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      Blurb

      

      
        5 books. One volume. Binge the complete The Eye of the Gods series.
      

      

      
        Vivian Bond has a secret that could bring down the Milky Way. Special Commander Jake Trace doesn't care - he hates her.
      

      When Jake meets the irritating Vivian at a gallery and she steals a painting he must secure for his superiors, he locks onto her like a hunter to prey.

      It's the only thing that saves her life. For Vivian Bond has enemies. Everywhere. She has a twisted destiny she's run from her whole life. Now it will catch up.

      Vivian and Jake are thrown together in a fight for the Milky Way and beyond as an ancient power rises once more.

      ....

      The Eye of the Gods follows a hidden alien power and a meddlesome soldier fighting destiny in another galaxy. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab The Eye of the Gods today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      The Eye of the Gods is the 10th 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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    The Eye of the Gods Episode One

  
    Prologue

    Special Commander Jake Trace

    “No, Vivian, hold on, please.” Jake crumpled over the sparking controls of the cruiser. Though he had to lock his attention on their ship’s chaotic flight path as they flew right through the heart of a light storm, he could see her out of the corner of his eye.

    Her white-knuckled hand clutched her chest. Her fingers pulled in so tightly, one of her nails perforated the fabric of her medical gown.

    Her eyes were starting to become sightless.

    “No, Vivian—” He went to pull away from the controls to get to her.

    The ship jerked. It lurched to the side, and he only just managed to hold onto the controls. A damage report flashed on the screen, and it told him that if they sustained another hit like that, they would die.

    Vivian looked like she was dying anyway.

    “Viv, just hold on. Please. We’re almost through the light field. Just hold on.”

    “I don’t think I can, Jake.”

    Horror filled him. His eyes opened wide. His forehead became wet with sweat, and as shock dragged his cheeks down, his brows rose to meet his hairline. “You can’t. You can’t—”

    Something struck the ship again. He was forced to tighten his hands around the piloting controls.

    He was down on his knees. The command seat had come off its runners and smashed into the wall long ago.

    “Come on, computer,” he spluttered with heart-destroying desperation. “How long until auto navigation is fixed?”

    “Automatic navigation has been disabled. Manual piloting is the only way to ensure the ship safely traverses this unknown light field.”

    Tears started to mix with the sweat draining down his face. He went to jerk his head over his shoulder to stare at her again, but those flashes of light continued to assault the ship from every angle.

    The whole vessel shuddered like a hand holding some impossible weight that was getting ready to break.

    He swore with all his vocal force.

    Out of the corner of his eye, Vivian smiled. It was distant.

    It was like she was smiling at something he couldn’t see.

    Terror pulsed through him. “Vivian.” He yanked one of his hands off the piloting controls and reached out to her.

    She was slumped against the wall, but thankfully the ship was small enough that she could reach over. She rested her deathly cold grip in his.

    There was no life left in her hand. There was none left in her eyes, either, as she laboriously pulled them up and locked them on him. “Just take my body back to Coalition space. Promise me that.”

    “Vivian, no.” His voice became hoarse as he screamed with all his might.

    Something struck the ship, and he was forced to yank his hand off hers. He got control of the vessel again, dodging more blasts from that light field. When he reached out to her, her hand wasn’t there.

    She slumped against the deck.

    As horror sliced through his heart, it told him she was dead.

    “No. Vivian. Vivian?” he screamed louder and louder.

    He pulled himself away from the controls.

    He couldn’t take it anymore. If this was it and she was dead, screw this ship and him with it.

    He got down to his knees just as something smashed into the ship. He wrapped his arms around Vivian’s cold, dead shoulders.

    The ship lurched one last time.

    He closed his eyes as he waited for them to be torn apart.

    There was an eerie beep followed by silence.

    Though his head was buried alongside her cold, lifeless face, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the view on the main screens change. It no longer showed a chaotic light field. No. It showed….

    He pulled his head away from her pale face. He tilted his terrified gaze up.

    There in front of him was another galaxy. He could no longer be in the Coalition anymore. Before him stretched the empty hulls of massive ships that could swallow whole planets. And within them, glowing cities and civilizations grew.

    It was the most fantastic sight he’d ever seen. It looked as if someone had taken the belly of a whale, thrown it down to the ocean floor, and waited for a multitude of sea life to settle in its bones, building something new from something old.

    “Where am I?” His voice shook.

    “Based on analysis of the stable visible stars, you have entered the Scarax Galaxy,” the computer informed him.

    He shook his head.

    He stared at Vivian. He was a long way from home, and he was all alone.

