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GET IN, GET OUT.

KEEP TO THE TASK.

LEAVE NO TRACE.

Ash Yang dreamed of being a starfighter pilot. But when she crashes out of her final test – literally – she somehow lands the most powerful job in the universe. As Guardian of the Infinity Files she must secretly planet-hop through the galaxies, stealing or returning treasures that have the power to stop wars…or start them.

But when her home planet is the one at war, can she use her new skills to save it?

An explosive space adventure from the author of THE EXTINCTION TRIALS
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Ash leaned forward, even though she knew it made no difference. The expanse in front of her was still the same. Darkness so wide it almost sucked her in. Tiny lights glimmered around her – stars that were millions of light years away. Behind her lay her home planet, Astoria. But she wasn’t interested in that right now.

This was it. The moment she’d waited for. Sixteen years of preparation and study – even when it wasn’t the popular thing to do. Sixteen hundred candidates, whittled down to six hundred, then to sixty. And now there was only one place. One place in the Star Corporation Academy. It was hers. She wasn’t going to put a foot, hand or strand of hair wrong. Not when it meant so much to her.

A blue tress of hair floated in front of her eyes. She grabbed it and stuffed it back inside her pilot’s helmet with one hand, keeping her other hand on the throttle. There was no gravity in a ship as small as this – it would be considered a waste of energy. The thick harness holding her in her seat was already pinching at her shoulders and the top of her thighs. Tonight, her skin would be rubbed raw.

She waited, slowing her breathing and trying to exercise the thing she struggled with most – patience.

It was so easy to get distracted. People thought that space was dark, just blackness. But up here, there was so much more to see than a blank expanse. If she concentrated, she could see a myriad of colours through the view screen in front of her – streaks of pink and purple, elements of yellow, and a littering of silver strands.

The sun at the centre of their solar system was off to her left. At the edges of her peripheral vision, the three other planets were moving slowly in their orbits. Her face scrunched in a perpetual scowl. Astoria had been at war with Corinez for as long as Ash had been alive – even the sight of the harsh icy planet made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. It would be easy to let the feelings overwhelm her after everything she’d lost. All to a war that seemed never-ending.

Five hundred years. That’s how long the war had lasted in her solar system. No wonder the reasons behind it seemed blurry – though the effects were not. For her, the war had meant the loss of first her sister, then her mother, then her father. It had meant the bombing of the school in her village, houses reduced to rubble, and people scrambling and digging through the dust. That was the reality for Ash.

She gave an involuntary cough as her body remembered the clouds of dust sent up from the last blast she’d experienced on Astoria. The ringing in her ears for days, and the huge crater where the village had been. A piece of flying shrapnel had given her the scar on her cheek, which she usually hid behind her hair.

She pushed the memory from her mind. She didn’t have room for it right now. All her attention had to be on the here and now.

The green of Hakora and sandy colour of Vallus shimmered in the distance like smudges in the dark. Astoria currently had an uneasy alliance with both of these planets, all three sending candidates to compete for places at the Star Corporation Academy. But that alliance could fade as quickly as the flash of a passing comet.

The Star Corporation Academy had originally been founded as a training academy for the planets allied against Corinez. The shimmering grey metallic sphere hung in the sky like a tiny moon. The defensive forces it provided had been used continually since its foundation – and not just against Corinez. Occasionally there had been attacks from other solar systems – the latest from Resto, trying to plunder resources from their planets.

Ash was determined to become a vital part of those forces. Two more hurdles and then she could proudly wear the red uniform of a Star Corporation fighter pilot and defend her planet against all enemies.

Today was the final pilot test, tomorrow would be the final practical test. She planned to ace both.

The practical test was set to examine their engineering skill and ingenuity under pressure. Last year, an interstellar freight shuttle from Hakora had been damaged in a meteoroid storm, with holes puncturing the hull and some components sucked out into space. The pilot and crew on board had been forced to rebuild the ship using what was left. And it hadn’t been much. Their story was one of the most retold and admired, because they’d all survived. Ash was betting credits that the final practical test would involve something similar, like all the candidates being thrown into a room with a random set of components and told to create something to save their lives in space. She’d practised so hard for it that she almost craved it.

Her mind worked in a logical way. Building things and taking them apart again never lost its shine. It had been her favourite way to pass the time, back home on Astoria when the temperature dropped sharply at night and most people didn’t want to be outdoors. So it didn’t matter what the practical test was – building new relays or landing gears, finding a way to power the engines, repairing the comms system to radio for help, or building an antenna to signal the nearest spacecraft – she would be prepared.

She just had to finish this test first, and it shouldn’t be difficult. Her piloting skills were sound. All she needed was a little strategic thinking and she should nail it.

Ash gazed at the view screen, waiting for the test to start – waiting for the battle to commence. This area of space was mined around the edges, owned exclusively by the Star Corporation Academy and used entirely for their training exercises. All the attacking spacecrafts in the test were controlled remotely from the Academy. The only ships that were actually manned during the test were the ones the cadets were piloting. Her four fellow pilots were out there somewhere. Ezra, Trik, Arona and Castille, all in the distinctive Star Corporation fighters with the bright green logo on the side. They were all being tested at the same time, and all hoping to come out on top.

She twisted her head from side to side, the clear bubble at the top of the ship giving her an open view of the space around her. A dot appeared to her immediate right. It was almost unnoticeable, but the tiny flicker brought her back to the present with a harsh crash. Ash was ready, spinning her fighter craft around, her fingers poised above the red trigger buttons.

