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      Blurb

      

      
        Nothing makes sense. He saw her die. Now Mimi Chester's back.
      

      She won't live long if they can't escape the Black Mass. As dangers mount, they're pushed further into that dark ship's secrets.

      Luck and pure grit might see them escape it. For now. But the past has hidden this monster too long, and now it rises once more.

      ....

      Broken follows a tycoon's daughter and a pirate-turned-hero fighting mysterious alien tech. If you crave your space opera with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Broken Episode Two today and soar free with an Odette c. Bell series.

      Broken is the 2nd Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each installment can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    Chapter 1

    Joshua Cook

    It took a long time, but eventually she pulled away. It was then that he caught a glimpse of her middle.

    There was no evidence the bullet had ever struck her. Her clothes weren’t torn, and her skin appeared unharmed underneath. There wasn’t even any blood.

    “What… how… you’re alive,” he managed through a choking wheeze.

    “I was shot. I was shot,” she whispered as tears streamed down her face.

    He clutched her shoulder, letting his fingers press against her reassuringly. “You’re alive,” he stuttered through his own disbelief. “Mimi, you’re alive.”

    “How? I… died. I felt the bullet. I died…” she sobbed.

    Without thinking, acting purely on instinct, he grabbed her and hugged her once more. He had no right to; he hated her and she hated him. That didn’t stop his hands from collapsing tightly around her back and hers from latching onto the fabric of his shirt. She pressed her head hard against his chest.

    This time, when they broke apart, she no longer sobbed. Her eyes were wide with terror. “What just happened?” She stared past him at the broken metal ring by her feet.

    Appearing to see it for the first time, she jolted with fear.

    Wordlessly, he grabbed her up and pulled her out of the broken ring. They came to a stop, still holding onto each other. They both stared at the ring.

    Josh couldn’t answer her question. Though he’d seen it all, he had no idea what had happened. So he stood there, sweat collecting around his lips and above his eyes, a hard lump forming in his throat.

    “Josh?”

    In reply, he tightened his grip around her. With a kick of nerves, he realized they had to get out of here. Sure, he’d been lucky enough to dispatch that group of scavengers, but that didn’t mean more weren’t on their way.

    He started to pull her away. She was weak. Whatever the heck had happened to her in that pillar of light had left her limbs unresponsive and wobbly.

    She clutched his collar, her grip white with fear. Though he stumbled forward, searching the scene for more scavengers, he could see her knuckles in his peripheral vision – bone white on pale pink.

    He didn’t have a plan, other than to stay alive. Though reason dictated he shouldn’t go back the way they’d come, lest more scavengers pop out of the bushes, he didn’t know where else to go. Not only was this ship enormous – it had proven it was full of surprises. For all he knew, if he continued forward, they’d run into something even more dangerous than a couple of pirates with plasma guns.

    He didn’t want to see her die again. The very thought sent a chill racing so violently down his back, he practically convulsed.

    She replied by gripping his collar even harder. She was tugging the fabric so stiffly, it felt like she’d strangle him. He wasn’t about to ask her to stop. Who knew what was going through her head, and if strangling his collar was all she could do to get through it, then so be it.

    As they ran, he watched the strange world around them. In all his years of scavenging and working for the Coalition, Josh had never come across a ship like this. The architecture was so massive, it went beyond imposing and became megalithic. This whole place felt like a floating world, as if some ancient alien race had packed up their entire planet and sent it into space.

    Though he’d broached the idea it could be a First Age vessel before, now, as his boots pounded the silver metal floor, it’s all he thought of. He wasn’t familiar with this kind of technology. The beam of light that had swept Mimi up and repaired her injuries… it was beyond him.

    He swallowed hard, blinking so stiffly, his eyelids felt like stones.

    “Where are we going?” Her voice was soft, not through tenderness, but fatigue.

    He needed to get her to a doctor right away. For all he knew, she was still on death’s door. Though this ship had somehow stripped her of her fatal injury, it could bring it back.

    “We’ve got to find a way out of here.”

    “Shouldn’t we go back the way we came? Aren’t we just going deeper into the ship? We need to get closer to the surface so I can call Klutzo.”

