flinched.

   The Admiral noted it. ‘We have been assured by the medical personnel several times that you're modified telekinetic implant is doing its job. It is keeping the entity away from you. You don't need to be afraid. You need, in fact, to overcome any latent fear and rise to your duties, Cadet. I understand it must've been hard to endure what that creature put you through. I cannot begin to understand how it felt to have it trapped within your body, controlling both you and your mind. But all I can tell you is that we need you now,’ the Admiral spoke stiffly, her lips barely moving around her words, ‘the Coalition needs you. You may have never faced responsibility like this, but I assure you, you cannot shirk from it. If you run and hide or push away, you will never forgive yourself. When people's lives rest in your hands, and you drop them, you will live with that shame for the rest of your life.’

   The Admiral was being brutally honest, but maybe Nida needed brutally honest right now.

   The way Forest spoke of responsibility . . . it was clear she was speaking from personal experience.

   ‘It will eat you up inside, and there will be few things in this universe that will be able to relieve you of that grief,’ the Admiral noted in a quiet, distant tone. Even though her voice didn’t boom out, it captured Nida's attention more than a shout in her ear.

   With a kick of nerves, she pushed forward on her chair, following the Admiral with her gaze.

   The Admiral was wrong. Nida knew perfectly well that failing one’s responsibility would haunt one for life; the entity was there to remind her of that fact.

   However, there was another fact that Nida hadn't truly appreciated yet. With all that was going on in her mind, and the turgid storm of emotions the entity sent her way, she hadn’t paused to wonder what would happen when this was all over.

   If she somehow interfered with the Coalition's plan to destroy the Vex, and the Vex in turn destroyed the Coalition, that would be on Nida's head, wouldn't it?

   If Nida directly or indirectly led to the Vex destroying the Coalition, the responsibility would be hers.

   It wouldn't just weigh her down; it would crush her completely.

   It would prove Bridget and Bradley right: she was not cut out to save others. She could only condemn them.

   With a dry mouth, she watched the Admiral.

   ‘The answers aren't always clear,’ the Admiral suddenly said as her eyes unfocused and she looked beyond Nida towards the windows behind her desk. They offered a perfect view of space beyond. It wasn't the usual black dotted with stars. Considering the speed the Chronos was travelling at, she couldn't see stars at all, only long lines of blinking light.

   ‘Sometimes you have to battle to make them clear,’ the Admiral added as she curled a hand into a fist and struck it against her thigh. ‘Sometimes you get it wrong. But when people's lives are on the line, the cost of getting it wrong increases. And when everybody's life is on the line,’ she finally turned to face Nida directly, ‘the cost is unfathomable. Do you understand that? Can you appreciate what it would be like to lose the Coalition? We cannot afford to make a mistake.’

   Nida, despite herself, despite the entity, nodded.

   Christ, the Admiral couldn't afford to make a mistake, could she?

   Nida wasn’t in the same position as Forest, and though she could blame the woman for the brutal decision to destroy Vex, the Admiral was right: the cost of losing was incalculable.

   Which meant the risks they were willing to take became all the harder to calculate.

   But no matter how much sense Nida could now see in the Admiral's words, it didn't wash away her resolve completely.

   In fact, all she found herself doing was thinking of Sharpe's words over and over again. Do what's right, do what's good, do what’ll make people proud of you.

   The Coalition had no choice but to attempt to destroy the Vex, in part she could see that.

   But that didn't mean she should give up, right?

   Because maybe there was another way.

   Nida couldn't force the responsibility onto others. She alone knew more about the entity and the Vex than anyone else, save for Carson.

   Surely that meant she was in a unique position to find a way to save them?

   She just had to . . . think. Try. Find. Stop being drowned by emotion, and start pulling herself out of that pit of despair to find the solution she desperately sought.

   That's what Sharpe would do. 

   The Academy could not test grit. It couldn’t test one's ability to push through insurmountable odds to force a solution to arise.

   Only life could do that.

   Nida had never thought of herself as the kind to be able to surmount any odds. She always believed she was the type of girl to give up at the first opportunity. That wasn't right, was it? Because despite the fact she had always known she was the worst recruit at the Academy, she’d never quit.

   Sharpe had thought she wouldn’t survive a week, well she had. She kept going. No matter how many times she’d been knocked down, she kept going. In fact, that's what she needed now.

   Despite the fear and shame the entity threw at her, and the anger it infected her with, she could keep going.

   It would push her down. She'd get up.

   The odds were insurmountable. She'd find a way despite that fact.

   Maybe, in a peculiar way, her less than fantastic history to date had prepared Nida perfectly for this situation.

   Despite the odds, she would push on.

   She’d taught herself to do that from her years of constant failure.

   ‘Cadet, if you know anything that could help us, please. I understand this situation is beyond your current training. But if Carson's story is true, you’ve proved yourself to be more than your test scores proved you to be. I cannot shoulder this responsibility alone. The Coalition must fight to survive, or die. So help,’ there was a pleading tone to the Admiral's voice, and it seemed to echo around the room like a scream, despite the fact the woman hadn't shouted at all.

   Nida found herself pushing up from her chair, rising, and facing the Admiral.

   ‘If it happens . . . if you don't manage to destroy Remus 12,’ she choked through her words, and it was one of the hardest things she'd ever done to push them from her closed-off throat, ‘we run. It'll be the only way. They'll be desperate,’ she began.

   The Admiral shook her head. It was a powerful move, and as she did so, she fixed Nida with a look full of disappointment. ‘We do not. Perhaps you don’t yet understand, but with responsibility comes sacrifice. Though I hope this mission will succeed, I also understand that if it doesn’t, we’ll become the last line of defense. If your assessment of the future is correct, then the Vex will do anything to get hold of our technology. They will push out into the galaxy when their timeline aligns with ours, and they’ll attract ships to their home world. They’ll loot, they’ll plunder, and they will destroy and steal whatever they can. We will fight them. For if we don't, they will move on from us, and attack others. We cannot run.’

   Nida could see how disappointed the Admiral was. The line to the woman's jaw was so hard, it was a surprise she didn't cut through the collar of her shirt.

   ‘We need to know how to fight them. If it comes down to it, we'll need an edge. Can I rely on you?’ she asked directly.

   Nida hadn’t been prepared to be put on the spot so directly. She squirmed. She actually fidgeted back, her shoulders shifting tight against her uniform as her hands curled into sweaty fists.

   The Admiral watched her with narrowed, piercing eyes. ‘Cadet Harper? Can I trust you? Can we rely on you?’

   Her lips dropped open and she muttered a hasty, ‘yes.’

   There was no force behind Nida's voice though, and the Admiral's brow crumpled further. ‘Do you understand what's at stake here?’ she snapped.

   Nida nodded forcefully. In fact, her head jerked back so quickly, she strained her neck muscles. ‘Yes,’ she stammered, ‘I do. It's just . . . ’ she trailed off.

   ‘What?’

   ‘I . . . wish there was another way,’ she answered truthfully.

   The Admiral looked at her with an unreadable expression. The woman was either about to throw Nida in the brig, or give her a hug. Eventually, however, she cleared her throat. ‘We all wish there was another way. But we do not have the luxury of waiting for one to eventuate. It's unfortunate that you've been placed in this situation. I can't force you to rise to the responsibility, but I can beg you. So please, help us,’ the Admiral said through clenched teeth. ‘Maybe you’re confused by the presence of the entity, maybe you aren't. But I beg of you to have loyalty to the Coalition. Your home. There are billions of people at stake,’ she stated quickly, ‘their fate rests in your hands.’

   It was too much.

   The pressure suddenly exploded.

   Nida jerked up from her chair, tears actually misting her eyes.

   She'd come into this meeting with the Admiral convinced she was a monster for even suggesting to destroy the Vex.

   Now Nida was more confused than she'd ever been.

   She had no idea what was the right thing to do.

   All she could feel was the pressure of having to decide.

   ‘Cadet,’ the Admiral snapped.

   Nida had to get away.

   But she didn't. Though she wanted to run, hide in her room, and actually throw her blankets over her head in the hope they’d close out this terrible world, she didn't.

   Something anchored her to the spot.

   It wasn't the entity, nor was it the look in the Admiral's gaze.

   It was Nida herself.

   It was that slim, flicker of hope that if she kept pushing, she could find a solution to this.

   ‘Cadet,’ the Admiral boomed once more, ‘we can’t afford weakness nor indecision. For both will get us killed. All I'm asking is that when the time comes, if the time comes,’ the Admiral spoke through clenched teeth, ‘you rise to our defense. We will do whatever we can to protect you, and we ask of you the same sacrifice.’

   Again Nida shuddered back. Again she stood her ground. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she wanted nothing more than to hide her face in her hands, yet she kept her palms locked against her legs instead.

   And she faced the Admiral.

   The woman's gaze was unwavering and as powerful as 10,000 suns.

   ‘If we had time, we'd find another way. If we had time, we wouldn't have to rely on you. We would have pulled the entity from you, we’d have left you back at the Academy. You're just a cadet, you shouldn't be on a mission like this. But you are. You either push that fact away or embrace the responsibility it entails. I must go to a meeting with the Captain, I’ll be unavailable for the next hour and a half. I will meet with you afterwards,’ the Admiral said plainly as she took a step back from Nida, straightened her collar, and nodded towards the door. ‘You are dismissed, Cadet. But before you go, I want you to understand one thing: nothing about this is fair. You'll find the galaxy never is. But you can make it right, if you try. For now, I’ll trust that should we need you, you will help. Yet, if you decide you are unable, you will come to me and tell me. Do you understand?’ The Admiral suddenly fixed her with such a piercing gaze, it was a surprise Forest’s eyes didn't jump right out of her skull and bore through Nida. ‘I am directly responsible for the crew of this ship. If you believe you are unable to help them should the Vex attack, I need to know now. Don't let me put you in a position of responsibility if you will fail. People will die.’

   Nida was speechless.

   The Admiral made a cutting motion towards the door with her palm. ‘Leave. I must attend my next meeting.’

   Nida turned, no, she stumbled, and she headed towards the door.

   ‘One last thing, Cadet. Carson Blake believes in you. Don't let him be wrong.’

   With that, Nida walked through the door. As it closed behind her with a near-silent hiss, she blinked her eyes closed and she locked them tight.

   She was . . . beyond confused.

   She had nothing to hold onto anymore.

   Just a mess of thoughts and emotion and responsibility and guilt.

   It felt like it was drowning her.

   As several crewmembers walked past, talking hurriedly amongst themselves, she blinked her eyes open, turned, and walked away.

   The entity was with her. It was always with her.

   Telling her the Coalition were monsters for destroying the Vex. Telling her it was up to her to find a way. Find a way to save them.

   And yet, the entity's voice was no longer as strong. It had been drowned out by the Admiral's ferocity.

   Ferocity, but justified passion.

   The Admiral was right. The entity was right. Everybody was right.

   And it was all wrong.

   Stuck in the middle of this, being crushed from all sides.

   In a daze, she walked back to the quarters she'd been assigned.

   She wanted to close her eyes, rest her head on the pillow, and wait for it all to be over.

   Maybe the Coalition would destroy Remus 12, maybe they'd try but fail, only to have the Vex surge forward to obliterate them. Maybe Nida would be called upon to save her fellow shipmates.

   Maybe she wouldn't be.

   Everything loomed before her in a terrible question mark.

   Nothing was certain.

   No, that was a lie.

   Something was certain.

   Soon, she’d be reminded of that.

    

   





Chapter 19

   Carson Blake

   Everything was happening all at once. The Chronos was abuzz. Nobody on board had ever been on such an important mission.

   It wasn't every day you destroyed a planet. It certainly wasn't every day you destroyed a planet that was stuck in its own timeline, one that would soon realign with this galaxy and usher in a day of destruction.

   If he weren’t living it, he wouldn't believe it.

   And yet, despite how frantic and incredible it was, he couldn't forget her.

   He desperately wanted a chance to go see her. To check on her.

   Yet he’d been rushed off his feet ever since he’d boarded the ship.

   Right now, he was hunkered down in one of the discussion rooms, going over everything he knew about the Vex for about the millionth time.

   Everybody was preparing for the prospect this wouldn’t work.

   Maybe they wouldn’t be able to destroy the Vex in time, or maybe, horrifyingly, it would have no effect. They could destroy Remus 12, but that may not prevent the Vex from realigning. After all, Remus 12 of the present was not the same planet as the past. They were only assuming that if they destroyed the planet, it would ripple through time and destroy the Vex of the past, obliterating their timeline completely.

   From the limited data he’d been able to share with scientists, everybody hoped the destruction of Remus 12 would solve this problem.

   They had to prepare for the fact it wouldn’t.

   For now, however, they pinned their hopes on the easy way out.

   Easy, but brutal.

   He kept thinking back to Nida, of course he did. He wanted to pretend her reluctance to destroy the Vex was all down to the entity and its manipulation. He couldn’t kid himself though.

   It was her.

   She was too kind for this world. No, that made her sound naive and innocent.

   That wasn’t it.