The black test craft seemed to burst from nowhere, directly in front of her. Wormholes were like that – something could appear in literally the blink of an eye. She opened fire, not hesitating for a second. It could have been the wrong move – it could have been a “civilian” ship. But she’d seen this often enough when she’d reviewed every previous test for every previous candidate. And statistics told her the first craft to jump into the final pilot test was most likely to be an “enemy” ship.

White streaked across the darkness in front of her, ending in an explosion of muted yellow as the black craft disappeared. There was no sound – sound didn’t carry across space – but in her head, Ash heard a kind of pop. It was weird how her brain just added in sound effects when needed.

She spun her ship around, her heart thudding in her chest. Her hand slid a little on the control lever, sweat coating her palm. She cursed and rubbed her hand on the leg of her dark flight suit. The last thing she wanted was for her hand to slip at a crucial moment. The pilot exam was like a carefully choreographed routine, each test individualized for the participant, pushing them to their absolute limits.

Ash’s peripheral vision picked up some other fighter pilots. She frowned. Each ship was identical – a single-seat pilot craft with a standard weapons array and the familiar green logo – so there was no way of identifying who was manning which. She gave a little shiver of excitement – the thought of outperforming Trik, Arona, Ezra and Castille appealed to her competitive edge. She wanted to come out on top. She wanted to be truly the best candidate for the pilot job.

But the other four all wanted the same. Each student was equally committed and equally ruthless. For any of them, getting into the Star Corporation Academy would be life-changing. An opportunity. An opportunity to make a difference. An opportunity to get off the planets they all claimed to love so dearly, but saw no future on. Failure would mean going back to the mines for Castille, the military factory for Trik, the fishing boats for Ezra, and the desert dunes of Astoria for Arona. Ash didn’t even want to contemplate her own dusty village.

Her gaze flicked left then right, scanning the darkness for another distortion. There it was. Up to the far right of her vision – the place where she had a tiny blind spot.

If Ash looked at a grid solely with her right eye, four of the small squares would disappear. Part of her retina, near the fovea, had been damaged years ago by one of the explosions caused by the Corinez forces. Most of the time she never noticed. Using both eyes together meant that the tiny loss of vision was almost cancelled out.

Almost, but not quite. The Corporation tested their potential cadets with a scrutiny that seemed over the top. But it was to reveal things like this. This part of the pilot test had been made specifically for Ash – and they meant to pressure anything that could be considered a weak spot.

She yanked the stick towards her, throwing the nose of her fighter upwards as she let out a stream of fire. This time the enemy craft had barely started to materialize from its jump before it disintegrated into a million splinters. For a split second, she saw a flash of red against the pale hull – the familiar circle signalling it as a fighter from Corinez. Too close. She’d been far too close. Her mouth instantly dried as shards of metal shot past her, a few spearing the hull of her fighter.

There was a ping. Two orange lights. She glanced at the screen in front of her. Potential hull breach and fuel leakage.

She shifted, the straps of her harness digging in even more as her stomach twisted. The two biggest crises for a fighter pilot. Loss of fuel could leave her floating in space for the rest of her natural life. A hull breach could cause the rest of the outer structure to fracture, or could lead to leaking oxygen – both of which were deadly. If things got to that point, she was sure they would pull her out in time – no pilot had ever died during a Star Corporation assessment – but the test here was for her to find a way out of this.

She licked her lips, not taking her eyes from the solar system in front of her.

This was a test.

She had to concentrate. The Star Corporation Academy was watching her now. Waiting to see how she would react to the hull damage.

She noticed one of the other Star Corporation fighters looping around, its green logo clearly visible. It seemed senseless. There was nothing to see except drifting shrapnel from the blast.

Then she spotted it. Her fingers sped across her controls, trying to zoom in on the tiny blot beyond that fighter. Was it another hidden threat, ready to attack? No. She frowned again. A cargo vessel. Generally slow-moving, cargo vessels usually carried either freight or passengers – occasionally both. Unless this was part of the test, under no circumstances should it be in this part of the solar system.

The other fighter hadn’t moved. She had no idea what it was doing. It seemed suspended in space, hanging there, watching the struggling cargo vessel.

Two thin streams were currently leaking from her craft – one of oxygen, the other of fuel. But the streams coming from the cargo vessel were much thicker than her own – it was obviously in serious trouble. It was a bigger craft, potentially carrying passengers, as well as crew. It shouldn’t be here. Not in this zone.

Expect the unexpected. The thought permeated her brain. One of the instructors had mentioned it on their first day, his mouth quirking into a smile. The Academy must want to see her reactions to this unexpected element. And truth be told, they’d got her – because she’d practised hundreds of scenarios, but none of them had been like this.

Her brain started to rationalize what she was seeing. Maybe they’d combined the two final parts of the test. Maybe she was supposed to help repair the cargo vessel and save it.

Her stomach squirmed. But what if this wasn’t part of the test? What if this was totally random, and completely out of everyone’s control? What if this was real?

No.

It couldn’t be. Not here. Not now.

She pushed forward with the throttle. The hairs on her body prickled as she flew towards the bigger ship. There was an enormous rent in the side of its metal hull. Cargo vessels had minimal shields. There was a shimmer around the edge of the craft, telling her that right now, it must be diverting all its power to those shields to try and keep the ship together.

