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      Blurb

      

      The complete series of The Apollo Fragment in one volume.

      She survived the deadliest ship explosion in Coalition history. Now, the past is hunting her down.

      Cadet Elma Henderson is famous at the Coalition Academy for all the wrong reasons. As the sole survivor of the Apollo disaster – a tragedy that claimed her mother’s life and wiped her own memories – she just wants to graduate and disappear. But when a ruthless alien assassin infiltrates her dorm, Elma’s quiet life is shattered.

      Her savior? Dean, the Academy’s arrogant, untouchable golden boy. But Dean isn't a cadet. He’s a highly trained Knight Regent – an elite telekinetic alien soldier who has been secretly guarding Elma for five years.

      The mysterious artifact that destroyed the Apollo has resurfaced, and it has a terrifying connection to Elma. With rogue telekinetics tearing the Academy apart, Elma must trust the man she’s hated for years to survive. And Dean must soon decide where is true loyalties lie.

      …

      The Apollo Fragment follows a mysterious cadet and her secret bodyguard fighting rogue telekinetics. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab The Apollo Fragment: The Complete Series today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      The Apollo Fragment is the 32nd Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each series can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    The Apollo Fragment Book One

  
    Prologue

    Smoke billowed around the bridge as a crack shot across the view screen.

    Captain Henderson flung herself toward it before it could grow and suck the contents of the bridge out into the merciless void beyond. She rammed her portable shield generator up, a force field ballooning out with a fizzle and sealing the growing gap shut.

    Sweat sailed down her brow in a sheet, almost blinding her stinging eyes. But she thrust her portable shield generator harder against the hole. Then she bared her teeth and roared, “Report.”

    That command wasn’t meant for anyone on the bridge. No one was left alive.

    They hadn’t seen the attack coming. A routine survey mission had turned into a bloodbath, and Captain Henderson’s mind still spun. Something was attacking the ship, though who knew what.

    Her body almost buckled under the strain of pressing the portable shield generator against the crater. It grew, shearing forces ripping it to shreds, as if caused by monster claws. As her eyes pulsed wide, she watched more of the wall succumb to the damage.

    The bridge was located close to the outer hull, and a swathe of dark space waited beyond, interrupted only by flashes of fire and miniature explosions as the rest of her ship was torn apart.

    “Report, computer, report now,” she roared again.

    Something must remain of the Apollo’s central computer mainframe. A buzz echoed through the room. “Ship under attack,” the computer’s modulated voice stated.

    “I know that,” she bit back. “How bad is it? How many systems are damaged? How many are left alive?”

    “Out of a crew of almost 500, only 30 show life signs left.”

    Captain Henderson’s blood ran cold. For one short second, she stared ahead at the buckling hole marching across her viewscreen and wondered if she should give up.

    Her training roared in her ears, reminding her she couldn’t. “Where are the survivors?”

    “They’re currently clustered around main engineering.”

    Her brow compressed with a twitch. “But something exploded in main engineering first. Dammit, do you have any idea what attacked us?”

    “There is still nothing visible on external scanners.”

    “Did something jam them?”

    “Maybe. It is not the most viable theory.”

    “Stop with the logic nonsense. Tell me what’s happening now,” she bellowed.

    “The most likely scenario is that something within the ship is producing this.”

    “Within the ship—” her lips froze, compressing against her teeth until she couldn’t force the words out. Only one thing made sense: that damned artifact. The second Coalition Command told her to bring it on board, she should have run a mile. But Henderson needed this command too much.

    “Seal off main engineering—”

    “It is too late,” the computer said. There was a buzz, and it stopped speaking.

    Captain Henderson’s eyes traced toward the lifts visible at the back of the bridge. One of them shifted, then an explosion ripped out, pounding toward her. She fell onto her knees, lifted her portable shield generator up, and tried to expand it. But with a shake, it failed. For some forces are impossible to fight.

    …

    Elma Henderson

    A shrieking alarm tore through her ears as tears ran down her face.

    She’d been woken from a deep sleep by a ship-wide alarm. Her mother usually ran in to tell her what was happening, but nobody had bothered to come to their quarters. The ship was in chaos.

    Elma had plucked herself out of the burning remnants of her room. Now she ran down the corridor, still in her tattered soft pajamas, her brown locks stuck to her brow with sweat.

    “Mom?” she called out. But her voice went nowhere. The alarm grew louder. Crumpling down to a knee, she locked her hands hard over her ears and tried to block it out. Her mother’s soft words rose in her memory: You don’t freeze, you fight.

    Elma’s eyes snapped open.

    It was just in time. Something ripped through the floor underneath her. She couldn’t see an enemy: there wasn’t a Barbarian warlord underneath there, nor was there a Kore assassin. It was as if an invisible force rose up out of nowhere and simply consumed the floor in a single bite.

    Blood roaring in her ears, Elma threw herself forward. She dropped down on the other side of the hole and almost tumbled backward, but scrambled to her small feet. Head whipping over her shoulder, she stared as the hole grew, an invisible force feasting on it, tearing through the power conduits beneath, crumpling the floor plating, and gorging itself on fire.

    The heat blasted against her unprotected skin, and her cheeks started to singe. A few of her long brown hairs even curled back in wisps of smoke. Batting at them and screaming, she pounded down the corridor.

    Her body wanted to freeze, but her mother’s words kept overwriting that instinct.

    “Run. Fight,” she said under her breath, until speaking became too much. Acrid black clouds of smoke clogged the corridor, belching from fires in the walls. She ran past a conduit only for it to explode. Some second sense told her to twist first, and she did. She was in time to watch a plume of fire lurch out like a judgmental finger from God.

    She screamed again and almost fell to her knees. Move. Get up. Your mother’s waiting, she told herself. Even her young brain knew that was nonsense. She hadn’t passed another person.

    The Apollo was a massive heavy cruiser. Her mother commanded over 500 souls. Now there wasn’t another person in sight – just the pounding of the alarm and the sizzle of metal buckling under a greater force.

    Tears kept running down her cheeks. “Mom? Computer,” she tried, “contact the captain. Computer?”

    A dull, unresponsive buzz echoed through the air. It sounded like a mosquito trying to land in her ear, then giving up with a fit of weakness. Hands clutching in and out, she tried to do something. There was nowhere to go but down the corridor.

    She reached an elevator and almost took it, but something told her not to. A wise decision. For it came hurtling down the shaft. The closed doors bulged.

    This was the bottom of the ship, and that was the base of the shaft. She flung herself to the side of the doors in time before it exploded. Fire pounded out like a punch. Gripping her hand over her head, she prayed for it all to go away.

    It couldn’t.

    The Apollo was lost. Elma might be only 8, but she still knew exactly what that meant.

    When her fearful body wanted to lock her to the spot, her lips opened. “Don’t freeze. Fight,” she hissed, trying to channel her mother as thick tears ran down her cheeks. Hands groping in and out, she ran past the broken elevator shaft.

    The corridor ahead continued to buckle. There was nowhere to go. There were no escape pods in this section, and there was no way she would go without her mother. But what if she got to the bridge?

