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      Blurb

      

      When the shadow of an old enemy rises, the Coalition is plunged into chaos.

      They'll need a savior to have a chance. What they'll get is a pirate dedicated to one thing - lying to squeeze as much out of the galaxy as he can. Jerr'n Taal never signed up to be anything other than a crim. His father laid out a path of piracy for him from birth, and Jerr'n's faithfully followed it, never deviating off course to help anyone other than himself.

      He intends to stay as crooked as possible. Then she comes along. Naomi Ringwald is running from a past that should kill her. A research assistant to the brilliant if eccentric scientist Ruben Stalz, one mistake ruins her budding career.

      When things go wrong, she runs. She's always done it and always will. But running this time leads her straight into the arms of Jerr'n and drags both of them into a twisted plot to undermine the Coalition from within. Soon, Naomi, Jerr'n, and his crew are thrown into a galactic plot that could end everything.

      Can a self-professed crooked crim and a woman running from her destiny save the galaxy? Or are the Coalition's days finally numbered?

      ....

      Space Ends follows a hidden superweapon and a charming pirate fighting a rogue scientist before he condemns the Coalition. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Space Ends Book One today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Space Ends is the 23rd Galactic Coalition Academy series. A sprawling, epic, and exciting sci-fi world where cadets become heroes and hearts are always won, each series can be read separately, so plunge in today.
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    Chapter 1

    Jerr’n

    I stretched my head from left to right, inched my fingers up my modified armor, grabbed the edge of the unit where it connected to my neck, and tried to scratch. It was unsatisfying and unsuccessful. It was impossible to move my prying fingers between the gel seal. Sure, this armor was crap. Sure, I’d cobbled it together from various stolen pieces from across the galaxy, but even it could withstand my prying fingers.

    I said even it. Not much in this checkered Milky Way could.

    A case in point, I strode close behind a Coalition official as he walked like an icebreaker through the center of town. I said town. This was just an outpost. Another in the long list of cookie-cutter, semi-abandoned outposts along the Barbarian and Coalition border. Sure, it was more peaceful these days. The Barbarians had their own problems, and frankly, while they’d been a risk a while ago, now the Coalition was leaping ahead of them.

    This planet and all of its friends would always be backwater places, though. I could never imagine them reaping the same technological and economic benefits as the center of the Milky Way. They’d always have that slightly raw, tarnished edge to them. An edge I liked. An edge that meant out here, you could be yourself. Even if you were me. A self-avowed crooked criminal who would never see straight, let alone walk a path that didn’t deviate into every single person’s pocket he passed. And speaking of that, I suddenly bumped into the Coalition officer’s shoulder.

    The guy was tall, strapping, and broad – making him look as if he’d been rolled off some kind of genetic meat press. While the Coalition said they didn’t engage in unnecessary genetic engineering, everyone knew they lied. Plus, what was the Coalition? What was it really? Yeah, sure, it was technically a cohesive democratic group that ran the largest section of the Milky Way. Sure, it was an army, an apparent peace force that ran around the galaxy – and other galaxies too – staving off threats that could consume all. But what was it at the end of the day? A group? It depended on who you talked to. How about an oath, a principle? Again, it depended on who you talked to.

    Because no group, no matter how cohesive, exists forever. Nor can it exist in every single nook and cranny. The essence of the Coalition might be stronger closer to Earth. Out here, it was just a diluted theory, an emblem you passed on various ships, a muttered phrase – nothing solid. Nothing, importantly, to fear.

    As I brushed the guy’s shoulder, I ensured he teetered to the left. And in doing so, I pushed him right into the path of my trusted engineer, Barg.

    Barg wasn’t your standard engineer. What did that mean? Did he crash my ship every other Tuesday? No. He just wasn’t from one of the recognized races of the Coalition. And what did I mean by that? Turn back a page and remember what I’d told you about genetic experiment meat grinders. The experiments that the Coalition promised you never occurred. Barg was what happened when one of those went wrong, when a rogue Coalition scientist was allowed to do what he wanted, was allowed to experiment on what he wanted, and was allowed to get away with it for as long as he wanted.