The little prickles grew stronger. She lifted one hand to subconsciously rub her arm. Could there actually be people inside that craft? Why else would the shields have diverted to the hull? This whole situation was making her distinctly uncomfortable.

Part of Ash’s brain was telling her this was all deliberate – a test to play with her mind and her ability to think straight. But something else, a feeling deep inside her gut, was putting her on full alert.

She shot past the fighter, which still hadn’t moved. She had no idea who was manning that craft. Maybe they were just as bewildered as she was, and trying to pretend not to be. More lights started to flash on her boards. She had to make repairs. She had to pay attention to her own vessel or she would soon need to be rescued herself.

But she couldn’t. That horrible gut instinct wouldn’t let her. It could just be nerves, but she had a bad feeling about this. She couldn’t leave another ship like that, not when it was so damaged. Another light appeared on her control panel – orange. She wasn’t going to die quite yet. She only had to really worry when the lights were red – but of course by then she might have no time left.

She hit the comms button. Her eyes saw the name on the battered hull. “Cargo vessel Attila. What is your condition?”

Her ears were flooded with static and she flinched. She flicked to another channel and tried again.

“Cargo vessel Attila, this is Pilot Yang. Give me your status.”

Still nothing.

She looked behind her. The clear bubble around her allowed her to see the other fighter now sitting on her tail.

“Fighter, identify yourself and your purpose.”

Something resembling a snort came over the comm. The voice that replied was almost mocking. “Guess it’s time to go home, Ash. You’re leaking like an old pipe in the Carpesian desert.”

Ezra. It would be him. Friends or not, in the final test, Trik would likely have ignored her. Castille would probably have spoken first. She wouldn’t even have appeared on Arona’s radar – the girl was too focused for her own good. But Ezra? He did annoying for a living.

“Are you going to help or not?”

“Not,” came the short reply.

“There might be people on that cargo vessel,” she hissed.

“There are people on my fighter. Me,” he replied.

She heard that clicking noise he always made, right about the time he was about to be most annoying. He was enjoying this.

Ash flicked her switch again and heard something else above the crackle coming from the Attila. Something that made panic swell in her chest.

“Mayday. Mayday. Shields are failing. Request assistance…”

The rest of the dialogue was lost in a hiss. Ash was sure she’d heard more voices in the background. She responded immediately. “Cargo vessel Attila, what assistance do you require?”

She was trying not to freak out, thinking about the capacity of that vessel. Her fighter was tiny. What would she do if they requested emergency transport?

Ash spoke before they had time to answer. “I can tether you. Tow you back to the nearest space port.”

“Negative. There’s no time.”

She struggled to turn again and see behind her, desperately trying to figure how much space there actually was in a single-seat fighter. Could she possibly cram any people in here? Her stomach plummeted as a thought filled her mind. What if there were children on the cargo vessel? Could she squash some kids in behind her?

Her alarms were still sounding. One of the orange lights flicked to red. Too many things were happening at once.

Anger bubbled inside. She’d run a thousand practice scenarios. In every single one she’d been methodical, logical. She’d weighed up complicated situations in less than a few seconds and acted without hesitation.

But none of them had been real.

And that was the difference. This felt real.

She could practically hear the heartbeat of the captain of the cargo vessel through the comm. He was a living, breathing person. Practice sessions involved theory – not reality. None of the other vessels in the final test should be manned by actual people. The only people in space should be the cadets.

“Systems failing…” came the crackle. “No…time…”

“How many people do you have on board? Do you have transport technology? I’m a single-seat fighter. I’m not sure how many I can hold.”

She couldn’t remember any scenario where extra people had been transported aboard a single-seat fighter. Fear was starting to grip Ash. Her heart missed a few beats inside her chest.

The comm crackled. Most of the words were lost. “…transporting now…”

The air shifted in front of her, just above her eyes, as whatever the freighter was beaming over began to materialize.

Her recognition was instant – it was far too small to be a person. A second later a brown package appeared in the air before her face.

“Wh…at?”

The dark space outside lit up as the cargo vessel exploded into a million fragments right next to her. The shockwave pounded off her own smaller craft and sent her rocking and rolling around.

She choked and spluttered, doing her best not to vomit. The fighter was showered with debris and a stuttering voice cut in through the mess.

“T-tethering now.”

Her fighter gave a shudder as an emergency tether from Ezra’s craft clamped on to her tail and yanked her backwards.

Ezra didn’t normally stutter. He sounded as shocked as she was. This was a training exercise. Or it was meant to be. What had just happened?

More debris kept hitting the nose of her fighter as it was pulled away. She winced. Every light on her panel was now red. Her fuel tank was empty – her oxygen tank almost the same. She grabbed for the emergency supply under her seat and clapped the mask to her face. Not that it would be much use for long. Her mind finally started to go into automatic pilot mode. She flicked all power to the shields. The damage to her craft must be extreme. She didn’t have the view that Ezra did, but why else would he tether her?

With no gravity to keep it anchored in place, the package bounced off the side of her head. She’d momentarily forgotten about it, in the shock of the explosion. Commander Clay’s voice cut across the airwaves.

“Flight Cadet Yang. Prepare for emergency transport.”

What? No.

Reality hit. Her craft was too badly damaged. Her test was well and truly over.

She reached out and made a grab for the package. The package that the captain of the Attila had thought more important than any life on board his vessel.

