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      Blurb

      

      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 Book One 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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    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
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