    Barg had a solid form, kind of. If I didn’t pump him full of the right kind of drugs, he became decidedly gelatinous.

    He still had a cohesive psyche, but it was pretty inconvenient to have your head engineer incapable of holding a quantum wrench. But it was certainly convenient when said head could form body parts that could slip into anyone’s bags with ease, that could move around even the most cohesive shield, and that could dart into this Coalition officer’s pocket without the guy having a clue.

    Barg stood to the left, though stood was a grand term. While half of his body had cohesion, his fingers were currently melting into water droplets. The officer didn’t notice. Didn’t even feel as Barg’s fingers competently slipped into the guy’s pocket and pulled out the token.

    The officer did however whirl, and he locked his irritated, flaming gaze on me.

    I could even see myself reflected in the guy’s wide, determined stare.

    The equivalent of a galactic bum stared back. I had a flop of dark brown hair that covered one equally dark brown eye. It led to a big mouth, which was perhaps one of my greatest attributes. A thin scar, like a crescent moon, connected the left edge of my lips down to my chin. I always joked that it was a lever. Pull on it, and I’d pull you into the most entrapping smile the Milky Way had ever seen.

    I let my hands jerk up, and I opened them wide. I didn’t have to say anything to Barg, didn’t have to use our neural comms stream to check he had the token.

    Barg, hardly the subtlest creature in the world, started whistling a tune as he wandered off into the popular streets around town.

    There I went, calling this place a town again. What it was was a hub, a group, a dump if you were being particularly brutal.

    Over the years, this Coalition outpost had learned to live on its own. After hundreds of unanswered Barbarian raids, they’d figured out that if they wanted to survive, they needed to provide their own firepower. Sure, occasionally the cavalry would wander in, guns blazing. The Coalition was just as inclined to forget about those who lived on the border as it was to help them, though.

    Various crashed ships were strewn around town. Carcasses that had been ripped apart, half gutted, then just left like corpses on the edge of a battlefield. Some of them made up shops, houses, even the local clinker. The rest of them were just that – carcasses.

    Civilized people deal with their dead. Folks who just have to get on with it leave the dead exactly where they are to rot.

    This was what happened to modern spacefaring races – this was the reality of the galaxy the Coalition would rather forget.

    Lucky people like me were here to remind them.

    “Do you mind?” the Coalition officer asked in a deadly dry tone. Throw a match near it, and it would crackle into life, singeing your eyebrows and taking the rest of you with it. “You knocked into me deliberately.”

    I swayed back, knowing the exact pattern of weakness to use to make this guy think I was drunk. I didn’t hiccup – come on, this wasn’t my first rodeo. I let my wrists go jellylike and spread my fingers only to have my thumb jerk to the left as if someone had a string attached to it. “I didn’t knock into you. Not on purpose. I wanted to, but I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said, talking around in a loop, giving Barg time to slip through the crowd.

    Possibly literally.

    I didn’t have to dart my gaze over to him – this wasn’t my first time on an operation like this. I had a global view, and in the left of my visual field, I watched him lurch behind an old flight manifold.

    He shoved one hand on it only for the hand to lose cohesion. It formed these shimmering droplets, some of them red like blood, some of them this dingy brown – what you would get if you took every single piece of flesh and bone and hair in a body and mashed it together in a blender.

    I winced slightly. That had to hurt. Barg would be fine, though. He always picked up. Especially after we completed a good sting like this. And this would be one of the best we’d done in a long time.