None of this was supposed to happen.

Her body twitched as the transporter took hold. The shimmering sensation, like a billion little insects crawling over her skin, started. She automatically sucked in a breath even though it was entirely unnecessary, closed her eyes and prayed.
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Ash thudded onto the hard floor – her body still in the position it had been in, in the seat of the fighter.

The whoosh of the sudden gravity impact, along with the horrible shaking feeling of every molecule in her body reassembling, made her retch. She’d only been transported once before and had vowed then never to let it happen again. Her hands were still clutching the package, but it slipped to the floor as her muscles spasmed.

Ash tried to tell her body to remember to breathe. It was almost like her brain couldn’t compute what had just happened.

She lifted her gaze. Three figures in uniform stood behind a control console in the grey room. The three Commanders of the Star Corporation Academy.

She choked on the breath she’d sucked in so hard. These three were hardly ever seen. They were more like a myth than reality. Legends in their own right.

But the three-pronged myth was standing right in front of her.

Commander Clay was the person she’d heard over the comm – at least it had sounded like his voice, the one she’d heard in the many Star Corporation tutorials. He was short and squat, with sandy-coloured hair, his skin having the same bioluminescence as all the residents of Hakora. His brow was creased with worry.

They weren’t even looking at her. All of them were looking at the panel at their fingertips.

“Pull him,” Commander Trinley said coolly, her dark skin and closely cropped hair glistening in the bright white lights of this drab room. She was so much more petite than Ash had ever imagined, but determination shone through in her steely glare. This was not a woman to ever be questioned.

Commander Anand let out an exasperated sigh. He was tall and lean, his thick dark hair almost hiding his eyes from Ash, but not his larger ears. He was from Vallus, where sound was slightly muted.

Seconds later there was another thud beside her.

All three of the Commanders looked up this time. But none of them looked at Ash, or the crumpled heap beside her. Their eyes were fixed on the wall behind her.

Ash’s stomach was still cramping. She clambered onto all fours, still trying to catch her breath. The blue strand of her hair obscured her vision. She clicked the strap on her helmet and let it fall to the floor, then looked beside her.

Ezra. That’s who the thud belonged to.

His eyes were wide, his dark hair streaked with flecks of…something. He coughed, trying to catch his breath, then his brown eyes locked on to her gaze.

Something flashed across his face – was it shock, surprise or relief? – before he groaned and clutched his arm. “Ash, I thought you were—” His words cut off. It took her a few seconds to realize there was a dark pool of blood on the floor at his elbow.

Ash moved over next to him. “What the…?”

She didn’t finish. There was a thick shard of something sticking out of his chest, near the bottom of his ribs. Her instinct was to pull it out, but what if she made things worse?

“We need some help!” she yelled.

Something flickered to her side. She twisted around and looked up. The wall behind them had an expansive view screen on it – that’s what the Commanders were focused on. Against the black background speckled with stars, it showed a small hulk of damaged grey metal with an empty tether line attached that was rippling around in the void of space. The craft looked as if it had ploughed into a piece of floating space junk that drifted nearby. A strip of white was hissing from it.

Ezra’s fighter. It had to be.

He’d thought she was dead. The floating space junk must be what was left of her own fighter.

White filled the screen for a few seconds, followed by the same view of space – but this time with no damaged fighter. It had exploded, just like hers. Only one twisted fragment floated on the screen in front of them, its warped structure making Ash catch her breath at the fate they’d both just escaped from.

Ezra made a noise next to her. She turned her head and they locked gazes.

Between them, they’d destroyed two fighters.

Her brain was taking what she knew and what she was seeing, and filling in the blanks. Her own fighter had been damaged by flying debris. If it had exploded while still tethered to Ezra’s, she could only imagine the damage that had been done.

He’d tried to save her, and almost killed himself in the process.

She blinked as she staggered to her feet. Her breathing had steadied but her heart rate hadn’t.

Final tests didn’t end like this. Her gaze caught the package lying abandoned on the floor at her feet. Not a single part of this made sense.

For a few seconds, she actually wondered if Ezra’s blood was real – or if this was all some elaborate plan to test her even more. She’d thought she’d known all about the tests. She’d researched enough. But this was just too crazy to be real.

No one had moved since she’d asked for help. Ezra groaned and it pulled her mind back into focus. “Where is the help?” she yelled.

As if in answer to her question, the doors to the transporter room slid open and two medics in green tunics jogged in. Relief flooded over her. Within seconds they had given Ezra a shot of something and slid him onto a trolley. His head lolled to one side. Ezra’s normally luminescent skin had a sickly tone.

That chilled feeling spread over her body again. They were rivals, vying for the one spot. When she’d heard his voice over the comm she’d been annoyed. When he’d mocked her, she’d been angry. Irrational.

But now, seeing him unconscious on the trolley, she realized just how much he’d risked for her. A horrible thought shot through her. Would she have done the same for him? Risked her life, tethering a clearly unstable ship that could blow up at any second? She pushed the thought from her brain, afraid she wouldn’t be proud of the answer.

As the door hissed shut behind him, Ash was aware of the silence in the room around her. She pressed her lips together, but she couldn’t hold the question in.

“Was it part of the test?” She grabbed for the package. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Cold sweat was trickling down her back.

No one answered. There was an exchange of glances between the Commanders.

She wasn’t sure where her bravado was coming from. It could only be the adrenaline that was surging through her system, battling with the anxiety building in her chest. “Was it part of the test?” she asked again, as she strode over towards the three Commanders.

