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Betrothed Episode Three Blurb

    
        

Hart will never forgive himself if he loses her. But Annie might never come back.

First, she must discover what this connection means - and importantly, where it comes from. As she's plunged deeper into the mysteries of the Illuminates' past, she'll find out the future eclipses it. For pure death looms on the horizon, and only together can Annie and Hart face 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 Three today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Anna Carter

    I’d done it. I’d escaped.

    But now what?

    I was on my own.

    It took a long time for me to wake. And when I did, I realized I was on the floor of the ship I had stolen. Trails of wet sticky blood had pooled from my nostrils, streaking down my cheeks and staining my collar.

    With a strangled cough, I pushed myself to a seated position. It was hard, and my arms kept shaking.

    My body was weak, possibly weaker than I had ever felt.

    I turned around, twisting my head to the left and right as I surveyed the ship.

    It was of a wholly strange design, one I had never before seen.

    Just one look at the strange sleek consoles that surrounded the circular deck made me shudder.

    I had no clue when it came to ordinary space vessels, but I couldn’t even begin to imagine how to pilot this one.

    I grabbed my left wrist, intending to trail my fingers over the hard metal band that stored Barb’s AI.

    It wasn’t there.

    Hart had stolen it.

    As soon as I thought of his name, I shook. It felt as if an earthquake tore down my back, convulsing every muscle.

    I’d left him behind. No, he had left me. My mind was insistent on that point, my thoughts grounding to a stop and fixating on that one fact.

    
      He had left me.
    

    After a few seconds, I realized how bizarre that was. We’d never been together, and yet I could not deny the fact it felt as if we had just separated from a century’s long romance.

    “You’re going insane,” I tried to tell myself as I pulled my legs up and locked them against my chest with my shaking arms. “You’re going insane.” I pressed my sweaty hands into my brow, letting my fingers dig into my hairline.

    I couldn’t sit here moaning into my own palms forever, but what else could I do?

    I was truly alone now. Without Barb, I had no idea where I should go and what I should do.

    … No, that was a lie. The visions were still here. More insistent than before, in fact. They loomed in my mind, like a great tidal wave getting ready to crash to shore.

    As I thought about how powerful they were, I whimpered, drawing my arms closer around my knees and burrowing my face harder into my palms.

    There was no longer anyone in this entire universe who could help me.

    That thought sat so heavily, I was sure it was going to drag me right through the hull of this stolen ship and into the cold vastness of space beyond.

    Letting out another cry, I let myself fall sideways onto the floor.

    Soon, sleep came again.

    I was lost and alone, but I was still alive.

    I held onto that fact as blackness surrounded my vision.

    …

    Illuminate Hart

    This couldn’t be happening. After all the years of searching for her, I’d found her, only to lose her immediately.

    My betrothed.

    My mind was reeling; I still couldn’t believe it was her. Annie. Yet I couldn’t deny my senses – I’d seen the green light infecting her left eye, I’d watched her endure a violent vision.

    And there was nothing I could do.

    I stood immobilized before my personal computer, one hand pressing into the bridge of my nose, fingernails so sharp against the skin that I knew in a few more seconds I’d cut myself.

    This wasn’t meant to have happened.

    “It shouldn’t have happened,” I repeated to myself as I ground my teeth together and let the tension spread like poison down my neck and into my chest.

    Suddenly I lashed out, balling a hand into a fist and striking it onto the desk before me. It shook, even sending a violent shudder through the floor.

    An ordinary alien may not have been able to muster the strength to do what I just did, but I was not ordinary. And that was the point.

    I had extraordinary strength, speed, agility, and apparently intelligence. So why hadn’t I seen it? Why hadn’t I picked up on the signs?

    Why had I let her leave?

    Annie Carter.

    The real Annie Carter.

    Once she’d left the ship, all the pieces had fallen into place.

    I now knew why there was no spark between the woman I had believed was Annie and me.

    There was no destiny there, just subterfuge.

    Somebody – with more power than any other group in the universe – had hidden Annie Carter’s true identity and offered up a fake in her place.

    Why?

    I didn’t know. The investigation was still ongoing.

    By now I had received an urgent call from Captain Fargo from Cluster. Apparently he’d been trying to contact me all day. Trying to warn me that the terrorist everyone knew as Miranda was in fact my true betrothed.