    He crumpled forward, burying his head against her cold face. He cried. It’d been the first time in years. Once upon a time, his life had been founded on loss. Then he’d joined the Coalition and rebuilt it. Now everything he knew – and once had – would be taken from him.

  
    Chapter 1

    One day ago, Earth

    Vivian Bond

    Vivian crossed her arms and took a step back from the gallery wall. Clucking her tongue, she rocked back and forth on her heels.

    “So, do you like it?” the squat Fenc alien asked. He clapped his hands together, sliding his two thumbs back and forth until the sound of his ragged, lizardlike skin grating filled the silent gallery.

    “Not sure. Then again, it’s not up to me. The question is, will the son of Francis Walters like it?” She chuckled to herself. “He likes nothing. And his father is even harder to please.”

    “Bribe, then?” The Fenc smiled knowingly.

    Vivian bristled. “Sorry, bribe? It’s padding for a deal,” she snarled. She tapped her heel hard against the polished stone floor. If she was an expert – and to be frank, she was – the stone wasn’t from Earth. It looked and felt as if it’d come from one of the Fendi Belt asteroids. They contained rare minerals not seen anywhere else in the Milky Way – well, unless you were fond of mining in Barbarian space. They were luxurious, and importantly, they stored up the light like glistening gems.

    They were what you had if you were ostentatious, and this gallery on the outskirts of the capital of Earth was as ostentatious as they came.

    “You call it padding,” the alien spoke in his broken tongue, “we call it a bribe.”

    “You give bribes to corrupt officials.” She flattened a hand on her chest. “I butter up the heads of corporations to gain funding for philanthropic activities.”

    “Phil-atrophic?” the alien tried, mangling the word. His three eyebrows peaked together, looking as if someone had grabbed his head and scrunched it.

    “Charity,” she explained with a polite smile. Well, technically it went through all the required movements to be classed as a smile, but there was no warmth and generosity there.

    Vivian just had to get this done.

    Mark Walters, Francis’ son, wanted this painting. She’d found that out through a contact.

    If she showed up at their function tonight with it, she would guarantee that they would respond with the appropriate amount of cash.

    “How much is it?” She cut straight to the bone.

    “3,500 Galactic Credits,” the alien said, a calculating smile spreading his perpetually open lips, a few slicks of saliva collecting at the edges.

    Others would stare. Vivian didn’t.

    She’d never cared what people looked like.

    Others said that, but it often wasn’t true. Humans had select beauty standards ingrained in their biology, and it took someone of character to supplant them.

    Though a lot of people didn’t choose to believe Vivian Bond had character, she did.

    She smiled. “Deal.”

    The Fenc looked surprised. The price he’d just asked was way too high. She’d looked up the going rate on this artist this morning, and it should be half that. Obviously this alien had taken her to be a mug.

    That was just a matter of perspective.

    This painting could be worth 18 times that to Vivian and her business.

    She reached out a hand.

    The alien accepted it warmly.

    He had a good deal, and she had a good deal. To Vivian, that was a good day.

    Once the deal was done, she brought up her wrist device and tapped several things on it. Unlike most wrist devices, hers was sleek and top of the range.

    When it wasn’t in use, it was nothing more than an attractive silver cuff around her left wrist. When she wanted to interact with it, all she had to do was run her thumb over the inner middle section of the device, and a holographic panel as large as her hand would appear. “I’m transferring the credits now. Please check that you have received them.”

    The Fenc wasted no time. He tapped his ear device, and a grin spread over his open mouth. He bowed. “Will you be taking it with you today?”

    “Yes. And I’ll require a certificate of full ownership.”

    “It has already been sent to you.”

    Vivian’s wrist device flashed. “A pleasure doing business with you.” She waved and turned to walk off. “Please have it delivered to my cruiser on your helipad.”

    “It will take 10 minutes.”

    Vivian walked away. She stopped just before she left the main section of the gallery. She turned, and she stared at the painting one last time.

    She hadn’t looked at it before – not really. She’d ascertained it was the piece Mark Walters was after, and that had ticked her every box. Now, and especially from this distance, she saw it in its true light. Maybe it was something about the way the sun streaming in through the 20-meter-high windows behind her hit it – perhaps it was something else.

    She found herself drawn into it.

    It was a black medium painted on a special type of holographic gauze. It meant that you saw something different from every angle.

    Up close, it had been this odd, shimmering, chaotic collection of colors and shapes. From here, she swore she saw something aligning. She tilted her head to the side until her black trestle locks slid over her shoulders and her expensive suit.