Three pairs of eyes were fixed on the package in her hands. She thudded it down on the console and all of them flinched at her angry action.

“Was this all part of the test?” She flung one arm back towards the large view screen. There were still a few parts of Ezra’s fighter floating in sight.

Commander Clay shook his head. His voice was quiet but steady. “No.” He didn’t offer anything else. He lifted the package, an eyebrow rising for a second as he pulled out something tucked inside. A holocard.

He blinked, but said nothing, putting the package back on the console as he tilted the holocard so each of his fellow Commanders could see it. Neither spoke. But Ash could tell how hard Commander Trinley was trying to keep her face neutral. A tiny tic had appeared at the corner of one eye.

Ash couldn’t understand the silence. Panic was roaring in her ears.

“But that cargo vessel, it was damaged. I thought maybe I was supposed to try and help repair it. You’ve done that before, haven’t you? In a test?”

Commander Trinley shot her a look. Ash was babbling. She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t help it. She was starting to realize just how lucky she was to be alive.

She’d never been in a room with the three Commanders before and she didn’t know anyone else who had either. She’d spent the last six years of her life hoping and wishing for this chance – the opportunity to impress the people who could actually change the course of her life. All of which meant she should keep her mouth well and truly shut.

But Ash had never really done what she should.

“How did a cargo vessel manage to get inside the testing zone? I thought things like that weren’t supposed to happen. And why was it damaged?”

Commander Trinley shot her a look of distaste.

Commander Clay spoke in a measured manner. “The cargo vessel came through an uncharted wormhole. We have no idea how it managed to sustain the damage.”

She looked up at Commander Clay. “Then why didn’t you launch an immediate rescue mission? Why was I the only ship trying to help?”

Commander Anand’s voice was harsh. “There was no time. No time to launch a rescue mission with any hope of success.” He pushed his shoulders back. “Cadet Yang. Your concern shouldn’t be the cargo vessel. Your concern should be your performance in the test.” He gave her a steely glare. “You destroyed your fighter – and you caused another to suffer the same fate.” He gave his head a shake. “You had showed such promise, but it’s clear that your time in the Academy has been wasted. The protection of our fighters and fleet is our primary aim.”

Anguish gripped her chest. She’d failed the test. She’d failed the test she’d spent the last few years studying for. More than that, she’d failed it spectacularly. She had destroyed two fighters. She was going to spend the rest of her life back home on Astoria, stuck in the same dirt-filled village, with no chance of ever leaving. All of a sudden the room felt hot, despite the perfectly constant cool temperature. The environmental systems regulated temperature, oxygen levels and humidity every ten seconds in all the rooms in the Star Corporation Academy. But knowing this didn’t stop Ash tugging at the neck of her flight suit.

“I was thinking about the cargo vessel. There were people on board.” She couldn’t hide the tremble in her voice. She still didn’t know how many lives had been lost out there. “I just wanted to help.”

She looked up at the three expressionless faces.

“I acted on instinct. It seemed like the right thing to do.”

No one spoke. They didn’t even give her a sympathetic glance.

Her stomach twisted in a way it never had before as she saw her future slipping through her fingers, like the shifting sands of the Carpesian desert.

“Report to your quarters, Cadet Yang,” said Commander Clay. The words were dismissive but his gaze was locked on his fellow Commanders. She could feel unspoken messages in the air – a whole host of information she wasn’t party to, simmering tension she could almost reach out and touch. “Everything about your test is to remain confidential.”

As she hesitated, Commander Trinley pressed a button on the console, her voice serious but steady. “Attention, all cadets. Due to unforeseen circumstances, tomorrow’s final test has been cancelled. Decisions will now be based on your performances to date. You will all be asked to report to the auditorium shortly for the appointment announcements.”

Ash sucked in a breath. She’d never heard of the final test being cancelled before. Why had they done that? What weren’t they telling her? They were deciding, now, who should win the coveted pilot spot?

Commander Trinley met Ash’s gaze. “Report to your quarters, Cadet Yang,” she repeated.

Ash stared back at the three heads of the Academy, willing them to say something more, willing them to show some kind of emotion about what she’d just witnessed.

But there was nothing.

Yet as Commander Trinley pulled her hand back from the comm…was that a tremble?

The crudely wrapped brown package sat on the console. It took what little self-restraint Ash still had to stop herself sending it flying in frustration.

As she turned and headed out through the door, her eyes caught one final view of the expanse outside. Darkness, broken only by the distant smudge of Corinez. Within a few moments, the debris of all three ships had scattered, floating off somewhere in perpetual motion to travel for thousands of years in the vacuum that was space. It was almost as if nothing had happened at all.

But Ash had been there.

She knew it had happened.

And she wouldn’t forget it.
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Ash tried to go to the medic centre to check on Ezra but was readily dismissed by staff who looked down their noses at her. She was only a cadet – and they were definitely low in the pecking order. Although they got to stay at the Academy for sixteen weeks while completing their testing, their access to operational areas was limited.

She hurried along to the mess hall, where the cadets usually gathered. Her heart leaped as she saw Trik, Arona and Castille huddled around one pale grey table.

“Are you guys okay?” She bit her lip for a second. “How did your tests go?”