   She was just the kind to believe there was always another way. That violence was your last and final option, not your first convenience.

   Everybody kept telling him he was a hero—for bringing this information to the attention of the Academy, for surviving the past and the future to warn the present.

   He didn’t feel like a hero. He felt like nothing more than a confused child.

   Placing a sweaty hand on his mouth, he closed his eyes briefly, pushing past his fatigue to enter more data into the holo panel before him.

   The Admiral suddenly walked in.

   Despite the fact everyone in the room was busy, they all found the time to turn, snap a salute, and acknowledge her entrance.

   She walked over to him determinedly. He looked up sharply, fear kicking through his gut at her expression.

   She was disappointed in something or someone.

   Before he could question whether it was him, the Admiral reached him and blurted, ‘I thought you said we could trust her.’

   Carson’s world kind of crumbled. He felt as if someone ripped into him and tore him down.

   There was no doubt the Admiral was talking about Nida.

   Had she done something?

   Had the entity taken control?

   Had Nida tried to sabotage this mission?

   Before he could dig himself a grave within his guilt, the Admiral continued, ‘despite what she may have achieved, it is clear she’s still a cadet. She’s not cut out for this. Or at least I think she isn’t. So you’re going to have to tell me, Blake, if it comes to a fight, can I rely on her? I’ve asked the Cadet, but to be honest, she’s in no state to answer. She’s confused. She’s a mess. So I need you to tell me, should I rely on her? Or should I operate as if she will be useless in battle? I need to know. I must plan for the eventuality that the Vex will survive.’

   Carson’s mouth was dry. Dryer than a desert planet baking under three suns. His heart pounded away heavily in his chest, too. It felt like a meteor shower thundering to earth.

   The Admiral looked at him directly, crumpling her brow when he didn’t answer immediately. ‘Blake?’

   ‘You can rely on her,’ he said, and he surprised himself by speaking clearly, directly, and calmly. Which was incredible considering the confusion swirling within.

   To be honest, he didn’t know whether the Admiral could rely on Nida.

   . . . .

   No, he did. And that’s why he answered automatically.

   She had always come to his aid. She’d always done what was right. Sometimes they didn’t agree on what that was, but when someone’s life was on the line, he knew she’d help.

   With all the force of the entity if she had to, or with nothing more than her hands if it came to it.

   Carson faced the Admiral, he set his jaw, he lifted his chin, and he looked at her determinedly.

   The Admiral looked back. Eventually she arched an eyebrow. She sighed, it was the kind of rattling, shaking move that revealed just how much stress she was under.

   Stress they were all under.

   She wasn’t breaking though. Now was not the time to break.

   ‘Very well, you believe in her, I’ll trust you. She seems confused, though, Carson. I’ve seen what she can do with the entity,’ the Admiral now crossed her arms uneasily, narrowing her gaze as she stared at the wall, ‘it’s unquestionably powerful. If it comes to a fight, she’ll be an unimaginable boon. Every doctor and scientist I’ve spoken to assures me the modified telekinetic implant will keep that entity under complete control. We no longer have to fear it.’

   Carson remained silent. Deathly silent.

   ‘According to reports, she can use it to produce incredible amounts of power, to manipulate space even. She could protect shock troops, or aid in any battles the Chronos may come under.’

   Carson couldn’t speak.

   ‘If our plan to destroy Remus 12 fails, we’ll need her. She’s confused,’ the Admiral repeated, ‘understandably. If this were a normal mission, she wouldn’t be on it. Considering what she’s faced, she’d be back at the Academy receiving considerable counselling. We’d also be seeing to the removal of the entity. We have neither of those luxuries. I need her. So I want you to go to her and fix it. She seems to trust you. You need to make her understand she is no longer at the Academy. This is the real world, and she must step up.’

   Carson winced.

   ‘I’m relying on you, Lieutenant. Fix this.’ With that, the Admiral whirled on her foot, muttered something to one of the passing officers, and barreled through the door.

   She would have so much to do.

   But not as much as him.

   Fix it? Though he’d been determined to do that, he didn’t see how going to Nida now could achieve much.

   She didn’t want to see him.

   She certainly didn’t need him to tell her it was time to pull her socks up.

   He knew she was capable of accepting this responsibility, despite the fact everyone else didn’t think she was up to it.

   Plus, he didn’t want to push her . . . .

   The Admiral was acting as if the entity was under complete control, but Carson wasn’t so sure.

   So he had to be so very careful.

   So very careful.

   With his heartbeat ringing in his ears, eventually he mustered the courage to push away from the panel and make it through the door.

   He already knew where Nida’s quarters were. That was the first thing he’d checked when he’d boarded the Chronos.

   Walking towards them, however, set him on edge. Nerves more powerful than any he’d ever felt thundered through his belly, feeling like a hoard of Barbarians tearing down his resolve and courage.

   Yet he forced one foot in front of another until he faced her door.

   Sleek new metal, he pressed his fingers into it.

   Swallowing hard, sounding like a gasping fish, he just waited there.

   He looked like a complete idiot, but thankfully people were too busy to notice Carson Blake shaking in his boots outside a cadet’s door.

   He couldn’t help but think that several months ago he’d never have behaved like this.

   The Carson Blake of the past had led the Force, and he’d done so with a stiff upper lip.

   Now, however, Carson was practically falling apart. 

   Eventually he mustered the courage to do what he had to. He brought his stiff sweaty fingers down and pressed them into the intercom button. ‘Ah, Nida,’ he stammered through his words, his voice a shaking mess, ‘are you in there? I need to talk to you, Nida,’ he tried again. 

   It was hell as he waited for her to answer. He’d already checked with the computer to confirm she was inside, so he knew she was in there. But as time stretched on, it became clearer and clearer she didn’t want to speak to him. 

   He pressed the intercom button down once more, clearing his throat uncomfortably. He continued, ‘Nida, I’m really sorry, I need to speak to you. Please let me in, Nida.’ 

   Again she didn’t answer. Just before he could turn away, however, there was a soft beep, and the door unlocked. It opened to reveal her quarters. 

   They were large, especially generous for a cadet. There was soft grey and red carpet on the floor, partially showing the logo of the Coalition, and it led out to a wide room dotted with various chairs, a desk, and an appreciably sized bed. All around one wall was a continuous bank of windows, stretching out beyond to the fantastic view of space: just blackness with those lines of stars flashing past indicating just how fast the Chronos was travelling on its desperate mission. 

   For just a bare second, he let himself be distracted by that view. He struggled to find his equanimity as his attention focused on the great beyond. 

   Then he saw her. 

   She was standing off to the side of the room, awkwardly leaning with one leg against her desk. As she crossed her arms in front of her chest, she looked on at him with the kind of expression that set his teeth on edge. 

   Her pert lips were pressed together, her eyebrows pushed low over her usually sparkling eyes. 

   Though he’d faced off against many enemies in his time, and had pushed through tasks more arduous than most could imagine, seeing Nida contemplating him with such a cold expression was the worst. 

   His stomach gave such a kick of fear, it was a surprise it didn’t lurch right out of the window and tumble into the cold depths of space. 

   He took several short, careful steps into the room. The door closed with a near-silent hiss behind him, and yet it made him jump. 

   He was nervous, twitchy, edgy. And as he lifted his head up and mustered the courage to stare at her, his nerves quadrupled. It felt like a storm in his gut. His mouth was so dry, he kept swallowing every other second. 

   She didn’t say anything. She simply remained there with her arms crossed and her expression terse. 

   No, it wasn’t terse—it was complicated, like this entire situation. 

   Though Carson thought he knew what she was feeling, in all reality, it was unlikely Nida understood herself. 

   This situation was changing so rapidly, it was impossible to predict how anyone would react to it.

   Bringing one sweaty hand up and running it through his short hair, he cleared his throat. ‘The Admiral sent me here,’ he began, then winced as he realized that was the wrong way to start. 

   Nida had let him in, which was a good sign, and possibly the evidence he needed that maybe she still trusted him. He should fall down on one knee and beg for her forgiveness. He shouldn’t pretend the only reason he was here was that Forest had ordered him.

   She turned from him, considering her crossed arms instead with fixed attention. The quality of her gaze suggested the crease and crumple of her sleeves held the very secrets of the galaxy. That, or they were infinitely more interesting than Carson himself. 

   Again he cleared his throat. He had to jump in and do this. 

   He couldn’t afford to stand here like an awkward, love-struck teenager when the whole galaxy was on the line.

   He stiffened his jaw.

   ‘Nida, look, I’m sorry, I am so sorry for what happened,’ once he began speaking, it was as if the floodgates had been opened. His words came tumbling out in one grand jumbled mess of slurred syllables. He could barely understand himself, but he kept pushing on, ‘I’m so sorry. This situation . . . It’s gotten out of hand. I know how you feel about the Vex, and trust me, I feel the same. If there was another way to save them, we’d do it. If there was a way to be sure we weren’t condemning the Coalition, we’d do it. I promise you that,’ he kept stumbling on, forcing his words out in one endless stream of unbroken consciousness. 

   She didn’t stop him. She did, however, pull her gaze from her sleeves tentatively. She let it drift across the floor until finally it reached his eyes. 

   She looked lost. Lost. 

   Realizing that gave a kick of nerves to his stomach. ‘Nida,’ he said suddenly, ‘are you okay?

    His simple question got her attention. 

   Her gaze flickered, her eyes practically closing as it appeared as if they would fill with tears. ‘No,’ she said. 

   He ground to a halt. He gripped his sweaty fingers into fists, held them there, and watched her. 

   No, she wasn’t all right, was she? And yet she was doing remarkably better than anyone else would be in her position. She hadn’t succumbed to the entity. Its blue light was not playing across her form, and nor was it sending him crashing against the ceiling. And though she’d told him she wasn’t all right, the fact that she was standing and she wasn’t a mess of tears on the floor was evidence enough that she was better off than she thought. 

   ‘Hey,’ he said softly as he took a gentle step towards her. 

   This really got her attention, as she jerked away from the desk and stared at him warily. 

   He stopped on the spot. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ 

   She blinked quickly. ‘I know that, Carson,’ she said in an uncertain tone. ‘It’s just I . . .’ she trailed off. 

   He pressed his lips into his teeth. 

   Ever since their fight in his office, he’d been apologizing to her over and over again in his head. He’d been practicing what he’d say until the words were arranged in a perfect, emotive, convincing order. Except now in her presence he forgot them. 

   The only thing that captured his attention was how exquisitely confused she appeared. She didn’t need his apology. She needed clarity. 

   His back stiffened. 

   Ever since their mission had begun, their relationship had changed. It was no longer one of a lieutenant and cadet, no longer one of the chain of command. Though he’d tried to reinstate that on occasion, she’d never let him. 

   Instead they’d been equals, friends, even for a brief period lovers.

   Now he had no idea where they stood. Yet as he looked at how conflicted she was, he realized what she needed from him: direction.

   She was lost. Of course she was. Even though this situation was new to him, it would be newer to her. The responsibility of being a Coalition soldier, especially in a time of war, wasn’t one you could easily adjust to. Nida was only a cadet—she had no experience with this.

   In unfamiliar times like this, someone in her position needed direction. 

   Could he give it to her? 

   He’d have to try. 

   He no longer stepped forward tentatively, he took a sharp stride, brought his arms around and crossed them hard in front of his chest. 

   This really did get her attention. Her eyebrows crumpled, her lips crunching together. ‘Carson,’ she asked warily. 

   ‘Nida, snap out of it,’ he snapped in what he hoped was a strict but not angry tone.

   Her eyes widened in surprise. ‘Excuse me?’ though there was a hint of indignation in her tone, there was also a waiver of fear. 

   ‘Snap out of it,’ he repeated, ‘people are relying on you,’ he added. 

   Now her eyes shifted open wide. ‘I don’t need to be reminded of that,’ she pointed out through a choke. 

   Though he could see the emotion twitching through her face, paling her cheeks, and threatening to send tears trickling from her wide open eyes, he didn’t stop. She needed direction, he kept telling himself, not comfort. 

   She’d already proved she was smart enough, brave enough, and calm enough to get through most situations, just as long as she knew what she was fighting for. Her problem was she no longer knew what to do. She was being pulled by the competing desires to protect the Coalition and to fix the entity’s mistake. 

   He could talk to her until he was blue in the face, trying to convince her the Vex had to be sacrificed to ensure the security of the Coalition, but that wouldn’t do anything. She didn’t need to be told what to do, she needed to be told how to figure it out for herself. 

   He kept his arms crossed tensely in front of him, his muscles tight against his uniform. 

   Her eyes darted over them, then up to his face. 

   Before she could defend herself, he jumped in once more, ‘people keep saying you’re not cut out for this—prove them wrong.’ 

   Her lips now scrunched in so much it was a surprise they didn’t disappear into her mouth entirely. ‘I don’t need to be told that,’ she said in a terse tone that wasn’t entirely her own. 