    … It looked like a path. Like an endless journey through space. For a fleeting moment, she swore she saw stars flashing past her, then nothing but the vast empty tracts of emptiness that separated the galaxies. And finally, a blast of light.

    The moment ended, and she lost the specific angle she’d been staring at. She tried to recreate it, but she couldn’t find it again.

    Frowning, she brought up her wrist device and checked the painting’s name.

    “The Eye of the Gods,” she muttered out loud. One last time, she tried to catch a glimpse again.

    She couldn’t.

    So she walked away.

    As she made it through the long, art-lined corridor beyond the main gallery, she saw another patron approaching.

    The guy came marching up the engineered, sophisticated floating steps that led to the gallery. The gallery itself was cut right into the side of a hill. Sorry, she meant cliff. It had a stunning view through plateglass windows down into a ravine and the capital city beyond.

    To get to it, you either flew your private cruiser to the helipad on top, or you used the directional floating stairs that led from the top of the ravine above.

    As Vivian got ready to walk up to the helipad, she frowned at the man.

    There was something about the way he held himself.

    He might have been in civilian clothing – a relatively common tunic, pants, and shoes that were trying to look more expensive than they were – but that didn’t hide his underlying musculature, nor the way he held himself. It took precisely no time at all for Vivian to conclude one thing.

    “Coalition soldier,” she muttered under her breath as she tore her gaze off him and continued to walk down the hall.

    She tried not to let the sight of him affect her. More than anything – that one little word.

    If you could believe it, once upon a time, Vivian Bond had been a recruit of the Coalition Academy. In fact, she’d almost finished her training. She’d been two years away from graduating. Then her father’s business had run into trouble after his sudden death, and Vivian had been forced to quit.

    In doing so, she’d seen a side of the Academy she hadn’t known. Not a single one of her friends had supported her. She’d had no choice – but to them, she was running away. To them, you never quit the Coalition. You pushed through every one of your problems and stayed loyal to the cause.

    The world didn’t work like that.

    As soon as she’d pulled her head back out of the clouds and left the Academy for the real world, she’d seen how insular it was.

    All that chest-thumping star-spangled loyalty was nothing more than a myth fed to every recruit to keep them in line.

    She didn’t have a single friend from her days at the Academy. They’d ditched her as fast as a dead weight from a cruiser.

    Vivian tried to put it out of her mind as she climbed to the top floor of the building. She approached the airlock door that led out to the helipad and her private cruiser. She itched to get inside.

    Now this deal was done, she just had to attend the dinner tonight, butter up Mark Walters, and see how much money she could get out of him.

    It would have to be a lot.

    Her father was long dead, and the business he’d lovingly created had long changed. Back in the day, it had been a medical robot, prosthesis, and apparatus supplier. Her father had poured his heart and soul into it. A doctor himself, he’d understood the importance of democratizing medical help. While Coalition soldiers might always be assured of appropriate medical attention, many of the workers and battlers in the outer colonies weren’t. Doctors were few and far between. Adequate supplies and medical robots were often the only thing standing between them and injury or death.

    The business had changed. It had been forced to. It wasn’t, by nature, profitable. To run it, she needed funds. To do that, she had to procure them from somewhere. While there were genuine philanthropic institutions throughout the Coalition, if there’s one thing Vivian had learned about the inner workings of the Coalition, it was that nothing came for free.

    For the first two years after her father’s death, she’d tried to keep his business alive based on grants. It hadn’t worked.

    Facing the end of his dream, she’d called on a different skill set.

    Some called it hustling, others called it bribing – she always chose to call it buttering up her clients.

    Vivian sold dreams. She courted the rich and famous, told them of her plight, and waited for them to cough up charity. When they inevitably didn’t, she found out what they wanted, and she procured it for them.

    That was the real side of this business.

    Back in the Academy, Vivian had never been that appreciated. Her skill set hadn’t fit with the one desired by her peers. She’d been passing, but that was it.

    According to the report she’d illegally procured after her departure, she’d lacked the get-up and go to be a true Academy asset. She’d never understood real loyalty, and it had been better off that she’d quit when she had.

    She curled a hand into a fist just thinking about it.

    “Open,” she commanded the airlock.

    Her gaze flicked to the side and locked on the electronic panel beside the airlock. A circle of diodes illuminated once, then twice, then the airlock wheel disengaged.

    “Weather shields are in place,” a sophisticated electronic tone told her.

    “Thank you,” Vivian bothered to say.