She’d banded together with these guys as soon as she’d arrived at the Academy. They all had the same goals – to get off their own planets – and the camaraderie between them had grown quickly. Each one of them had been affected by the war, losing family members or friends at some point. All of them had the steel and passion to fight back. It had gelled them together. These guys were her closest rivals. Or, at least, they had been – until she’d blown the final test. The trouble was, they weren’t looking so friendly right now…

The others raised their heads in unison. The looks they gave her were far from welcoming. She hadn’t been sure how much everyone else would know, or if they would have realized Ezra had been injured. She’d been told to keep everything confidential, but had news leaked out already somehow?

All three of her friends stood up from their chairs. Trik stormed past, his face furious, Arona completely ignored her, her blonde hair swishing in time with her tall lithe body as she stormed away, and Castille just raised his eyebrows.

“Really, Ash? What did you do?” he asked. His thickset muscles were tense, and she could see a tic at the side of his jaw, beneath his slightly large ears.

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head in frustration. “We all got pulled before we had a chance to complete our pilot exam. And from the explosions we saw, it looked like you had something to do with it.” He pushed past her then halted, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You asked, how did the test go? Well, since you’ve apparently ruined everyone else’s, it looks like you should know better than us.”

Her heart squeezed. Space was vast and even though they were all tested at the same time, there could have been a chance that the other three pilots had missed everything. It seemed not. And now she was the target for their anger. But none of them had mentioned Ezra. Did they even know he was injured?

She sagged down into one of the empty chairs. These were the only people she’d considered friends in the sixteen weeks since she’d got here. From their other assessments, she’d known they were her main rivals. But instead of avoiding each other, they’d started to band together. They’d spent their time teasing and taunting each other over results. The rivalry had been real, but it had remained companionable.

Ash had never had a huge circle of friends. After the death of her family, she’d withdrawn. It seemed the safest way. If she didn’t love people, she couldn’t be distraught when they were gone. But the Star Corporation Academy had given her a sense of family again – something that had been missing in her life and that she’d reluctantly embraced. She’d even wanted to keep in touch with these guys once everything was over and the results revealed. Now it seemed that her performance today could have ruined it all, and she hated the way that burned deep down inside her.

She wiped an errant tear from her eye, willing herself to hold it together. Maybe this was for the best. She’d never been good at friendships. Maybe this was another lesson to be learned in what was easily one of the top ten worst days of her life.

A siren sounded, summoning everyone to the main auditorium, and she filed in with the rest of the cadets. Part of her still held the tiniest hope that maybe things weren’t quite as bad as she’d initially thought. Maybe it was all just some kind of bad dream or hallucination. Maybe she’d get to wake up and start this day over again.

As she searched for a seat, her eyes fixed on the dark hair and grey flight suit in the front row.

Ezra.

Her stomach twisted. The room was too packed to get down next to him, but even from here she could see him move and wince a little. They must have patched him up and sent him back out for the announcement ceremony.

Within a few minutes, six hundred other bodies were packed into the tiered seating of the auditorium. There was a hum of expectation in the air. Several of the other cadets shot her envious looks – they obviously hadn’t heard about her disaster.

She shifted uncomfortably. Was she about to be humiliated in front of all these people? Most of whom she’d beaten in every assessment.

There were a few disgruntled mutterings about the cancellation of the final test. This had never happened before and it seemed the rest of the room couldn’t figure out why it had happened this time. But she could also see some people gossiping excitedly, desperately wondering what was going on.

Part of Ash considered leaving. But part of her was intrigued. What if the Commanders were going to actually explain more about the cargo ship and where it had come from?

She didn’t have time to consider any longer. Another door slid open at the front and the three Commanders walked in, taking their positions on the stage.

There was a simultaneous intake of breath. Most of the other cadets had never been in the presence of the three Commanders. Up until earlier today, neither had Ash.

Now she’d had time to think straight, Ash realized just how big a deal that had been. The Commanders were the figureheads of the Academy. They’d fought in numerous space battles over the years. They regularly advised the allied planets on battle strategy. They didn’t only train pilots, they trained engineers, researchers, comms teams. Pilots who’d been trained at the Academy were known for their collegiate flying – almost like synchronized dances in space, even in the most desperate of skirmishes.

They were the best of the best.

And she’d wanted to be one of them.

She’d actually thought she could be.

And now, it had come to this.

Commander Trinley spoke first, her gaze taking in the six hundred cadets in the room. These were the people who’d made it to the second stage, before the competitors had been whittled down to the final sixty. But at this point, everyone who’d participated in the process was invited to hear the final results.

Ash’s mouth was bone dry. Everyone knew there was only one pilot spot. But sometimes there were alternative duties. Some cadets were selected for comms duty. Some for satellite maintenance. Some for engines and design. But none of these alternative paths held any appeal for Ash.

She’d been focused for so long on being a pilot, anything else would just seem like failure.

For the millionth time, she tried to calculate the myriad of possibilities in the room. Had Trik, Arona or Castille aced their assessments? Were they so good that they’d won the pilot spot without needing to go through the final test?

But none of them were acting like that. Trik hadn’t shown his normal smug smile, and Castille was flicking his fingers – the sign that usually indicated his nerves. Arona’s face was as blank as usual. Did the girl actually have any expressions? Alongside Ezra, they’d been the only ones she’d thought could have a realistic possibility of matching her previous scores.

But, if it wasn’t them…who else could it be?