    The smallest of smiles kinked his lips. She was arguing with him. Despite the fact she’d just died, she was still using what little energy she had to quarrel.

    “Leave it to me,” he tried to assure her.

    “But who knows where we’re headed?”

    At her admission, his stomach knotted with nerves. It felt like someone had a firm hold of his intestines and was looping them around his spine. His back slicked with a drenching sweat.

    He hated every freaking thing about this situation. Even if they made it back to the desert, that wouldn’t constitute safety.

    There’d be no cavalry up there, no Coalition to rely on. Just more scavengers. And when word got around that Josh had shot three of their kind, he’d get real unpopular real quick.

    He had to rely on himself and only himself. Mimi was in no condition to help him. Plus, when she wasn’t arguing, she was clumsy. Occasionally she could be resourceful, but she was no Coalition officer.

    As his neck itched with frustration, he tried to think. Even though this ship was enormous and unlike any other vessel he’d ever seen, there were similarities. There had to be. There were certain facts about space travel that were germane to all ships. For one, you needed an engine room. For another, you needed life support.

    There would also be scanners, weapons, and navigation systems. If he could discover them, he could get out of here. He could blow a path through the sand or just lift this hulking great ship back up onto the desert above.

    There were so many things that could go wrong with his plan, but he judiciously pushed them from his mind. He concentrated on two things: keeping Mimi comfortable and secure in his arms and heading out of this room. He’d go through what doors he could find until reason or dumb luck helped him discover a useful room.

    As his plan solidified, his immediate fear abated. It didn’t dry up completely – this was still the most dangerous situation he’d ever been in.

    Josh Cook would have to use everything he could to survive – even more if he wanted Mimi to get through this. And there was no way he was leaving her behind.

    With nothing but hope and a prayer, he ran.

  
    Chapter 2

    Mimi Chester

    She couldn’t remember what had happened. But as they ran, flashes punctured her thoughts. Her body tingled with some repressed memory. It felt locked in her limbs as if someone had seared the experience into her bones.

    She loosened her grip on his collar. She was still holding onto it tightly, but not tightly enough to garrote him.

    She might have convinced herself she hated Josh, but now he was her savior. Without him, she would have died too many times to count.

    The thought sent a jolt through her body as if she’d swallowed a live wire.

    “It’s okay,” Josh cooed, tightening his grip around her.

    She couldn’t walk, not quickly, anyway, so Josh was carrying her. It had been at least 10 minutes now, and he wasn’t showing a single sign of fatigue. Fear, yes. His brows brushed his eyes, deep lines cutting across his hairline and framing his frightened gaze.

    He never dropped her, and he didn’t stop. He was just as strong and determined as befitted a real special commander.

    Despite the situation, she managed a smile. No, it managed itself – it was an automatic move that came from somewhere inside her belly, the same place making her thankful she’d met the guy. Though he was a terror half the time, she doubted anyone else would be able to get them out of this.

    Josh didn’t look down at her. He didn’t speak. He didn’t even pause to insult her – which was new. He concentrated only on getting out of here.

    They were still in the cavernous room. The pillars of light were dotted around them, slicing from the ground right up to the ceiling at least 200 meters above.

    She had no idea what this ship had been used for, let alone what those strikes of light did, but every time she looked at one, she flinched.

    … She’d been shot. She’d died. And yet here she was alive again, with no explanation and no clue how she’d survived.

    She desperately wanted to stop and inspect those beams, but she couldn’t. Not only did they need to run, but every time Josh stumbled too close to one, she fought the urge to scream.

    Her limbs tingled all over. Though the sensation was starting to abate, it was still strong enough for Mimi to realize it felt like she’d run a marathon. Yeah, that was it. The feeling lodged in her body was one of frantic activity. It was like she’d run for a whole day or fought in the most desperate of battles.

    As that last thought came to mind, a flash flared through her memory. A desert, a red sky, and a sea of something before her – wave after wave of moving metal catching the blood-colored sun above.

    She jerked her eyes open. Her hands and arms tingled so badly, they felt like electricity.

