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Betrothed Episode Two Blurb

    
        

Annie's on the run. Only one man can save her, but first, he must remember who she is.

When Annie and Hart are thrust further into the mystery of their connection, the walls close in. For no connection can last forever. Not when the darkest forces in the galaxy are here to break it.

....

Betrothed follows a woman from the past and an all-powerful alien lord fighting through the galaxy for destined love. If you crave your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Betrothed Episode Two today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Anna Carter

    Mark was almost upon me.

    The wind thrashed into him, catching the corners of his jacket and sending them beating against his legs and torso. His expression was so cold. So at odds with the Mark I thought I’d known.

    I sat there pinned up against the railing, back pressed into the unyielding metal, shaking until my shoulders felt bruised all over.

    I couldn’t believe this was happening, but it was.

    
      It was.
    

    “What are you going to do to me?” I forced the question from my trembling lips.

    Mark smiled – the least pleasant smile I’d ever seen him display. For a man whose grins were the most charming in all the galaxy, it was a horrible transformation.

    He stopped half a meter from my side and loomed over me, the wind still ripping into him, but his balance unaffected. Up this close, I could see the damage to his left leg. The bone was sticking out from above his knee, and blood had stained his uniform pants. It looked cripplingly painful, and yet the only expression he showed was one of triumphant victory.

    “Why are you doing this?” I begged.

    “Because you’re important, and there are some people who want to meet you.”

    I shuddered at his choice of words.

    He leaned down toward me.

    Instinctively I pushed myself backward. I locked a hand onto the railing for support, but this close to the unprotected edge, the wind hounded me, tugging at me with all the pull of a team of horses. It beat against me like millions of hands wrenching at my clothes and hair and body.

    Mark’s eyes rounded with alarm. “Don’t do it,” he said. “You want to live, Annie,” he pointed out.

    Ever since I’d arrived in the future, I’d been out of place, and over the last two weeks, this awful transformation had bled the remaining hope from me.

    Did I honestly want to live?

    Maybe Mark could see what I was thinking, because one side of his lips kinked up and I swore his eyes softened. “It won’t be that bad, I promise.”

    “Where are you going to take me?” my voice shook so badly, it was barely discernible.

    “That part doesn’t matter,” he promised. “Now, come here.” He opened a hand and pushed it toward me.

    Several days ago – hell, several minutes ago – I would have accepted it without question. Now I stared at the palm, and I stared at Mark, right up into those big brown eyes, and I wondered what the hell the future would deliver.

    He’d once told me this universe wasn’t such a bad place.

    He’d been lying, hadn’t he? Because there were people like him in it.

    I considered my options.

    There were none. I either accept his hand, or he would dart forward, grab me, and drag me away.

    As I clutched harder onto the railing, another gust of wind slamming into me like a freight train, I angled my head to the side.

    That’s when I saw it: a sleek silver object shooting toward me.

    I took several seconds to recognize what it was. My ship.

    I thought it had crash-landed, but unless its exact copy was now headed my way, it was back.

    Mark saw I was distracted and tugged his gaze off me. “Goddammit,” he spat bitterly. “The damn ship has healed its injuries.” He lurched toward me.

    Mark was stronger than me, faster than me, and braver than me. Heck, nearly everyone in the entire galaxy was braver than me. It had taken me three years to pull myself from the Newfound Institute and out into the universe. Considering the complete torturous hell that had waited for me, I doubted I’d ever find my courage again.

    Yet in that moment I did.

    I did something completely uncharacteristic, over the top, wild, and mad.

    If the vision had been playing through my mind, it would have been understandable, but it wasn’t.

    I acted on my own of my own free will.

    I pushed backward and fell off the edge of the walkway.

    I saw Mark’s eyes draw wide, and the hatred that had masked his expression seemed to crack. “Annie,” he screamed my name, pushing forward to catch me.

    It was too late.

    I’d already fallen.

    I whistled through the air, body stiff as a terrified scream sprang from my lips. Before I could truly process what I’d done, something happened: energy started to dart through my body. A half second later, I dematerialized.

    My ship transported me away.

    …

    Lieutenant Mark Havelock

    “Goddammit,” I roared into the wind, clutching my hands into such tight fists, my fingers dug crescent moons into my palms.

    I swore bitterly, letting the hatred and vitriol tear from my throat.

    I’d just lost her again. That prototype ship must have been capable of regeneration. I should have shot it and disintegrated it when I’d had the chance.

    Just another mistake to add to my growing catalog of troubles.

    I swore once more, now digging my fingers so hard into my palms, blood dripped down my fingers and onto my already stained trousers.