   You see, over the past several weeks, he’d gotten to know Nida. He’d also gotten to know the entity. She wasn’t the kind to get angry. Scared, yes. Tired and weary, absolutely. Frustrated, of course. But angry? No. She wasn’t violent and never would be. Even though she had the power of the entity at her fingertips, she only ever used it to save others. 

   And that, that’s the hope he’d held onto ever since her episode in his office. He kept telling himself she had the power to control the entity and yet the power to control her own anger and desire too. It reinforced that she was probably the best person to be in this situation. She might’ve been the worst recruit in 1000 years once upon a time, but only Nida was equipped with a personality to ensure the entity’s presence didn’t corrupt her mentally or morally.

   ‘Nida, I'm not going to argue with you about what the Coalition is doing. I know you can understand it. I'm here to tell you that we need to know we can rely on you. I told the Admiral that we can. I told her that you've never let me down and you never will. You’re the kind to always do what's best when you’re called upon to act,’ he continued. 

   Though she still looked a measure of indignant, it softened. It appeared to melt away as a touch of sorrow infiltrated her eyes. 

   He didn't let her emotion derail him. Though he felt a kick of nerves travel through his belly at her pain, he didn't reach a hand out to her. 

   He would offer her clarity instead. 

   He'd give her the room to make her own decisions. 

   Pressing his lips into his teeth, he continued, ‘we can rely on you, right?’ he didn't like putting her on the spot like this. He didn't like to appear that he was questioning her loyalty.

   She needed this right now though. 

   She shifted back suddenly, her leg banging into the table. It looked painful, but again he didn't move to help her. 

   She didn't need help, he kept reminding himself, she just needed to make her mind up.

   ‘Carson, why are you saying this?’ she asked in a high-pitched tone keening with emotion. She appeared to be on the edge of tears, and indeed, as she spoke, one trickled down her cheek. ‘I don't need to be reminded of all this. I know how much is at stake. I know how much responsibility I have,’ she said in a shaking tone. 

   ‘I'm not reminding you of what’s at stake, I'm reminding you that I can rely on you. That you’ve proven yourself time and time again. I'm letting you know that if you’re doubting yourself now, Nida, don't. I know what you're made of; you've shown me.’ 

   She took another step back, again banging into the desk, but this time reacting. Instead she focused only on him. 

   She opened her mouth, ready to say something, but her lips froze in place. 

   He took it as an opportunity, taking a step forward and continuing, ‘Nida, I know it's hard. God it's hard. With the entity residing within you, I know you can hear its thoughts. It's pushing you on and on. It’s telling you the Coalition are monsters. It’s forcing you to fix its mistake. I can't change that. We don't have the time to remove the entity from you, and maybe we don't have the luxury. We don't know what will happen next, but you know what? You've already proved to me you can push past this. That no matter what obstacle you face, you can find a solution. So do that one more time,’ he said, the hard edge to his voice disappearing to be replaced with emotion. Though he kept trying to push it away, it seeped back. 

   He took another careful step closer, his hands opening wide, the tingle along his palms begging him to reach up and cradle her shoulders. 

   More tears streaked down her cheeks as she pushed her lips together, trying to stop herself from sobbing. 

   ‘I'm not going to tell you what to do,’ he repeated once more. ‘I’m going to remind you you already know. This isn't the hardest chapter of our adventure. We’ve faced worse. Remember what you've done so far: you fought the entity, you overcame it, you can control it; you saved us from the Vex, you managed to open up time gates,’ he noted in a shaking tone full of surprise. ‘Remember what you've done, and now apply that to the current situation. There’s no clear solution. This situation isn't black-and-white, but Nida none of this has ever been black-and-white. You can do this,’ he repeated, now in a soft tone, his fight gone. ‘I can help you, if you let me,’ he added in a whisper. 

   Her eyes still brimming with tears, she looked up at him sharply. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ she repeated, shaking as she did. ‘I want to save the Vex, yet I don’t want to condemn the Coalition. I don’t know how to do both. I don’t even know if both are possible. I don’t know if destroying Remus 12 will even work, and I don’t know what will happen if the Vex attack. I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t know what I should do,’ she now said in a far stronger tone, her voice ringing on the word should. In fact, it was so powerful that for a moment it appeared as if the entity was taking control once more. 

   It wasn’t; it was Nida, her passion ringing true. 

   He now closed the distance between them. 

   She didn’t jerked backwards, nor did she stare at him warily. In fact, her eyes filled with hope, unmistakable hope. 

   He didn’t reach a hand out to caress her cheek, even though his hand wanted to. Instead he stared at her, his gaze direct but as soft as it could be. ‘You do know what to do. You’ve got to press on. Stop doubting yourself. The decision to destroy Vex is out of our hands. They’re going to attempt to do it. If it doesn’t work, and the Vex attack, you know what you’ll do too: you’ll help fight. 

   Though at first she looked as if she wanted to shake her head bitterly, she stopped the move halfway through and nodded. 

   He finally reached a hand out to her and grasped her shoulder tenderly. 

   ‘I wish there was another way,’ she said truthfully as she let her gaze dart away from his eyes and out towards space beyond. ‘I wish there was a way to have it all: to save the Vex and the Coalition. It’s just so sad.’ 

   Although he wanted to pull her head in and embrace her, he didn’t. Instead he fixed her with a strong look, or at least one he hoped was strong. He stiffened his jaw, pressed his lips hard against one another, and narrowed his eyes until the skin around his temples was tight and wrinkled. ‘Then find one. Look. If anyone can do it, you can.’ 

   She jerked her gaze back from the window. ‘What?’ 

   He brought his other hand up and locked it against her shoulder. ‘Nida, if anyone can find a way to save the Vex and the Coalition, it’s you. I trust you,’ he said, his tone soft but sure. 

   Her lips were open and wobbling, a flash of white teeth visible underneath. 

   She whispered, ‘how?’ 

   ‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. ‘We’ve got a day until we reach Remus 12. If you need any help, I’ll give it to you. Whatever resources you require, I’ll try to get them from Forest. If not, we’ll bootstrap what we can. Nida, we travelled through the past,’ he said in choking surprise, ‘we managed to get away from the Vex, to get to the future and bring this message to the present. That all should have been impossible, but it wasn’t. So maybe this isn’t impossible either. I’m not guaranteeing you can save them. I’m giving you the space to try. And I’ll help you. I’ll help you.’

   He’d come in here wanting to give her direction, intending to use his position as a lieutenant to shock her into behaving. It hadn’t worked out that way. And maybe that was a good thing, because Nida was losing her angry defiant edge. 

   As she stood there, she looked exactly like herself. The blue light of the entity was only the softest glow around her palm, and there was no hint of its control in her voice nor of its shame shadowing her expression. It was her, and it was great to have her back. 

   He kinked one lip up and smiled. 

   He should probably have taken the opportunity to hammer home his message, to ensure she understood him. He didn’t. Instead he looked at her. 

   She slowly parted her lips. ‘Try to save the Vex? I . . .’ she trailed off, her gaze again darting off him, but this time settling on the carpet behind. Her eyes became slightly unfocused, and it was clear she began to think hard. 

   He kept his hands on her shoulders, trying to support her physically, not because she couldn’t stand on her own, but because it was the only thing he could do. 

   Maybe he didn’t really believe she could save the Vex, and maybe he was a cruel person for dangling that hope in front of her. But he couldn’t deny the effect it was having on her: she was back. She wasn’t pacing the floor, succumbing to the entity, or shouting at the Admiral. It was Nida, in all her calm, klutzy glory. 

   And he’d have no one else.

   ‘Sharpe told me I was a useless cadet but a damn good officer,’ she suddenly blurted. 

   Carson blinked back his surprise. ‘He did?’ 

   One of her eyebrows pushed down as the other arched up. ‘He did,’ she nodded emphatically, ‘he told me the Academy doesn’t test grit and resolve and stamina, and that I have all three,’ she said in a thoughtful tone. 

   Carson just swallowed his words and waited. 

   ‘He said I was the type to keep pushing on no matter the odds until I found a solution. And he said that was the one quality that mattered most in space, that set apart the brave and arrogant from the successful.’ 

   Carson didn’t know what to say. 

   ‘I’m not sure if I believe him,’ Nida admitted slowly as she clearly sifted through her thoughts. She brought her left hand up and stared at it, ‘but he’s right about one thing: I don’t give up. I never quit the Academy, even though I should probably have done so the first day I got there. I don’t like to quit,’ she admitted softly. 

   Again, he had no idea what to say, so he simply stood there, listened, and watched. 

   ‘I’m not sure we can save the Vex. No,’ she suddenly stopped herself, her cheeks paling, ‘that’s a lie: there is some way to save the Vex,’ her tone stiffened. Before he could worry it was the entity taking control, she pushed her lips into a smile. ‘That’s not the entity talking, Carson, that’s me. I just feel . . .’ she lifted her hand to tap her chest, ‘that there must be some way to save them. And you’re right, maybe it’s up to me to look. I can’t ask the Coalition to . . . ’ she trailed off. 

   He put up a hand and muttered, ‘I understand you don’t need to say it.’ He did understand; she was talking about the destruction of Remus 12. He didn’t need her to say it and anger the entity. Plus, he wanted her to muddle her way through her thoughts, to come to whatever conclusion she was steadily marching towards. Because as she drew closer, she opened. She softened. She became herself once more, and his heart sang as he watched it. 

   ‘I can’t ask the Coalition to sacrifice itself for this,’ she suddenly said with calm clarity. ‘I know that now, and I’m sorry for pushing you,’ she muttered.

   His eyes actually moistened with tears and he watched her with a still, silent expectation that nonetheless ensnared his gut and clawed up his back. 

   Suddenly he was hopeful they could make it through this. Though he hadn’t let himself pray for that possibility before, now maybe she could forgive him. 

   It was pretty weird to consider that several weeks ago he’d thought Cadet Nida Harper was nothing more than a strange and seriously awkward curiosity. Now he literally couldn’t imagine his life without her. The possibility they could forgive each other and move on didn’t just make his heart sing, it made it grow fat and glow as it sent a warm pulse through his chest, arms, and torso. 

   Grinding his teeth together, he waited. 

   She looked up at him slowly, those luminous pools of brown thankfully devoid of that blue glint and instead shining with her own light. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘you’re a good man, Carson, and I could never have made it this far without you. I’ve been pushing the responsibility of saving the Vex onto everybody else,’ she looked at her left palm again, but her eyes did not linger, ‘I can’t ask the Admiral to stop. I’ve seen what happens in the future when the Vex attack, and we must avoid it at all costs. But,’ she closed her eyes before she continued, ‘I want to look for a way to save them. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m going to look.’ She blinked one eye open and looked at him questioningly, as if waiting for him to push away, laugh, or dismiss her. 

   He did none of those things. He simply stood there with his hands on her shoulders, and his gaze darted between her eyes. 

   He was so happy to have her back. So happy, in fact, that he didn’t quite comprehend the seriousness hardening her gaze. Nor, in fact, the seriousness of her tone. 

   If he’d truly listened to what she was saying and appreciated the import behind her words, he’d have understood. 

   He was right: she had changed. And more than that, she’d proved through time and space that if she set her mind to something, she achieved it. 

   Right now she was setting her mind to saving the Vex. 

   He’d already promised to help her, and when it mattered most, she would call on him. 

   For now, his gut twitched with a racing kick of nerves as she pushed forward and kissed him.

   He couldn’t say explosions flashed behind his eyes, or that his heart suddenly burst, but it was damn close. 

   Relief, so powerful it felt like an ocean tumbling into a point, burst through him. 

   With his arms wrapped around her and hers around him, he let that relief expunge the uncertainty, the doubt, the fear. 

   It wouldn’t last, but for now, he’d enjoy it.

    

   





Chapter 20

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She hadn't expected that Carson would come find her. But now she was more than thankful of it. He'd helped her to find the clarity she needed so much. He'd helped her to reach the conclusion she'd been drawing inexorably closer to since Sharpe had spoken to her. 

   She wasn't sure whether she could save the Vex, but she couldn't ask anybody else to shoulder the burden of trying. 

   Maybe it was because the entity resided within her, and she alone felt its true guilt. Or maybe it was something else. But Nida now understood this burden, this destiny, had to rest with her alone. 

   Not only had the Admiral's words touched her when she'd spoken of failed responsibility weighing you down for the rest of your life, but Nida had come to her own quiet understanding too.

   Carson had helped her when he'd stumbled his way into her room only to stiffen his shoulders, cross his arms and snap at her to pull herself together, it had worked.

   This was her story, her responsibility. Though Carson had been called away, and she now sat alone at the end of her bed, she no longer felt cold and confused. In fact, she was warm for the first time since they'd arrived back in the present. She was warm and strangely she felt safe. 

   Secure in the conclusion she'd made. She was going to try to save the Vex. But even though that gave her clarity and a sense of much needed calm, she couldn't allow herself to leave it at that. Now the true work would begin. 

   How on earth could she save them? Granted, she had the power of the entity, but the entity had been trying to save the Vex for countless iterations of its cursed timeline. It had tried over and over again, ensnaring numerous galactic races and absorbing their technology in a desperate attempt to find any solution it could. 

