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The Ship Breaker Blurb

    
        

Amanda and Sebastian are on the trail of another Stargazer, the next clue to the greatest treasure there ever was. But they have a problem, and his name is Maverick. Hot on their heels, he's turning out to be one of their most dangerous enemies yet.

This time their journey takes them from abandoned country mansions to ship breaking yards, but will it take them home again?

....

The Trouble and Treasure series follows a wisecracking lawyer and the woman he shouldn't fall for fighting for treasure. If you love your action adventures with wit, action, and a splash of romance, grab The Ship Breaker today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    Sebastian Shaw

    I was in Hell. No, I was in whatever level of pain and suffering they saved for the scum the Devil himself wouldn’t touch.

    Grabbing my injured arm, I tried to think. Which was stupid. Now was not the time to think; I should have thought before I’d snuck into the abandoned country mansion. Not only was it creepy as hell, it was chock full of bad guys.

    Pushing my fingers into my wound, I tried to stop the bleeding. At the same time, I watched the ceiling carefully for any sign of movement on the floor above.

    I was in what I assumed was the old dining hall, and the place was trashed. There were chunks missing out of the walls and floor, and the whole ceiling was cracked. Plaster hung off in great wads, revealing the wooden beams underneath.

    One side of the abandoned mansion had crumbled, and with no one around to show it some TLC, the forest had moved in, literally. The large conservatory at the back of the house was riddled with weeds, and they’d made their way into the kitchen and bathroom too. Moss covered damp patches, huddling under still-leaking pipes, and there were freaking mushrooms growing up the walls of one of the showers.

    In other words, it was a real nice place. Made all the nicer with the inclusion of a whole team of Maverick’s men prancing around in their high-tech gear waiting for a chance to shoot me dead.

    Wincing as a stab of pain raced through my arm, I shuffled further along the ground, never losing hold of my gun.

    Without glancing at my watch, I knew it was going on 3 PM. Which meant I had all of 45 minutes to clean up the bad guys, grab the next clue, and make it to The Seraphim Rooftop Restaurant before Amanda flipped out at me for being late again.

    Today was meant to be our three-month anniversary, or was it four? To be honest, I’d lost track. Not because I was taking her for granted, just because what we had together felt so easy.

    When we weren’t knee deep in danger, fighting off the world’s treasure hunters for a slice of the Stargazer treasure, that was.

    Without warning, something crashed through the wall beside me. That thing soon revealed itself to be a man.

    A huge man.

    The walls were so water damaged in this section of the mansion that the plaster crumbled from them with the slightest touch. As for the wooden supports underneath, they were so rotted, a rat could head-butt through one… if a rat was up for that type of thing.

    I had the chance to spit a swearword before the guy barreled toward me, lips pulled up in a comical snarl. Well, it would have been comical in a game or a movie – it was a caricature of what you’d expect an enormous, dull-witted giant to look like. All humor was brushed aside when the guy threw an arm around me and tackled me to the ground.

    I didn’t get a chance to shoot. The guy knocked the gun from my grasp, and it scuttled away across the floor to my left.

    Before I could let out another far stronger swearword, the brute brought up an elbow and sank it deep into my gut with a vicious blow.

    Stars exploded through my vision, a sharp, pulsing pain slashing through my stomach.

    I buckled but used the momentum to bring up my hands and lock them over the guy’s head. I slammed my knee up, right where it would count most.

    The guy let out a tight-chested wheeze, his cheeks squeezing into his eyes as he winced powerfully.

    I didn’t wait around for the guy to retaliate. I shoved with my right shoulder, pivoting on my hip at the same time and pushing with my leg into the guy’s side. Though the man truly was astronomically large, my move managed to push him off and onto the floor.

    Scrambling across the floor in an undignified but effective shuffle, I went for my gun. It had skidded to a stop under a broken chair half-concealed by a mildew-covered sheet. The thing reeked of mold. Hell, the whole house did. If you had asthma, the place would kill you. Then again, even if you didn’t have asthma, the bad guys would still give you their best shot, literally.

    Snatching up my gun, I pivoted and shot at the guy. My aim was wonky, and the bullet slammed into the floor by his side.

    The guy growled, his face twisting up in exquisite rage.

    Before I could get off another shot, I heard something smash behind me. Half turning, I saw plaster and wood scattering over the floor, and I ducked instinctively.

    Another guy came smashing out of the wall, swinging as he did.

    What the hell was this? Two enormous angry men bursting through walls in one day? This had to be some sick record.