    I darted my head to the side, watching the sleek silver prototype ship shift quickly to the left. Its blue engine drives began to glow, and a mere second later, it shot off into the sky so fast I couldn’t track it.

    A sonic blast slammed into me, and I brought a hand up to protect my face. It didn’t affect my balance, thankfully, because the last thing I needed was to tumble off the edge of this metal gangway and fall all the way to the ground. It probably wouldn’t kill me, but I didn’t need any more injuries today.

    I angled my head all the way up until I saw the jet stream that indicated the ship blast through the last levels of the atmosphere.

    She was gone.

    Annie Carter had slipped from my grasp again.

    …

    Anna Carter

    I sat on the ship – my ship – shaking from head to toe.

    I’d fallen on my ass inside one of the transport rings, but now the rings had dissipated, I stood, one hand clutched onto the wall for support, a sweaty handprint dragging across the smooth metal.

    I tried to regain my balance and composure. Neither would come.

    Mark had tried to capture me, Mark.

    There was now no more doubt in my mind that he was evil.

    Once upon a time, I’d hated that word, but once upon a time, I’d never seen the glare he’d shot me. That absolute cold hatred that reminded me of the frozen depths of space.

    “Do not worry, Anna Carter,” the ship’s AI told me. “You are now safe. We will leave this system far behind. I will ensure our path is not traceable. Though we have destroyed Mark Havelock’s ship, I do not put it past him to find another.”

    I nodded, incapable of spreading my lips to utter a word.

    The computer had offered to kill Mark – to get some kind of lock on him from orbit and destroy him. I told it not to. Maybe it was the last vestige of hope or the memory of how kind he’d been to me over the years. Or maybe it was the fact I wasn’t a killer and I didn’t intend to become one now.

    We had, however, wisely destroyed Mark’s ship.

    That would slow him down.

    I plucked my sweaty hand off the wall and pressed it into my lips until I ground the flesh so hard into my teeth. I could feel the indents gouged into the skin.

    “You must sit down and rest. I will assess your injuries and create required medications.”

    As soon as the computer said the word medication, I tilted my head back sharply, my hair tumbling over my shoulder. “Mark did something to me on the planet. He injected some kind of red liquid into the air, and it stopped me from having visions,” I said, my voice a stuttering mess. Thankfully I wasn’t dealing with the hard of hearing – the computer would be able to understand me even if I stuck my head in a bucket and tried to talk underwater.

    “I will run every medical scan I can.”

    I nodded.

    It was weird to talk openly about my visions; it was weird to acknowledge them, frankly. But considering what had just happened to me down on that planet, it was time to take them seriously.

    Mark had been able to stop my visions, and without them, I could have died. It was only pure luck and this ship that had saved me.

    I wanted them back. As strange as it sounded, I needed to have the comfort of them running through my mind. Hopefully without the pain, but right now I’d take the pain just to have them back.

    “Sit down,” the computer instructed me again. It was like a gracious host, albeit one with a toneless electronic voice and access to an incredible array of explosives. “You are weak.”

    Weak? I’d never felt weaker in my life. I still convulsed from head to toe, but I pushed myself forward, walking a hand across the wall for balance until I reached the seat at the front of the cockpit.

    I fell into it, my knees buckling. My hair slammed across my face as I dropped my gaze to my open, dirty palms.

    After several seconds, I closed the fingers then opened them again slowly, staring at my fingertips – every whorl and mark.

    What was happening to me? I was just simple Annie Carter. I wasn’t somebody extraordinary. I didn’t have any incredible gifts – well, apart from the visions. But that wasn’t the point, the point was this shouldn’t be happening to me.

    “I suggest you do not think about it. Dwelling on it will not enable you to come to any satisfying conclusions. If you wish to understand what is happening to you, Annie Carter,” the computer said, discerning my current confused state of mind easily, “you must investigate, not draw into introspection.”

    I nodded, even letting out a small soft laugh. It was impossible not to be drawn into introspection when your entire life was crumbling before you. It was also a bad idea. I had a lot to think about; I’d learned so much on that planet.

    One thing sprang to mind above all else, even above Mark’s treachery.

    “Illuminate Hart sent that thing after me – that cloud. Mark called it a stalker,” my voice shook as I mentioned Hart’s name.

    “It is highly unlikely. In fact, it is almost impossible that Illuminate Hart would have sent a stalker after you,” the computer pointed out.

    “What do you mean?”

    “Illuminate Hart and the other Illuminates exist to hold back the Gap and any vestige of it. A stalker is a vestige of the gap.”

    My brow crumpled low over my eyes. “What on earth is the gap?”