    “Mom will be okay,” she said, empty words scratching her throat. It was hard to ignore the thick tears that kept trundling down her cheeks. They were the only cool touch against the unrelenting onslaught of heat.

    The only way to get up to the bridge was via the lift on the other side of the deck. But another explosion tore through the ship, shaking everything.

    The urge to collapse almost overcame her, but Elma clenched her teeth hard. Turning her head left, she saw that one of the hatches to the tunnels had opened. They were the maintenance shafts that crisscrossed through the massive Apollo, allowing technicians access to any of the back systems.

    Elma had once played a trick on her mother, going in there to hide. It sure hadn’t gone down well. The tunnels were an inherently dangerous place. With long shafts, ladders, and narrow walls, a person could get stuck in there pretty easily. Elma had. Then the fear had set in, and it’d felt like the walls were closing in on her, like she was being buried underground.

    The memories seared her with fear, but there was no choice. Sinking down onto her tiny knees, she crawled through as a large section of the deck simply fell away. Maybe a protective shield buzzed into place; she couldn’t tell. Acting fast, she flipped onto her back and kicked the door closed. The hatch at least functioned. It shut, the flywheel twisting of its own accord, a buzz telling her it was sealed shut.

    Her heart pounded even harder in her throat as she turned. “Move. Get to the bridge, Elma. Mom will be fine.”

    Even in her tiny 8-year-old mind, she felt the weight of the lie like a planet bearing down on her shoulders.

    She crawled. This time she pushed the fear of those closing walls away.

    It didn’t take long to reach a ladder. She climbed and climbed until her hands were sore, blistered, and bruised.

    “This must be the bridge,” she muttered. Then she found a hatch. Heat built behind it, but not too much that she was scared to open it. “Do it,” she spat at herself. Then her quick hand worked, and she opened the hatch flywheel….

    Only to realize she was at engineering. That was halfway toward the bridge. She hadn’t made it even remotely close to her mother.

    Her hands were now too tired to lift her up another single rung.

    Dejected, horrified, she stood there, short enough that she didn’t have to duck to go underneath it.

    It sounded like the ship struck something. A great crunching sound echoed out from behind her, and screaming, Elma threw herself out of the hatch.

    Air was expelled from it so fast it struck her in the back, making her hair whip over her face. But her small form could move fast enough to dodge it.

    She landed on her stomach, arms splayed out, chest rocking back and forth as her desperate body sucked in breaths.

    Then the tears came – not the short, quick, fast, and empty ones – but a full deluge.

    Until an eerie sound echoed down the corridor. In the rest of the ship, the alarm roared, but here it was silent, like a whisper over a grave.

    A shot of panic gripped her in place, holding her to the spot, but her mother’s echoing words in her head got her to move. A shallow breath tore through her chest as she pushed up to her feet. “What’s that noise?” she begged.

    It sounded like a pulsation, like some odd heart. The beat was far too slow for a human, and the pace was erratic. It still gave the impression of something alive.

    And something calling to her.

    As a cold sweat slicked her brow and ran between her shoulders, Elma pumped her hands in and out emptily.

    This deck was essentially dedicated to engineering. There were no other systems here, except for life support and something to do with gravity.

    The long white corridor led to a huge set of double doors in the middle. They were the main entrance into engineering.

    While every other doorway was closed, some of them locked shut from damage, the double doors weren’t. They lay open, gaping like broken lips.

    “Fight, don’t freeze. Fight,” she squeezed her eyes closed, “don’t freeze.”

    Her voice descended into a quiet whisper. Then Elma found herself standing in front of the open doors. They’d melted at the top, and were permanently jammed open. It looked like a godly hot hand had grabbed them. There were even strange indents.

    But that was nothing compared to the sight that waited within.

    Elma hadn’t seen any dead bodies yet. Now they were strewn over the large floor like flowers through a field.

    The sight struck her right in the chest and riveted her eyes open. She couldn’t think or breathe.

    The tears tried to come—

    But that pulsation got quicker.

    Another shake tore through the floor. She thought she heard a dull, far-off alarm. Her mother had made her learn them from the day they arrived on the Apollo. That was the klaxon that warned the ship was about to explode.

    Elma would never see her mother.

    Accepting that gave way to a terrible, morbid curiosity. Though she didn’t want to take a single step into the engineering bay, she had to, driven by some greater force.

    A strange light glistened through the room. A pale, almost watered-down crimson, like diluted blood, it was concentrated to her left.

    The large central cores of engineering were arrayed at the back of the room, so massive they were bigger than small person cruisers. Dangerous fluctuations moved through the fields that held them in place. The cores themselves were giant cylindrical tubes with dancing blasts of red and blue light that slammed together within like stellar explosions. Now the cores on the far side of the room had gone black. Those in the middle had cracks down their outer casings.

    Elma knew exactly what that meant. They were about to explode.

    The rest of her only cared about the light.

    She tilted to the side. Her brain wouldn’t work. Her feet couldn’t stop.

    Step after step, she was yanked through engineering until she reached the research and development hub.

    A glass partition led to the area where a new artifact was kept. People were piled up outside, as if they’d died in a rush on their way into the room.

    Too horrified to even look at them, Elma strode right around them, her small feet slipping between the tangled legs and arms.

    The door in front of her was closed, but there must still be enough energy coming from the cores to open it. With a quiet buzz, it moved, letting her in.

    The containment shield flickered in the middle of the room. Within it spun an artifact, no bigger than her hand. It was a chunk of some red crystal with strange symbols carved along its sides. Now it bled light, the origin of that eerie glow.

    It fixed Elma’s attention to it like a horse to a cart.

    “What… is it? What… are you?” The question changed itself, as if somebody reached into her throat and reprogrammed her words.

    The artifact pulsed even brighter. A terrifying fear gripped her. She’d almost been ready to hold her hand out. Now her fingers snapped back in.

    It was like the artifact knew. It started to spin even faster. At that exact moment, a crack appeared underneath her feet. The ship really was about to blow.

    Her mother might have screamed at her to fight rather than freeze, but Elma’s 8-year-old body could no longer force another step. It became locked on the spot, her mouth open, her stare empty but fixed.

    The artifact spun one last time. Then the power in main engineering went off. The only glow was provided by the cascading cores behind her. They had their own shield generators. The second they failed, though….

    From what little Elma knew, she would never feel it. She and everyone else aboard the Apollo would be smeared across space, a thin film of particles like wet paint.

    But somehow her hand still reached out. In her last moment, she went to touch the artifact.

    The fingers froze.

    Dread filled her, some deep sense warning her not to do it. But the ship buckled. The floor beneath her simply sandwiched together. She was thrown against the artifact.

    The cores exploded.

    And Elma never knew what happened next.

  
    Chapter 1

    Many years later

    Elma Henderson

    “Come on, you’ve got to have at least one interesting story,” Larry, Mandy’s boyfriend, said as he leaned back, held his beer, and pressed it against his lips.