   If the entity, with all of its power and all of its opportunities, had not been able to save the Vex, how could she do it? 

   Her stress threatened to mount once more, but she pushed it away. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and reminded herself of the warmth within. 

   She could do this. She would do this. 

   She pushed herself up from her bed and started to pace before her windows. With her arms locked behind her back, she stared at space—the stars streaking by in a mess of color and light. They reminded her of those terrifying visions the entity had given her back on earth. 

   She would stand on Remus 12 as the stars literally fell from the sky, pushing towards her, collapsing into one point as reality crumbled. 

   The entity once led her to believe that unless she helped it, it would corrupt space. It had lied; everything it had done to her had been a manipulation to force Nida to help the Vex.

   She had every right to turn from it, but she couldn’t.

   She would help it despite what it had done to her. 

   Though Bridget had accused her of not understanding and appreciating what the Coalition stood for, perhaps Nida understood what the Coalition meant more than anyone else. Sharpe had reminded her of that fact when he’d bolstered her back on earth: the Coalition did what was right.

   Carson was correct, and what was right was not always black-and-white, but that didn’t stop you from pushing through a situation, analyzing it from every angle and never giving up until you found the most moral opportunity provided to you. 

   It was hard, it was fatiguing, but Nida had the stamina to push on and do just that. 

   So she didn’t give up. She paced in front of those windows, narrowing her gaze and staring at the streaking starlight beyond. 

   She pushed her mind into her memories: Vex, Remus 12, the entity, everything that had happened to her. 

   Occasionally, she would bring up her left hand and stare at it, inspecting the TI. 

   She’d already looked up the medical reports on it, hoping whatever was within would somehow give her a clue on how to solve this most monumental of problems. 

   She kept going back to the fact that if the entity couldn’t save the Vex, how could she hope to do it? 

   She didn’t give up though. Instead she concentrated and applied herself, pulling up various data pads and accessing the holo console in her desk. 

   She worked tirelessly. 

   She went through Carson’s reports and everything the Academy database had on Remus 12. She fastidiously studied them. 

   Her desk soon becoming a mess of various holograms as she shifted through them, panning for understanding like an old miner panning for gold. 

   As time ticked on, the hours marching by, her tension built. The closer they came to Remus 12, the more she could feel the situation coming to a head. Every point of this story, was now coiling in on itself like a snake ready to bite its own tail. 

   She didn’t give up, though, neither did she sleep. In fact, she barely ate. She concentrated her whole attention on the task. 

   Maybe she’d never been the best at study, but maybe she’d never been equipped with Sharpe’s observation that stamina and grit and the will to continue no matter the odds were the most important qualities in the universe. 

   She held onto that, and she continued until finally, finally they reached Remus 12. 

   She felt it long before the Chronos jumped out of hyper speed, the stars suddenly coming to a jolting stop outside her window. In fact, she stood with her hands pressed against the glass just as the Chronos exited its priority transport route and appeared before the barren world of Remus 12. With her lips parting open and her eyes fixed on the view, she stared at that world. 

   She felt the entity moving within. It writhed up her hand, threatening to push against the TI. She wouldn’t let it, and with barely any force and only half a mind, she could hold it back. 

   She used the rest of her attention to concentrate on that barren world beyond. The softly spinning, dusty brown orb of Remus 12—Vex. 

   She was at once reminded of the first time she’d seen it from space. All those weeks ago, on her first mission to the planet, Nida had been overwhelmingly excited. Of course she had been; it had been her first interstellar mission. As the worst recruit in 1000 years, she’d conjured the hope it could be a turning point in her less than illustrious career. 

   Well, it had been a turning point. Such a grand turning point had rarely been imagined, in fact. 

   She was now so very different to the Nida that had stared upon Remus 12 several months ago. She had changed in more ways than she could count, but there was one important similarity that remained: she still had the same will to push on, 

   And push on she would. 

   Though it was hard, she took a step back, her hand falling from the glass. Her eyes didn’t blink while they fixed on that picture of Remus 12. It was as if they were tracing it into her memory like a carver etching into stone. 

   Though she’d studied for hours on end and had sifted through more information than she’d studied in her entire career at the Academy, she was technically no closer to finding a solution. She couldn’t shake the feeling there was one out there, though. She just knew that within her was the miracle she so desperately sought. 

   Time was running out, though. They had barely hours to destroy Remus 12 before it realigned with their own timeline. 

   She was no longer questioning what she’d do if the Vex did survive to attack. She would fight. 

   Carson was right about that bit. In fact, she should never have questioned that fact. She would not let that condemned race condemn her own. She wouldn’t let the entity’s mistake poison any more races.

   She would end it here.

   Now.

   And yet she still didn’t have a solution. 

   She wanted more than anything to talk to Carson, to see him, to hold him again. 

   Now they’d resolved their troubles, he was back to being her rock. His mere presence could make everything make sense. 

   He was busy on the bridge, though, and would be until the destruction of Remus 12 was complete. 

   She wasn’t needed, or maybe she wasn’t trusted enough to join him. 

   Carson had apparently emphasized to Admiral Forest that Nida could be trusted, but she was still just a cadet, right? And a cadet had no place on the bridge of the Chronos as it extinguished a planet from existence. 

   So what was she to do? Just stand here and stare out of her window, waiting for that brown ball to be obliterated? To be snuffed out and set tumbling into space like nothing more than a clod of dirt crushed under foot. 

   Her stomach had once kicked with nerves, now it absolutely rocked with them. It felt like earthquakes tearing through her. It was a wonder she was still standing. 

   She managed it, though. With one tightly clenched fist and a pounding heart, she stood there pressing the fingers of one hand into the glass. They left a sweaty mark over the surface, a smear over space. 

   She couldn’t stand here waiting until the Chronos was ready to destroy Remus 12. Suddenly she twisted, pressing her back into the glass. She jerked her eyes closed, covering her face with both hands. 

   She shook her head desperately. ‘Come on,’ she begged herself, ‘you know how to do this. You must. Just think,’ she begged over and over again as she let her extreme anxiety grow. 

   She felt the entity, she heard it too. It didn’t speak in words, though, just raw emotion. It screamed at her, it begged, it pleaded to be let go so it could keep trying. 

   It had not tried to save the Vex for countless, countless eons only to give up now. 

   She hardened her teeth against it, pushed it back, and ignored its desperation for now.

   She pushed her hands harder and harder against her cheeks and forehead. The pressure, however, couldn’t push the solution from her brain. Instead, a jumble of memories and thoughts cascaded into her, swelling together like the billowing clouds before rain. 

   She kept praying for a miracle, hoping that if she thought hard enough the solution would come to hand. And yet she stood there with her back to the view, as time kept running out. The pressure of the situation mounted and mounted, and it drew through her, locking her muscles in place like a virus of ice chilling through every fiber and tendon. 

   Suddenly she sank her teeth into her lip so hard she quickly drew blood. It trickled over her lip and collected in a warm trail down her chin. That too did not bring the solution to hand. 

   Beating herself wouldn’t do it. Berating herself wouldn’t do it. Begging herself wouldn’t do it either. 

   Suddenly she snapped her eyes open and pushed herself forward. For just a second she wanted to throw herself on her bed, bury her head under her covers, and wrap her arms tightly around her pillow. She wanted to shut her senses out, to ignore what would happen next. 

   The Chronos was so well shielded and enormous, that she wouldn’t hear Remus 12 being destroyed. The ship wouldn’t shake, nor would there be a deafening boom rattling through the windows. 

   It could be destroyed completely, obliterated in an enormous burst of light, yet she’d have no idea unless she faced the windows to look.

   It would be so very easy to turn her back on it . . . . 

   Though that desire built and built, and she even took a step towards her bed, she stopped herself in place. ‘Keep trying,’ she told herself in the softest voice that could barely break through her bleeding lips, ‘keep trying.’ 

   She pushed herself to think once more, and it felt as though she was desperately running through the corridor of her mind, opening door after door as she searched for her miracle. Door after door after door. But they were all empty. 

   Tears began to trickle down her cheeks, as she forced herself to turn around and check on the view. With wide, shaking eyes, she saw that Remus 12 was still there. Yet at any moment she knew it could be destroyed. 

   Though she wanted to believe it would take the Chronos at least an hour to prepare the device required to destroy an entire planet, that didn’t change the tension of the situation. 

   She wanted to blink, but she couldn’t; she kept fixating on that brown orb as she remembered how beautiful Vex had been in the past. How lush. From the purple trees to its quaint forests, it would have been a delightful alien world to explore. 

   Times had changed, though. She remembered the Vex of the future with its cold clinical buildings and the Vex of the present with nothing but rubble and dust. 

   Time kept on changing. And now it was running out. 

   ‘Time,’ she suddenly said out loud, that word stuck in her throat. If she didn’t say it, it felt as if it would choke her. ‘Time,’ she repeated once more, her voice echoing off the walls of her empty room. 

   This all had to do with time. The entity could travel through it, or at least on Vex where the barrier of space-time was thin enough to manipulate. 

   Nida had sifted through everything relating to Remus 12, desperately searching for a way to save it. She hadn’t focused on time, though. Time, after all, couldn’t save Vex; it could only condemn it. 

   Yet as Nida stood there and let that word roll off her tongue once more, she remembered in a burst of energy how it felt to open a time gate. To use the entity and its unique power to travel through time as if it were nothing more than a stream one could swim across. She suddenly stood a little straighter, her eyes half closing as the view within became more important than that without. 

   Was she somehow close to finding a solution?

   She had to press on. She had to find out. 

   Nida walked into her room, slowly turning in a circle as she stared from the door to the carpet, to the bed, then back to Remus 12. 

   ‘Time,’ she let the word peel from her lips like a breath of wind through gossamer curtains. This entire adventure had come down to time. She’d travelled from the present to the past to the future to the present once more. And though she thought her journey through time had come to an end, perhaps she was wrong. For perhaps the solution lay within time itself. 

   If she truly thought about the Vex’s unique situation, she appreciated it was like a knot in a rope or a snake swallowing its own tail. It had to be untied, the snake’s mouth forced open. 

   If she wanted to solve this, she had to get Vex’s timeline to realign to the rest of the galaxy’s, she had to iron that kink out. 

   But the only way to unravel a knot or force that to snake open its mouth would be to begin at the beginning. She was currently stuck in the middle of this, in the present, searching her mind desperately to find a solution, but here the solution would not be found. 

   The only way to fix Vex’s timeline would be to travel back to the point it broke. 

   As these thoughts thundered through Nida’s mind like an electrical storm picking up between her temples, her eyes snapped open so wide she could have cracked her lids. 

   Pressing a shaking hand into her teeth and feeling the sweat against her gums, she whispered a startled, ‘God.’ 

   She still had the power to travel through time; she still had the entity locked within her left hand. She knew instinctively that if she travelled back to Remus 12, she could use it once more to open up a time gate. 

   Before this entire adventure had begun, Nida, like everybody else, believed time travel was impossible. Now it was possible, she was trying to wrap her head around what it meant. 

   Though the Coalition were pinning their hopes on the possibility of destroying Remus 12 obliterating the Vex for good they really had no idea whether that would work

   In fact, the more Nida questioned, the more she realized it was unlikely to work. If they destroyed the Remus 12 of the present, surely that couldn’t affect the Remus 12 of the past? Though the various engineers and scientists who’d worked on this conundrum hoped that by obliterating the planet they would somehow shatter its delicate timeline, it could be nothing more than an assumption.

   Slowly a conclusion built in Nida. It felt like a flame beginning to light in her toes, gently but surely spreading up her legs and into her belly before it ignited and shot towards her head. 

   She kept saying she was running out of time. How could she possibly run out of time when she could travel through it? 

   She stared again at her left hand.

   All the entity wanted to do was fix its mistake. Left unchecked, it would destroy everything else in order to achieve its task. Left unchecked, that was. What if it had a shepherd? Somebody who could control it and help it towards its goal in a moral, righteous manner? 

   That conclusion now spread through her mind like wildfire, burning away every sense of fear and every ounce of tension. 

   Nida had been looking at this problem all wrong. She’d pushed herself into believing they were running out of time, and that the only solution was to destroy Remus 12 or fight the Vex. But she was a fool—she could travel through time. 

   ‘I can travel through time,’ the words ricocheted off the walls. ‘I can travel through time.’ Her eyes lit up as she realized what that meant. 

   The entity had once used its control to force the Vex towards that one point in their future where their timeline aligned with the rest of the galaxy’s. It made them into brutal killing machines in order to steal the technology that might save them. 

   But there was another way. There was another goddamn way: Nida could travel back in time. She could go down to Remus 12, and she could do it all over again. She could travel to the point where the entity had burst through into Vex.

   She could investigate. She could try to figure out what happened. Then she could travel forward in time, shepherding the Vex, preventing the entity from manipulating them once more.

   It would be hard work, but she could do it. 

   She promised Carson she would push on, that she wouldn’t give up until she found a solution. Well, this was it. From this point on, Nida could devote her life to the Vex, to the entity, to finding that solution. 

