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      Blurb

      

      Information is just data, right? Wrong. It weighs something. And when a mysterious entity uses that fact to bring the Coalition to its knees, only two people stand in the way.

      Special Commander Kel Ren is one of the best the Coalition’s got. When an entity appears in a random sector and starts sucking everything toward it, he’s thrown into a desperate mission to save the Milky Way. It takes him to Ringworld 2 and the mysterious Kettie Taro. A once-great sensor tech, amnesia from a shuttle crash has left her as a grunt. That changes when the new enemies throw everything they have at capturing her.

      For Kettie has a secret. Her past – and amnesia – is intimately linked to this mess. And Kel will have to battle amalgams, flee crashing ships, and survive breakneck hoverbike chases to keep her safe.

      It won’t be enough. Unless Kettie can pierce through her amnesia and remember everything, the Coalition will fall to an unstoppable enemy, one star at a time.

      …

      A Ray of Sound follows a decorated soldier and mysterious sensor tech battling a dangerous enemy to save the Coalition. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab A Ray of Sound Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      A Ray of Sound is the 33rd 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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    Chapter 1

    The beep came in that would change the Coalition – one long, drawn-out ping.

    “What the hell is that?” Senior Sensor Tech Barney Tizzle said, sitting back, stretching, and knocking a datapad off his desk with his elbow. “Crap.” Quick fingers fumbled, catching it, then slamming it back onto the desk as he leaned forward. The banks of holographic displays roving in front of him parted, one shifting close. Continuous lines of green horizontal bars showed sensor fluctuations from across the galaxy. One suddenly spiked.

    A frown marched across his lips. “Some kind of disturbance, huh? Bet you’re a glitch.” He poked the holographic bar, but it didn’t disappear.

    “Oh hell, come on. I’m on break in five minutes. Admit it,” he said with a laconic smile. “You’re nothing.”

    Nothing suddenly proved to be something. Another, faster, shriller beep echoed around his small office. A purposefully darkened room, it contrasted the hovering screens better. Now the blue and green light spilled off them, illuminating his frozen face as nearby sensor drones reinforced the anomalous reading, proving it wasn’t just a glitch.

    Barney had shoved a stick of gum in his mouth earlier. As his jaw slid open, his fingers moving faster over his input panel, the gum rolled over his slack tongue. “Computer,” he snapped. “What the hell is going on in the Binson sector?”

    A new hologram shifted, rolling around to the front. It showed an information breakdown of the boring Binson sector. No habitable worlds. No current Coalition outposts or operations. Dead space.

    Now dead space came alive.

    The sensor readings glitched again, showing an enormous increase in gravitational pull.

    Barney sprang to his feet, his fingers clutching his desk hard. “This has gotta be—” he began, about to say a mistake.

    The computer spoke over him, “The long-range sensor array on Ringworld 3 has zoomed in and picked up footage. Playing now.”

    Barney stood there, cold all over, sweat suddenly tickling between his shoulder blades as he watched a tiny black dot morph.

    It looked innocent, nothing more than some dark blob, a shadowy clump. Until it seemed to glitch.

    There might not be much in the Binson sector, but there was a mighty asteroid field. The dot had landed somewhere in the middle. With a flinch like someone learning to punch, it sucked nearby dust toward itself.

    “What the hell am I seeing?” Barney slapped his head, letting a hand fall down his tense muscles. It soon found his rigid trapezius. Massaging couldn’t release it. “This has gotta be faked footage, right? I’m not getting any readings that this is an anomaly. It’s not a black hole, not—” He went to list every other spatial freak show he could think of. No time.

    The black dot sucked smaller rocks toward it. Then larger ones. Then, right in front of Barney’s gaze, an enormous asteroid was broken down. It looked like Thor had hit it with his mighty hammer. The parts drifted around the black dot, then were sucked in. They didn’t disappear into its impenetrable, shadowy depths. They started moving around it, becoming one, almost as if they were some kind of….

    “Amalgamation,” Barney hissed. “This can’t be happening.”

    It was. And he knew what to do. “Computer, contact Coalition High Command.”