    Except she wasn’t a terrorist. Every action she had taken to escape Cluster, to stow aboard my vessel, and to ultimately warn me, had all been in aid of universal peace.

    There was a limit to how much I could explain to Captain Fargo. I could not share the true secrets of the Illuminates. Still, using my influence, she was no longer on the most wanted list. In fact, she was no longer on any list at all.

    Though I could enlist the help of the Foundation Forces to track her down, it was too dangerous. If I issued a universal wide notification to capture her, too many people would realize she was out there on her own. While this universe enjoyed unprecedented peace, there were still numerous groups with evil on their minds. If they found out my betrothed was out on her own, they would hunt her down.

    I drove my fingers even harder into my brow until it felt like I would push right through my skull.

    This isn’t meant to be happening, I thought to myself once more.

    Yet no matter how often that thought repeated through my mind, it would not solve this problem.

    I had to act. And I was. My ship was tracking her down, but I instinctively knew she was already out of my reach.

    The Halo would be taking her away.

    Her ability.

    I suddenly let my hand fall from my face, and my gaze drifted across my desk and then up to the windows. It locked on the view of space beyond.

    I couldn’t help but wonder how alone she felt. Presumably she knew next to nothing about what was happening to her.

    My entire point, my entire reason for existence, was to shepherd her and help her. And what had I done?

    Push her away.

    I couldn’t stop my mind from running over and repeating every experience I’d had with her. From our ill-fated meeting at the Contracts Office, to the numerous times I’d dismissed her aboard ship.

    If I’d known who she was, it would all have been different. It would all have been different.

    Suddenly I lashed out again, balling up a fist and slamming it so hard onto the console lodged in my desk that it cracked. Hairline fractures grew across the surface in a blink of an eye before the whole thing shattered.

    I stared at the broken smart glass, eyes locked wide, my vision consumed with something else. Annie Carter.

    It was meant to be easy.

    I’d grown up being taught it was easy.

    Everybody in this universe respected the tradition of betrothal. None more so than the Illuminates. For us it was so much more than a simple ritual. It was destiny, but on a level an ordinary alien would never understand. And it was meant to be easy, my mind repeated one more bitter time. So why wasn’t it easy? Why couldn’t I shake the feeling that even if I somehow caught up to Annie, she wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me?

    “Put it out of your mind,” I said aloud. “Concentrate on finding her.”

    I could repeat that over and over again, but in many ways this was now out of my hands. I could tear this universe apart searching for her, but if the Halo had decided to keep her from me, then there was little I could do.

    I was used to being powerful. I was an Illuminate. So I wasn’t used to this – the weakness that tumbled and crawled through my body. It was one of the darkest, most debilitating emotions I’d ever felt. And what was worse, what was much worse, was the fact I knew it would not pass anytime soon. Or perhaps it would. Perhaps it would be replaced with a far more destructive emotion: guilt. If I had pushed Annie away, there was every possibility I had condemned the universe.

  
    Chapter 2

    Captain Fargo

    Illuminate Hart was on the line, again.

    Ever since he’d found out the truth, he’d been breathing down my neck, trying to find out every detail of my investigation. If he weren’t an Illuminate, I’d be half tempted to point out it was too late for diligence. If only he’d trusted me, if only he’d given me the time, and if only he’d listen to my suspicions, maybe he wouldn’t be here right now.

    I kept all of that to myself. I tipped my head back, clasped my hands behind my back, and cleared my throat. “I’ve told you everything we know, sir.”

    I could see his hologram, a perfect replica of his face floating half a foot above my desk.

    He wore an expression I’d never seen, at least not on the face of an Illuminate.

    If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was guilt or some soul-crushing combination of regret and shame.

    He brought a tensed hand up and pressed it over his temple. “I need to know everything you do, every detail, no matter how insignificant.”

    “I told you everything, sir. I’ve already sent every report we have.”

    “I’m not interested in reports,” he said, his voice harsh. “I want to know what you think, Captain. Every suspicion, every opinion. I need your insight, and I need it now.”

    I half wanted to tip my head back and laugh. Now he wants to know my suspicions?

    I controlled myself. I cleared my throat and nodded. “Fine, you want to know what I think? I think Annie Carter, whoever she is, got wrapped up in something. Something big. I don’t know how much she knows, but from the brief time I saw her in my office, I would say next to nothing.”