    She had a different approach when it came to robots of any shape or size. Growing up with her father who’d been obsessed with creating the perfect medical bots capable of not just saving their patients, but doing so in a compassionate way, she’d never had pets; she’d had prototypes.

    Heck, to this day, her best friend was her pacemaker. It was a quaint thing to call it. Ancient humans called medical devices that assisted in the beating of one’s heart pacemakers. The technology had come a long way. The fact remained, one was beating in Vivian’s chest.

    It had a neural link with her and could communicate whenever needed to relay information about her physiological status.

    It couldn’t read her mind, but it could read her emotions based on her heart rate.

    It was no surprise, as she walked out onto the calm, warm deck, that it vibrated to get her attention. “Miss Bond, you are bothered by something.”

    She chuckled.

    Long ago, she’d learned the subtle art of communicating with Paci – her chosen name for her heart assistance implant – without a soul picking it up.

    It would’ve been a real asset at the Academy – and very much illegal. All neural assistance units had to be registered – hers wasn’t. She hadn’t had Paci back then, anyway. She’d acquired him when she’d almost died six months after leaving the Academy.

    Now Paci was her constant friend.

    “Correct, Paci – there’s not much that can be kept from you,” she chuckled as she brought her hand up and waved dismissively at her personal cruiser.

    It wasn’t top-of-the-line. It was middle-of-the-line. Could she afford the top? Technically yes. She kept most money for her father’s business, though. What she didn’t need for her ever-growing funds to butter up her clients – that was.

    “Are you feeling guilty?” Paci asked.

    Her nose scrunched up so much, she could’ve pushed it into her hairline. “Guilty? About what? I acquired a painting for a client. That in turn will ensure a significant grant from Walters Corporation which will keep my father’s dream alive.”

    “Your tone is fluctuating. Critically, your heartbeat has just increased by a factor of four percent.”

    She snorted. “You control my heartbeat, Paci.”

    “Incorrect. I assist to modulate it based on information coming from your nervous system.”

    She groaned. She couldn’t count the number of times she’d been in conversations like this with Paci. Sure, he was technically her best friend, but he was a heck of a lot more perceptive than your average buddy. Wired right into her nervous system, he knew exactly what she was thinking.

    She scratched her arm distractedly as her private cruiser opened, a hatch appearing in the side. She walked up it, sure to balance on her heels until she could grab a handy railing. She paused and turned to the side.

    The view from up here was stunning. Right down below her she could see the ravine. It made sense for a gallery like this to perch itself on the side of a cavernous ledge. It added to the mystique. It also, presumably, allowed the art gallery to ship things in unseen.

    Two years ago when Vivian had been forced to drastically alter her business model in order to keep Bond Robotics alive, she’d taught herself about the real Coalition. It might be shiny on the top, but it was just a veneer. Even here on Earth, right under the noses of the primary Coalition Academy, illegal actions were still being undertaken. She might like to think she’d never crossed that line, but you needed to know exactly where the line was in order not to cross it.

    This gallery was clearly using jamming technology of some description. And based on its unique position, it would be able to use the natural topography of the ravine and the iron-rich mountain behind it to hide what it did not want to show.

    If she were a good little Academy cadet, she’d run off and tell them the gallery owner was doing something dodgy.

    Instead, she waited there as she let her gaze sweep back around until it locked on her ship.

    She pushed up and into it.

    “I am still sensing guilt,” Paci insisted.

    She groaned. “I’m really not in the mood.” As soon as she walked in and the doors started to close behind her, she kicked off her heels. She was a little too enthusiastic, and one lodged itself under the command console.

    This was only meant to be an Earth cruiser – though you could technically take it into space. It was as small as she could get away with. The bridge was her sleeping quarters, her mess hall, her engineering bay, and life-support. It was only one open room.

    While there were storage cupboards and compartments, she rarely used them.

    Though she technically had an apartment in the capital, she rarely used that, either.

    She worked. All day every day. So she lived in here.

    You could tell.

    Clothes were everywhere.

    This wasn’t the first time she’d effortlessly kicked off her heels after a deal, and there was one lodged between the navigational console and the view screen.

    It was gathering dust.

    She snorted as she planted her hands on her hips and stretched her back. “I should probably clean up in here one day.”

    “Unlikely to ever occur, Mistress. But I must go back to the fact that your nervous system—”

    “Just give it a rest, Paci. It’s not guilt. Trust me.” She patted her chest. She dug her fingers in as she massaged her sternum in large, firm sweeps.

    Paci kept her alive, and she was thankful for that, but she was also chronically aware of the fact that without him, she would die.

    “You are thinking of your near-fatal heart attack, aren’t you?” Paci asked perceptively.