   The Coalition might be barely an hour away from destroying Remus 12, but if Nida could get down there, open a time gate, and travel back into the past, that wouldn’t matter. She’d have her time again, because she was never without time, not as long as the entity was within her. 

   She could jump backwards and forwards through history itself.

   She let her hands drop to her side, her cheeks slack as her lips drew open silently. ‘My God,’ she said. She stared at the view of that planet through space. 

   This was her miracle, and she was a fool for not thinking of it before. 

   Within her grasp was the ability to keep trying. Sharpe had said that was the greatest quality, and he was right. She was the kind to keep trying over and over again, and if she could travel back and forth in history, using the entity’s power, she would do just that. 

   She would try and she would try and she would try, never running out of time, for it was within her grasp until she found her solution. 

   Nida shivered back. She fell to her knees, crumpled down as the surprise shook through her, but she didn’t let it last. Because although she now understood time was in her hands, it was also running out. 

   She had to get down to Remus 12 before the Chronos destroyed it, or at least attempted to. Then Nida could jump back and devote herself to the entity’s task. Except she wouldn’t turn into it; she would control it and its desire until they both finally fixed its mistake and set Vex on its true path. 

   Nida picked herself up and ran. She didn’t run to the Admiral; she knew she couldn’t exactly beg the woman to hold off on the destruction of Vex while Nida borrowed a craft and nipped down to the planet. They would think the entity was in control of her. 

   Well, the entity wasn’t. 

   Nida knew she could control it as long as she had her TI. She could keep it locked behind that wall. And even if she no longer had the TI, she was learning to control it even in her sleep. She could do this, she told herself as she gritted her teeth together, reached the door and flashed through it. 

   First she’d have to escape the Chronos. 

   Briefly she thought of telling him—of calling Carson, begging him to help her. 

   He’d offered. She couldn’t draw him into this, though.

   She was about to steal a ship, fight her way through security, and fly down to Remus 12. There’d be no turning back from this one. There’d be no forgiving her for what she was about to do. And if Carson came along, he’d ruin his career. 

   She also couldn’t condemn him to travelling back and forth through Vex’s timeline; that wasn’t his destiny, it was hers. 

   So instead she ran forward, shedding a tear as she did. 

   She didn’t want to give him up, but she saw no other way. 

   She ran, ran as fast as she could. 

    

   





Chapter 21 

   Carson Blake

   He should be on the bridge, he wasn’t though. The Admiral wanted him there, but he’d excused himself. There was something he had to do, something that was calling him. A feeling, a niggling feeling that was creeping up his gut like a wave of spiders clambering towards his throat.

   Though he’d started off at a jog, now he was running. Not towards her room, because he’d already confirmed she wasn’t there. No, towards the main docking bay. 

   In the hours since he’d left her, he’d had time to absorb his own advice. He told Nida to press on no matter what. To find a solution for the Vex. 

   He’d only said that in order to raise her spirits, but now he was slowly realizing what kind of affect his words would have on her. Sharpe was right: she pushed on. That summed her up entirely. She pushed on and on and on, no matter the odds. She never gave up. 

   So she wasn’t exactly going to give up now. 

   Though he’d left her with a smile and a warm kiss, and a hope she’d be waiting when he returned, he now understood she wouldn’t be. 

   A tumble of nerves hit his gut, and it told him she’d be giving it one last try. 

   His instinct begged him to hurry. 

   He ran now, sprinting as fast as his limbs would carry him. 

   Though there were no klaxons going off in the corridor, a sense of doom descended on him. Something wasn’t right. Things were too quiet. 

   What was going on? 

   Where were all the people?

   Shit, he hadn’t passed another soul for at least two stretches of corridor. 

   He had to get to her. 

   ‘Nida?’ he said in a harsh breath. 

   Suddenly he commanded his armor to turn on. It raced around him with silent, efficient ease. 

   In barely a second, it formed over his whole body, his visor blinking into place over his eyes. Now he ran faster and faster, a black blur against the grey, gunmetal corridors of the Chronos. His metallic boots beat against the floor, and it was the only sound as he pounded on. 

   He didn’t know how he knew it, but he was sure she’d be in the docking bay. She’d be heading down to the planet. Maybe the entity would be in control. Maybe it wouldn’t be. 

   He’d set her the task of saving the Vex. And knowing Nida, she wouldn’t be giving up so easily. 

   Despite the fact the Chronos was about to blow that planet out of the sky, she’d go down there. Because Cadet Harper didn’t give up.

    He was now running so fast, he taxed his armor to its fullest speed. It was a surprise steam didn’t start issuing from every pounding step.

    Soon enough he reached the docking bay. He didn’t pass another soul. He had no damn idea what was going on, but by the time he reached that door, he slammed a hand on the panel that would open it. 

   It hissed open and he ran in. 

   The docking bay of the Chronos was enormous, of course it was. This ship was huge, and required not only massive resources to run but needed to hold numerous smaller vessels for sorties and reconnaissance. The docking bay was usually a hub of activity, with engineers and officers working like busy bees in every corner and around every ship. 

   Well, right now it was deserted, absolutely deserted. 

   Every ship lay there locked against the black and silver hull as the enormous flickering blue shields that always protected the docking bay door cast their eerie glow over the room. 

   Beyond the glow and the sleek ships, there was nothing. Nobody.

   This cavernous space was empty.

   Before he could send off a quick and desperate warning to the bridge, he saw her. Nida. 

   He expected to see blue light cascading off her like water from a thunderous waterfall. 

   He didn’t. 

   She looked calm, collected, and totally fine. 

   But she was completely alone. 

   She was working near a small, fast reconnaissance ship, and it was clear she was getting ready to run. 

   He slammed to a halt, his feet pounding so hard into the hull they sent a resounding clang echoing through this huge room. 

   She froze. 

   She lifted her head up and she stared at him. 

   What was she doing? Christ, what was she doing?

   Suddenly his world bottomed out from his gut, feeling like it was tied to a superfast transport and shot halfway across the galaxy. 

   ‘Nida?’ he croaked her name in a husky voice. ‘Nida?’ 

   At first she twitched her left hand up, opening her fingers with a quick flick. But suddenly she stopped, and he watched her eyes widen with recognition. ‘Carson?’ 

   He stared at her, his body locked in frozen in surprise. ‘What are you doing?’ he managed. 

   Her own surprise now thawed to be replaced by a calm determination. She took a step back, closed her eyes, breathed, and nodded. ‘I’m going to fix it, she said in a breath that didn’t travel and yet one he could pick up easily with the acoustics of his armor. 

   ‘What do you mean, Nida? What have you done? Where are the crew? What have you done?’ 

   ‘Carson, they’re fine. I haven’t done anything to them. I just need to get down to Remus 12. 

   She opened her eyes and looked at him. Despite the situation, she smiled lovingly. 

   ‘What do you mean? What’s going on? What are you doing? What do you mean get down to Remus 12?’ though Carson’s gut had told him to get here, and his instinct had somehow warned him of this exact situation, he couldn’t believe it. 

   What was she doing? 

   ‘Carson, I don’t have time to explain. But trust me, the entity isn’t in control. I just figured out a way to save the Vex.’ she clutched her hands in front of herself as if in hopeful prayer. ‘I can do this. But I have to get down to Remus 12.’

    He was stunned, completely stunned. If his armor weren’t locked around his joints and muscles, he’d be on his knees for sure. 

   He creaked forward, opening a palm as he stumbled a single step her way. ‘What are you talking about? Save the Vex? How? It’s not possible, Nida,’ he stated bluntly. 

   She still held her hands carefully before herself. ‘Carson, just trust me, I have to go. I can do this.’ 

   ‘Do what? You can’t leave. You can’t take the entity back to Remus 12. That’s what it wants.’

   She shook her head. ‘I can control it. I can also help it.’ 

   ‘Nida, listen to yourself, the entity has been manipulating you from the beginning. It wants you to take it to Remus 12. Are you really sure you can control it?’ 

   She sucked in a harsh breath, but soon enough that calm assurance returned. She nodded her head. ‘Yes, I can. I can control it,’ she said in a determined tone, ‘and I can help it. I kept thinking I was running out of time, but how can I run out of time when I can jump through it?’ she suddenly said, her eyes widening as they burned with passion. She lifted up her left hand and opened the palm. ‘The entity is a curse, but it’s a gift. You were right, if anyone can solve this problem, it’s me. I can go back in time to the point where this all began, and I can do it over. Rather than let the entity manipulate the Vex, I can shepherd them. I can help them look for a solution. I can use my ability to shift through their timeline to help. It could take weeks, or days, or years, or the rest of my life, but, Carson, I can find their solution.’ 

   He was shocked and terrified at what she was suggesting.

   ‘Nida,’ he repeated one more time, desperation like knives stabbing into his back, ‘you can’t take the entity back to Remus 12. It’s too much of a risk. Sure, you could spend the rest of your life shepherding the Vex and trying to find a solution, but what happens when you die? What happens if the entity leaves you? It’ll all begin again.’ 

   She shook her head. ‘I’ll be careful. I can always jump back to this period of time and return to the Coalition,’ she tried.

   He shook his head. ‘It’s so much of a risk. Listen to yourself, Nida, please listen to reason,’ he begged. 

   She took a step back from him towards the ship. 

   His eyes drew wide. She was going to do it, wasn’t she? 

   ‘It’s too much of a risk,’ his voice boomed out, shaking through the room like thunder. 

   ‘No one else can save them, Carson, no one else. Plus, I don’t think destroying Remus 12 will destroy the Vex. No matter what you throw at it, as soon as the timeline realigns, the Vex will stream forth and attack the Coalition. This is the only hope we have.’ 

   He started off shaking his head, but it became a stuttering move, like a puttering engine drawing to a stop. ‘Nida?’ he asked in a questioning, choking tone’ 

   She brought her hands up again and pressed them together. ‘I can’t ask you to trust me, and I can’t ask you to come with me. You need to stay here. This is where you belong, Carson Blake. You’re the head of the Force, they need you here. I’ll go back in time and I’ll do everything I can to stop the Vex from attacking the Coalition. I’ll go back to the point where this all began and stop the entity from manipulating them. That will mean that even if I can’t heal the Vex’s timeline, the Vex won’t attack the Coalition. In a few hours when they realign, they won’t come out to obliterate us. It’s the only way,’ she said again in a near-silent voice. 

   He wanted to scream at her that was an unacceptable risk, that it wouldn’t work. But he couldn’t. A sickening understanding was drawing through him, and it felt exactly as if he’d just swallowed two colliding suns that now burnt through his stomach and chest. 

   He’d already had his misgivings that destroying Remus 12 wouldn’t work. Despite the assurances the various engineers and scientists had given him, he was still preparing himself mentally to fight the Vex. 

   But now as he stared at Nida, he couldn’t pretend she didn’t have a point. 

   He had travelled through time with her, he knew what was possible. So maybe what she was suggesting was right. 

   Could she really travelled back 5000 years and usher the Vex through another iteration of their time line to prevent them from ever becoming the vicious race that would destroy the Coalition? 

   It was confusing to think about, yet her reasoning made sense. 

   It didn’t stop him from shaking his head, though. ‘It’s too much of a risk,’ he muttered. 

   She took another step back from him. ‘Carson, thank you,’ she paused as if trying to think of something to add, but instead muttered in a low, gentle tone, ‘thank you,’ once more. Then she turned and walked towards the ship. 

   He was torn, right down the middle, by reason, by loyalty, by love’ on the one hand, he knew it was a risk to take the entity back to Remus 12. On another, he couldn’t deny that perhaps Nida was right: unless she went back in time and altered the Vex’s history, there would be nothing stopping them from destroying the Coalition. 

   He watched the door of her tiny transport begin to close. As it did, it felt as if all other doors closed to him too. 

   He ran forward, his decision made. 

   They’d begun this together and they would end it together. 

   





Chapter 22

   Cadet Nida Harper 

   It was hell leaving him like this, but she had to. She had to do what was best for the Vex and for the Coalition, and this was it. 

   She knew it was. 

   She walked inside the vessel and pressed the button next to the hatch to close it. 

   She watched Carson duck forward, and suddenly saw one of his armored hands wrap around the hatch. He tugged it up, fighting against the power of the ship for long enough to duck underneath. 

   He slammed his way inside. 

   She gasped, stumbling back, her shoulder hitting the wall just behind her. This was a small ship, after all. 

   He was going to fight her. He was going to try and drag her back, wasn’t he?

   She felt sick, but she knew she couldn’t let him. 

   Before she could bring her left hand up, he brought both his up instead. ‘You’re not going without me,’ he said simply and directly, his electronic voice shaking through their closed compartment. 

   Surprise rushed down her spine, making her shiver as it did. ‘What?’ she jerked back from the wall. 

   ‘You’re not going without me, Cadet,’ he said in a firm, officious tone that reminded her he was a lieutenant of the Coalition Academy. 

   She didn’t understand. It was clear he didn’t believe her and that he couldn’t give up on the Coalition. So what the hell was he doing? 

