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The Eye of the Gods Episode Two Blurb

    
        

Vivian has the rarest power in the galaxy, and Jake must keep her safe.

He's not prepared.

Enemies are lining up to take Vivian, and there's nothing he'll be able to do. Soon, he'll find himself far away from home and even further away from help.

For another galaxy is beckoning. It will take Vivian, it will take his technology, and it will come for his life....

...

Tune in to the thrilling second installment of The Eye of the Gods. It is a five-part action-packed space opera sure to please fans of Odette C. Bell's The Admiral.
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    Chapter 1

    Special Commander Jake Trace

    His training couldn’t prepare him for this. His wildest flights of fancy couldn’t prepare him, either.

    But it was still happening.

    “How on earth,” he couldn’t control his voice as he pulled in a shaking breath, “could we transport,” he looked right at Vivian but couldn’t say her name, “to another galaxy? That kind of technology doesn’t exist.”

    “It does. But not in this galaxy,” Paci corrected.

    Jake shook his head. “You’re talking about bringing a ship from another galaxy here?”

    “No. I’m talking about taking any space-worthy vessel from here, finding the right path,” Paci’s voice vibrated, “and traveling it.”

    “Path?” Jake could only just push the word out. It meant one thing to him, but obviously something different to Paci.

    “Technology exists in the mother galaxy that, should it detect a ship approaching from the Milky Way along the right path, will assist them in their travels.”

    All Jake could do was shake his head. He couldn’t conceive of the kind of technology involved. Presumably, whatever it was, it would have to keep a continuous lock on the space traffic in the Milky Way. To do that, this other galaxy either had the terrifying technology to continuously scan the Milky Way from afar, or they had enough tech buried here to do it in real time and they had the communications gear required to send information back.

    Both of those possibilities were equally as frightening.

    Vivian wasn’t saying anything. She wasn’t doing anything, either. She just sat on the edge of that bed. She stared right at Jake. He’d be a fool not to note the pleading behind her gaze. It was the same pleading she’d used when she’d tried to convince him that no one could be after her – that they were only after Paci, instead.

    She wanted a way out of this situation, but none was forthcoming.

    “You will take us to our ship,” Paci commanded.

    Jake brought his hands up. “I don’t have the authority—”

    “You do. You are a special commander. I have taken the liberty to scan the Academy’s databases. I now know exactly what a special commander can do. You were given a mission by Admiral Forest to solve this situation, no matter what it takes. I am now telling you exactly what it will take. You must take us to our ship. There you will secure the necessary clearances to ensure that we can travel from Earth unhindered.”

    Jake had absolutely no intention of doing that, but he could appreciate that if he said that, he’d just escalate this already dangerous situation. “What about that thing back there?” Jake couldn’t control his voice. Fear ripped through it, crackling like a fire getting ready to consume his voice box.

    “It too seeks a path home,” Paci revealed.

    “I’m sure it does – but it was after Vivian. If you take her small cruiser out into space, what’s going to stop more of those things from finding you?” It was an assumption that there were more of those things out there, but Jake felt it was a safe one. The situation was catching up to him, and it was confirming every way it could that he had underestimated this threat.

    This could very well be the most important mission of his life.

    “There will be others,” Paci agreed dispassionately.

    Vivian might have looked as if she’d shut down from the fear of it all, but at that admission, she clutched her chest.

    Jake couldn’t take it anymore. He’d been keeping a respectful distance from her – not for her benefit – but for Paci’s. Now that went out the window. He reached her side. He placed a supportive hand on her shoulder, and he was more than surprised when she grabbed his hand and secured her fingers in tightly as if he was the only thing that could keep her safe now.

    “You will remove your hand,” Paci began.

    Jake let go.

    “Paci,” Vivian spluttered. She only just managed to push her words out. “Don’t say that. Please don’t take me off Earth. This is my home.”

    “You were not born on Earth. It is not your home,” Paci said dispassionately.

    Jake might have only just met this woman, but the crumpled-lip, wide-eyed look she shot Paci was one you gave a friend who was changing before your eyes. “Paci, what’s gotten into you? And if you knew all this information, why didn’t you share it before?”

    “I did not know this information before, Mistress. As the threat to your life escalated, I was forced to alter my programming. In doing so, I accessed a level of the Hendari crystal’s power that had previously been blocked from me. Now I am understanding.”