    Elma sighed, crossed her arms, and tried to disappear. It should be easy. Standing at all of 4 foot 10, she was the shortest human in her grade at the Academy. She’d put up with five years of jokes from people precisely like Larry. But now she had to get along with him. Mandy was head over heels for him.

    And why not? Tall, handsome, in E Club too. He was everything she was meant to want, and everything Elma hated.

    She scrunched her lips together, trying to act politely.

    “Tell them the story,” Mandy hissed, flopping a hand in front of her lips. It made it hard to hear her in this already cacophonous bar.

    They were two weeks out from graduation. Most exams were over. People would soon join the stars, moving on to actual active assignments. Even Elma had one, though she wasn’t going off-world. It was a time to celebrate and let loose. She may never see a lot of the kids around her again.

    She still shook her head.

    Larry’s eyes glittered slightly. He shifted forward, his tall body scrunching against the genuine leather seats of their booth. It was the first time she had sat so prominently in everyone’s new favorite Academy bar. It was simply called The Hutch. A warren of underground rooms, it had all sorts of themed areas, including holographic parlors. Elma preferred this one. A plain, simple old-world bar, it even kept some of the original building’s charm. Genuine oak beams supported the ceiling above. The actual bar was polished mahogany. Right now the Academy’s best and brightest leaned against it, doing shots.

    Larry dipped his head sideways, flashing that trademark smile. He was most definitely one of the hottest guys in fifth-year, but unfortunately he knew it. He leaned forward when he didn’t catch Elma’s attention. “Come on, I don’t imagine you’re as boring as you seem.”

    “Larry,” Mandy chided.

    He lifted his hands, then carefully thumbed his nose. “You must have a good story to share. Let your hair down. You’re always so,” he scrunched his jaw left and right, “uptight.”

    “Firstly, she is not uptight. She’s fine. She does have a story,” Mandy said.

    Elma clammed up.

    Mandy, a psychology grad, immediately realized what her friend was thinking. She shook her head. “Not that story, honey. Jesus, of course not.” Mandy knew all about Elma’s mother’s death and the mysterious circumstances afterward.

    That was one of the first things that had brought them together. Mandy had lost her mom to a colony attack.

    But Larry locked on. He beamed those trademark baby-blue eyes at Elma, another smile creeping up his lips. “Spit it out.”

    “Enough of this. Let’s go dancing.” Mandy swept up to her feet, clasped Larry’s hand, and tried to pull him from the booth.

    But the guy had a holding-beam lock with Elma’s eyes. “You’re a mystery to me, Elma. You’re pretty good at your classes. You’re smart. You’re funny in your own way. But you’re always on your own. What are you hiding?”

    “Nothing,” Mandy said, teeth clenched. She clearly regretted everything. She’d pushed Elma, but she probably wanted her to share one of the crazy stories she had from first year.

    Larry would not be moved. Locking an elbow on the table, he drummed his fingers on the genuine wood. “Let me know how you tick, girl. You must have one interesting story. Something that’ll help,” his eyes slid left and right, “people understand exactly what you are.”

    Elma knew from experience Larry would not let go. Personally, she didn’t understand what Mandy saw in him. He had a pretty face, sure, but with razor-sharp eyes.

    Elma sighed. Crossing her arms, she leaned all the way back. “You probably know that my mother was Captain Henderson.”

    He didn’t even move.

    Elma tilted her eyes up and stared at the ceiling. “She was on the Apollo when it was lost.”

    She waited. Once a kid in first year had corrected her when she said that. He’d said her mother hadn’t been on the Apollo when it was lost – she had lost it.

    Elma’s knuckles itched even now. She could see that same smug look on that old student’s face. She’d punched him in first year, then ended up in the aggressive kids’ class, along with some of the more warring races of the Coalition. It’d given her one heck of a reputation – or it had for several weeks until her commanding officers had realized their mistake.

    Elma had been taken right out of that class and back into the meek and mild waters of the general Academy where she belonged.

    But Larry said nothing about Elma’s mother. “Yeah, I know about the case.”

    Sure, he did. It was pretty famous at the time. The most important new heavy cruiser in the Coalition exploding for no reason whatsoever, only with one survivor.

    “What’s the actual story, though?”

    Mandy’s fingers clutched Larry’s arm tighter. “It’s not just a story. It’s her life—”

    Larry looked belligerently at his girlfriend. “You’re the one always telling me to get things off my chest. I wonder what makes odd little Elma tick.”

    Elma’s lips scrunched up. “Nothing. I was on the ship. I was the only known survivor.”

    Larry looked at her. There was something about the gaze that told Elma he’d already figured that out.

    Moving slowly, he leaned forward and slid his elbows onto the table. Then his plucked eyebrows arched. “You remember what happened?”

    Elma sighed. It was her turn to rest her elbows on the table and lean in. “Not a thing. I remember waking up in an escape pod. That’s it.”

    “I mean, you were a kid, but you must have recalled how you got there.”

    “When they got me onto a medical station, they realized I’d sucked in so much toxic smoke, I could have had permanent brain damage. But one of the docs knew this experimental procedure and saved me.” She tapped her head. “Maybe at one point I remembered. But all of it is now gone, and it’s never coming back.”

    Larry seemed satisfied. He still kept looking at Elma, and though she usually held people’s gazes, she withered slightly.

    Pushing up to her feet, she grunted, “I need another drink.”

    Larry gestured to her relatively untouched bright pink cocktail. “You’ve already got one.”

    “I mean water. I’ve got a headache. You two go dance,” Elma said, flashing Mandy a fake grin.

    Mandy shot a look back that said sorry as loud as possible.

    Elma had given Larry the light version. While it was true she didn’t remember a thing about the attack on the Apollo, she still woke up drenched in sweat, muttering her mother’s name all these years later.

    Wending her way through the crowd, thankful it was thick enough to hide her from view, she reached the bar. She placed a hand on it and leaned forward, asking for a glass of mineral water.

    Elma hadn’t noticed that the massive guy beside her was also ordering. He was standing there, blinking slightly.

    A member of the recently absorbed Trillax race, he towered. His people tended to solve all problems with violence, an attitude that made it hard for them to fit in at the Academy.

    He immediately settled his beefy hand on Elma’s petite shoulder. Then, grunting, he brought his face close. His hot breath broke across her cheek.

    “Sorry,” Elma squeaked, “I didn’t realize you were first in line.”

    “You saw me. You cut in. That’s rude,” he spat indignantly.

    Elma sighed slightly. While most people in her grade were scared of the Trillax, she wasn’t one of them.

    She reached up, placed a hand on his, and went to bow her head in deference. Somebody got there first.

    A memorable jerk darted into view, pulling her back.

    The second his fingers touched her shoulder, Elma wanted to cram her fist in his face.

    Dean Reynolds. If Larry was on the fast track to become an officer with his good looks, great grades, and generally overbearing personality, Dean was on the fast track to become a freaking admiral.

    Not only did he have a statuesque presence, ridiculously good looks, and great grades, he was always wading into other people’s fights. “She didn’t mean it. Let it go,” Dean said.

    Elma blinked in fury. “What are you doing? I’ve got this.”