    Having barely a second to react, I locked my foot into the floor and pushed backwards, rolling as I did. Just in time, I dodged my new assailant as he flung himself forward. The guy hit the ground with such a thud that a hail of dust came down from the ceiling above.

    White, old, moldy plaster flicking against my face, I narrowed my eyes and tried not to breathe in. At the same time I rolled backwards, kicking up onto my legs and standing. If I’d been a gymnast, that may have been considered a graceful move. I wasn’t a gymnast though, and I came up, gun in my hand, shooting as I did. A maneuver certain to stun the judges.

    This time my aim was true, and I managed to shoot one of the brutes in his shoulder.

    The guy didn’t react. He didn’t even blink. He didn’t pause to scream. Neither did he clutch a hand to his wound, and he didn’t fall back and hit the ground. The blood splashed up onto his black shirt and down over his black cargo pants, but that was it.

    Letting out a slow and wheezed expletive, I jumped backwards as the other guy swung toward me with an enormous fist.

    Scuttling like a crab, I managed to duck behind a broken bookcase. Over the years the movement of the house or the general wear and tear of this mansion had forced it to fall over. Books had scattered from it, and they were clogged in dust and cobwebs, some of their pages so rotted they were no doubt homes to insects and not intellects anymore.

    Planting a hand against the long back of the bookcase, I vaulted over and ducked behind it, pushing my shoulder up into the reassuring solid wood and checking my gun.

    I’d already blazed through half a magazine before I’d made it to the room. I was looking at six bullets left.

    Six. I’d shot that guy solidly in his shoulder, and he hadn’t blinked. With six bullets I could probably make him wheeze, maybe stutter, maybe let out a pleading, “Mommy,” but that would be it.

    Okay, it didn’t work like that. If I shot him dead center or in the head, yes, like anyone else he would go down. It didn’t feel like that. It felt like I was being assailed by the gods themselves.

    With no time to rest, one of the brutes picked up something from behind me and lurched forward, slamming it down onto the bookcase.

    Swearing again, I plunged forward as a cloud of splinters and chunks of wood rained down over my back, short hair, and exposed arms.

    If I’d thought I would be facing so much trouble at the mansion, I would have come prepared. Instead I was in my suit pants, a seriously expensive shirt, cufflinks, and my favorite watch. I was dressed to go out entertaining. I wasn’t dressed to slug it out in a rotting library with two men whacked off their faces on steroids.

    Wheezing through a cough as I swore I breathed in a chunk of mold, I shifted forward on my knees, turned on one hip, and fired behind me. Though my aim wasn’t precise, at least it gave me some cover. Pushing up onto my feet, my fancy, ridiculously expensive shoes squeaking over the old floorboards and making them groan suspiciously, I plunged forward.

    There were two doors to this room, but now technically there were four. There were two enormous, gaping holes in the walls. I flung myself at the closest one. Throwing caution to the wind, I didn’t care if one of the men darted out and lunged at me. I had to get out. Not only was I a sitting duck, but unless I managed to pry myself from this abandoned mansion and Maverick’s men, I would be in a hell of a lot of trouble. Amanda would roast me over the coals if I was late for our three-month anniversary dinner.

    There was a swish of air as one of the brutes made a swing at me, but I ducked down, crunched to my knees, did a perfect tank roll, and came up running. Gun still in my hand, I pushed into a dive roll through the hole in the wall. My second perfect gymnastics move of the day. Seriously, it was time for me to give up treasure hunting and head to the Olympics instead.

    Actually, who was I kidding? One gold medal would never be enough for me. A truckload of gold, that would be different. Old Spanish galleons overflowing with gold coins. Sunken chests shimmering with jewels. That was my world.

    Planting a foot into the ground, I pivoted, sidestepping and heading along the wall of the room I’d just entered.

    It was an expansive hall, and once upon a time it would have been beautiful. There was a full set of large windows on one side, and in the morning they would’ve let in the rays of the sun. All they let in now were creepers and the dank smell of the forest that had impinged on all sides of the mansion.

    They also let in bad guys.

    With a quick, worried glance, I noted a flash of black from the other end of the room. Before I could whimper, someone shot the glass and a man vaulted in. He was in expensive black camouflage, with a proper helmet and goggles on his head and a sodding great gun in his hand.

    I didn’t wait. I kept sprinting toward the door before me. I had no idea where it would lead, but I didn’t care. As long as I got away from the machine gun, that was my only goal.

    Skidding to my knees again, I ducked in time as the guy let loose with a spray of bullets.

    I flung my arm out and shot back but didn’t dare keep my finger on the trigger. The guy behind might be well equipped, but I had all of five bullets left.

