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Betrothed Episode Five Blurb

    
        

Annie's trapped with no hope of escape, as Hart, unbeknownst to her, tumbles helplessly in space.

 Core is on the brink of victory. One so complete, the multiverse will be swept up in his greedy grasp.

 Can Annie stop him before it's too late? Or will she succumb to the terrible destiny awaiting her?

 Get ready for the thrilling conclusion to the Betrothed Series.

....

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 Five today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    
      Mark Havelock
    

    I was on the ship. Chest to a wall, nose pressed up against the metal, eyes wide open – I did nothing. I stood there, and I waited. Waited until my new master commanded me to move.

    I’d lost track of how much time had passed. Hours, days, weeks? I couldn’t tell. It was hard to hold on to my thoughts. They slipped through my fingers like water.

    The one thing I could hold on to was a faint flickering memory, like dying candlelight on a dark night.

    I had to get to Annie. Save her.

    Why?

    Because she was my redemption.

    If I saved her, just maybe, I could wash away my sins.

    And be reborn.

    …

    Illuminate Hart

    No matter the cost, I had to save myself. I couldn’t afford to float in space until somebody found me. For all I knew, it could be the other Illuminates, and I doubted they would listen to me long enough to hear of Core’s treachery.

    So there was only one way. I had to conserve enough energy to transport, over and over again.

    I needed to reach a planet, or a ship, anywhere with sufficient technology for me to mount a defense.

    I’d lost my ship, but if I could find any level of technology, I could make do.

    I felt something new as I tumbled in the void, waiting for enough power to accumulate so that I could transport once more. Desperation. A deep, intractable feeling that was lodged in my body.

    It swelled and swelled. It felt like hands wrapping around my throat, getting ready to choke me.

    As I floated there, I had a unique opportunity to ponder what Core would do next. Just what was his plan, and why did it involve Annie?

    The blackness of space opened up all around me. As I tumbled, I saw flashes of stars and constellations far in the distance. Though the void had no heat, I didn’t need it. I didn’t feel anything apart from this deep yearning in my heart as if it had opened up and was trying to grope at the world to give it sustenance. To find what it had lost.

    Then it hit me. Something. I had no idea where it came from, but it rushed upon me all at once, slamming into my back, slamming into my front, jerking my head as if I’d been punched in the jaw.

    Suddenly a rush of sensation pushed through my body as if every cell had been electrified. My arms drew wide, my legs straightening until they felt as if they would be pulled out of their hip sockets. My body kept vibrating, every cell growing more and more agitated until it felt as if I would explode.

    Though I was in space, and no sound could travel, a scream tried to pull itself from my throat. There was no air, but that didn’t matter. My jaw drew wide, my eyes pulling open as far as the skin would let them as something tore from my throat. Terror. Pure terror.

    Something left my body. I could feel something tearing away from every limb, every tissue, and every bone until finally I lay still. My eyes slowly closed, and my mouth twitched.

    Then silence. Not just in the vacuum of space, but in my mind, in my whole body.

    Something had pulled itself from me. I had no idea what it was. But then, slowly, recognition dawned as this terrifying, sick feeling spread through my gut. It left a cold shiver in its wake, my whole body shuddering as I realized what had just happened.

    Though I didn’t know how, I felt it had something to do with Annie. No, I knew it had something to do with Annie. The vision of her suddenly slammed into my mind as if a heavy cruiser had been towing it. It shook my limbs, shifting and convulsing them so quickly they were almost a blur.

    “Annie, Annie,” I opened my mouth and tried to scream her name. Though no sound would travel through the vacuum that didn’t stop me from tearing my lips open, my eyes widening as I tried to scream her name into the abyss. I kept shaking more and more until it felt as if I would tear my limbs from my body.

    Nothing could quell the fear as it completely filled my body and soul.

    The betrothal – the betrothal was gone.

    Annie was gone.

    I tumbled in space, alone and defeated and desolate.

    …

    Anna Carter

    I’d been taken to my room.

    Rather than try the door, rather than throw myself into the task of escaping, I simply stood in the middle of the room until I let my knees fall out from underneath me and I fell onto the soft carpet. With one hand pressed into the pile and my head rested at a strange angle, I let my gaze drift toward the windows. Without blinking, they locked on the view.

    I could barely breathe, I certainly couldn’t move, and as for thoughts, I couldn’t grab hold of them as they flitted through my mind.

    I wanted to cry, scream, act out, but I just couldn’t gather the energy. I felt as if everything important to me had just been stripped from my life forever.