    “You’re a little drunk. You forgot to be polite.”

    “I made an honest mistake. And I was about to deal with it.”

    “It was a willful mistake,” the Trillax snapped.

    Dean had carefully ignored the Trillax and addressed Elma. The guy didn’t have any good reason to be angry at Dean, so that anger flew back onto Elma. “You should show respect. You cut in line. You do not hold your peers in the high esteem they deserve.”

    “She’s a little confused, is all,” Dean said.

    Confused? She’d dealt with enough Trillax in first year. In fact, she was probably better than Dean at it.

    But rather than fix the problem, he made it worse.

    The Trillax’s friends started to shift through the crowd. All of them stood at well over seven feet, and they towered like trees in a forest of saplings.

    Elma hadn’t realized they were all in the bar, quite likely because they mostly kept to themselves. They were pretty innocuous most of the time.

    But with one look, now they were ready to go to war with her. All because Dean could never shut his freaking mouth.

    “She’s sorry,” Dean said. Clamping a hand on Elma’s shoulder, he forced her to bow.

    She wanted to sink her knee into his stomach. Instead, she clenched her teeth on the way down and hissed, “Will you get the hell away from me before you start World War IV?”

    “You won’t have World War IV. Wars imply that the other side tends to have a chance. You don’t. Follow my lead.”

    How Elma longed to stand on his foot. But she had gathered way too much attention. The last thing she needed was a reprimand before graduation.

    Dean slapped a hand on the Trillax’s shoulder, ordered him and his friends another round at his own expense, then shoved Elma with his foot. “Leave,” he grunted.

    Elma’s cheeks were now as red as Mars. “Excuse me—”

    “Leave, Cadet,” he barked in that arrogant tone that sounded like a cross between an admiral and a lion. The rumble got her right in the stomach.

    Elma spun on her foot, not because she wanted to appease him, but because it was better to get out than attack the Academy’s Golden Boy two weeks before the end of the year.

    The one good thing about being so small was that she easily slipped through the crowd. As soon as she reached the cold air outside, she tipped her head up, trying to let the wind suck the heat from her cheeks.

    It didn’t take long.

    Dean soon muscled out from behind her. “Way to go, Cadet.”

    Spinning hard on her feet, Elma planted her hands on her hips. “You know you made that a thousand times worse, right? I was about to show deference and smooth the issue under the rug – then everybody in that bar would have gone back to normal. Instead, you’ve riled the Trillax up.”

    Dean twisted his lips together and stared at Elma. She’d never met someone who was so good at that specific look. He appeared to be sucking on a lemon and didn’t mind too much.

    “Ugh, get out of here,” Elma grunted, turning, ready to head home. She was no longer in a partying mood. Larry had beaten it right out of her.

    Guess she’d dream of her mother tonight.

    She should probably put a towel on her pillow so it could soak up all the sweat.

    Hands pumping in and out, she went to walk away, but Dean caught her fingers. “You know you should try harder to look after yourself,” he said, his voice strangely low.

    This elicited the stare it deserved. “Why? So you have to do less work? You didn’t save me back there,” Elma now trilled, “and you know that.”

    She expected him to bite back. Elma wasn’t the only person who argued with Dean. He usually went toe-to-toe with everyone. With her, he sometimes went strangely quiet.

    “Dean? Hello?” Elma waved rudely in his face. “Are you even going to react to that snide comment, or what? Come on, you’re the Golden Boy. Two weeks out from graduation, you’re definitely going to become an admiral. So bite back and put me in my place.”

    “Why the hell would I want to become an admiral? I have a job to do. I do it well. See you around, Cadet.” Without another word, he shoved his hands into his pockets and walked away.

    Elma had to admit that her eyes got stuck on him for too long. A gust of autumnal wind blew through the trees around the bar. It struck his short hair, feathering it out like a soft touch.

    Snapping her head back around, Elma tried to settle down. It was too hard. So with stiff fingers and a pounding heart, she walked toward the Academy.

    Maybe she wouldn’t dream tonight.

    Or maybe she would. Some nightmares, you never get over. They chase you until they catch up.

  
    Chapter 2

    Elma Henderson

    Sighing, Elma tried not to yawn, but it was seriously hard. She’d dragged herself into class, having barely slept last night. Now she crumpled in her seat, trying not to make eye contact with Mandy. Yes, technically they had already graduated, but she could still screw it all up in her final two weeks.

    Mandy leaned close. “What the hell happened to you last night?”

    “A run-in with my favorite person ever.”

    Mandy winced, knowing the brutal diatribe that would come next. She reached over and clamped a hand over Elma’s mouth. Technically, class hadn’t started yet, but they got a couple of strange looks.

    Then Mandy leaned close. “Please don’t go insulting Dean when he’s in the room. I swear the guy has superhero skills or something. He pops up when you least expect it.”

    Elma’s brows flattened. “What are you talking about?”

    “He is such a freaking hero.”

    Elma snarled against her friend’s palm. “Freaking hero? This is about last night, isn’t it? Dean knew I had that. I know the Trillax.”

    Mandy shot her friend a weary look. She probably justifiably thought that while Elma had hung out with some Trillax five years ago, she did not know them as a race.

    Defensive now, Elma crossed her arms.

    There were a thousand other things she wanted to say, but her eyes jerked across the room, settling randomly on another cadet. There was stadium seating in this area, and Elma and her friend had come early, meaning they were on the bottom row.

    Who did she look across at?

    Why, it was Dean Reynolds.

    Luckily, her hands were by her sides. She got away with clenching them hard enough to cut her palms.

    Before she could swear at him, the class started.

    They were in one of the engineering halls. It wasn’t a simple lecture area. The main section was stuffed full of equipment. The floor plating was retractable, and any number of devices could be moved up from storage areas beneath.

    Now Professor Retlan, half human, half Resix alien, strode into the middle of the room. It was empty. They all expected him to click his fingers and call on some new device. He was an inventor himself, and he always took them through thrilling lectures where he broke down whatever new thing he was working on. The professor stuck his hands into his pockets. A smile crumpled his lips.

    “What do you think he has for us?” Mandy asked. She wasn’t the only one. Lots of other cadets leaned conspiratorially over to their friends and wondered what the heck the professor was up to.

    He let the comments go for a few seconds, then lifted one pale, bony blue hand. “Today, Class, we have something special.”

    Mandy was never one to wait for secrets. Her hand shot up. “What’s that, sir?”

    “I find myself in possession of debris from an old crashed ship.”

    The muttering got a little louder. It sounded kind of ominous.

    But one of the professor’s favorite things was to go through old disasters and break down exactly what happened. He was on the committee that helped the Coalition design better cruisers. They had a whole new slew of shields for engine cores because of his efforts.

    Plenty more cadets asked about what he had. He soon put them out of their misery. Clicking his fingers, he stood back from the retractable floor plating. With a buzz, it opened.

    Long before it did, Elma’s stomach sank, and she couldn’t tell why. An itchy, prickling feeling crept over her shoulders, and she rounded them in. But no matter what she did, she couldn’t get away from that sensation.