    The token in Barg’s currently melting hand would get us into the Lion Facility. And what was that? Like I’d said earlier, the Coalition had pretty much abandoned this area of space – until they’d found something they wanted. And the Lion Facility had been erected only a couple of sectors away from here in a special area of space that had once been beholden to a dangerous anomaly. What with ultimate spacers and their kind these days, the anomaly was now gone. The effect it had left on space, however, wasn’t. It made it the perfect place to develop and research phase technology. And what was phase technology? Where had you been? Living under a rock or rotting in a dump like this? Whatever your excuse, phase technology was the future. It was based on a realm, on a level of organization right below this one.

    There wasn’t just the real world. These days, there were realms, almost infinite, sitting right underneath this one. If you had the right technology, you could access them. You could call, not just on their power, but on their space-bending qualities to move faster than you could in the real world, to do things you couldn’t even imagine, and, ultimately, to secure the Coalition’s power, yet again.

    Me, I just wanted to access the Lion Facility in case they had gear I could steal and sell.

    As soon as I thought that, I swear I got a crystal clear image of my old man smiling, right there in the middle of my head, his arms crossed, his long head tilted down as he stared at me.

    My old man, if you believed the myth, had once been a Coalition captain. He’d never been a Coalition captain. That had been a front. From the day that crooked jerk was born, he’d always searched for his next mark.

    He’d used the Coalition until they’d found him and, quite sensibly, thrown him away. Then he’d become a pirate, through and through. And I’d been born into his tarnished embrace.

    And speaking of tarnished embraces, I suddenly banged into the officer again, but he was smart, and he was clearly wearing holographic armor. Before my shoulder could brush his, he lurched to the side quickly, almost gracefully. Someone like him, who looked like a sack of meat squeezed into an official tunic, shouldn’t be able to move as if he weighed nothing at all. But that’s holographic armor for you. Without the correct gear, you’ll never detect it. You’ll never even see it. It will just feel as if the person you’re fighting has godlike powers.

    But who cares about gods? This Milky Way cared about one thing. Smarts. And I had those in spades.

    I went to knock into him again but instead fell at his feet. And then, well, turn away if you’re squeamish. On cue, I threw up all over his shined boots.

    “What the hell?” he grunted darkly.

    I grabbed my mouth, lurched around, locked my other hand on my stomach, and went to hurl again, but the smart man jumped back.

    He shook off the muck, cleaning the toe of his boot against the dirty brown sand of the city street.

    He cursed me and went to walk off. For inexplicable reasons, even though I knew I shouldn’t, I reached out and placed a hand on his boot. I looked up into his eyes slowly, letting my head tilt all the way back, letting my gaze align as calmly as a giant pendulum swinging back around. “Thanks.”

    I said that from the bottom of my heart as I imagined all of the gear we’d steal from the Lion Facility with his token.

    His eyes narrowed.

    A ship took off from the spaceport not far from here, and its blue exhaust reflected in his eyes. It was kind of like having the Milky Way with all its power, all its planets, all its promises, and all its secrets finally pausing to pay attention to me. And what did it see? A criminal.

    A self-avowed crooked crim.

    I paid less attention to the reflection of space in his pupils and more to my wide grin as I picked myself up and swayed on my knees. I locked a thumb against my cheek and wiped off all the sick, then looked into his eyes and repeated, “Thanks.”

    “For what?”

    “For saving the Milky Way, Soldier.”

    He narrowed his eyes. He jerked his gaze off me and clearly got a neural comms, because he stiffened, then finally muttered, “It’s not just the Coalition who can save the Milky Way. Anyone can.”

    With that chest-thumping statement, he wandered off. I let him go.

    I picked myself up, locked a hand on the back of my head, and sighed.

    When he was far out of earshot, I muttered, “Wrong. You have to want to save it first.”

    I went back to trying to scratch my neck. Screw this armor. I had to throw this set out. I thought that, even latched a hand on the shoulder unit to start peeling it off my sweaty skin now, but stopped.

    You never threw anything out. You never wasted a single piece of scrap. Not if you came from the colony worlds. You sold it to some poor sucker who didn’t know what they were getting into.

    I turned, trying to find an aforementioned poor sucker, but I got a quick mental comms.