   He took a firm step forward, facing her. His helmet suddenly receded. 

   She watched his eyes come into view, and was immediately caught by the power of his expression. 

   ‘You’re not going without me, Nida,’ he said. ‘We started this together, and we’re going to end it together.’ 

   She stared into his eyes. He stared into hers. 

   She’d experienced jumping through time before, but she’d never experienced time standing still. In that moment, it did. In fact, it felt as if the universe was whittled down to nothing more than their locked gazes. 

   Eventually he shifted past her. ‘We have 10 minutes to get down to that planet before Chronos destroys it,’ he told her curtly. ‘If you’ve left any crew on board. What have you done with them, by the way?’ 

   ‘They’re all safe. I just used the on-board scanners and transporters to send them all to a remote part of the ship. I haven’t stopped the countdown, though’ she assured him as she popped a hand up quickly, ‘I haven’t altered the weapon.’ 

   He pressed his lips together, blew a heavy breath through his clenched teeth, and closed his eyes. ‘Alright then. I suppose that means the rest is up to us.’ 

   She watched in surprise as he darted towards the tiny cockpit, instantly leaning over the command chair to pound directions into the navigational computer. 

   For all she knew, he could be setting the self-destruct. She didn’t shift forward to check. She trusted him. She trusted him. 

   Soon enough the ignition sequence began, and their tiny ship lifted up and shot towards the docking bay doors. Before it reached them, that great hunk of metal shifted up and out, revealing space, and they pierced the enormous blue crackling shields that separated the vacuum beyond. 

   She didn’t breathe, she didn’t speak, she didn’t think, she simply waited. And wished. God did she wish that this would work. 

   Neither of them sat. Carson stood by her side, one hand locked into the command seat as his face was directed at the view. 

   They both stared at Remus 12. 

   Their tiny ship punched through the atmosphere. As it did, she shuddered, for she remembered the view of the sky filled with broken Coalition ships. So many bodies tumbling in the void. 

   She pushed through that hellish memory, closing her eyes briefly as she did. When she opened them, the surface of the planet opened out below. All that dust, all that rubble, all that destruction. With every heartbeat, it came closer and closer, until she felt the ship start to decelerate and the computer beeped that landing was imminent. 

   She started to prepare herself. She knew she had barely minutes as soon as her feet touched the surface of Remus 12. She needed to open a time gate. She had to plunge all of her energy and will into the entity, forcing it to rip a hole in the fabric of reality, to allow them to travel back to when all this had begun. 

   She found herself clutching her fingers into her left hand so tightly she started to draw blood. As soon as she did, Carson leaned over, locked his palm around hers, pulled her fingers back, and looked into her eyes. 

   Again time stood still, yet it could not stand still forever. In seconds, they landed.

   She jerked to the side, slammed her palm on the door beside the hatch, and waited in agony as it opened. 

   They both flung themselves through, Carson even rolling, his armored back disturbing the dust and sending up little clouds as she jumped down beside him. 

   As she darted out of the shadow of their vessel, she looked up. The Chronos was so enormous that she could see it above as a tiny black dot. There were no clouds to obscure it, and as dusk set on this planet, the dying sun glinted off its enormous hull. 

   She didn’t let herself be stilled by that sight, nor the knowledge that within the Chronos was building the power to obliterate the planet. 

   ‘Tell me what to do,’ Carson snapped. ‘Do we have to head back down to the tunnels? Do you need help?’ He pounded his questions out with no breath between them. 

   She didn’t answer. Instead, she tore her eyes off the view. She stopped staring at the dust. She stopped remembering the destruction. 

   She tuned within, to the entity beyond the wall that was her modified TI. Deep down. That well of blue. That endless river of shame and guilt. She pushed into it, and though it embraced her, ready to consume her, ready to control her, she kept hold of herself. 

   This is the only way, she told it, the only way. 

   And maybe, just maybe, it heard her, for its resistance broke. 

   In a split second, she pushed right through to the center of its power, and Nida opened a time gate. 

   She could feel the force swelling around her, spilling out of her veins as if she was pumping forth a river of crackling blue blood. 

   She could feel the dust below her feet start to pick up and swirl around her in a vortex.

   Carson darted forward and grabbed her hand, and she wrapped her fingers so tightly around his armor it was a wonder she didn’t break the reinforced plating. 

   He didn’t jerk away, though. Instead, hand in hand, side-by-side, they stood as time opened up around them. 

   She started to lift off her feet, and she brought him with her.

   Only when she could feel the power at its fullest did she open her eyes. 

   The vortex of light and dust and matter swirled faster and faster and faster, impregnated by the blue energy spilling from her hand. The power built and built and built, and just as Nida swore she saw a flash from the atmosphere above, it happened: time opened up and swallowed them back into the past.

   They both struck the ground with a thump as time spat them out the other end. She fell onto Carson’s chest, his arms wrapping around her. But as always happened when they travelled through time, soon he weakened and fell to her side. 

   She herself was only barely conscious. The power it had taken to force the entity to travel 5000 years into the past was almost overwhelming. She fought to stay awake, the lethargy creeping up on her, sinking deep into every bone, muscle, and inch of flesh. 

   Somehow she remained awake. Forcing her hands into the grass below her, she pushed up with a shuddering breath. 

   She opened her eyes and faced the world. 

   She was in a field, a lush field tall with golden strands of grain. Above, a night sky glistened with an astounding star scape. The light bleeding off the cosmos above was enough to see by. As was the blue energy dancing up and down her palm. 

   With every breath, she became stronger, because with every second that passed, the entity stopped fighting her. It curled in on itself like a frightened child. As it did, it receded into her, it’s once startling light pouring back into her hand, leaving twitching, dancing shadows darting against the sides of her modified TI.

   It took a long time to muster the energy to stand, but soon enough Nida managed it. Pushing her hands into the grass and forcing herself up, she swayed unsteadily, clutching her hands around the golden grain for support. With her head still angled towards the sky, her lips parted. She let out a surprised breath at the beauty. 

   She remembered standing on the dust bowl of Remus 12 and staring out at that lost world, wondering what it once looked like. This. This was what it once looked like. Before the entity had ruined its timeline, this was the beautiful Vex of the past. 

   ‘Incredible,’ she whispered as she took an unsteady step forward. 

   Though she wanted to explore this lush pasture land and on into the beautiful purple and green forests beyond, she couldn’t leave Carson. 

   Eventually she dropped her head down to stare at him. She shifted forward, leaning down onto her knees as she clutched a hand against his cheek. 

   His helmet was still off, and she could see his head lolled to the side, his eyes closed and his features slack with unconsciousness. 

   Smiling, she kept her hand pressed into his warm cheek. 

   He’d come with her. Carson Blake. Though she’d been resigned to do this on her own, she was incredibly grateful he’d come along. It could take them the rest of their lifetimes, but with him by her side, she knew she could do it. She could fix Vex. 

   She rose to her feet, her arms slack against her sides as she once more stared above. 

   She barely felt the entity anymore. It was just a pulse of light residing deep in the center of her left palm. As she turned down to face it, she saw its light was only a pinprick against her skin.

   Though the sight of the cosmos above was incredible, she let the sight of the entity withdrawing capture her attention instead. With her head on a thoughtful angle, she drew the fingers of her other hand lightly across her palm. 

   While opening the time gates had unquestionably made the entity tired, she knew instinctively that was not what was happening. The entity was not drawing within to recuperate. Something else was happening. 

   Was it weakened?

   Was it dying?

   A quick breeze flickered through the trees beyond, swaying over that golden grain and brushing it close to her legs. She spread her palms out wide, the heads of grain brushing delicately across her fingers and tickling the skin. 

   Before she could become distracted by that feeling, she focused her mind. 

   This was it. This was the point in history where the entity pushed through and broke Vex’s timeline. She had to observe everything she could, search for every clue, uncover every fact. Going forward, that would help her find her solution. 

   She took several steps away from Carson. Turning on the spot, she narrowed her gaze and peered appraisingly at the world around her. 

   What was she expecting to see? The entity carving a crack in the air above her as it spilled forth like blood from a wound? Or the world below lurching and splitting up as that blue light shot up like lightning into the sky? 

   As she turned and turned, that grain brushing against her legs, she saw nothing, just the gentle breeze meandering over the meadow under the touch of starlight from above. 

   As she stared, the entity withdrew more and more. She could no longer see it. It did not light her up, did not course through her veins. It was a mere shadow now, its presence so small it could easily be mistaken for nothing more than a memory. 

   What was happening? Was it dying? 

   As she considered that fact, the wind picked up faster. Now it smashed the grain against her legs, scattering over her uniformed thighs and knees. 

   She twisted her head around, her eyes narrowing as she stared above. 

   Suddenly a black mark appeared against the stars. 

   At first, it was nothing more than a line. Then it started to crackle, growing wider and darker as clouds formed around it in the previously clear sky. 

   Nida didn’t take a step back, though her first instinct was to throw herself at Carson and cover both of their heads with her hands. She stood her ground. She faced it. 

   She knew what it was. As the entity withdrew from her palm, she could feel it spilling out of that crack in the air. 

   It couldn’t be in two places at once, could it? It couldn’t reside both within her palm and in the sky at the same point in time. 

   So, as the entity pushed through into this time from its dimension, it left her hand.

   The wind now rushed so fast, her hair flew about her in a gale. It was cold, it was whipping, and it howled over the hill and trees beyond. As that crack formed above, lightning arced out of it, a deafening roar tumbling over the land. 

   She simply stood, her fringe a mess, her cheeks white from cold, but her eyes fixed as she concentrated on the crack cutting its way into this reality. 

   There was still the tiniest shadow of the entity within her palm. An anchor. A root that kept a fragment of it locked into her and her time. 

   That crack kept forming, growing deeper, wider, darker. The light of the cosmos beyond was now covered by that swathe of crackling energy. 

   She should have been terrified. She should have fallen to her knees and wrapped her arms around her body to seek out what little defense they could provide. Instead she stood and she faced it. 

   ‘I want to help you,’ she suddenly said, her voice nothing compared to the boom and roar rolling over the land. ‘Show me how to help you!’ 

   Though the entity was now nothing more than a mere presence within her. She was still connected to it, and she could still draw on its power. Its incredible power. 

   A month ago, it had assaulted her with images of destruction. Corruption, it had called it. Objects forcing their way towards her, circling around and collapsing into a point. 

   Terrifying. 

   She remembered how it made her feel, watching the universe crush in on her . . . . 

   She still had that power in her hand. And she could still call on it. She could still use it.

   She was still standing. That was all that mattered.

   The grain flattened around her, the trees groaning and snapping under the force spilling from the crack. Yet she was still standing. 

   As she glanced at Carson, she knew his armor would be keeping him safe. For how much longer, she couldn’t tell.

   Only the entity’s presence kept her safe, yet as it dwindled, she had no idea how much longer she had.

   The entity was leaving her. As that crack in space formed, time was running out. 

   No, time was always in her hand. 

   And it was time to use it one last time. 

   A plan formed in her mind. It had been forming since this adventure began. 

   The entity once assaulted her with visions. Visions of corruption. Those same visions now filled her mind, and they gave her the solution she so desperately sought. 

   What if she could draw that crack in space towards her? What if she could use all her will, energy, and stamina—her grit—to stop the entity from leaving her?

   She knew it couldn’t be in two places at once. Either the entity left her and the crack in space opened completely, or the entity remained, stopping that crack in its tracks.

   . . . .

   She had no idea whether this would work.

   She wasn’t a scientist, in fact, she’d failed science on multiple occasions.

   She had something else though: access to the entity and its boundless knowledge.

   She also had hope. Kindling deep in her heart, the kind of faith that told her to try.

   Unless she accessed the entity and stopped it from leaving her, the pressure pouring down from above would kill her anyway.

   Though the force surging from the crack was astounding, she raised her hand up. She closed her eyes, and she plunged her mind right into the core of the entity that remained. That final flickering speck of light. 

   It should have been impossible to shut her senses off from the storm, from the lightning, from the energy, from the force pushing down and flattening the grain to nothing but dust. Yet it was easy. 

   A calm certainty spread through her as she closed her eyes. She saw nothing but the darkness of mind, darkness with a single speck of blue light puncturing it. 

   She pushed towards it. 

   Once she had feared the entity, once it had feared her. But now she sprang towards it with open arms, offering it the one solution it had always sought. 

   Nida was a terrible cadet, but she was willing to give the only thing she had: the will to never give up. And though the entity shared that exact same characteristic, hers was tempered by kindness, not hatred. 

   She let that kindness build through her. It kept her safe as she opened up to that last remaining scrap of the entity. 

   She called to it, sang to it, whispered, begged. 

   They could end this together, if only it trusted her enough to help.

   As she embraced the entity, she connected to its wisdom—its endless, boundless knowledge. Once upon a time, that connection would have terrified her. She would have been a loss in the foggy depths of its reality. Now she held onto her clarity as she plunged deeper and deeper. 

   Finally, she reached the entity. It rose up to meet her. There wasn’t time for words. There wasn’t time to convince it she knew how to save it and Vex. For time was condensing into a point, coiling in on itself over and over again in an endless loop of eternity. 