    When Core had taken me through the ceremony, it hadn’t struck me, but now I was alone, this feeling of loss and lethargy immobilized me. It felt as if I would never be able to push it back and regain my ordinary strength.

    I didn’t make a noise as I sat there, nor did a single tear tumble down my cheeks. But I didn’t blink either. I kept my gaze locked on the view. Eventually, as our ship shifted and changed course, my head ticked to the left and gazed at the wall instead. It was as if I was looking past the metal and bulkheads out to some other view.

    Slowly, without thinking about it, I pushed to my feet. Stumbling, my body weary with an abnormal kind of fatigue, I walked across the room until I reached the wall. I pressed two sweaty hands on it, leaving smudged handprints as I walked my way across the polished metal.

    I had no idea what I was doing, but I pressed my face against the wall and locked my eye on the metal, staring at it as if I were trying to look through to the room beyond.

    It felt as if… as if he was out there. Hart.

    Even though I didn’t have a connection with him anymore, my heart felt like it did. It was almost as if there was an invisible thread moving through the wall, out of the ship, and beyond to whatever lay in space.

    To him, wherever he may be.

    I shook and shivered as I stood there, my hands becoming even sweatier as I pressed them against the smooth white metal. I parted my lips and tried to call his name.

    It was torture, pushing it out. It just wouldn’t come. My mind kept telling me he was gone. I was distressed, overcome, and I was contriving fictions to bring me fragments of solace.

    Hart was dead. And even if he had survived somehow, we were no longer betrothed. There was no longer anything between us. I now belonged to Core. The more time I spent distracting myself with the possibility that Hart was still alive, the less time remained to be proactive.

    I should try to find a way to escape at the very least.

    But if that was impossible, I had to come up with a plan to stop Core.

    I knew he wanted me because of my connection with the Halo, so I had to think of a way to circumvent that. Even if it meant… even if it meant killing myself to stop him.

    With that thought, I pushed back, my fingers dropping to my legs as I took another forced step backward. Then I used every scrap of determination I had to turn and stare at the rest of the room.

    Slowly I let my eyes draw closed. Then I drew my hands into fists, pushing the fingers harder and harder into my sweaty palms until I felt as if I would cut the skin. Then, gritting my teeth and drawing my lips open, I forced myself to make a decision.

    “I will kill myself,” I said out loud. “If it’s the only thing I can do, I’ll kill myself,” I said. And as my words echoed through the room, I forced my eyes open.

    I stared at everything. My bed, the windows, the wall, the carpet – everything.

    I was a simple girl who’d grown up in a simple time, who had now been thrust into one of the most incredible circumstances imaginable.

    I shouldn’t be here. And yet repeating that couldn’t change the fact I was.

    Nothing could save me now. Not a goddamn thing.

    No, that was wrong.

    I could save myself. Even if by saving myself I would have to kill myself.

    With that terrifying thought echoing in my mind, I let my hands drop, my fingers stiffly uncurling from my palms as I turned once more to stare at the view.

    I let my head fall to the side, let my eyes open wide, and I considered space in silence.

    Then I took a step back and faced the door.

    Just in time.

    Core walked in.

    …

    Captain Fargo

    I’d escaped Cluster. It hadn’t been hard. Not for me. Cluster was my home. And I’d looked after it for countless years. Which meant I knew exactly how to escape.

    I was the Chief of Police, after all. Or at least, I had been.

    I’d selected a specific transport and stowed aboard, waiting until we docked at a fuel station to escape and stow aboard another vessel.

    It had been dirty but quick work. As a cybernetic life form, I’d been able to hack into the rudimentary security of the transports, keeping myself well hidden from sensors.

    I couldn’t keep running forever though. I knew enough about Foundation security to know that though it could be slow sometimes, it always caught its man.

    Half of Cluster would now be after me. Who knew what story Core had spread by now? But there was one thing I did know: I should never underestimate his power.

    I also had to do something about it. I’d spent too long – no, the universe had spent too long under their rule. Though I understood the importance of the Illuminates, this incident had taught me something else: they were too powerful. Their reach took them too far, so far, that no one in this universe was safe from them.

    So they protected this universe, and we needed that protection, but did that mean they should be unanswerable to us? Did that mean they had a free rein to do whatever they wanted? And what if I was right? What if Illuminate Core was working with the Gap, what the hell would that mean?

    I stood on the edge of a cliff. I’d found my way onto a desert planet. A specific planet I’d learned about during my career. Inhospitable, out of the way, and the last place anyone would look for me.