    “State the reason—”

    He slapped his head again, staggering a step back, his hovering seat bobbing behind him like an ocean buoy. “I don’t know. Tell them I’m witnessing the end of the world. No,” he stopped, realizing how bad it would be to sass the admirals. “Tell them some kind of anomalous amalgamating structure has appeared in a dead sector with a gravity well off the charts.”

    The computer paused, likely pushing through the message. It left Barney there, dead-eyed, as he stared at the impossible.

    Three seconds later, someone answered. His comms screen shifted, rolling to the front right next to the footage. “If this is some kind of hoax, son….”

    Barney flicked his fingers left, sharing the footage.

    He got to see in real-time how it affected someone else. The admiral paused, frowned, then froze. The man’s wizened face looked like a fist. The tension started from his chin, then wrapped around his eyes in a pulse. “What is it?”

    Barney just breathed. “No clue, but—”

    Before he could theorize, the amalgamation changed yet again. It pulsed, though briefly, almost glitching. It was like looking at a hologram running out of light.

    As soon as it stopped, it sucked another asteroid into it, then another.

    A black hole wouldn’t be discriminating, but this amalgamation yanked the largest asteroids toward it while ignoring the rest. They were broken down into perfect chunks that were pulled into the amalgamation from different sides like an intelligent creature building itself from blocks.

    Barney’s legs fell out from underneath him. His hover seat faithfully scooped him up. His mouth finally opened all the way, and that ball of gum rolled out. It struck the datapad hanging on the edge of his desk, sticking to it with just enough force to condemn it. It tumbled off, struck the floor, and cracked.

    Just before all hell broke loose.

    “Tell no one, and give me every single sensor reading you’ve got, son.”

    “I’ve already sent them through.”

    The admiral paused. Barney had no clue what the guy would add until the old man hissed a quick, “Send a probe.”

    It was far too late for that.

  
    Chapter 2

    Kel Ren

    “I get that, Admiral,” Kel said, striding two steps ahead.

    It wasn’t that Admiral Telly couldn’t keep up. The woman could outpace an Endorian gazelle. She kept a deliberate two steps back, hands clamped behind her, head twisted toward the huge windows staring out at Tellus 2, one of the Academy’s new outposts.

    A continuous stream of hover traffic darted past the window, some civilian, most Coalition. Mid-morning sun glinted off the smooth, white-silver hulls, catching the permanent holographic symbols of crossed swords over shields. A swell of pride touched Kel’s heart. But he had a job to do. “I don’t mean to be forward, Admiral, but this seems like a job—”

    “Any old grunt could do?” she cut in, offering a knowing, scrunched-up smile.

    Kel chose not to respond.

    “I’m sure it is. It’s a simple case on a barely consequential colony world. I’m still giving it to you. Head to the Quellor Sector.”

    “With all due respect, Admiral, I’m sure there are more important cases.”

    “You’re one of my best elite soldiers. You never back down from a mission. You always get results—”

    “And I’m arguably better on the frontline of some war.”

    Telly stopped next to a railing. Old but strong fingers grabbed it, tapping a tune as cadets dashed through the doors below. The huge windows above them let in a continuous stream of bright sunlight that looked like torch beams tracking their every movement.

    Telly was better. It isn’t enough to see something. You need to know what to track. She moved on from the cadets quickly, twisted, found Kel’s shoes, then followed them up to his face.

    “You might think this mission is below you. But I want to find out why somebody would go to so much trouble to trash the data centers of a barely known weapons company and how the hell they did it without leaving any evidence.”

    “I maintain this is an issue for the Galactic Police.”

    “It’s a weapons company with a military contract.”

    He could read between the lines. They must be working on weapons the military needed, information the admiral wouldn’t want to share with civilians.

    “You’re going on this mission,” she began, lips moving, ready to say the conversation was over. The admiral’s head darted up, her eyes locking forward as she received a neural comm. A familiar twitch ran from her lips down to her cheek, suggesting it absorbed her attention.

    Kel stood ramrod straight beside her, waiting.