   To do this, she needed the entity’s full power. She needed its trust. And in a moment, a single moment—for that’s all that there was—she gained it. 

   That moment stretched on and encompassed her entire journey. With that endless dimensional being before her mind, in a single instant flashed every experience she’d endured over the past several months, from meeting Carson, to the statue, to the Vex. They all condensed in on a point. 

   The entity rose up and released itself. It used the last of its energy and gave it to her. 

   She opened her eyes. 

   The darkness above was now all-encompassing. And a crack—blue and vibrant and violent—was forming directly above her. 

   She didn’t shudder back. Instead she reached her left hand up and called on the entity itself. She used its power to pull the crack in space towards her. She kept her feet anchored to the ground, the crushed wheat a carpet of gold dust by her shoes. 

   She used all her force, all of her training, and most importantly all of her experience to focus her attention on pulling that crack in space towards her. 

   The power of the entity surged up, jumping over every centimeter of her flesh and deep into her body.

   It was a risk drawing the crack in space towards herself. There was no other way though.

   She just knew that if she stopped the entity from leaving her, the crack could never form in full, stopping the damage to Vex’s timeline from ever occurring.

   She just knew this could work.

   And she would give her all to make it happen.

   If her classmates were here, they’d decry her plan. What kind of idiotic cadet thought they could fix a timeline by sucking a great big crack in space towards herself?

   Well, Nida was a terrible cadet, that was for sure.

   But Sharpe was right, so was Carson—she was just the person to fix this.

   As the crack was sucked towards her, the entity within became stronger. Relying on it, forcing it to use its power, kept it locked within her, and locked into this space time.

   Violent strikes of lightning started to erupt from the crack, discharging up into space.

   It was categorically the most frightening thing she’d ever seen. Yet she didn’t stumble back, grab Carson and try to run.

   There was nowhere to run to. 

   The only thing left to do was open up to the entity, and hope this most desperate of plans would work.

   More lightning discharged from the crack, illuminating the sky in bursts of vibrant, shocking white and yellow.

   Something was happening.

   The crack started to shift. Vibrate violently as if it were succumbing to harmonic resonance, getting ready to crack like a glass subjected to a high pitch.

   She kept pushing herself into the entity, kept telling it this was the only way.

   If she could anchor it here, time would heal itself.

   A thunderous roar wrought the air. She couldn’t hear anything but this deafening, moaning boom.

   Without the entity surging within her, she’d be dead. Pulverized by the pressure and burnt to a cinder.

   Carson’s armor was still protecting him, but it couldn’t last.

   She had to end this.

   She closed her eyes.

   She shut out everything.

   Everything.

   Every memory, every doubt, every last voice in her head that told her she couldn’t do this. She was the worst recruit in 1000 years, and she was unfit for this task.

   She eliminated every distraction, retaining only enough focus to believe in herself.

   And she pulled the crack forwards.

   Right into her.

   Except, it did not reach her body. It did not play across her skin, ripping through her flesh and rendering her as nothing but torn blood and bone drifting on the wind.

   It disappeared.

   As the entity within her returned to its full power, it displaced the crack forming in place.

   It could not be in two places at once.

   As the crack receded, for the first time, Nida felt the entity’s true power. She couldn’t help it. For the force welled within her, flowing into every cell, membrane, and tissue.

   In a dance or power, it owned every part of her.

   The crack disappeared.

   The line in space, the cut in time, vanished.

   The dark that had once blotted out the stars, lifted. The thunderous roar of power petered out.

   Yet Nida remained.

   As did the entity.

   She stood, it stood with her.

   All around her, within her, through her.

   It had done it. It had saved Vex.

   With her help, it had prevented the damage to the timeline from every occurring.

   It was over.

   Vex was fixed.

    

   





Chapter 23

   Cadet Nida Harper

   It took her a long time to realize what had just happened.

   She’d won.

   Somehow, she’d done the impossible.

   It wasn’t over though.

   She was still in the past.

   As that realization dawned on her, two things happened. Carson started to stir, and the entity moved within her.

   She was still standing in a completely trashed meadow, the once tall grain nothing more than dust at her feet.

   ‘Nida?’ Carson moaned from behind her.

   She didn’t turn; she couldn’t. The entity captured her full attention.

   It was . . . overjoyed. What it felt went beyond normal happiness. It was such a pure feeling, Nida couldn’t begin to comprehend it.

   For countless, countless eons, it had tried but failed to fix the Vex timeline.

   Now its endless task was finally complete.

   It flowed through her, all its power, all its joy.

   Though it was incredible to feel it, Nida didn’t let the entity’s elation touch her too deeply.

   She couldn’t forget what it had done—all those countless races it had sacrificed in its desperate quest to fix Vex.

   The entity had committed great evil. And yet, at the same time, she could appreciate how hard it had worked to fix its mistake.

   She couldn’t forgive, but she could understand.

   ‘Nida?’ Carson questioned again, and with a creak of his armored joints, she heard him shift to his knees.

   The scene around them was one of total destruction, and yet beyond, the forests still stood, the meadows reached out to a beautiful green pastureland. In other words, the rest of Vex remained. And it would continue to stand, for it was free.

   Though Carson said her name once more, she took a while to turn. Instead she closed her eyes, curled a hand around her modified TI, and sought out the entity within.

   It was shifting about, moving quicker and quicker.

   ‘Nida?’ Carson now made it to his feet, and with a shaky step, he reached her. Just as he did, blue light escaped her palm. It didn’t shoot forth and send Carson spinning backwards, nor did it send every single grain of dust swirling around Nida in a deadly vortex.

   Instead the entity simply left her. She could feel it. It pulled up from her bones, from the depths of her, and simply left.

   As it did, it took with it its power. Every last drop.

   Cadet Nida Harper returned to normal.

   She also fell to her knees. But Carson was there to grab her and hold her steady.

   ‘Nida?’ he looked into her eyes questioningly, pressing his fingers across her cheek.

   ‘I’m fine,’ she managed as she pushed past the fatigue.

   Now the entity was gone, it had taken not only its power, but its protection.

   She was cold, fiendishly tired, and shaking unsteadily.

   But she was still awake, and watched as the entity drifted forward into the sky.

   It was a pulsating blue mass, like a condensed storm cloud billowing around itself.

   Carson snapped his head towards it warily. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked through clenched teeth.

   ‘It’s over,’ Nida said. At the exact same moment, the entity spoke too. Its words boomed out, rolling along the meadows and down the pastureland like an explosion.

   Carson’s grip around her shoulders tightened. It was clear he was readying for a fight.

   And maybe he’d get one.

   Granted, she’d fix Vex’s timeline. The entity had finally achieved what it had always sought. But what would it do now?

   Leave peacefully? Or continue the fight? It had become so twisted through guilt anything was possible.

   And yet she held onto the hope—the slimmest of hopes that it really was over.

   Though the seconds ticked on, the entity did not attack. Instead it floated there, as if considering her. Eventually, however, it spoke again, ‘it’s over,’ it affirmed in that same booming voice that could have wrought the heavens in two.

   Carson stiffened even more. Though he was still weak, that wouldn’t matter.

   He was Carson Blake; he’d push through.

   Before he could jump up and try to bat the entity out of the air, Nida leaned forward and placed a hand on his shoulder reassuringly.

   ‘Just wait,’ she said, her tired words barely leaving her lips.

   Though he turned his head to her sharply, he didn’t shake it.

   Instead they waited.

   The entity shifted to and fro, as if checking its environment. As if it couldn’t quite believe what had happened.

   ‘What now?’ Nida broke the silence.

   Would the entity leave?

   Would it go back to its dimension?

   Now it had left her, Nida could no longer travel through time, which meant she had to face the fact she and Carson were stuck in the past.

   There would be no making it back to the Coalition. All they had was Carson’s armor.

   No, they’d simply have to live out the rest of their lives in Vex’s past, 5000 years from their own present.

   Though that fact tried to demand her full attention, it couldn’t. For the entity still floated there, twitching back and forth as its blue energy illuminated the crushed wheat and flattened ground.

   ‘What now?’ she asked once more. ‘Will you return to your own dimension?’

   The entity appeared to consider her before answering, ‘you assisted where no one else could. Without you, this could not have been achieved.’

   Nida didn’t know how to answer. Instead she sat there, her chin angled up as she stared at the entity.

   It had brought her so much pain. And yet it had taught her. Without it, she would still be the worst recruit in 1000 years.

   Maybe Carson was quickly catching up to the situation, because he didn’t question. He remained there by her side, his hands locked into her shoulders, and hers into his.

   ‘There is nothing more to do, the Vex are now safe,’ the entity said, its voice ringing out so loud it was a wonder Nida’s ears drums didn’t rupture.

   ‘You’re going to leave, go back to your own dimension?’ she questioned hopefully.

   ‘Home, yes, home,’ there was a thoughtful, far-off tone to the entity’s voice.

   It reached right inside Nida, resonating powerfully.

   Home. If only she could return there. But she couldn’t, and that was the price for having saved the Vex.

   It was one she would happily pay.

   ‘Home,’ the entity said, but as it spoke, something strange occurred. It began to shift backwards, and as it did, Nida felt a strange power emanating from it. A power that broke against her like a wave, yet one that hooked into her arms, drawing her forward.

   ‘What’s happening?’ she tried not to fall, but the entity’s force kept pulling her forward. ‘What are you doing? I helped you,’ her voice shook with fear, ‘let us live out our lives on Vex, don’t kill us. Please. If you want revenge on someone, take it on me, let Carson live. Please.’

   ‘Home, we must all return home.’ The entity appeared to ignore her.

   Its power grew, until she was lifted into the air, Carson at her side.

   He had a hand locked around her wrist, and it would take more force than the entity had to break his grip.

   ‘Please,’ she begged once more.

   ‘You cannot stay here, this planet is about to realign. I will return you to your own time. Then I will return home. I will leave you in charge of shepherding the Vex.’

   ‘What?’

   ‘Their timeline will realign with your present. The barren world you know as Remus 12 will spring to life. Not with the Vex of the future, but with the Vex of this moment. They are a young race, and you will guide them. I will be gone, you will stand in my place, shepherd them forward, give them the future they have always deserved.’

   Nida was speechless.

   ‘The realignment will begin minutes after I return you to your present. I will leave you then. Forever. And you will shepherd the Vex,’ it commanded.

   ‘ . . . We’ll look after them,’ Nida managed.

   Then it happened. The entity plucked both her and Carson up and it sent them through time once more.

   Power swirled around her, breaking against her form, but she never let go of Carson’s hand and he never let go of hers.

   Then there was a snap. One that echoed and echoed and echoed, as if it reached out to eternity.

   In fact, time stilled, stopping in an instant.

   The entity left.

   For a moment that stretched on and on, it appeared to consider her quietly.

   Perhaps it regretted all it had put her through. Perhaps it left her with a gift.

   But soon it turned.

   She could feel it find a crack in the weak space-time around Vex, only for it to disappear and finally return to its home.

   It was time for her to return to hers.

   . . . .

    

   





Chapter 24

   Cadet Nida Harper

   She bolted awake.

   She flung herself forward.

   ‘Whoa, hold on there, Harper, you lost unconsciousness,’ someone said.

   She blinked into the darkness.

   Sharpe?

   . . . .

   What happened?

   The entity, the time gate, what happened?

   She pressed her fingers into the dust around her and tried to push herself up, but there was a horrible pain slicing into her side. She wheezed and brought her hand to her rib, quickly realizing it was likely broken.

   . . . .

   How the heck had she broken her rib?

   As she surveyed her surroundings desperately, trying to make sense of what had just happened, she saw another form lying in the dust. She inched closer. 

   It was Carson.

   She jolted, practically flinging herself at him. ‘Carson? Carson?’

   ‘He just lost consciousness,’ Sharpe said in a surprise but still terse tone. ‘And he should be Lieutenant Blake to you, Harper.’

   What was happening?

   She locked a hand on Carson’s shoulder and shook it gently. He began to rouse.

   Groggily, he pushed himself up. Just as he pressed his fingers into his brow, blinking one eye open, he saw her.

   There was a moment.

   A strange one. It seemed to stretch on forever.

   Her mind was finally catching up to her situation. The entity had deposited her back in the present, but not the present where the Chronos had been seconds away from destroying Remus 12, but when this mess had all begun.

   Back when she’d first encountered the entity.

   The exact moment, in fact, where Carson Blake and Sharpe had come across her in the dark after she’d touched the stone holding the entity.

   As she wheezed through another breath, she had all the evidence she needed that her rib was certainly broken.

   A horrible possibility suddenly struck: what if . . . somehow, it had all been some crazy dream?

   What if she really had tripped in the dark, smacked her noggin, and dreamed the past few crazy months of her life?

   Just as that possibility flashed through her consciousness, Carson stared at her.

   Then he flung himself forward, wrapping his arms around her middle. ‘Nida,’ he said in a choking voice.