    I didn’t use the standard mental comms they used in the Coalition. For one, I didn’t have access to that kind of gear. For another, I didn’t want them spying on me. What I used was some amalgamation of tech that Barg and my second-in-command, Lilith, had cobbled together one night.

    If any two people in the entire Milky Way deserved the moniker of evil geniuses, it was them.

    If I didn’t trust them, I’d hand them in to the cops. But I did trust them, and I was stupid enough to let them experiment on me.

    I used one of their psychic-wave neural-comms implants to contact Barg, wherever he was. It was just as he tried to contact me. “We’ve got a problem,” he grunted in the voice he always used when things were about to blow up. Not wanting to be overly dramatic – considering he melted every other half hour – you never heard him screaming. You only ever heard this – that twang of unease that shifted through his tone like ice melting through fire.

    “What is it, Barg?” I snapped in my head, careful enough to keep my expression even. Who knew when I’d come across another Coalition officer – though statistically, that would be rare on a crappy outpost like this. The guy was here because his ship had needed maintenance.

    His ship had needed maintenance, because we’d found a way to sabotage it at the last spaceport, but that was a different story. And who cared about it when Barg took a strained breath that told me my own ship could be seconds from blowing up?

    “What is it, Barg?” I demanded again when he didn’t answer fast enough.

    “We need to get a hustle on.”

    I paled. 1001 reasons why we might need to run ran through my head. They ran, then they sprinted, then they exploded. In detailed, nasty visions of exactly what could go wrong to a crooked crew like us. Sure, I was a self-avowed criminal. Sure, most of the people who worked for me were either evil geniuses, runaways from the Coalition army, or deadbeats in between. But I cared for my crew. And one day, while I knew that I would statistically go down in flames, I didn’t want them to join me.

    I grabbed the back of my neck, fingers cinching in, jolting over the broken back section of my armor until they fell by my side. “What is it?”

    “We just received reports of another pirate outfit going after the Lion Facility. I fear they will get there first.”

    Did I melt? No. I wasn’t Barg. Did I suddenly get angry at him for using that voice on something that didn’t entail the immediate destruction of our ship? No. Because this was bad.

    “It’s them, isn’t it?” I demanded as I forced myself into a frenetic run.

    I looped around the rusted remains of an old heavy cruiser. This was a Coalition design from at least 150 years ago, back when space was predictable, back when the way to win, the way to survive was to drag your guns with you and fire at whatever moved.

    Though someone had of course removed the guns over half a century ago, the holes where the turrets had once been remained. Alien birds nested in their contorted gray and brown remains, street kids, too.

    I leapt right over the tattered strands of a brown sand scarf, twisted to the side, rolled right underneath the jagged native grass used for a nest, and came up fast. I shot around the side of the heavy cruiser, peering through the old bulkheads like someone gazing through the carcass of a rotted whale. I could see the spaceport beyond. Blue and yellow flashes signaled ships taking off. And right at the far end, a purple flash signified my ship.

    The Unicorn.

    Great name for a ship, I hear you say? I totally agreed.

    But I wanted it to stay as a ship for as long as possible. And if I wanted that to happen, I needed to pay my bills. To pay my bills, I needed to get to the Lion Facility first. And I certainly needed to get there before my number one enemy did.

    Were they the Kore? Heck no. The Barbarians? Of course not. What about the latest empire to raise its ugly head and try to take over the galaxy? What were they called again? The Risen? It wasn’t them. It was another pirate group led by a half-cybernetic assassin called Shadow.

    I shuddered to even think of him. I also shuddered to think of what he would do to the Lion Facility if he got there first. Just for a moment, my thoughts were almost moral. I wondered how much blood a violent cybernetic like him would shed. Didn’t need to imagine though, did I? I’d been to the scene of multiple crimes committed by his silver-blue hands. He never left anyone alive. He often cut them right from the tip of their head down to the tips of their toes. He divided them and split them like somebody breaking through an atom to get to the power within.