    It was also a site of some historical importance. If legend was to be believed, the first graft was born on this planet. It had been investigated systematically for centuries, but no one had ever found that much evidence to support the claim. Then again, maybe no one had ever been as motivated as I was now. What’s more, they wouldn’t have known about the connection between the Gap and the grafts. A connection I was just starting to understand myself.

    I knew if I wanted to unpick this entire mystery, if I wanted to blow it open and save this universe – I had to understand the Source of Light and their connection with Mark Havelock.

    And I’d have to battle through the sand to unlock that secret.

    As I stood there on the cliff, I lifted my head up and stared at the horizon. Two suns as bright as blasts from a heavy cruiser hung over the desert. A harsh wind whistled past me, sending grains of superfine pure white sand cascading over my boots and scratching across the tempered fabric of my environmental suit.

    I hadn’t had the chance to grab sufficient supplies before arriving on this planet. So the suit, almost 150 years old, would have to do. And when it failed, my own cybernetic implants would be forced to take up the slack for as long as they’d last.

    Though my body was riddled with, they were different to the ones that infected a graft. For one, I had no AI controlling what I did. For another, I was nowhere near as strong as a graft, nor as bloodthirsty. But when push came to shove, I knew I’d be able to rely on the machines within.

    Turning from the view, I headed down the side of a steep incline. All around me, dunes of white sand tumbled to the horizon, broken up here and there by dark rocky outcrops.

    Though I’d never been to this planet, I’d heard about it. Not just as the legendary birthplace of the grafts, but because of its wild weather.

    It had a 30 hour day. And for 29 hours and 55 minutes of that day, the weather was calm, albeit with a briskly marching breeze that scattered the white sand everywhere.

    For the last five minutes of the day, as the two suns dropped from the sky, everything changed. Winds of up to 1000 km an hour slashed their way across the planet, driving the sand in a wall of death.

    This 150-year-old environmental suit that now protected my body would not be enough. It would be torn to shreds in seconds, and my flesh and bone would go with it.

    By my reckoning, I had at least 27 hours until that five-minute block of hell.

    There were multiple cave systems on this planet, and I planned to be inside one by that time. Not just for protection.

    I knew that the surface of this planet had been scanned multiple times to find out the secrets of the grafts. The cave systems, however, were different.

    Why?

    They were alive. They changed constantly. The rock of this planet wasn’t like the ordinary stone found on Earth. It had a trace of a strange biological organism that grew and organized itself into the most phenomenal structures. Structures that constantly changed and moved to withstand the 5 minutes of hell this planet endured every day.

    To be honest, if I didn’t have my life and the whole existence of the universe in my hands, I’d enjoy this trip. Though wildly dangerous, this planet was a mystery of the universe. I’d always planned to visit it.

    Now I wasn’t visiting. If I didn’t find out the secret of the grafts, and I didn’t find it soon, who knew what Core would do.

    …

    Illuminate Hart

    I tumbled in silence for God knows how long. I lost track of time. Lost track of everything.

    My mind was blank. Not a pleasant blank, not an unaffected calm, but a complete disconnect.

    For a while, I could barely remember who I was, let alone why I was here. It was as if the memory had been stripped from me.

    Slowly it returned, and reality dawned on me. My betrothal had been nullified. Somehow, some impossible how, Core had stripped away my betrothal to Annie. A betrothal that had spanned eons upon eons. Gone. Fractured. Disintegrated.

    As the reality truly dawned on me, it felt as if I’d die. As if I no longer had anything to live for.

    It wasn’t an overstatement. A betrothal was not some simple contract to an Illuminate. It was not some mere convenient transaction. Though I would have benefited from Annie’s connection with the Halo, our relationship ran much deeper than that. We were connected, entwined at our very souls.

    Now that connection had been shattered. I didn’t know who I was anymore.

    In that state, so alone and isolated, it was tempting to do nothing. To stay here in the depths of space and tumble alone in the darkness.

    But then flashes, like stars on the horizon, arose in my mind. Through that pall of loneliness, I remembered something. A feeling. A distinct feeling that welled in my chest and spread throughout the rest of my body.

    Responsibility.

    A weight. A weight that pinned me down like a whole mountain pressing against my sternum.

    I… had to try. I had to do something, had a responsibility, an enduring, fully encompassing responsibility to Annie and the universe.

    At times throughout my life, I’d almost let that responsibility kill me. That weight of knowing that my actions had ramifications for countless lives in countless universes. Numerous times that knowledge had almost crushed me.

    I remembered now, in perfect detail, telling Annie that the only way to overcome responsibility like that was to share it.

    Now, here, in a flash of understanding brought by the total disconnect of my body, I understood another way.

    Not the sharing of responsibility, but the sharing of power.