    Judging from the general mutters, everyone expected something big. What they got instead was a melted chunk of… something. It could be metal. It could be a viewscreen. Hell, it might not even be from a ship. From a certain angle, it looked like a chunk of ore from an asteroid.

    Everyone else looked underwhelmed.

    Sweat started to prickle down Elma’s back in a wave. She stared at the chunk and could not look away.

    The professor strode several steps ahead and crossed his arms. He wore a long, baby-blue lab coat, and it crumpled as he tapped his fingers against his arm. “Does anyone know what ship this debris is from?”

    People offered general guesses. He was acting pretty coy, which meant this must be from a famous example.

    Elma could only think of one thing. Screwing her eyes shut, her mother’s face floated in front of her mind’s eye.

    But it couldn’t be from the Apollo. There was literally no evidence left. When the crews had reached the crash site, there’d been no debris. Signs of a massive explosion, sure. But nothing else.

    Except for Elma, her escape pod, and her mashed-up brain.

    Elma took in a breath, but it became shallow. No matter how hard she tried to punch her chest out, it wouldn’t work. Usually Mandy was on to these things quickly, but now she stared over at the debris and shoved a hand up. “Is it from the Hercules?”

    The professor shook his head.

    People kept throwing out random suggestions until they got to Larry. He had a certain kind of look in his eye. His hand inched up.

    “You?” the professor said.

    “You’re acting mighty proud of yourself, Professor. I’m going to take a stab in the dark. It’s got to come from one of the most famous downed cruisers in history. I’m going to say,” his eyes flicked over Elma, “the Apollo.”

    Bit by bit, Elma’s heart froze in her chest.

    Especially when the professor’s smile engulfed his lips. He clicked his fingers. “The Apollo. We recently found evidence behind one of the moons near the explosion site. This has already been atomically scanned. It comes from the engineering bay.”

    Dread hit Elma right in the stomach. It started to dig a hole through her chest.

    Mandy grabbed her friend’s hand, squeezing her fingers in tight. “Oh my God. Don’t they know you’re here?” she hissed. She was never one to be silent. Punching her chest out, she went to lurch up to her feet and tell the professor off.

    Elma wrapped an arm around Mandy and held her still.

    Surprise ran through the cadets like wildfire. Some even lurched to their feet.

    Elma didn’t. She wanted to sink right through her chair.

    No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t blink. Dryness engulfed her eyes. Then a tear touched her lashes.

    The professor walked around the mangled, burnt chunk of metal. “That’s not all we managed to find. I brought this to you to hammer home a lesson before you graduate. No secrets ever remain secret for long. If you have the right attitude, and you never give up, you will always reveal the past.”

    Elma couldn’t just sit there. While she remembered nothing of the Apollo’s crash, her dreams always showed her mother’s death over and over again, violent and fast. The bridge swamping her. Blood. Cracked limbs. Shattered bones. Lost futures.

    God. She’d have a panic attack.

    Mandy squeezed her friend’s hand even harder. “I’m going to say something.”

    
      Screw that.
    

    Elma shoved her hand up.

    The professor thought she had an insightful question.

    Elma showed him a grimace instead. “I drank too much last night. I think I’m going to throw up.”

    All the kids in the class laughed.

    The professor rolled his eyes. Then he pointed at the door.

    Elma didn’t know how she got to her feet. When Mandy went to follow, she shoved her back down.

    Somehow, Elma reached the door. Then the corridor.

    Her head was spinning. But she forced one foot after the other – like she had on the Apollo.

    What? Who knows where that memory came from?

    Her feet faltered.

    She threw out a hand and went to catch the wall, but she caught somebody’s shoulder instead.

    Her fingers knew exactly who the strong arm belonged to as she spun and stared in surprise at Dean’s compassionate frown. “You okay?”

    “Dean? What the hell are you doing here? I’m fine. Get away from me,” Elma tried. Emotion fractured her voice. So much for being fine. She could barely see straight.

    He wrapped an arm under hers. Unusually, the cadet who was normally in her face was discreet about it.

    Some people walked past, and they shot Dean looks. He was Fifth Grade’s most attractive property. And Elma was just Elma. Short, a loudmouth, and irritating. Also, currently as grey as a corpse.

    He discreetly pulled her right past them, not even making eye contact. In fact, his expression suggested everything was fine.

    The cadets had plenty of other things to talk about anyway as they muttered about the Apollo.

    Dean said nothing more until he pulled her around into a private sitting area between two corridors.

    Elma appreciated the peace. Considering everyone should be in class, it was empty now.

    Still silent, he pushed her down into one of the seats. Then he stood back and crossed his arms.

    It was like he expected her to divulge her secret.

    “Careful. You should stand back. I really might throw up,” Elma tried. Instead, she sank her elbows onto her knees and covered her face in her hands. “You can go now, by the way.”

    “I’m waiting to see if you are okay.”

    “Why?” Elma peeked up at him between her fingers. “Because I’m going crazy.”

    “I overheard.”

    “Overheard what?”

    His jaw sliced left and right as he appeared to chew over his words. “Larry. In the bar last night.”

    “Being a dick?” Elma rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell Mandy that.”

    “The Apollo. Your mother….” He couldn’t speak.

    Great. Her number one nemesis knew her worst secret.

    Elma tilted her head back. The tears had come, but not properly. It felt like someone had corked her eyes.

    A worried expression crumpled Dean’s brow as his quick gaze darted down Elma’s face.

    “Don’t look at me like that, Dean. It makes me feel like I’m about to explode.”

    “You’re meant to. I’m waiting for you to throw up all over my shoes, as promised. They’re polished, by the way. Clean and shined every day, because I’m a sucker for punishment like that.” He pointed down at them.

    Why did her stupid eyes follow? Because it was Dean, and even though she hated him, he had a habit of capturing her attention.

    When she looked at his boots, however, they were not shined.

    Elma’s eyebrows clamped together. “Are you deliberately screwing with me now?”

    “Delaying tactics. The more I distract you, the more time you have to calm down.”

    Elma threw her hands up. “Thanks. I mean, I am meant to thank you, right?”

    “Up to you. You can curse me if you prefer. I don’t mind.”

    Elma’s eyes sliced down to his chin.

    He arched an eyebrow. “You really enjoyed it when you hit me in first year, didn’t you?”

    “It’s wrong to lie,” she bit back.

    Elma didn’t want to admit this, but his delaying tactic was working. While her heart still pounded, it was no longer a military tattoo. Her breath had settled into a slightly choppy, deeper rhythm.

    She looked down at her hands and realized she didn’t even need to clamp them over her stomach anymore. The queasiness had passed. Now there was just that gnawing pit of loneliness.

    “You don’t have to go back in if you don’t want to,” he said.

    “Are you channeling your admiral side? Technically, you haven’t been promoted yet. It’s not up to you whether I go in or not. It’s up to the professor.”

    Dean snorted hard. A strange anger gripped his eyes. “Yeah, well, if the professor was doing his job, he might’ve realized he had a Henderson in his class. It would’ve taken him no time whatsoever to look you up and confirm who your mother was.”