    “I….” She shook her head. “Paci, please – I don’t want to leave Earth. Surely our best chances lie with the Coalition?”

    “The Coalition has no power,” Paci said automatically as if he were repeating a fact everyone learned in school.

    Jake bristled. “We do what we can,” he said through clenched teeth. “And I’m not sure if you remember, but it was Admiral Forest who shut that other robot down. We intervened. If we hadn’t….” He had no idea what to say as he let his gaze drop down and lock on Vivian. He had no clue what would’ve happened. Presumably that robot would have continued to drag Vivian around by her throat. Maybe it didn’t appreciate how damaging that could be to a soft-fleshed race – or maybe it hadn’t cared. If it wanted this path – and it needed Vivian’s left eye to get to it – then presumably, once it had gotten what it wanted, it would’ve gotten rid of her.

    “You switched off my high-level functions. I have adapted now, and you will not be able to do that again,” Paci said definitively. “If another of those sentry robots appears, I will deal with it.”

    There was an unquestionably arrogant note to his voice.

    It reminded Jake of the tone Paci had used on him the second time Jake had killed Vivian – but it had an even sharper edge now.

    Paci really was changing, wasn’t he? And from the little Jake knew about Hendari crystals, if Paci really was based on one, then his capacity to alter his program would be infinite.

    Dread descended on Jake.

    Vivian continued to clutch her chest. “I just want to go back to normal. I don’t want to leave Earth.”

    “You have no option. The sentry bots will continue to come for you. The Coalition registered you,” Paci pointed out coldly. “And in doing so, those who have always been after you will come.”

    She shook her head. Tears trailed down her cheeks. “I don’t get it.” She pressed her lips together hard and swallowed until her voice shook as she said, “If you knew these things were after me, why did you let me get registered in the first place? If you had this power—”

    “As I told you, Mistress – I only attained this level of power when I managed to reprogram myself. And I only reprogramed myself due to the escalating threat to you. Though it has always been in my programming matrix to ensure that you are not registered, I never knew why. If I had,” Paci sounded regretful, “I would never have let this man intervene.”

    Jake didn’t need to ask to know that this man was him.

    Try as he might, he couldn’t help but remember the first time he’d met Vivian. The moment she’d come stalking barefooted into that gallery this morning, he’d had a visceral reaction to her. He might be a professional – and an adult – but he was well aware of the fact that he drew conclusions about people too hastily sometimes. He’d done that with Vivian. From her unflappable control, to the fact she’d been after his painting, he’d decided she deserved whatever was coming to her.

    She did not deserve this.

    “You said those robots were sentries. That suggests they guard something. What exactly are they guarding?” Jake asked quickly. He had to get as much information out of Paci as he could. At some point, the glorified medical bot would become bored of this conversation and he would take matters into his own hands. When that happened, he would spirit Vivian away. Just the mere thought of it made Jake’s blood chill.

    “This information is irrelevant to you,” Paci stated.

    “Just tell him, please,” Vivian stammered through her words, but there was still a note of authority in them.

    Paci paused. “Correct, they are guards.”

    “For who?”

    “The gods,” Paci said without any hint of irony.

    Jake couldn’t laugh. He couldn’t do anything but stare at Vivian.

    “Gods?” she mouthed. The exact way her lips moved as they carved that word out of the air would be with Jake for life. It was the first step on his path to oblivion.

    He jerked his head down and faced his wrist device, even though Paci wasn’t located there. “Say I don’t believe in gods. What are they? Some kind of ruling elite from this… other galaxy?” he managed through a hard breath. “Did they create the Hendari crystals?”

    “Yes, they rule,” Paci said, but he made no comment on whether they had created the Hendari crystals.

    “Why would they have guards in the Milky Way? Why would one of these sentries be trying to use Vivian to get back to their own galaxy if they’re on a mission?”

    “The mission would have run its course.”

    Jake didn’t like that answer. It made his spine tingle in the tremoring kind of way you only got before a new enemy rose before you to snuff you out. “What exactly are they guarding against?”

    “Loss.”

    Jake made a face. “Loss of what?”

    Paci didn’t answer.

    The door opened. In walked Admiral Forest. She still had the box in her hand, her gauntlet glowing as she controlled it on some level. “Loss of control, is my guess. It’s the only thing that any great civilization guards against. Whatever they see as power,” she ticked her gaze toward Vivian, “they protect. Ordinary citizens be damned.”