    The Illuminates held all the power, and we had never shared it with the rest of the universe, despite the threat of the Gap.

    And because we had never shared that power, I was now alone and on the edge of defeat.

    I understood the role of the Illuminates, and I would never forget it. But now, with everything I knew about myself stripped and my identity struggling to repair itself, I realized there was another path. The Illuminates did not have to fight the Gap on their own. If they shared their power – if I shared my power, my technology, my understanding, the universe could fight as one.

    This universe had always faced the consequence of the Gap breaking through and destroying it, but we had never allowed them to share the power to fight the Gap.

    I brought my hands up and stared at them. Though there was no illumination, that didn’t matter. I didn’t need the light to see.

    I pressed my hands close to my face and turned them around slowly, staring from the fingertips to the palms, then back again.

    In an instant, I made them glow, that ethereal light jumping over the skin, glowing with so much power, it was a star in its own right.

    Never in Illuminate history had we given our knowledge and technology away. Now, here, today, I made a decision to change that.

    If I ever made it to safety, if I ever somehow caught up to Core, I would never let anything like this happen again.

    It had taken the dissolution of everything I thought I was and the loss of everything that had made me me to realize this.

    The way we had lived was wrong. There was more than one way to fight the Gap.

    To do so, we would have to break with every tradition – a thought that would have once horrified me, but now felt essential. For tradition was why I was here. It had robbed me of my betrothed, and it had robbed me of freedom, and unless I found a miracle, it could rob this universe of its very existence.

  
    Chapter 2

    
      Anna Carter
    

    I stood there and stared at him, I’d never been colder in my life. This tense, frightful shiver shifted its way up my back, locking my limbs in place. My eyes were so wide, I could feel them drying out.

    But I didn’t dare blink.

    I didn’t dare stop looking at him for a second.

    As for Core, he stood there a few meters from the door, staring at me impassively.

    No, impassively wasn’t the right word. It was regal disdain. His head was angled, his lips pulled into a thin snarl.

    He stood there for a full minute before he made a noise – a low grunting laugh. It was the most hateful thing I’d ever heard.

    I took a shuddering step back, grasping a hand onto the collar of my tunic as I stared at him.

    Slowly he shifted his head to the side as he appeared to study me intently. “You look terrified,” he said.

    I didn’t answer him. I pressed my lips together, took a breath, and tried to calm my nerves.

    His lips curled into a smile. There was no mirth behind it, just that same disdainful sense of victory.

    “Aren’t you going to ask what happens next?”

    I ground my teeth together. Then I found it – that spark. That spirit I’d buried over the past few days. “I don’t care what you’ve planned. I will do everything I can to stop you,” I said, my voice growing more passionate with every word, heart beating hard in my chest until I could feel it thrumming in my throat.

    I didn’t care that my voice was all over the place. I didn’t care that I still shivered and shook. I meant my words. I would not give into him.

    He held my gaze, never blinking. Then he let his lips spread open, and he let out another grunt of a laugh. “What is it exactly that you think you can do? You understand what I am, don’t you?” he asked in a slow voice as if I were too simple to comprehend his statement.

    “I know you’re a monster,” I spat.

    He put more effort into smiling, his cheeks fattening as his eyes narrowed. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking you can say whatever you want to me. You have a purpose, a duty,” he said, his voice reverberating low, “and if you fail to perform it, I will find a way to make you perform it,” his voice shook on the word make.

    Though fear thundered through me, I held my ground. I pressed my hands into fists, curling my fingers until the nails dug hard into the flesh. Then I let my lips fold back over my teeth. For a second, I said nothing and simply clenched them together, feeling the tension lock my jaw.

    “Don’t you make the mistake of thinking it will be that easy. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the Illuminates, it’s that you underestimate things. You’re not gods,” I said, and I meant it. I forced myself to believe that there had to be some way to defeat Core. He was not invincible, and I could never let myself think he was. I could never let myself give up on my last remaining spark of hope.

    He said nothing. His expression changed. The quality of his gaze changed as well. He appeared to assess me from a new angle. He even took a step back. Then he lifted his head, showing his considerable height. I don’t know how, but somehow the shadows around his body changed, became darker, more menacing. They drew me in.

    “You shouldn’t underestimate me, Annie Carter,” he said.

    There was something wrong, something terrifying about his voice. It sounded less like a voice and more like thunder echoing from far off.

    He held my gaze – it was horrific, one of the most horrible experiences I’d ever endured. It wasn’t just that he stared at me, but that I couldn’t look away. It was as if he compelled me, somehow reaching inside my skull and locking my eyes with his.
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