    “You’ll be fine. We’ll get you out of here, and we’ll get you to a Coalition doctor. Everything will be fine, Mim.” Josh didn’t look down at her. Neither did he stop running. But it didn’t feel as though he was ignoring her – just the opposite.

    She tried to be comforted by his words, but as silence returned, punctuated only by the beat of his footfall, her thoughts gravitated back to her broken memories.

    Why did she feel like she’d just been in a battle? Why could she still smell the singe of metal and flesh burning her nostrils? Why did her hands tingle from pressing a trigger over and over again?

    She wanted to share her concerns with Josh, but she couldn’t distract him. He was the only person who could get them out of here, and Mimi needed to get out of here as soon as possible.

    This place was haunting her.

    Finally, finally Josh made it to the other side of this gargantuan room. It felt as if he’d been running for half an hour or more. How he was still carrying her, she didn’t know. Though he was panting and she could feel his heart as she pressed into his chest, he didn’t seem ready to drop her. He did slow down, though.

    She watched his head dart to the left and right as he surveyed the wall. It, like the rest of this room, was made of a shiny, smooth silver metal.

    “There’s got to be a door around here somewhere,” he muttered bitterly, his Adam’s apple bobbing tightly against his collar.

    She turned her head to stare at the wall. Though she couldn’t see much from her position in his arms, there was no door in sight.

    Josh swore bitterly, his face compressing with so much concentrated anger, his skin could tear.

    He’d picked up three scavenger guns, and they were on straps around his shoulders. As he stopped to stare at the wall, he shifted his arm back as if he was about to grab one up.

    It made her flinch. She didn’t think he was about to shoot her for being an annoying rich brat – it was just the memory of guns. It made her hands tingle as if she’d been forced to use one for the past week.

    Josh gazed down at her. “Just hold on, Mim. We need to get out of here. We need a frigging door.”

    Josh’s shout reverberated around the room. It echoed against the smooth walls, making the space seem even larger.

    There was a click from somewhere further into the room. At first, she barely noticed it, but Josh did. He stiffened, every muscle under his jaw contracting in a twitch. He turned and stared behind them.

    “What is it?” she croaked through a shaking breath.

    Josh didn’t answer. She could only see one side of his face, but that was enough. Tension washed over his expression, narrowing his eyes and hardening his already rock-solid jaw.

    Her heart started to beat wildly in her chest, bouncing around like one of those bruiser blasts.

    She could hear footfall. That’s what the clicking was. Someone was coming toward them.

    Josh opened his mouth and swore, no sound coming out as he backed against the wall. He pressed into it, and for the first time, his arms started to shake with fatigue.

    She wanted to ask if there were more scavengers out there, but she didn’t dare make a sound. She waited, adrenaline shaking her body as the sounds grew louder and louder.

    Just as her heart beat so hard it rang in her ears, she heard the first shot. It zipped past and sunk into the wall.

    If she’d been under any illusion that the footfall could belong to friends not foes, it ended with that shot.

    She let out a short, yelping scream.

    Josh acted. He powered to the side, somehow grabbing one of his guns while still holding her in his arms.

    Though he seemed content to fight with the significant disadvantage of holding onto her at the same time, she wouldn’t let him. She pulled away, struggling until she broke free.

    When he tried to grab her back, she pushed a hand into his shoulder, looked up into his eyes, and shook her head.

    She had a moment with him. Well, as much of a moment as one could have in the midst of a gunfight. But she saw something in his gaze, in the pressed, worried stance of his body, in the rude but brave Josh Cook.

    They connected, however briefly.

    Then another bullet blast sunk into the wall high above.

    It was clear their enemy was taking pot-shots and was too far away to offer any accuracy. That didn’t stop Josh from shouldering his gun and replying in kind. He grabbed hold of her arm, yanking her forward.

    She stumbled. Her body still felt as if it had endured a war. Her knees buckled, her legs shifting from side-to-side like seaweed battling a violent swell.

    She didn’t fall. Somehow she kept it together and stumbled after him.

    Josh pulled her behind a pillar of light. She tried to resist, but he tugged harder until they were both out of sight.