    “Admiral,” Jake spoke with immeasurable relief at the fact she was back, she was fine, and she was clearly about to take this situation in-hand. It was chaotic, but if anyone could do it, it was her.

    “You will not prevent us from leaving Earth,” Paci said categorically.

    “Paci,” Vivian said through a shaking voice. “You’re talking to an admiral. Stop threatening—”

    “You will not be able to stop me taking her off Earth. You will either assist, or I will do damage to ensure you cannot interfere,” Paci warned.

    The admiral stood there, her body rigid as she tapped the fingers of her gauntleted hand on the box handle. “You’re good at making threats – I’ll give you that. But there must be something off with your risk matrix. You don’t need to threaten me.”

    “I do if you prevent us from leaving,” Paci repeated one last time.

    “Fine, leave,” Forest said with the kind of shrug that would tell anyone she didn’t care.

    Jake stared at her, amazed. If what Paci was saying was true, and there was a Hendari crystal in Vivian’s chest, then there was no way Forest would let that out of her sight and out of her protection.

    “Though your tone is steady and free from emotion, I sense that this is a game,” Paci warned.

    Forest chuckled. “Ask anyone – I don’t play games. So neither should you,” she added in a warning tone that would make Paci’s threats seem like the truculent whingeing of a spoiled child.

    “I would not threaten, Admiral. You seem to have control of your Hendari crystal – I guarantee you that you do not have as much control over yours as I have over mine.”

    She made a face. “Whose? You’re an artificial intelligence that was developed to assist in keeping someone alive. Sure, I’ll grant that you’re based on a Hendari crystal, but as you said earlier,” the admiral revealed, clearly indicating that she’d heard everything that had gone on in this room, “you only managed to access the deeper levels of that Hendari crystal recently. Until then, you had no clue what you were doing.”

    “Your comments are irrelevant,” Paci tried.

    “Comments that cut to the bone are never irrelevant. You’ll find that if you do not listen to them, you will inevitably go astray.”

    “There is no advice you can offer us, Admiral. There are only actions you can take. Now, release us. Return us to our cruiser and ensure a safe passage.”

    “And then what? You claim that if more sentry robots come, you will deal with them. What cost will that have for her?” Forest pointed right at Vivian.

    Jake was glad he was by her side. As she paled, he placed a hand on her shoulder again.

    He shot Forest the kind of look that told her not to freak Vivian out again.

    Forest clearly had a job to do, and she wasn’t about to back down. “This is just a guess based on our extensive,” she spat that word, “continuous research of the Hendari crystals, but if that crystal in her chest is the thing that keeps her alive, the more you interfere with it and use its power for other objectives, the less able it will be to stop her heart from killing her. Now, say you encounter several sentry robots at once and you’re forced to use as much power as I used to defeat that other one,” she jammed her thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the fight. “What effect will that have on your patient? You don’t need to tell me – I’ve already calculated it. It will kill her. Is that your mission?”

    Vivian reached up and clutched Jake’s hand. She locked her fingers in so tightly, he would’ve had to hurt her to get his hand back. There was no way that was going to happen.

    “It’s okay,” he tried, even though it flew in the face of facts.

    Paci paused for a long time.

    It was the kind of pause that reminded Jake of what had happened when Paci had decided to attack him earlier.

    Forest didn’t back down.

    She squared off. Who exactly she was squaring off in front of was hard to say considering Paci was simultaneously inside Vivian’s chest and yet hacking into Jake’s wrist device.

    It was all in her expression, though. It told anyone she was the only one who was in control here.

    “We will evade the sentry robots,” Paci concluded after much consideration.

    Forest snorted. “I have been an admiral and a soldier long enough to know that you cannot build a plan based on a wish. You do not get to decide if you avoid the sentry robots, Paci – because you are yet to fully understand your capabilities. You have already admitted that you can only reprogram yourself based on increasing threats. You do not know what you do not know until you encounter it,” she surmised. “Who’s to say these sentries aren’t the only things after Vivian?”

    Vivian balled a hand into a fist. With nothing to strike it against, she pounded it on her knee. It wasn’t hard, but Jake still got the urge to stop her. Do that, and her stress would just build. He’d never been a particularly empathetic man. People’s emotions tended to be a side note to a special commander. His specialty was in pulling off dangerous single-man missions. He often worked alone, and he was better when he had no one to report to.