    The decorated admiral flinched. “Understood,” she hissed aloud.

    Kel stepped closer, but out of nowhere, the flow of traffic outside the window changed. At first, high-level Coalition ships were diverted, then every single military vessel in sight suddenly shot around the side of the building.

    He spun, his regulation armored boots squeaking on the floor. “What is it?” He didn’t have the right to demand the admiral share anything. But his sense of protectiveness overrode the chain of command.

    “Walk with me. A briefing is about to begin.” Keeping her voice low as cadets streamed past, she flicked him forward.

    The admiral didn’t say another word until she spilled into one of the high-level command briefing rooms. Tellingly, it wasn’t on the outside of the building with captivating views of the crystalline ocean beyond. It was central, no windows, one door, easy to defend.

    And it was already packed. This wasn’t Earth or Spica One, and fewer top brass were present, but every admiral in the new Academy sat in hover chairs arranged around a giant floating blue hologram.

    “Sit,” Telly advised him.

    He preferred to stand. An easier position to run from. But he eased his stiff muscles down and sat. The hover chair readjusted to his tall form.

    Telly immediately strode over to the hologram. “Thank you for arriving so soon. The Coalition is under threat again.” No introductions. No platitudes. Straight down to business.

    Telly reached back into the hologram, fingers easily pushing through the light like knives through barely set icing. It morphed and bubbled around her until she found the central section. Then she twisted it like unlocking a key. A hollow beep rang through the room. Then… a thing appeared. Some kind of giant, stretched-out amalgamation of rocks.

    “We’re calling it the amalgam. It appeared in a dead sector approximately one hour ago. Technicians aboard our new long-range sensor arrays on Ringworld Two picked it up. It started as a small gravitational well. Since then, it’s grown.”

    Her hand still in the hologram, she swept it backward. The footage reversed perfectly, no glitches, no shards of light. It made it easy to see how quickly the amalgamation grew.

    “You’ll note it doesn’t suck everything around it up.” There was a pause. “It seems to choose what to absorb. This suggests either intelligence, or a program.”

    Several nearby admirals sat back, shoulders tense, the plush fabric of their hover seats scrunching.

    Kel’s bottom lip twitched, his jaw hard as he watched Telly fast-forward through the footage.

    “It’s grown a thousand times in size in an hour. It has now absorbed most of the asteroid field in the sector. More worryingly,” her breath caught in her throat as she turned to find the right part of the footage, “it seems to have selectively absorbed two dead ships.”

    Kel pushed forward on his seat until he just sat on the edge. Rigid leg muscles kept him up as the footage showed the amalgam pulling two massive dead transporters toward it through the asteroid field. The ships hovered there like carcasses on butcher hooks. Then the amalgam broke them down. It took the nacelles, then peeled open the hull. It stole key systems and left the rest. Then it absorbed them into itself. Giant chunks of asteroid rock moved, jolting around like a planetary system.

    The admiral beside Kel stood. The man’s pale face glowed in the dark room like a moon. “What the hell is it?”

    “We do not know.”

    “Where on Earth did it come from?” another admiral demanded.

    Telly stared directly ahead, lips pulled thin. “We do not know.”

    “Then what do we know?” someone else barked.

    “That the Coalition is once more facing another threat. If we do not respond quickly, we may not be able to respond at all. Commander Ren,” Telly looked right at Kel, “you will head there immediately in a prototype vessel. It utilizes the new range of phase-shields. It should be able to protect you from the amalgam.” Telly’s voice rang low with no confidence.

    Kel knew a suicide mission when he heard one. He still punched to his feet, thankful he could move his itchy muscles. A stiff hand snapped a rigid salute.

    Several people in the room still hadn’t spoken. A conspicuous figure, right in the corner, was sunk back in their chair, shoulders rounded. You couldn’t even see them until they rose slowly and pushed a hand up.

    “Captain Nagas?” Telly paused, lips pulling into a frown.

    “We were warned of this,” Nagas whispered.

    A few of the little hairs on the back of Kel’s neck stood on end.