    The Illuminate’s expression stiffened. You had to be a real scholar of body language to notice it, but I’d made it my life’s mission to study people.

    “I think of all of us, she probably knows the least, which is saying something,” I crossed my arms, “because I can’t begin to understand what’s happening.”

    “Just tell me your suspicions,” Hart snapped. There was real tension in his voice. He wasn’t being dismissive; he was on edge.

    
      On edge.
    

    He was an Illuminate, for god’s sake. He was a protector of the universe. I’d been brought up to think they were untouchable. Like gods.

    And when you saw your gods fall, it was strange indeed.

    I steadied myself and continued, “I also think Lieutenant Mark Havelock is the key to this. If we can just find out who he belongs to and who grafted him, I think this mystery will start to unravel.”

    “If you send me everything you have on him, I will help you investigate.”

    “We’ve already looked through the databases,” I began.

    “And I am an Illuminate. I have access to technology you do not.”

    He had a point, albeit an arrogant one. Yet one I couldn’t ignore.

    “I also want you to send me the footage you have of Annie fleeing Cluster.”

    My brow compressed with confusion. “There is no footage.”

    “Send me everything you have. Annie may have used techniques the Illuminates are familiar with; we may be able to reverse them to unlock the true footage of her escape.”

    I swallowed. Then I found myself nodding.

    There was a strange line you had to tread as a Force’s Captain when you dealt with Iluminates.

    They had access to the most advanced technology in the universe – technology that could easily make a difference in most investigations, let alone wars.

    Yet they withheld it.

    Why?

    Everyone knew why: because they held back the gap. They alone prevented this universe from succumbing to that devastating power.

    So you couldn’t ask for their help; they had to provide it only when they deemed fit. Otherwise you had to accept they were holding their weapons and tech in reserve for the ultimate battle.

    Still, it made a part of me sour. To think of all the lives that could be saved if only they shared what they had?

    … And here was a case in point. If Hart had access to decryption techniques that could reveal footage of Anna’s escape, then why couldn’t he have provided that help before? Mark Havelock had decimated a patrol ship and was still on the loose. If Hart had only deemed to help sooner, we could have captured the graft and stopped his reign of destruction.

    I kept all this to myself. I had to.

    I stiffened though. “I will send you everything.”

    “You will also organize a mission,” he said.

    “Sorry?”

    “I trust you, Captain. You… appear to have seen this coming,” he admitted.

    In that moment, Hart looked fragile. I wasn’t making it up; I could see the stress indent his face like fracture lines through glass.

    “Ah… thank you, sir.”

    “I want you to track down every detail of this case. Go to Earth, go to the long-range communication facility. Go everywhere you have to. I will give you an Illuminate Maya vessel, fully equipped.”

    I was stunned.

    I’d heard about those ships. With one, you could virtually travel across a galaxy instantaneously.

    “It is of critical universal importance that we find her,” his voice dropped, and so did his gaze. He locked his fleeting, flickering vision on his hands.

    He looked like the picture of defeat.

    Critical universal importance? Just who was this Annie Carter? I wanted to dismiss Hart’s insistence as being a simple sense of loss over his betrothed. But it was more than that, wasn’t it?

    Annie had escaped Cluster in the most fantastic fashion. She had some kind of ability, some kind of incredible skill. And that, that was the reason Hart looked like he’d lost everything.

    I’d been brought up to think of betrothals as one of the most sacred contracts in the universe. They were the cornerstone of the Illuminate tradition. But did I really know what they were?

    No.

    The facts I knew about this situation could be counted on one hand, on one finger, in fact.

    This was dangerous.

    That’s it. That’s all I knew.

    
      This was dangerous.
    

    If I didn’t figure out what was going on, more people would die. And if Hart’s insistence was anything to go by, the universe could be on the line.

    I stood there and tried not to buckle under the pressure. In that moment, I got a brief insight into how he must feel. Hart had the weight of the universe on his shoulders every second of every day. Even a second of enduring its weight was enough to crush me.

    I pushed back my emotion and nodded.

    “The ship will be delivered to Cluster in an hour. Be ready.”

    An hour.

    Christ.

    There was too much to organize. Rather than tell him that, I nodded stiffly.

    “I will be relying on you, Captain.”

    It took a few seconds, but I managed another nod.