    Five bullets and an untold number of Maverick’s men.

    Maverick’s men were turning out to be some of the worst enemies I had encountered yet.

    Ever since Amanda and I had returned from Saint Crispin Island, I’d been hot on the tail of the next Stargazer globe. In three months, however, I hadn’t managed to come across it, not even a clue.

    It wasn’t due to ineptitude on my part, because, seriously, I was the best out there. Neither was it because Amanda was damn good at distracting me.

    It was all because of Maverick.

    Every time I went to search out another clue, I swore his men would be there. If I went to some abandoned church to have a root around the old and broken pews, all too soon some guy would rush out of the shadows and try to knock me in the head. If I bought a ticket and travelled to Europe to muck around in some old monasteries and libraries, within hours a whole host of black four-wheel drives would crunch up the driveway and out would spill Maverick’s determined, well-equipped, and psychotic fiends.

    Okay, they weren’t fiends. That was ridiculous. What they were, were highly trained mercenaries. I had to emphasize the word highly. I didn’t know where he pulled them from, but these guys had skills that made me want to retire. They also had no compunctions whatsoever. I’m not saying Romeo was your most moral International crime lord, but he looked like Mother Teresa compared to Maverick.

    Plunging forward, I went to roll through the doorway. I made it, though halfway through my foot snagged on a sharp shard of wood, and it cut my ankle. I landed on my back, let out a wheeze, and realized I was fresh out of finesse for today. No one was going to invite me onto their gymnastics team after all. So it was time to dispense with grace and get back down to what I knew best.

    Turning, I shifted on my back, rolling forward, keeping the gun directed at the doorway.

    I waited, my heart beating wildly in my chest, breath stuck in my lungs and making my shoulders quake.

    I heard footfall. I felt it too. It vibrated through the floor and up into my tense body.

    I fired.

    As the man came into view, I directed the gun up and shot at the heavy beam above the doorway. I didn’t bother aiming at the man. He was so kitted out in gear that the bullet wouldn’t do much. It would take several before I could get that guy to fall, and I didn’t have the ammo.

    The rotting, enormous, dangerous wooden beam above the doorway, however, was a different matter.

    With a single bullet, well-placed, it buckled.

    It fell, groaning free from the wall and pulling a section off it with it.

    Before the guy could react, and thankfully before he could tote his machine gun and send a rain of fire my way, most of the doorway and a chunk of the wall next to it fell on top of him.

    I didn’t wait to clap my hands in a victory dance.

    Instead I pushed to my feet, locked my foot onto the ground, turned, and ran forward.

    Though there was a window to my left, and I could see it led out into the thick forest, I didn’t shoot at it and plunge through. While instinctively I knew it could lead me to safety, I didn’t want safety.

    Sure, technically it was probably suicidal to stay in this mansion one second longer, and it was definitely suicidal to keep Amanda waiting, but I hadn’t come here to give up.

    There was a clue in this mansion. I was sure of it. I’d been researching it for the past three weeks, and I wasn’t going to give up. If I kept conceding to Maverick’s men every time they showed up, I was never going to get my hands on the Stargazer treasure.

    Turning around, I surveyed the room. I was looking for the staircase. I needed to head up. I needed to find the library. Sure, I found the occasional bookcase on the lower floor, but I knew what I wanted wasn’t down here.

    Wheezing, coughing at the dank, musty smell in the air, I kept twisting my head from side to side.

    There was a door on the other side of the room, but I instinctively knew I didn’t want to open it. There was heavy footfall echoing in from outside, and I was about done grappling with highly-trained mercenaries. I wanted to get the next clue and get out.

    Taking several steps forward, I narrowed my eyes and looked up.

    Something had dripped on my face. Something foul smelling and probably chock full of muck and bacteria. Though I grimaced as I wiped it off, I smiled.

    Above me was a hole in the ceiling. What was more, by my side was a large, sturdy-looking bookcase.

    Not waiting to think things through, I grabbed a chair to my left, thrust it against the bookcase, and climbed on top. Feet scrabbling over the shelves, I somehow managed to vault on top of the bookcase. Though the thing teetered, I winced through it and turned my head up to the hole directly above. Standing as the door on the other side of the room opened, I jumped.

    A beam, thick and sturdy, was exposed above, and I latched my arms around it, pulling myself up.

    For a lawyer, I tended to do an unusual number of chin-ups, and it paid off. As I pulled myself up and clambered through the hole, I heard gunfire. Hell, I swore I felt a bullet zoom an inch away from my leg as I clambered up.