    Telly rocked forward a step, shoulders momentarily brushing through the amalgam’s footage. It was just as the thing absorbed more asteroids, now acting circumspect. It no longer sucked up the pockmarked exteriors but ripped them apart for the juicy innards.

    Chunks of hotter, denser rock were sucked out and pulled into the amalgam’s outer wall.

    Nagas stared at it, eyes wide, the hologram’s brilliant blue light playing over her face in shimmering sheets.

    “Captain?” Telly prompted.

    “A little over two years ago, one of our best sensor engineers, a Professor Stev Etap, warned that something like this might happen.”

    “Something… like this?” Telly demanded.

    “We all thought he was crazy at the time. Brilliant scientist. Strange family. Said one day, if we weren’t careful, gravity wells would be weaponized against us.”

    “What else did he say?” Telly asked.

    “Described something exactly like that.” Nagas’s shaking hand lifted and pointed at the amalgam.

    Telly straightened, eyes narrowing. “And where is this professor?”

    Nagas didn’t bother turning from the footage. Hollow eyes tracked the amalgam as it absorbed another asteroid, going only for the densest central rocks. Dust and debris kicked around it like a smoke cloud. It had to be digitally altered and removed, lest the amalgam disappear entirely like a voracious diner splattered with too much sauce.

    “Dead,” Nagas finally hissed. “Died in a cruiser crash two years ago.”

    Telly’s cheeks twitched. “Then we go through with the original plan. Commander Ren, you are en route. You will be continually updated.”

    Kel stepped back and snapped the salute of his life, elbow rigid, fingers spread. “Yes, Admiral.”

    It took seconds to tear her eyes off the haunted Nagas. She turned and threw her own salute. “Good luck.”

    Years of muttering he didn’t need luck told him to reject her comment. But his lips twitched, his hands falling to his sides. He nodded once and strode out. Into what, he couldn’t tell.

  
    Chapter 3

    Kettie Taro

    She woke, bleary-eyed from the same repeating nightmare, and sighed. Flopping her hand on her head, covering her eyes with her palm, she grunted, “Get over it, brain. The crash was two years ago. You’re alive. Despite the freaking odds. Move on.”

    Even as she choked the words out, they got stuck in her throat. It wasn’t like Professor Etap could move on. She finally rolled out of bed, yawning. With another stretch, she reached for her uniform, only to realize the console by her bed was blinking with an important message.

    “Must have slept right through it. Hope it’s not from the boss. Gotta keep this job. Not like you’ll ever get invited back to work on a Ringworld station again.” She slapped her cheek lightly, flinching, only to find out her boss hadn’t messaged her.

    Nope. It was a bolt from the blue instead. “Edward?” she barely pushed that surprised word out of shaking lips.

    She hadn’t seen him since the cruiser crash. Three of them had gone out that day. Two had returned. She couldn’t remember a thing about the crash and the days leading up to it. After two weeks in medical stasis, she’d woken with nothing but her project.

    She turned and stared at it now. Once an incredibly promising sensor engineer, she’d plateaued after the crash. Frustratingly, though she’d been certain she was ready to make a breakthrough on her little project, she’d forgotten how after the crash.

    Slapping her hand on her face now, she frowned. Then she finally thumbed through the message to find out what Edward wanted.

    “Meet me. I’m on the station. Gotta see you. Need to discuss things.”

    “You’re acting like we’re friends,” she whispered, stretching again. But a frown marched over her lips. She glanced back at her project again, padded over to it, and patted it. A small box, about the size of an old handheld scanner, it was meant to measure information density in storage devices. A difficult task. Information does weigh something. When a database is full, it’s technically heavier than when it’s light. But to discern that, a device needs to differentiate almost atomic differences in real-time. All while being only the size of someone’s palm.

    She reached for her uniform.

    Another ping came through.

    “That better not be the boss—” she grunted. But turning, stripping down from her PJs and pulling on her uniform, she saw another message blinking from Edward.

    “I get it. You’re on the station. You wanna see me. Not sure I wanna relive the past. It’s been two freaking years,” she muttered aloud. “Let the dead rest.”