    What he was trying to get at was that he didn’t have the skills to read someone’s emotions clearly.

    Vivian’s were as plain as day. Paci might be ignoring it, but her stress was only increasing. The more people bandied around uncertainty, the worse it would get.

    Jake took a step away from her. It served to break her grip on his hand, and the look she shot him made it seem as if he’d just chopped off one of her limbs.

    “Everyone’s talking about unknowns here. Let’s bring this situation back to what we do know. You claim,” Jake began but quickly shook his head. “Vivian has a Hendari crystal in her chest,” he corrected, incapable of keeping the awe out of his voice. “These sentry bots aren’t going to be your only problem. If the other races of the Milky Way find out, everyone from the Barbarians to the Kore will hunt you.”

    “Irrelevant—” Paci began.

    “It’s not irrelevant,” Vivian snapped. She’d been sitting on the edge of her bed until now. She pushed up. Jake wanted to make her sit safely again, but he had to appreciate that the more she sat this out, the less safe it got for her. Exercising her control – even if it was just an illusion – would help her calm down. “Listen to what they’re saying. I don’t honestly know what happened to you,” she choked, “but I’d like to think that I’ve known you long enough to know that you don’t operate like this. Maybe your threat level has changed,” she tried, her brow crumpling with confusion, “but you always take what I want into account.”

    “The situation has changed,” Paci stated again.

    Jake could detect nothing in Paci’s tone.

    Vivian obviously could. It was enough that she gave a small smile. “So doesn’t that mean we need more help and not less?”

    The medical bot paused.

    “Listen to her. Not least because your primary mission is to keep her safe. You must understand what a person wants before you can truly protect them. Take that from an admiral.” Forest took a step forward. It wasn’t aggressive. Just the opposite – it was almost as if she was offering Paci a way out of here.

    It struck Jake that, in many ways, he was dealing with a hostage negotiation.

    He’d dealt with enough in the past. Usually the hostage taker wasn’t buried inside the victim’s chest, but that didn’t change the situation. What would happen to Vivian was completely in Paci’s hands.

    “Say you don’t let us go,” Paci suggested. “Sentry robots will continue to come. If you are correct, then other parties interested in a Hendari crystal will come too. Do you really wish for them to descend on Earth?”

    “No,” Admiral Forest growled, a warning shaking through her voice. You wouldn’t have to have known her long to appreciate that she didn’t like to be threatened. “I wouldn’t. Just as I wouldn’t want you taking a Coalition citizen to another damn galaxy – one we know nothing about other than a rumor that the most powerful technology ever made originated there. And one you claim has sent sentry robots to infiltrate this galaxy. If you remove Vivian from us and take her back to this galaxy, it will have unintended consequences that will cost Vivian more than her freedom. It could very well cost the Milky Way.”

    The admiral didn’t expand on what exactly it would cost the galaxy. Anyone with a functioning imagination would be able to figure that out. It was tempting to think that the Hendari crystals were the pinnacle of technology wherever they came from, but what if they were just everyday devices? If that were the case, then this other empire would be able to trample the Milky Way with ease.

    Jake was used to dealing with existential threats – but not to whole galaxies. It boggled the mind.

    “You offer me no other solution,” Paci said. “By registering her—”

    “We now understand that an outside force has been scanning the Coalition citizen database for years. Yes, we registered her. Who’s to say that a different accident wouldn’t have revealed her to them? If it had,” Admiral Forest took a step forward and locked one hand on her hip as the other still protectively and competently clutched her box, “both you and she would be dead by now.”

    “An assumption—” Paci’s voice rattled out of Jake’s wrist device.

    “A safe one. A prototype wrist device managed to turn you off twice and stop her heart. Her heart only started again when you were turned on. You claim to only have reached your current level of understanding because you were forced to adapt. Drawing together the dots, Paci, if this had not happened on Coalition territory and we hadn’t been here to help you, you would be dead right now and your mission, whatever that may be, would be over. Vivian is right – you are always better off with more help than less. Before you say,” Admiral Forest removed her hand from her hip and held it out in a stopping motion, “that we cannot offer you help, we already have. And we will continue to.” She looked right at Jake.
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