    Being this close to one of those pillars was horrifying. Her arms and legs and face seized up as if someone had cut the skin and poured concrete in.

    She could barely breathe. All she could do was stand as flashes of memory assaulted her mind. Memories that were alien to her. That red planet, that sea of ever-encroaching metal….

    Just as she shuddered violently at the visceral memory, several shots slammed into the ground around them.

    Clearly their enemy was now close enough to aim.

    That meant Josh was too. She watched him push down onto his haunches, then, in a smooth, practiced move, roll to the side. He blasted off three shots.

    Something beyond the beam of light thudded onto the floor.

    Josh darted back behind cover, his eyes pressed open despite the sweat drenching his brow. He didn’t even bother to swipe a hand over his face to clear it – he took a breath and rolled back out of cover, this time from a different direction.

    She wanted to help, but what could she do? Especially in her current condition? She could barely walk, let alone pluck up one of Josh’s guns.

    Or so she thought.

    Josh unhooked one of the guns from his shoulder and pressed it into the floor beside him as he peered past the pillar of light. His move was automatically met with a barrage of blasts. The shots couldn’t make it through the light. They slammed into it and were easily absorbed by whatever sophisticated shielding kept the light safe.

    There weren’t even any sparks.

    Josh took the remaining gun from his shoulder until he only held one. He needed to be light and maneuverable and was clearly jettisoning needless weight.

    With a sharp breath, he rolled out of cover, shooting as he did. He didn’t hesitate. He’d plunged right into the firing line with nothing more than a short breath.

    He was incredible.

    Whether it came from his murky past or his Coalition training, Josh Cook was easily the best warrior she’d seen, on screen and off.

    Meanwhile, she sat there, exactly where Josh had deposited her, unable to move. She couldn’t dare shimmy closer to him – that would bring her closer to the light.

    Her skin burned. Every nerve ending sparked with frantic energy. Seconds later, she started to shake.

    She watched Josh twist to stare at her before he leaned out of cover and kept shooting.

    His brow somehow compressed with even more worry, though it looked like he’d reached the limits of human concern.

    “Hold on, just hold on,” he stuttered through his short, panting breaths. Wiping a hand across his mouth and repositioning the large, heavy gun against his right shoulder, he shot her a desperate look.

    She returned it as her body kept shaking violently.

    She should be stronger than this, she admonished as a blast skidded across the floor a few meters to her left, bubbling the metal and letting out a foul, acrid smell.

    She prided herself on her resilience. She was meant to be the girl who always got up after she fell. Nothing could keep Mimi Chester down.

    Now nothing could help her to stand, apart from Josh. And he was currently engaged in a frantic battle for their lives.

    Suddenly, she heard footfall to her left. At the same time, she watched Josh twist to the right.

    He couldn’t be in two places at once.

    A scavenger burst into view on her left just as another rounded the pillar of light to the right.

    Josh rammed his shoulder into the closest guy, but he was too far away to protect Mimi.

    There was a split second where she stared up into the murderous gaze of the scavenger. He was massive, easily three times bigger than her. She wasn’t familiar with his race, but he had a mismatch of features, all of them contorted in rage. With a shaggy, black mane of unwashed, mud-caked hair, he smelled like death. He also looked ready to dish it out.

    Without a word, without even a snarl, he launched at her.

    She acted on instinct. From deep inside her, something ignited.

    Maybe it was her Coalition training lifting its head after all these years, but Mimi managed to shift to the side, drop to her knees, and grab up one of Josh’s guns.

    Before she could squeeze off a shot, the scavenger was upon her. It wrapped its muscled arms around her middle and brought its head forward to butt her.

    She jerked her neck to the side, managing to cushion the scavenger’s blow with her shoulder rather than her skull. The alien’s blow rammed into her arm, and it felt like she’d been hit by a battering ram.

    As pain raced through her, feeling like her blood turned to acid, she managed to keep hold of the gun.

    The scavenger jerked back, grabbed the gun, and with a vicious sneer, tugged it free.

    She couldn’t stop it – it was easily ten
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