She scanned the room, searching for a few others. Leira, from Vallus. She’d probably been in the top ten. But she had her eyes fixed on the floor and her hands were twisting in her lap. Rebus, from Hakora. His tactical skills were excellent, but his reflexes not quite so good. Maybe he’d been lucky and aced a previous test?

“Cadets. We thank you for your attendance here today, and for all your time and dedication spent during the assessment process for the Star Corporation Academy. We are honoured every term to have thousands of applications. To reach the spots you are in now is indeed an honour in itself. I want each and every one of you to take pride in the fact you made it this far.

“Of course, part of the beauty of being in the assessment process is the ability to learn about yourselves, to test yourselves to your limits, in mind, body and spirit. I hope you all now feel more confident in your own skills.”

Commander Trinley took a deep breath as she looked at the expectant faces, all waiting for her to tell them who had won the ultimate prize. Instead she turned to Commander Anand, with a brief nod to let him speak next.

Ash held in a cry of frustration. How long would this go on? She looked back down towards Ezra. It was almost as if he felt her gaze because, within a few seconds, he turned his head slightly and caught her eye. One hand was across his body, resting at the bottom of his ribcage. Most people in the room wouldn’t know why. But she did.

The medic centres could do wonders these days. A sweep of a scanner and instant autorepair was a bit like minor surgery had been a few hundred years ago. The use of the medic autorepair was usually coupled with a whizz of analgesia. But it looked like Ezra hadn’t opted for that, not by his stiff and awkward movements. She almost understood. The analgesics usually left someone with a smile pasted on their face and seeming slightly vacant for a few hours. Would Ezra really want to feel like that now, in the moment when all their dreams might be delivered or dashed?

For half a second, she wondered if she should have faked some kind of injury. Maybe being absent for this announcement wouldn’t have been such a bad idea.

Commander Anand started speaking. Except, he didn’t exactly speak – he boomed.

Once interplanetary space travel had been achieved by their ancestors, the people who’d settled across the four planets in this solar system hadn’t all developed identically. Apart from a whole host of different races and religions, there were also fundamental planet-wide differences.

An ancient Vallusian had been the first to chart the subtle changes between the people living on each planet. Hakora was a denser planet, with a slightly stronger gravitational force than the other three in their solar system. That meant people who lived there for prolonged periods became a little shorter, with increased bone density. It was easy to see at a glance that Commander Clay had grown up there. Meanwhile on Vallus the atmosphere was oxygen rich, and sound echo was more muted. Over thousands of years, the people of Vallus had developed slightly bigger ears and naturally spoke at louder levels. For Commander Anand, it seemed a hard habit to break.

“Cadets.” A few sat up straighter, startled by the louder voice.

“Thank you for your attendance today. And thank you for your participation in the programme. Our planets continue to be united in war against Corinez, and Resto, in the neighbouring system. We have also had reports of increasing activity around the wormholes between our solar system and the distant U62 system.”

There were a few anxious glances. Ash hadn’t heard anything about this and, by the looks on other people’s faces, neither had they.

The story of the U62 system was one of the most well-told legends that Ash could remember. When Ash had been a kid she’d heard tales that said all life had originated from U62, before damage in the system had made it uninhabitable. At that point, the people of the system had set out through the wormholes, hoping to find somewhere else to live and thrive. Never before had she heard of people returning to the U62 system. It all seemed so strange. Was it possible that travellers from a more distant galaxy had just stumbled upon the wormhole system originating in U62? And were they friends, or foes?

“It is vital in these alarming times that we have the best fleet possible. And it is for that reason that this time around we won’t just be recruiting one pilot, we will be recruiting four.”

There was a gasp in the room, part of which came from Ash. Maybe her chances weren’t as ruined as she’d first thought. Could she at least have made the top four?

“We will also – as in previous cohorts – be recruiting to some supplementary positions. Know that, if we don’t recruit you today, we may well recall you in future. Tensions are rising in our galaxy. While we have a fleet that is ready to defend our planets, if situations change, we may need to increase our force at short notice. These are testing times.” He paused and let his words hang in the air.

The excitement that had initially been in the room was slowly dying. The cadets were now looking anxious, shifting in their chairs.

War was not unusual in this solar system. Over the last few centuries, Ash’s planet Astoria had fought in a variety of battles against all the other planets. Alliances formed and broke down. Wars were even more common between neighbouring solar systems. Refugee ships regularly arrived from other ruined planets, trying to claim land on Astoria, Vallus or Hakora. Most refugees weren’t interested in the frozen land of Corinez. For Ash and her fellow cadets, recent tensions suggested that they may imminently face active battle for the first time in their lives.

Commander Clay took over the mantle from Commander Anand. “Circumstances have dictated that our overall final capability test can’t be completed this time around. However, we are confident we have enough information to select the best candidates.” He lifted his gaze to scan the room. “Now, you all know that the final pilot test is designed individually for each of our cadets. This is to test you at every level, pushing your weaknesses, testing your judgement, reflexes, responses and the ability to think on your feet. Our fighter craft are our most expensive commodity…”

Ash squirmed. This didn’t sound good. The pointed reminder felt aimed at her.

“We can only put pilots in them who understand their value.”

That was definitely aimed at her. Commander Clay’s words seemed to crawl over her, itching her skin, before congregating in a large red sign flashing above her head. Cadets who hadn’t looked at her before now seemed to throw glances in her direction.

She hadn’t told anyone what had happened. Had Ezra? Had he told the others that she’d wrecked her own fighter and been partly responsible for wrecking his?