    “The Gap is the enemy of the universe,” the computer said plainly.

    I blinked my eyes and even brought a hand up to rub them. “Excuse me? What? Enemy of the universe?”

    “The Gap has existed for all time. And for all time they have tried to eliminate this universe. Various theories have been proposed to explain their desire. The most likely is that they require the energy yield of this universe to run their own.”

    “… I’m sorry? What?”

    “It has been proposed by many learned scholars over the years that the Gap lives in a universe that requires the destruction of other universes to run on.”

    “T-that, that can’t happen. Can it?”

    “In theory, it is possible,” the computer responded easily. “The Gap has identified this universe as a target. And since the dawn of time, they have been trying to eliminate all resistance within this universe so they can destroy and absorb it.”

    I shuddered back, my head hitting the headrest behind me as I tried to understand what the computer was telling me.

    It was hard, almost impossible. There was a race out there from another universe that wanted to destroy our universe and use it as some kind of fuel?! That was crazy. No, it was beyond crazy – it sounded like a really bad sci-fi plot from some crazy 70s pulp novel.

    Universes didn’t run on other universes as fuel…. Or at least I didn’t think they did. Then again, I was hardly an astrophysicist. Still, this sounded too insane to believe.

    Yet the computer was telling me, and I could guarantee the computer was much smarter and knew much more about the future than I did.

    I brought a hand up and pressed it hard into my temple, gouging my thumb into the skin as if it were trying to dig out my confusion like you might dirt from a hole. “Hold on. If the Gap has been trying to destroy this universe since time immemorial, why haven’t they succeeded? I mean, didn’t it take years – like billions of years for life to evolve in this universe? Couldn’t they have just come along and destroyed it before there was anyone here to put up a fight?”

    “Since time immemorial, the Illuminates have existed,” the computer announced.

    “… I’m sorry, how is that possible? I mean, didn’t everything start with the Big Bang? And there was nothing around at the Big Bang apart from a couple of confused particles,” I said, doing my best job of explaining something I really didn’t know anything about.

    “Confused particles?” the computer asked.

    “Look, never mind. My point is no life could have existed at the beginning of the universe, so how could there have been Illuminates? And I mean, honestly, Illuminate Hart looks human.”

    “Looks,” the computer said. “Illuminate Hart’s appearance may resemble that of your own race, but his internal biology does not.”

    I nodded. Then almost immediately I shook my head. “But honestly, how could he have been there at the Big Bang?”

    This was the strangest, most esoteric conversation I’d ever had. Weirdly, it was doing wonders for me. Concentrating on how confusing and ridiculous this was stopped me from thinking about what had just happened. If I could fixate on the absurdity of the arrogant Illuminate Hart standing with his hands on his hips and glaring at the universe as it was born, I could stop myself from thinking about how much it hurt that Mark had betrayed me.

    “The Illuminates are not from this universe,” the computer announced.

    I gave a long pause. “Sorry? I… look, I’ll admit I don’t know much about science or astrophysics or chemistry or any of that, but how the heck is that possible?”

    The computer didn’t respond verbally. It brought something up on the view screen. “This is the full entry on the universal public database regarding the Illuminates, their origins, and their purpose,” the computer informed me.

    Despite my weariness, I pushed forward in my chair, pressing a hand into my chin and letting the fingers trail down my throat as I stared at the slowly scrolling data. My eyes shifted from left to right as I stared at it and tried to take it in.

    There was too much to skim through, but I quickly chanced upon a question. “Hold on.” My eyebrows crumpled down as I turned to my left. Weirdly I was trying to face the computer, even though technically it was all around me. Still, its voice was issuing from the panel to my left, so I faced it out of politeness. “You said the public database. I thought the Illuminates were one of the most secretive people in the universe?”

    “They are,” the computer agreed.

    “Then how do we know the information in this database is accurate?”

    “We don’t,” the computer conceded.

    “So doesn’t it strike you as kind of odd that they’re claiming they were around at the beginning of the universe and that they come from some other dimension?”

    The computer paused. “Nothing strikes me as odd; I relay facts as I see them.”

    I nodded. Once upon a time, I’d been extremely gullible; I’d bought everything Mark had told me, because it had been easy to trust a smiling face. This universe was so big and new, and I had no frame of reference to judge whether something was true or not.

    Right now, right here, today, that stopped. I wasn’t going to be pulled in by someone like Mark again, and I wasn’t going to believe something just because I saw it written down.

    I needed to figure out what was going on here. I had to find out for myself what was really happening – a strangely sterling determined thought for someone like me. It pushed back my fatigue, and I nodded sharply. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do next,” I said to the computer.