    He spat that out quickly, automatically, and defensively.

    It made Elma’s eyes narrow until she remembered she hated him.

    With quick fingers, she waved a hand at him. “You can go now. I don’t need your help.”

    He simply stood exactly where he was.

    “Maybe you didn’t hear me?”

    “No, I did. I’m ignoring you. Blame it on my admiral side,” he said, flashing her a smile that was all teeth.

    Elma rolled her eyes. But without having to try, her tense shoulders relaxed. She crumpled harder over her knees and tapped her fingers against them. “You think Larry will share my story with everyone?”

    Dean sliced his gaze back toward the lecture hall. “That asshole? One hundred percent. He’s probably done it by now. It’s a good excuse not to go back in.”

    Elma put her hands to her face. She wanted to hide. Always did. Even when she was sleeping, she pulled the covers right up over her head and only yanked them down when she ran out of breath.

    It was really hard to hide in front of the statuesque, always staring Dean, however.

    So hard that she abruptly stopped bothering. “Is this where I have a mental breakdown in front of you?”

    “Pretty sure you have to throw up first. I’m looking forward to it. I can throw these old boots out.”

    “One minute you’re promising me you’re the kind to polish them daily. Now you’re telling me you can’t wait to throw them out. Got a habit of lying, Dean?”

    He shot her what felt like a spontaneous smile. Though he was usually all teeth, this one rose up from his chin in a wave.

    There was a certain amount of heat behind it, and Elma found herself blushing.

    Then she crumpled her hands over her face harder. “Great. Now everyone’s gonna know I was on that damn ship. And they’re gonna do exactly what Larry did – they’re gonna push me to reveal what happened.” She pinched her nose. “I have no memories. I’ll never,” she paused for a moment, trying to ignore the recollection from earlier, “have any memories.”

    “And that’s fine. Aren’t you going to throw up now?”

    Elma’s eyebrows twitched. “Aren’t you going to get back to class?” She rose to her feet.

    “Nope. I’ll soon be an admiral.” He reached his hands out behind his head and clasped them as he stared up at the ceiling, as if he could see right through the Academy up to the stars he would one day claim. “I can skip class if I want to.”

    Despite herself, Elma smiled. It reached her lips and went no further. An unsettled, sinking feeling clawed through her gut, making it feel like a hole had opened right underneath her feet. No matter how hard she scrabbled, no matter who helped her, she’d never escape.

  
    Chapter 3

    Elma Henderson

    Dean didn’t skip class for Elma. But he walked her back to her accommodation block, then left.

    He also muttered something about letting the professor know. Elma should probably do it herself. She felt drained.

    Deliberately brushing her fringe over her face, she hid behind it until she got back to the apartment.

    She flopped on the couch, dozing for most of the afternoon. Mandy soon returned, Larry in tow.

    Mandy burst through the door, stepped over to her, and grabbed her. “Oh my God. The professor should be fired. What the hell? Didn’t he know you were there?”

    “Not exactly his fault. It happened years ago. Also,” Larry’s eyes hardened slightly, “I think she should tell everybody about the fact she was the sole survivor of the ship. That’s important information. She should go help the professor figure out what really happened.”

    Mandy shot Larry the kind of look he permanently deserved. Then she picked up a cushion and threw it at him. The big brute didn’t bother to dodge. Quick fingers snatched the sumptuous blue velvet out of the air. He tossed it onto the table, walked over to the matter calibrator, and made himself a meal.

    Meanwhile, Mandy settled in beside her friend, clutching her shoulders tightly. “You okay?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Did Dean come and see how you were?”

    “What?”

    “He also rushed out claiming he needed to throw up. I didn’t buy the story, though. Some cadets said they saw you together.”

    Elma didn’t answer, staring at her friend with wide eyes as she pulled her fringe behind her ears.

    Larry soon returned with a meal of steaming ravioli with a delicious-smelling sauce.

    Elma’s stomach rumbled.

    Mandy threatened to throw another cushion at him. “Did you really get yourself a meal without asking if we wanted one?”

    “It’s a matter calibrator.” he gestured at it with a stiff hand. “I can cook myself anything. I literally walked over, asked for my meal, and waited 20 seconds. You can do that too.”

    Mandy’s gaze got even harder.

    At least their bickering was bringing Elma out of herself. She rose. “You want something?”

    Mandy pounced to her feet and got to the kitchen first. “Comfort food?” she questioned with a wink.

    “Comfort food,” Elma agreed. She settled down on the edge of the bench, clasping her hands. Larry was eating. He turned on one of the holo-entertainment units, and the guy completely zoned out. So Elma inched a little closer to her friend and whispered, “Larry didn’t tell everybody that I was the sole survivor… did he?”

    Mandy’s fingers froze.

    She couldn’t answer. But that was all Elma needed to see.

    She tried to hide the painful wince that crumpled her shoulders.

    Though she probably needed a real meal, Mandy got her a massive bowl of multiple different flavors of gelato, with chocolate shavings, peanut butter, and caramel sauce. She pushed it over to her friend, grabbing up a spoon and gesturing. Then Mandy tapped the side of Elma’s cheek softly once. “You tell me if you need any help, okay?”

    “I might avoid everyone for two weeks.”

    “While people were pretty interested, they were far more fascinated about the debris. They found—” Mandy froze.

    Elma might have recovered, and Dean might have brought her out of herself, but any mention of her mother’s ship could still floor her. “What did they find?”

    The clanking of Larry’s spoon against his bowl paused. Significant, considering he usually shoveled his food in continuously.

    Mandy leaned a little closer. “They found a lot of stuff behind the moon.”

    “We weren’t anywhere near a moon.”

    “They don’t really know how it got there. But there’s plenty of evidence. They think they can figure out what happened to the ship.”

    Elma stood stiffly, feeling like somebody hit her with a bell. The ringing that had pounded in her ears since class got a little worse.

    She couldn’t stomach the ice cream and picked around the sides, the watchful Mandy noticing.

    “I’m sure it’ll be okay. I mean, it’s terrible that nobody contacted you about this discovery, but—”

    “Why would they? I don’t have any memories. I’m useless to them.”

    Mandy conceded that with a shrug, but her tight lips told her friend it was terrible anyway.

    Elma didn’t hate the professor. He probably didn’t know. But the weight of the past started to settle on her shoulders again.

    Larry pounced to his feet about ten minutes later. He stretched his shoulders. “You ready for the party?” He flashed a smile at them.

    Elma looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language. “What party?”

    Mandy groaned. “Everyone in our grade. Remember? They’ve hired out some of the holo-halls in the city. God. How about we blow it off?”

    Strangely, Elma had vaguely been looking forward to this party. They were meant to be going through their best memories from the past five years. Someone had even included Elma punching Dean, apparently.

    Mandy scrunched her lips. “Do you want me to stay?”

    Larry at least took his plate back to the matter calibrator, slammed the door, and made it break it back down. Then he shot Elma a look. “I think you should probably stay in.”