    I was glad I’d clamped my hands behind my back, because now they were slicked with sweat. It collected between my fingers, cloying and damp.

    “Good luck.” With that, he signed off.

    I stood there, stunned.

    An Illuminate Maya ship and a desperate mission to find out everything I could about Anna Carter….

    I stood back, closed my eyes, and forced a heavy breath.

    When I opened my eyes, I twisted on my foot and got to work.

    The universe was waiting.

    …

    Lieutenant Mark Havelock

    When I was an hour from Hart’s ship, I got a call from them.

    “She has left the vessel.”

    “Sorry?”

    “Anna Carter is no longer on board.”

    I pulled my legs from the front console and frowned at the view screen. “What do you mean?”

    “Anna Carter has fled Hart’s vessel. You must now track her ship.”

    “Fled?” Despite myself, despite everything I’d done to her, that angered me. I curled my hands into fists. “What did he do to her?” I couldn’t keep my voice even.

    “That is irrelevant. The only relevant fact is that she is no longer on board.”

    “I want to know what he did to her,” I insisted.

    There was a pause. “You will do only as we say. You will ask only what you require to capture her.”

    There was a real controlling edge to their tone, one that snaked inside my middle and twisted around my gut.

    Once upon a time, I’d had poor impulse control. I’d been the kind of guy to blow up at a single snide comment or look.

    Right now it was flooding back to me, somehow circumventing the cold control of my graft.

    I had to drive my metal fingers so hard into my palms, it felt like I’d punch through to the other side.

    “We will give you the description of the ship she has left in. You must hurry; this ship possesses breaker drives.”

    “Breaker drives?”

    “It is one of the fastest ships in the Illuminate arsenal.”

    I snorted, too angry to control my derision. “Then how the hell am I going to catch up to her?”

    “We will send you modifications to your ship.”

    … Who the hell were these guys? I’d wondered that before, but now that question couldn’t be ignored.

    They’d shown me how to make a gun that could kill a stalker. They’d given me the specifications for a drug that could somehow block Anna’s mysterious ability. Now they were going to upgrade my strike ship to compete with a goddamn Illuminate vessel.

    
      Who the hell were these guys?
    

    I wanted to ask, but I knew it would get me nowhere. So instead I kept my fingers pressed hard into my palms, and I nodded. “Send the specifications, and I’ll upgrade.”

    “That is not all we’ll send.”

    “Sorry?”

    “You will upgrade yourself too.”

    “… Excuse me?”

    “We will send specifications to upgrade your graft. You will comply.”

    I didn’t often feel fear – I could wipe it from my mind with a flick of a switch. But now, now it tore through me.

    For the first time in years, I could feel my heart beating away in my chest. “I… I can’t upgrade myself without—”

    “In order to track down Anna Carter, you must upgrade yourself. And you must track down Anna Carter – you have been contracted to us to complete this task. Therefore you must upgrade yourself.”

    “I need permission from my owners,” I began.

    “You must complete this mission, or you will break this contract. If you break this contract—” they began.

    “Alright,” I interrupted, “I got it…. Send the specifications.”

    There was a beep as the main computer received something. I flicked my eyes down to see an enormous cache of data flit over the screen.

    I was smart. Not originally. Original Mark had been the kind of dumb hothead to push all help away and end up as gutter trash.

    New Mark had a powerful computer grafted into his brain. Yet even with that technological muscle, I had no idea what specifications were being sent. They were so far beyond my understanding that I couldn’t even predict what they’d do.

    Drawing a deep breath into my lungs, I held it.

    “You will capture Anna Carter,” they said once more. “No matter how long it takes, you will track her down.”

    “Yes,” I agreed.

    The comm line cut out.

    I listened to the silence for several seconds before letting my gaze dart toward the main view screen.

    … I was going to upgrade myself.

    More power, more agility, more intelligence.

    But at what cost?

    I did nothing but sit there, hands lazily clasped on the armrests of my seat.

    Then I moved.

    …

    Illuminate Hart

    I sat there, and I stared at the footage. My eyes followed every movement, my ears heard every word, and yet I couldn’t follow.

    I didn’t want to.

    I didn’t want to draw in the enormity of my mistake.

    Fargo had sent me all data relating to Anna’s escape of Cluster.

    It had taken considerable effort, but I’d managed to glean some useful information, even some footage.
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