    Though I’d just met it and it technically wasn’t a person, I was starting to think of it as my only friend. It had saved me down on that planet. Plus, if it were to be believed, when I’d been suffering from one of my hallucinations, I’d programmed it explicitly to help me.

    “Judging by the structure of the medication Mark Havelock used on you, it should wane shortly.”

    I blinked quickly. “Does that mean my visions will return?”

    “Yes,” the computer agreed. “Once they return, we will be told what to do next.”

    My lips crumpled into a smile, a cold one, and I shivered at that thought.

    We would be told what to do next? Though I’d concluded barely minutes before that I would do anything to have my visions return, now I knew they were coming back I remembered how horrible they were.

    The computer was right – I wouldn’t figure out what to do next. I wouldn’t use my own judgment and knowledge to chart a path through this confusing mess – I’d be told what to do, forcefully, with excruciating pain stabbing behind my left eye.

    “I suggest you get some rest,” the computer repeated again. “By the time you wake up, your visions will return, and we will decide what to do next.”

    I shot the view screen a befuddled, confused smile that was accompanied by a wince. Then reluctantly I closed my eyes. I tilted my head back until it rested against the headrest and I pressed my eyes closed.

    Thankfully sleep came quickly.

  
    Chapter 2

    Illuminate Hart

    This was it. Everything I’d been working toward my entire life would come to a head in the next three months. All I had to get through was the engagement, the first wedding, and then the last. Once they were complete, I would be able to ensure the peace I existed to provide.

    I stood in front of the enormous glass window in my room, watching space drift past.

    Anna had been given her own quarters, and I had taken every precaution to ensure they were safe and every effort to ensure they were comfortable.

    She was a nice girl, pretty too, and had a smile that reminded me of a sunset on Andorran Prime. She was effervescent and bubbling about the fact we were betrothed.

    … And yet if I had to be honest with myself, there was no spark.

    Wasn’t there meant to be a spark? Betrothal wasn’t just a contract – not when it involved an Illuminate like me. It was destiny. And destiny was meant to come with… I don’t know, more gravitas.

    When I’d first locked eyes on Anna Carter, I hadn’t felt anything but a sense of obligation.

    My whole life I’d dreamed of the day I’d meet her. The thrill, the passion, the spark.

    So where was the spark?

    I held my hands behind me and tipped back and forward on my feet as I angled my head higher to stare at the drifting stars beyond.

    We were en route to the Tecra Cluster where the engagement would take place.

    I had been meticulous about every detail regarding every step of this journey. I wouldn’t rest during this voyage; I would go over every possibility. I had to keep Anna safe – that was all I existed for.

    Right now my sole duty was to protect her, even if I had to sacrifice everything – my ship, my wealth, my life. I had to keep her safe.

    Why?

    Because she could keep the universe safe.

    It was a simple deal to make: my life for everyone else’s.

    Simple and fair.

    I brought my hands before me and tipped them close to my face, staring in turn at every line and indent along my palms. I’d been doing that a lot recently. Ever since my betrothed had been revealed, in fact.

    I’d been staring at my hands as if the clue to why this didn’t feel right was nestled within the whorls and marks.

    With a heavy breath, I shook my head.

    What was I doing? Looking for problems where there were none. Right now I was on edge because I had to protect Anna from the nameless and faceless enemies who would hunt her. That was why I was looking for problems; my mind was attuned to risk.

    It was paranoia that had me staring at my hands time and again, wondering why there was no spark. The spark would come once we were married and the threats to Anna’s life had been dealt with. The peace would come too.

    I tried to force a smile as I once again tilted my head back to stare at the view.

    We were passing a large gas cloud to the left of the ship, and its tendrils of glorious green and gold lit up space. I locked my eyes on it and allowed it to distract me.

    The distraction wouldn’t last. There was a beep from behind me, and I turned to see a holographic screen appear in the blink of an eye.

    I walked over to it.

    It showed a live-feed of a man, somebody I didn’t recognize at first. The uniform, however, I did know. It was Foundation Forces.

    The man cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to disturb you at this late hour, your grace.”

    I brought a hand up. “Please, you don’t need to use formalities, and the hour is not late; I don’t sleep. I’ve never slept my entire life.”

    He smiled.

    “Whom am I talking to?” I asked formally.

    “Captain Fargo,” he said. “We’ve met before on Cluster.”

    I searched my memory.

    ….

    I did recognize him. I nodded my head. “Please, continue.”

    Fargo paused. There was a strange look shifting in his eyes, and I could tell instinctively he was trying to figure out how much to tell me. “I am sorry for disturbing you, sir, but I feel you need this information.”
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