Her chest squeezed. She could hear her quickening heartbeat in her ears. Spots appeared in her peripheral vision.

Ash fixed her gaze on the floor, staring at her purple boots and willing the air into her lungs as she counted in her head.

There was a swooshing noise and the door to the right of the Commanders slid open. A stream of people in red flight suits with white helmets tucked under their arms marched in, filling the area behind the Commanders.

The red stream seemed never-ending. More than two hundred current pilots filed in, standing in rows at the front of the auditorium. Ash breathed out slowly, seeing the glint of gold on numerous shoulders. Battle medals. Most of these pilots had already successfully defended their planets.

All of a sudden, there it was. The thing she’d always wanted, right in front of her: to wear the bright red flight suit. To carry the white helmet under her elbow. To lift her head with pride and know that she would be recognized instantly on sight. To soak in the honour and prestige that went along with people knowing just how good you must have been to make it as an Academy pilot.

For a moment, she actually felt sick. An unwelcome tear threatened to spill down her cheek. She swallowed, willing the wetness in her eyes to disappear. There was no one to blame here but herself. It had been her actions, her decisions out there in space that had brought her to this point.

She’d always felt so self-assured. So prepared. So confident that she would be able to handle things. She’d thought about the daring attack missions. She’d even thought about the deaths. But they had always been enemy deaths – therefore they didn’t count.

Today had been different. Today, there had been real, live civilians on that cargo vessel. She wasn’t used to the idea of civilians dying in space. It was painful enough to think of them caught up in bombing raids down on the planets.

The last bombing raid she’d seen on Astoria had wiped out her village’s market. The one before had taken out a whole row of dwellings. But the first one she could remember was the one imprinted on her brain. It was the one that had hit the village school.

She’d been sick that day and, ironically, she’d been faking. School bored Ash, even at the age of ten. She loved maths and physics but she’d found the teacher took things far too slowly for her. She could learn more at home, taking things apart and creating her own experiments. And that’s where she’d been when the bomb had hit.

She’d run to the school along with most of the village, dust clouding her vision and clawing at her throat. As it started to clear a little she could see the pile of rubble. The building hadn’t been big, or particularly sturdy. Now it was just a heap of flattened bricks. A heap of bricks that contained Ruhinda, her younger sister.

Ash had no idea how long she and the rest of the villagers had dug. Her mother and father had been distraught. Fingers bled as brick after brick was tossed aside in the hope of finding any sign of life.

In the end, only one adult and five kids had been found alive and pulled from the rubble. None of them had been Ruhinda. The adult and one of the other kids died the next day.

Ash’s mother had died a few years later. People claimed it wasn’t possible to die of a broken heart, but Ash knew different.

After the attack, Ash had looked at the stars that night and, at age ten, sworn her life wouldn’t end in that village. She wouldn’t be one of the victims of this interplanetary war that she could barely understand. Not down here. If her life was going to be lost, it would be lost in the stars, as she fought to defend her planet.

She’d only had her father left and he’d been disturbed by her determination to make it to the Star Corporation Academy. He’d already lost two family members and didn’t want to lose her too. But in the end, he’d died from the same lung infection, caused by the dusty atmosphere, that affected many of the villagers. The village had been her family after that. And no one had discouraged her will to get out of there.

She sighed as she looked at the ranks of uniformed pilots in front of her. She’d worked so hard and come so far. She couldn’t bear the thought of this all slipping through her fingers.

The little light that had been burning away inside her for the last six years flared with persistence. Hope. Everyone had to have hope – even when things seemed desperate.

Commander Clay’s voice continued. “Cadets. Our assignments are as follows…”

He did it deliberately. It was notorious every year how long he kept them all waiting. “Uzra Endra, satellite communications.”

The cadets in the auditorium applauded as the slightly stunned young guy stood up and walked to the front.

“Arissa Titan, medic centre.”

The girl’s name seemed ironic – she was tiny and slight framed. Her grin spread from ear to ear as she descended the steps and took her place next to Uzra.

“Petra Mejoz and Lando Rosen, engineering.” From opposite sides of the auditorium, two other cadets almost ran down the stairs to join the others.

Ash pressed her lips together. Her dream had always been to be a pilot, but after today’s disaster, would engineering really have been so bad? She’d spent her life tinkering with things and seeing how they worked.

“Rudd Aston, astrophysics.” A tall, thin boy almost leaped from his seat. He didn’t smile once. Ash recognized him. He was probably the smartest guy she’d met. But his coordination had let him down badly in the previous pilot tests. The guy practically had astrophysics stamped on his head.

Her heartbeat was quickening again. They were getting closer, closer to the pilot announcements. There were another few names called for tactical operations, programming and construction.

Then Commander Anand said, “Our first pilot will be…”

Ash closed her eyes and clenched her fists.

“Trik Enliva.”

The audience gave a round of applause. Several of the other cadets who came from Hakora, like Trik, let out some cheers.

Trik couldn’t hide his grin. He looked surprised and excited all at once. His hands clenched and unclenched as he walked down the stairs, shaking hands with each of the Commanders before giving the briefest of nods and standing next to the red-uniformed pilots. Ash noticed his dark skin glistening with sweat. He’d been worried.

Something unfurled inside of Ash as she noticed Trik’s sideways glance at the red flight suits, knowing that today he’d get to put one on.
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