    But the moral thought didn’t last. It was up to the Coalition to protect their own. It was up to me to get my hands on all of that juicy tech in time to pay my debts to continue my life and my crooked ways.

    I palmed my mouth, clearing the sweat off from underneath my visor. I could’ve worn a full helmet, but then I wouldn’t be able to show off my cheeky smile.

    Plus, on a desert world like this, you needed good reliable armor. If you didn’t wear it, you’d cook underneath the baking rays.

    Cooking was the least of my troubles right now. I saw the Unicorn’s three glowing engine cells rising up off the spaceport ground.

    I said ground. It was a protected, shielded turf-like substance.

    It was replaced every other month, because it didn’t have the power to keep itself solid. I saw a giant crack running down half of it now, and I simply leapt over it. I kept running, brushing past mercenaries, fellow pirates, traders, and everything in between.

    No one got in my way. No one tried to steal my gear – I didn’t wear anything worthwhile.

    Finally, I lurched around the belly of a giant mining vessel and saw the Unicorn. It’d already lifted up two meters. The hatch at the back was open.

    Barg, grabbing hold of a railing, leaned out of it. He reached a hand toward me. “You’ve still got time, Boss. Get on, or you will be left behind.”

    “I’m the captain,” I spluttered indignantly.

    Barg just shot me the kind of look I probably deserved. The captain of what? The Unicorn was a unique ship – it was in the name. But the position of captain, as I always told my crew, was more than me. I would be replaced one day. And the Unicorn would keep shining. But not today, I wanted to splutter. Instead, I threw my body forward, forcing my attention into my limbs, really pushing as hard as possible until I leapt.

    If I wore better armor – if I were in Coalition-grade gear – it wouldn’t matter; I’d be able to fly.

    But if you asked me, when you started to let technology help you fly, you forgot how to run. You forgot how to move and fight with your own fists and feet. And if you forgot that, if you forgot your roots, you started to forget your edge. I used mine now. With a mighty grunt that ripped through my chest, I reached Barg. And that would be when the hand he offered me failed. It became liquid, turned into bloody droplets of rain, and splattered over the rising hatch. “Crap,” he spluttered.

    It wasn’t close to what I screamed as I tumbled backward. Just before I could pitch off, land on the spaceport ground below, and watch my ship leave without me, I twisted to the side and threw out a hand. It was a memorable move. The way my shoulder pulsed, the way my fingers spread. Memorable, because I’d done something like this in circumstances arguably more desperate before. Done something like this when my father had tumbled out of my grip, fallen out of an airlock, and died 10 years ago.

    Just before a cold sweat could break across my shoulders, I grabbed hold of something.

    It was the hem of a tattered sand cloak. Maybe we’d picked it up from the spaceport. Maybe Barg had stolen it because he liked the color. Whatever. It’d gotten stuck in one of the gears that lifted the hatch. Before it could rip, I yanked on it, twisted around wildly, used it like a rope, and leapt up onto the hatch. Then I ran down and rolled just as it closed. I landed in a heap just before Barg’s feet as he managed to pick himself up – or regather himself, rather.

    He shoved his good hand into the bloody droplets of his unorganized self and pulled them back to his body. Then he shot me a mildly impressed look. “Lucky, sir.”

    I clenched my teeth. “You could’ve waited a couple of minutes.”

    “Can’t do. Shadow’s already on his way. We’re tracking him. He’ll get there before us.”

    “But Shadow doesn’t have a token… right?” My eyebrows pulled up and peaked in the middle.

    Barg shrugged. “Does he need one?”

    “Yes.” I locked my hands on my hips, arched my back, glanced toward the hatch, and buried the memory of my father. There was a time to look into the past. There was a time to forge forward. When did you look into the past? When you were dying. You forged forward every other moment of every other day, or you were left behind.

    I thumbed some dust off my chin. A few droplets of gastric
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