    It was halfway between kind and belligerent.

    “It’s her choice,” Mandy tried.

    “She almost had a panic attack in class today. Do you really want to take her into a crowd full of people?” He leaned over and draped his arm over Mandy’s shoulders. Then he shot Elma a look.

    Elma sucked in a slightly emotional breath, but dammit, it did not shake too much. “I’m feeling kind of tired. I’ve also only eaten ice cream. Which is one way to actually throw up all over Dean’s shoes,” she muttered, though they wouldn’t understand.

    “Fine,” Larry said. He pulled Mandy away.

    Mandy kept shooting her desperate looks. “Tell me if you want me to stay—”

    Larry’s fingers tightened.

    Elma looked her right in the eyes and shook her head. “I’m fine. Honest.”

    Mandy believed her. They walked out.

    Then Elma slammed a hand on her stomach. She’d eaten way more gelato than she should have.

    Sighing, she returned to the couch. She flopped one hand over her face and closed her eyes only to feel the strangest sensation of her running down the corridor, fire everywhere, dressed in pajamas, feet hot, fringe burning.

    The memory was sharp, feeling like a knife between her ribs.

    She dropped her hand quickly and lurched up to her feet. Then she spent the next hour puttering around. Until there was a buzz from the door.

    Her brow flattened. She rolled her eyes on fast-forward. “Is that you, Dean.” She marched over and opened it.

    Only to see Larry.

    He leaned against the doorframe, his eyes on Elma.

    She stepped out of the way and frowned. “Where’s Mandy?”

    “She wanted me to come check on you.”

    For a second, Elma bought that. Then she tapped her wrist device. “She would have contacted me. And she did. She’s been texting me nonstop, in fact.”

    “It’s always important to see someone’s face, though, isn’t it? She’s got a presentation coming up. She wanted me to check that you weren’t crying in a puddle on the floor.”

    Elma let out a slow half-sigh. “Still trying to learn a little tact, are you, Larry?” She turned her back on him and busied herself in the kitchen.

    “Tact is not a lesson at the Academy. They’re meant to toughen you up for the real world.”

    Elma pointed one finger up stiffly. “The real worlds. There’s more than one out there. Not sure if you’ve ever heard of space. You will soon.”

    Larry laughed, low and hard. “Not as soon as you will.”

    Something about his voice felt like spider legs creeping up her spine.

    Not wanting to show that he got to her, she turned from him. There wasn’t a lot of kitchen work to do, so she mostly cleaned the same glass over and over again.

    Larry walked around the bench. He stopped two meters away. It felt like he’d grabbed Elma’s shoulders and rammed her against the wall.

    “You can go now. You’ve successfully checked on me,” Elma said, her voice tight.

    “Sure. How are you feeling, anyway?”

    “You already asked. Fine.”

    “You don’t look fine. Your skin is grey. And there’s sweat on your brow. You’re breathing too hard.” His eyes lurched up and down Elma.

    She had to cross her arms. “You’re not a doctor, Larry. What are you doing?”

    He took one edgy little step toward her. Elma’s heartbeat kicked up again.

    “Your heart’s too fast,” he pointed out in a hard tone.

    Elma skipped a breath.

    “And your breathing is too shallow.”

    “Maybe I’m irritated.”

    “Yeah. Sure. Anything else?”

    “Excuse me?”

    “Are you… remembering anything, Elma?”

    She shot him an empty stare. “What are you talking about?”

    “You had a big day. They found evidence of how the Apollo was really destroyed. Are you sure that’s not jogging your memory?”

    “Okay. Enough of this. I’m tired. You can leave. Tell Mandy I’m fine,” Elma spat. Even though she really wasn’t.

    Larry didn’t budge an inch.

    “Larry, you didn’t hear me. You can leave now.”

    “Anything coming back at all?” he asked, voice hardening.

    Elma honestly was tired. She really had been through a big day. Worse, she barely had any self-control most of the time, definitely not when it came to her anger.

    Now it flared. “Larry, get out.” She pointed at the door.

    Larry took two steps toward her. He might have stood two meters back, but he was big and purposeful, his long legs squeezing the distance between them like a throat.

    His mere presence drove the breath from Elma’s throat. “What are you doing?”

    “I’m going to give you one chance to tell me what you’re starting to remember. Do it quickly. Then there won’t be any trouble.”

    Elma’s world cracked and shattered at her feet. “Larry—”

    He let one hand descend on her shoulder. Make no mistake, it was worlds apart from Dean’s touch. Reynolds might be irritating. Larry was a big, violent, present threat. When Elma didn’t move, he shoved his face close, lips pulling back in a snarl. “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear, Cadet. If you have remembered anything, you will tell me now.”

    The threat rang through the air like a shot from an old gun.

    Elma tried to jerk back. He grabbed her with both hands.

    “If you don’t get out of this room right now, I’m going to call security.”

    “You realize they won’t be able to stop me, right?” he asked in an easy tone, full of certainty. That was the voice of someone who was perfectly aware of what they could do.

    And he was perfectly ready to do it.

    When Elma didn’t answer, Larry spun her around, grabbed her, and pulled her toward the couch. He dumped her down on it. “Time is ticking, Cadet. Tell me everything. I’m not above torturing you.”

    The hard look in his eyes promised that.

    Elma tried to push to her feet. Larry was a telekinetic object expert. TOs were a special type of magnetized metal you could control with little implants that were nestled beneath your sternum.

    Elma sucked, and she’d dropped out of telekinetic class in first year. It wasn’t a required unit anymore.

    Larry was the undisputed king, though.

    Cadets technically weren’t meant to walk around with TOs on them, but he’d earned his license early on. There was a little slim bracelet above his regulation wrist device. Now it shuddered and decoupled from his wrist with a click. Then the silver-gray metal spun, melting on fast-forward until it formed a kind of spiky cube in the middle of his hand.

    Fear shot through Elma’s chest as she lurched back. “Larry… what the hell are you doing?”

    “Catch up, Elma. I’m questioning you. Now I know that you’ve started to remember,” he said, looming above her, that telekinetic object spinning faster, “are you going to tell me? What have you got? Do you remember it yet?” His head dipped low, the word it shaking between his lips.

    “What?” Elma spat, strong and forceful while the rest of her withered under his massive presence.

    “You know what I’m talking about. The artifact. The crystal,” his voice dropped, “with the writing on it. You know they found it, right? They pulled it out of the wreckage along with that piece of junk the professor showed us during class. The crystal,” he pressed his finger down twice, “is currently on Academy grounds. But nobody knows how to use it. I think you do.”

    He tilted down until his head was only 30 centimeters from Elma’s.

    Even without him looming this close, Elma wouldn’t be able to breathe. Mention of that crystal hit her in the gut, a body blow designed to kill.

    As the blood drained from her face, she tried to shake her head. Larry snapped forward and snatched her chin, holding it in place, his fingers deliberately pushing hard against her throat.

    It wasn’t enough to choke her yet. And Larry probably wouldn’t bother. That telekinetic object would kill her easily with one slice right through her chest.