    Swearing like a sailor, as soon as I’d made it up, I rolled onto my back, clamped a hand over my chest, and waited for a heart attack.

    When it was clear I was fine, I pulled my legs up, pushed myself to my feet, and looked around.

    Damn.

    The second I had walked into this abandoned mansion, was the second my luck had been blown apart. Almost literally, as a man had jumped around the kitchen door and had shot at me with a shotgun.

    Lady Luck was back. She was smiling. So I offered her a sharp grin in return.

    The library.

    I was in it.

    Before I could get too excited, I realized time was still of the essence. As if to confirm that fact I heard someone running across the floor below, and all too soon a bullet zipped up through the hole and lodged in the ceiling. I winced as a hail of plaster rained down, but I didn’t let it distract me for too long. Eyes darting around, I checked the room.

    It was thankfully in better nick than the rest of the place. The forest hadn’t made it this far up. The vines and moss and grass ended at the bottom floor. Though, that being said, this room was hardly in a saleable condition.

    The once beautiful Persian rugs over the floor had rotted and were covered in dirt and plaster. There were enormous cobwebs over sections of bookcases, and as I peered closer, I could see a whole troupe of shaggy, large black spiders. Letting a natural shiver cross over my shoulders, I took a step forward and rolled my sleeves up higher.

    It had to be here. I didn’t like the prospect that I’d come all this way only to be thwarted.

    Scanning the bookcases, my eyes darting around as I gazed over each shelf, I found what I was looking for.

    A book.

    Old, sun-bleached, and hardly worthy of note, I closed my eyes in relief as I plunged my hand forward and plucked it up.

    The dull lettering on the front read a Simple Guide to Cartography.

    As more bullets zipped through the hole and ate into the ceiling, I opened the book with a frantic jerk.

    Thumbing through the pages, I didn’t dare take a breath until I found what I was looking for – an old, yellow piece of parchment dog-eared and folded neatly.

    Letting the book fall to the floor and bang open against my shoe, I carefully opened the paper.

    My hand wet with sweat, blood, and whatever the hell I had picked up from my trek through this house, I was careful to hold the parchment by the tips of my fingers.

    “Yes,” I let the word out in a single breath.

    It was a map.

    And you guessed it, it was a treasure map.

    It wasn’t one of those ones with an X to mark the spot. It wasn’t that easy. Hell, it wasn’t technically a map either.

    Instead it was a string of numbers. From one end of the page to the other, sprawled an apparently meaningless equation.

    Meaningless for now, but not forever. Folding the paper reverently, I tucked it into my breast pocket.

    Then I freaking ducked.

    The door blew up.

    Some jackass with a shotgun fired into it, and the thing exploded in a mess of wood and handle.

    Scampering behind a desk, I locked my hands over my head.

    So it wasn’t over yet. I had the map, sure, but I had the not-so tiny task of getting through the sea of bad guys and staying alive while I did.

    Trying to think as the man behind me pumped away with his shotgun, bullets blasting around the room as everything from bookshelves to spider webs exploded, I couldn’t breathe.

    Which was probably a good thing. Too much longer in this mansion and no doubt I would pick up a fatal respiratory condition. It would be pathetic to retire from treasure hunting because of a chest cough.

    Pushing my back hard into the desk, I waited.

    It was a heavy desk. Made of solid chunks of mahogany, it had weathered the years. It wasn’t even rotten.

    Which was a problem.

    As the guy neared, I gave the desk a shove, intending to push it into him, but it wouldn’t budge.

    I heaved against it, and all I got for my trouble was a stabbing pain through my shoulders.

    The guy rounded the desk.

    Damn.

    This was it. The situation caught up to me with a jolt.

    I was done for.

    Yet before the guy could angle the gun down and blast me away, something happened.

    Something you wouldn’t expect out in the middle of a leafy green county.

    That something was a rocket.

    No, I don’t mean fireworks. I meant a rocket of the RPG variety.

    It whistled through the window, smashing the glass and lodging into the opposite wall.

    It exploded. Most of the room went with it.

    I was flung forward, my body lifting up and sailing through the window the rocket had broken.

    My luck held. Not only was I thrown clear of the explosion and the immediate fire that ensued, but the window led out onto a flat section of the roof. This mansion wasn’t built like a box. It had wings and patios and extensions. It looked more like a meandering castle than a large house.

    I was more than thankful for that fact.

    Ears roaring, body shaking, mind reeling, I somehow crawled forward.

    Thankfully the library had been a big enough room that the explosion of the rocket hadn’t condemned me. Though I doubted the man toting the shotgun had been so lucky.
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