   ‘Blake?’ Commander Sharpe spluttered. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

   Relief surged through her. It owned her. She had never felt such a powerful emotion.

   It was over.

   They were back.

   They’d done it. The impossible. They’d fixed Vex and returned to the present.

   Just as Carson hugged her tighter, she gasped. She did have a broken rib after all.

   ‘What is it?’ he asked in a worried tone.

   She shifted back from him, pressing her hand into her side. ‘I kind of broke my rib,’ she managed.

   ‘Yes, you kind of did, Cadet,’ Sharpe snapped, ‘now what the hell are you two doing? I thought you didn’t know each other?’

   Carson now snapped his head towards Sharpe. ‘Commander?’

   ‘Yes, I’m still here. Now, Lieutenant, do you mind telling me—’ he began.

   Carson suddenly pushed himself up. He rocketed to his feet so quickly it was a surprise he didn’t take off and head out into space. ‘This planet is about to realign,’ he spluttered.

   Her cheeks paled. She’d almost forgotten about that part.

   ‘The entity told us we had minutes,’ he said as he leaned down towards her.

   ‘Entity? Realign? Minutes?’ Sharpe jumped to his own feet. ‘Did you hit your head, Blake?’

   ‘Ha, I wish it were that simple,’ Carson muttered as he gently reached down and picked Nida up.

   There was a moment where their eyes met.

   She had to use all of her determination not to kiss him. Not in front of Sharpe. The Commander would kill her.

   The look in Carson’s eyes was too much to resist, though.

   As he leaned down, she pressed a hand into his cheek and kissed him.

   He kissed her back, albeit quickly, as he lifted her up, careful not to bang her rib.

   ‘Harper?!’ Sharpe practically blew a gasket. ‘What in god’s name are you doing?’

   ‘No time to explain, Commander,’ Carson said as he started running towards the camp.

   ‘You know, I can probably walk on my own,’ Nida managed.

   ‘I’m sure you can; you fixed Vex’s timeline. Cadet Nida Harper, you can do anything,’ Carson said as he nonetheless carried her forward. ‘But we need to hurry; we’re running out of time.’

   She couldn’t help but offer a soft laugh at that.

   Running out of time?

   They weren’t running out of time. They were creating it.

   In minutes, Vex would realign. Their stolen history would be reclaimed.

   ‘What are you two doing?’ Sharpe screamed from behind them.

   ‘There’s no time to explain, Commander,’ Carson shouted back, ‘something is about to happen to this planet. We need to make it back to the transport and get everybody on board.’

   ‘Blake?’

   ‘Trust me,’ Carson thundered back. ‘I sure hope the entity is right,’ he added under his breath.

   She placed a hand on his chest and nodded.

   The entity was right.

   Nida could feel it.

   This planet was about to realign.

   They made it back to the rest of the group in short time, and Cadet J’Etem spluttered in surprise as she saw Nida being carried in Carson Blake’s arms.

   ‘Nida? Are you okay? What happened?’ Her friend rushed up to her.

   ‘Everybody into the transport craft, now,’ Carson screamed.

   ‘No,’ Commander Sharpe shot back from behind him as he came to a spluttering stop. ‘I have no idea what you two are doing—’ he began.

   ‘Look,’ Nida pointed towards the horizon.

   Dusk had just fallen, but off on the distance a light started to fall.

   Blue, vivid, and racing towards them.

   It took a few seconds for everybody to see it, but when they did, Sharpe was the first to react, ‘get to the transport, now,’ he screamed.

   They were all seasoned officers and capable cadets, and everyone did as they were told.

   In less than two minutes, everyone was on board.

   In less than a minute, the ship took off.

   A minute after that, Vex realigned.

   She watched it from space, with one hand pressed against the portal, Carson just beside her.

   In stunned silence, they both watched.

   An arc of blue raced across the planet. That once barren dust bowl of a world changed.

   Oceans appeared, green continents dotted amongst them. The brown gave way to life.

   Vivid, colorful, splendid life.

   Vex.

   Everybody else in the transport including Commander Sharpe watched in stunned silence.

   They would never have seen anything like this and nor would they have been prepared for it.

   But Carson and Nida turned to each other, smiles spreading across their lips.

   They’d done it.

   They’d won, and God knows they’d earned it.

    

   





Epilogue

   Carson Blake

   He hadn’t told them everything.

   Though the Academy Board had pressed him for details, Carson Blake had kept his tale short.

   They wouldn’t believe him, anyway.

   Travelling through time, using the power of an interdimensional entity, and finally doing the impossible by realigning an entire planet’s timeline?

   Yeah, he knew enough about the Academy Board to realize that story would get him locked away.

   And he couldn’t afford to be locked away right now.

   He smiled across the table at her. They were sitting in his apartment, and she had her head angled towards the view. ‘Your view is better than mine,’ she said matter-of-factly.

   He laughed softly. ‘It’s practically the same.’

   ‘No, it isn’t,’ she shook her head, her hair shifting across her shoulders. She hooked it behind her ears distractedly, and the move distracted him too.

   Everything about her distracted him.

   Cadet Nida Harper.

   He wasn’t going to do her the injustice of referring to her as the worst recruit in 1000 years. It had always been a lie.

   She was incredible.

   ‘Why are you smiling at me like that?’ She turned back to him, her eyebrows furrowing in the cutest of ways.

   ‘What, I’m not allowed to smile? We’ve been thrust through time on an impossible adventure, and somehow we pulled through. Are you saying I shouldn’t smile at that? Because you’re crazy if you think that.’

   She pressed her lips together and shook her head. ‘Okay, you can smile. But seriously, your view is better than mine. It figures, considering you’re the great Carson Blake.’

   ‘I’m the great Carson Blake,’ he pressed a hand into his chest, shifting around the table until he sat right next to her. ‘I wasn’t the one who managed to fix the Vex’s timeline. I wasn’t the one who managed to get the entity to send us back to the present. I wasn’t the one who ended this,’ he said as he reached up and brushed the last few strands out of her face and behind her ears.

   ‘Nope, you’re the one who has the questionable accolade of currently dating the worst recruit in the entire Academy. Nobody out there knows what we did on Vex, not what we really did. They’re too busy dealing with the fact that an entire planet just popped into existence and how to help its inhabitants. Nope, to everybody out there, I’m still the worst recruit in 1000 years.’ As she concluded that, she brought a hand up and rested her chin on it. ‘But it’s okay. I have practice pushing on no matter the odds.’

   ‘You’re incredible,’ he said seriously, ‘and you were never the worst recruit 1000 years. I’ll admit, you weren’t the best cadet, but you’re the only person who could have saved the Vex, Nida. Don’t put yourself down, you don’t deserve it.’

   She considered him quietly. ‘It’s okay, I’m over it now. It doesn’t matter what everybody else thinks. Sharpe’s advice has finally sunk in,’ she tapped her chest lightly, ‘all that matters is you do what’s right. Bradley and Bridget can think what they want, but in time they’ll learn that lesson too.’

   He replied by kissing her softly on the head.

   He still couldn’t believe how lucky he was.

   People kind of thought he was mad for dating Nida, but soon enough they’d understand.

   Given the chance, she’d show them just what she was capable of.

   ‘Ooh, I have something to show you,’ she suddenly said as she pulled back from him.

   ‘It better be good, because I was kind of enjoying kissing you in the sunshine,’ he said honestly as he nonetheless turned to see what she was doing.

   ‘Just wait here,’ she said as she ran into his room.

   ‘You better not be cleaning up in there,’ he quipped.

   After a few seconds of rummaging around, she dashed out, her bare feet slapping against the smooth floor. She had something behind her back.

   Dutifully, he stepped up, placed his hand on his hips, tried to muster a serious look on his face, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you just stolen something from a lieutenant’s room, Cadet?’

   She nodded happily.

   ‘Well, what is it?’ He laughed.

   She brought around a TI training cube.

   His eyebrows crumpled. ‘What are you doing with that?’

   She put a hand up. She placed the TI cradle on the table, pulled the cube out, and held it in her palm.

   ‘Ah, Nida?’

   ‘The entity left me a little gift, I think,’ she said in a suddenly thoughtful tone as her eyes drifted down to her left hand briefly. Then, to his complete surprise, she flicked the TI block up, and controlled it completely.

   In the past, he’d seen what she was like with TI objects. Woeful.

   Now, she commanded that cube with a finesse rarely seen. She had complete control of it as she spun it around the room.

   He was actually speechless. Then his memory caught up with him. She’d achieved far more than this. She’d learned to control the entity, for god’s sake, getting it to open time gates and save the Vex.

   TI objects would be nothing to her now.

   He started to laugh. ‘Wow,’ he managed.

   ‘I know, right? I can’t wait to show Sharpe. It’s only taken a couple of years and a crazy adventure through time, but I finally learnt to master a level one training cube,’ she said as she shrugged her shoulders cutely.

   He laughed again. ‘You are doing more than mastering it; you’ve got full control there. I’d wager you’ll jump from the bottom of the class to the top. You’ll probably be the best TI master at the Academy,’ he said truthfully.

   She sunk her teeth into her bottom lip, and flicked her finger to the side, sending the TI object down towards its cradle without even having to look at it.

   She walked up to him, standing right by his side. ‘But you’re the best TI master of the Academy.’

   ‘Not anymore.’

   ‘How about we share.’

   She took a step towards him. Pushing up on her toes. 

   They kissed.

   He put his all into that kiss. All the fear and frustration and anger and hope. Everything the past few months had forced him to endure.

   This made it all worth it.

   She had her hands wrapped around his jaw, and his were pressed into her back and shoulder.

   The sunlight streamed in behind, warming them up.

   It was a perfect day.

   So they kissed again.

   The end of the Ouroboros series.
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   If you liked this series, you may also like:

   A Plain Jane

   What if you had lived your whole life thinking you were normal? No, worse than normal – plain? What would happen if one of the most highly-trained and vicious assassins in the galaxy attacked you one warm summer's night? What would happen if you were thrust into an adventure with the galaxy's greatest heroic heart-throb? What would happen if a mysterious and ancient race appeared with one desire – to kill you? What would you do?

Jane grew up knowing one thing: she's nothing but normal. But then one little run-in with an assassin robot threatens to destroy everything she thought she knew about herself. Soon she finds herself with none other than Lucas Stone, the galaxy's number one pin up and hero. And together the two of them have to find out exactly who Jane is and what's after her before the galaxy is plunged into war.

    

   Lucky Star

   A sci-fi soap opera with a romantic twist, Lucky Star tracks the adventures of Ariel De Winter as she wakes up in the future, 400 years from her own time, to the sight of one incredibly handsome space marine and a massive war that is about the engulf the entire galaxy.
...
Ariel doesn't belong in this time. She belongs in a world of call centres, cats, and lonely nights spent in front of the TV watching dull documentaries.

Then the world ends. Hundreds of years later, she wakes up to a view of shiny boots, one very handsome man, and a future that doesn't want her. That's fine by Ariel; she doesn't want the future either. But then the future finds a use for her – one that involves far more running, dodging, saving, and hanging out with hot space marines than her old life involved. Oh, and malevolent plots to use her new-found abilities to end a 100-year galactic war.

Soon it is up to Ariel to save the future she never wanted, and it's up to her hot space marine to show her that the future can't be all that bad, as long as you have someone to spend it with.

    

   Ghost of Mind

   Would you run? If you were the last of your kind, if you knew getting caught could thrust the universe into war, wouldn't you slip into the shadows and disappear too?

Hiding is Alice’s only option. It always has been.

Then he comes along. Commander John Doe, the head of a new mission into one of the most dangerous areas of space. A chance encounter thrusts them together on the barren wasteland of Orion Minor. Then the chase begins.

Alice cannot allow herself to slip into the hands of the Union, but John Doe will stop at nothing to find out who she is.

In Episode One of Ghost of Mind, the hunt begins.

                 

   The Betwixt

   The Betwixt is a sci-fi soap opera with a dash of philosophy. It follows a space diner waitress as she sets out to discover her true origin, an adventure that sees her set against the most legendary of foes, takes her to the edges of the galaxy, and finally into the arms of one very handsome but stern Commander Cole.
...
Mini is a diner waitress in a space bar. She has a flouncy skirt, a holopin, and a pretty little apron. She also, apparently, has a mysterious alien past; a past that comes knocking on her door in the form of a tiny red creature called Od. According to Od, Mini is all that stands between the galaxy and an invasion by terrible, soul-sucking creatures from the in-between dimensions. As Mini's galactic experience to-date revolves around serving drinks and picking up after customers, she finds that very unlikely.

The only problem is that Od is right. So Mini reaches for the closest thing at hand – which just so happens to be a frying pan – and gives saving the galaxy a go. She isn't alone, however; she's caught the eye of a rather handsome Galactic Military Commander, and he isn't going to take his eyes off her until he knows exactly what's going on.

    

    

    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
T HE GO MIBRRESIRE. S F.R LE'S

OURDBOROS

 ENCHANTED WRITES

the first installment in the galactic
coalition academy series





OEBPS/Images/image26.jpg
ODETTE C BELL