    She zipped up the back of her uniform, ensured her collar was straight, then poked at the single half-pip. It proved she was an ensign. A position she was unlikely to ever rise above. Not unless she could remember the past and break through with her freaking project.

    Shooting it a sullen look now, she strode out into the corridor. Ringworld Two was a huge station. One of the largest sensor arrays, it didn’t have its own propulsion drives, and when it needed a tow, three Coalition heavy cruisers had to help.

    As such, they’d parked it in a safe section of central space. Far from the borders. Far from threats. So why were some techs running around faster than usual?

    She caught sight of one familiar face now. “Rush at the breakfast bar?” she muttered to Barney.

    He didn’t hear her at first. Frowning, she clamped hands behind her back, leaned forward, and practically blew a raspberry in his face. “Hey. Ignoring me because I’m below you? Oh, to be a senior tech like you. Guess I’m gonna have to be happy with grunt status my entire life.”

    “Kettie,” Barney said, shaking his head like a surprised cat. “Where did you come from?”

    She pointed to her door. “My room. You’re paused right in front of it.”

    His brow crumpled. Slightly shaking fingers pushed through his hair. “Yeah. Sorry. Have no freaking clue where I am right now.”

    “Oh, you good? Wait, Randian flu?” Her eyes lit up as she clicked in front of his face. “Hear it can come with lasting neurological effects. If you need to step down from your position and let me take it—”

    She was just kidding. His mouth crumpled faster than a bullet. “Believe me,” that serious voice dropped, “you don’t wanna.”

    She lifted her hands. “Well. Ominous. What’s happening? The world ending again?”

    He shot her a look that could freeze magma.

    Dropping the act, she slipped a step closer. “You okay?”

    He watched her as he walked back several meters, never turning. “Keep your head down.”

    “What’s that meant to mean?” she muttered under her breath as Barney disappeared through the mixed crowd. Some folks rushed, steps practically spring-loaded. Others meandered around like usual. They were far from threats. There were no alerts.

    So what the hell?

    Kettie headed for breakfast. She got halfway there before her wrist device beeped. Standard issue for any Coalition personnel, it was just a thin band with a large screen. She didn’t even tap it. It lit up, a tiny hologram appearing with another message from Edward.

    “Geez, dude, just leave me alone,” she grunted.

    She couldn’t help but read it. “Look, I’m only on Ringworld for one day. I really wanna meet up. Gotta talk about the crash again. Think I’ve remembered something.”

    Her gut seized like somebody injected glue into it. Foot halfway through a step, she froze. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t remember a thing from the crash. It was like somebody wiped her mind.

    What if Edward could help? She could finish the project.

    Her stomach rumbled, but she sucked in a lip, dragged it through her teeth, and changed direction.

    She thumbed through the message. “Let’s meet at the second observation platform.”

    “Sure, whatever,” she grunted, not bothering to reply.

    Another message came through. “Now. I’ve got a small window of opportunity.”

    “Yep.” She rolled her eyes. But she now walked against the tide. While shifts ran continuously on Ringworld Two, most occurred during the galactic day. More folks should have woken up just like her to head for the breakfast bar. And yet a greater number of harrowed faces walked toward her, away from it, likely heading to key systems.

    One guy ran at breakneck pace, sweat sliding down his glistening red head.

    “You good?” she muttered, trying to catch his eye.

    No reply.

    A little sweat prickled between her fingers, collecting over her palm.

    Another message tore across her screen from Edward. “We’ve got to meet now,” it demanded. “I’m about to leave the station. Come on. You’re the only other person I can talk to about this.”

    “Ever heard of just calling someone?” She rolled her eyes.

    She walked around a corner to bash into another tense tech. This guy didn’t even notice. She plowed right into his shoulder, almost knocking him backward. A glowing datapad flickered in his hands, and he gripped it with cast-iron force.

    “Sorry,” she muttered.

    He half jogged away from her.

    “What the hell is going on?” She took another step, paused, and grabbed her elbow. Her fingers started to
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