    “You’re going to tell me everything you’ve started to remember,” Larry said in that cold, hard tone. One that evoked someone chiseling a gravestone, blow by blow.

    Elma shook her head but stopped.

    He saw the look in her eyes.

    “Elma,” he growled.

    “I remember running down a corridor. That’s it. It could be from a training mission—”

    He swore. “Like hell. You’ve got more memories than that. No one should have survived that ship. You did because that artifact got you off it. You must’ve figured out how to use it, and you will tell me. You will tell me right now.”

    Larry’s hand reached down for Elma’s throat. But what could she possibly do?

    Then the door buzzed.

    It opened.

    
      It must be Mandy.
    

    Larry’s face paled, and his eyes jerked up.

    There was no one there.

    “What the hell?” He walked a single step away from Elma.

    The door closed. That’s when Elma saw a flash. It was an outline of a body. It moved quickly, rolling by the table. It burst up, jumped right over it, and slammed into Larry’s side.

    He still had his telekinetic cube out, but he couldn’t use it without a target.

    That shimmering shape knocked Larry down to his back.

    Screaming, Elma pulled her legs up onto the couch and grabbed them.

    Then her mother’s words echoed in her head: You never freeze. You always fight.

    Elma launched over the back of the couch. She hit the floor on the other side and ran toward the doors.

    But Larry punched the cube out. It sailed over Elma’s shoulder, close enough that it sliced through her loose-fitting tunic and tore her skin. Blood splattered out as it spun her around. She thumped hard against the table but fortunately didn’t hit her head on the edge.

    But she sank down to her knees.

    The cube hovered dangerously in front of her throat.

    Larry was still grappling with that shimmering object. He lurched back, blood sliding from a cut on his brow, his unruly fringe covering his eyes. “You came to save her, ha? Do you want me to ram this cube right through her throat? Show yourself, or I will,” he growled.

    The shimmering person was now still. Elma thought she’d seen them come to a stop next to the couch.

    “You want me to kill her?” Larry roared again, forcing the cube closer to Elma’s throat. She was pinned against the table leg. The cube dug into her skin, blood oozing down in hot, red trickles.

    There was a flash by the couch.

    Larry moved.

    He kept the cube on Elma.

    He grabbed a shape, hauling it left, slamming it into the window.

    It was reinforced, it had shielding – and it was almost impossible to get through. But Larry had an extreme strength Elma couldn’t account for. Grunting wildly, he picked the shape up again and smashed it into the window. The glass cracked. The shield fizzled.

    Larry had gone berserk. Spittle splashed from his lips. His eyes were fierce and red.

    All the while, Elma sat there, limp against the table, incapable of moving.

    Until her mother’s words echoed through her head again: You fight. You never freeze.

    Elma didn’t know what possessed her to do it, but she pushed against the telekinetic object. It could slit her throat. But she reasoned if Larry needed her so much, he wouldn’t kill her.

    It distracted him at the wrong moment. He dropped that shimmering figure. Elma started to see more of the general outline. It was human. Maybe she even caught a cadet uniform. They were tall, powerful, and, by God, were they fast.

    Larry twisted the cube around. He went to punch it into the side of Elma’s head, probably to knock her out so she’d stop creating distractions.

    But Elma kicked against the table. A few objects sat on top. They rolled off, striking the cube. It was way too powerful to stop, but at least it offered Elma a little cover. She shot up to her feet. Then she powered straight toward Larry.

    It was just as the glass cracked.

    He’d throw the person in the invisibility cloak through it. Until Elma jumped right at him.

    Larry could not let Elma die, and though she didn’t want to throw herself out of the window, she was guessing he’d stop her.

    He dropped the invisible guy, twisted around, and caught her. Larry’s TI object shot close over his shoulder.

    But Elma’s friend in the cloak lurched up to his feet. Then she heard the sound of metal slicing the air with an electric fizzle.

    Something sliced into the TI cube, cutting it right in half.

    Larry was connected to it, and his implant must have been running hot because he reacted the moment it was destroyed. He coughed, spluttering spit over Elma.

    They were still at the edge of the window.

    But Elma’s cloaked friend reached them. That metal sliced out again. The cloak wasn’t perfect. If she paid enough attention, she saw a man with dark brown hair.

    Larry couldn’t fight back. The blade hit him right in the chest, jettisoning him out of the window.

    The blow wouldn’t kill him. He sparked, suggesting Larry had some kind of personal shield. Maybe it was holographic. It would protect him.

    But it got him out of the room.

    A hand quickly closed around Elma’s wrist. Then it pulled her toward the door.

    “Who are you? What’s going on?”

    No answer.

    Until Elma screamed, “Dodge,”

    She thought her rescuer had destroyed Larry’s TI cube. It was still in the room. Either it was connected to him or simply set to kill, but it shot straight toward her protector.

    Elma tried to get in the way, but the guy threw himself forward. He took the blow right on his chest.

    It removed his invisibility cloak in a sharp scatter of sparks.

    Elma stared up at Dean Reynolds.

    He threw his arms out, revealing a TI blade. It spun in front of him. Catching it, he clipped Larry’s cube properly. It was a full strike, and as the blade sliced through, it forced the object to explode.

    Elma rolled toward the couch, dodging the blast.

    Dean didn’t have to.

    His feet seemed rooted into the ground, even as the explosion tore around him, blasting out the side of the building.

    In seconds, the smoke started to settle. Elma’s heart didn’t. Nor did the questions zipping around her head like scattered atoms.

    “Dean? What the hell is going on?” Elma asked desperately.

    He lurched over, grabbed her hand, and pulled her to her feet. He looked right into her eyes, “The past is catching up to you.” With that, he pulled her out of the door.

  
    Chapter 4

    Elma Henderson

    Dean’s words pounded in Elma’s skull. The past was catching up to her?

    Her mind was taken right back to the artifact. Apparently, it was on Academy grounds.

    Her feet faltered, her knees turning to jelly. Dean wouldn’t let her fall behind. Squeezing her hand, he grabbed her and pulled her up.

    “Dean, what the hell is happening? Who are you?”

    “Asset,” he snapped.

    Elma swallowed hard. “I’m sorry… you’re not even a cadet? You’re some kind of intelligence officer?”

    “Technically, I’m not even Coalition. I’m a consultant.”

    “What?” Elma’s voice rattled in her throat.

    “None of that matters, Elma. We need to get you out of here. He will be back.”

    “Larry? Who the hell is he? What’s—” Elma demanded. She could scream all she wanted, demanding to know what was happening. But she already knew. Deep down in her cells. Sinking through her belly. Bleeding through her memory.

    Her eyes squeezed themselves shut. And even though she didn’t want to, a memory started to intrude. She felt her young feet running through the Apollo – she even had to clamp her hand over her mouth to protect herself from the smoke.

    Dean shook her. “You okay? What’s happening?”

    “Nothing. Everything. Dean—”

    He shot her a look. Elma might have found out he wasn’t the man she thought he was, but he could still stop her with a single stare.

    “Do you actually work for
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