    She snorted. “How do you know?”

    “Because you are rubbing your chest. I assure you, I will never let your heart stop again, Mistress.”

    His sincerity warmed her.

    Others wouldn’t call it sincerity – they would call it preprogrammed emotion. A robot could not be compassionate – just as the sunshine warming your back was not an act of generosity. Both were the emotionless creations of inanimate systems.

    She chose to believe what she wanted as a smile spread her lips. “Thank you, Paci.”

    She closed her eyes.

    “I recommend you open them,” Paci said quickly.

    “Why is that?” She stretched her back as she stood there and planted her feet against the messy, dust-covered deck plating. She’d vacuumed approximately zero times since buying this cruiser two years ago.

    “Because you are likely to remember your incident.”

    Incident. Yeah.

    She’d had a fatal heart attack at home in her father’s lab. There had been no one around.

    She’d died. Died right there on his laboratory bench.

    But she hadn’t stayed dead.

    Her father had always programmed the robots in his office to respond to medical emergencies. Unlike a lot of the Coalition assisted medical devices – they didn’t need masters. When they saw somebody down, they helped.

    As her heart had failed and she’d lain there on the cold bench, doom filling her as she choked through her last breath, Paci had emerged from the side of the room.

    He wasn’t just a pacemaker. He was the distributed AI her father had built. He inhabited most of her father’s personal devices.

    Paci had saved her life, diagnosed her problem, and selected a prototype pacemaker her father had been working on before he’d died.

    By the time she’d woken up, she’d been a different person.

    Until then, she’d been ready to do what she could to save her father’s business. After then? She hadn’t stopped. She’d understood what her father had always proclaimed: it was a right of everyone to obtain medical assistance when required.

    “You’re thinking of it,” Paci warned in a patient tone. “Your physiological conditions—”

    She sighed, opened her eyes, and flopped down in the command seat. She had to push off her nightgown. It was old and covered in holes. It was also Academy issue. Well, it was Academy paraphernalia. She’d bought it with her own money in first year. Fortunately, it didn’t have the Coalition insignia on its breast. It was comfortable. And it was hers.

    “How long until the painting is delivered?” She scratched her fingers under her tight, formfitting collar.

    “I have made contact with the gallery administrative staff, and it is being delivered as we speak.”

    She clapped her hands together, arched her shoulders, and fidgeted back in her seat. “I’m hungry.”

    “Then I suggest you eat. I will accept the painting when it arrives.” Paci’s voice suddenly reverberated out loud, no longer coming from her mind but coming from the robot crumpled neatly in the corner beneath the navigational console. He unwrapped himself to his full height, which was two meters tall.

    He had a sleek, silver body. Unlike a lot of the medical devices you got these days, he wasn’t modular and didn’t look like a stack of floating balls.

    He resembled old Earth impressions of what the future would be like. Her father had been obsessed with old Earth movies, and he’d styled Paci on them.

    “Thank you,” Vivian muttered as she leaned over to the side and accessed the food modulator built into the base of her command seat. When Paci had suggested that modification, she’d hooted. How good was it to have a food synthesizer right in your favorite chair?

    Scratching her neck again, she started to unbutton her uncomfortable blouse as, from touch alone, she programmed a snack.

    She got halfway through before there was an unwanted beep that echoed through the ship.

    “What’s that?” A frown marched across her lips as she planted a hand on the seat, turned around, and faced Paci as he opened the hatch.

    “It is a communication from the gallery.”

    “I don’t like the sound of that.” She jumped to her feet. “What do they want?”

    “They have informed us there is a higher bidder for the painting.”

    “Like hell,” she spat.

    She shot out of the cramped bridge and rocketed up to Paci.

    “You are not wearing shoes,” he pointed out.

    “Don’t need them.” She jumped down out of the hatch, easily absorbing the force of the meter fall as she threw herself forward.

    “Do you require my assistance?” Paci called after her.

    “Your legal recommendations, sure. Throw everything we have at them. We have the full certificate of ownership, right?”

    “Yes.”

    “Then let’s give them hell.”

    She stalked up to the airlock.

    It opened, and that sweet electronic voice said, “Welcome to the gallery.”

    If Vivian were a lesser character, this is either where she would ignore the simplistic AI, or spit at it.

    She did neither. “Thank you,” she said in all honesty.

    The honesty – and politeness – ended when she hit the corridor.

    She ran down it.

    She only came to a stop when she reached the main gallery.

    “Mistress, your hair is messy, and the first two buttons of your dress suit are undone,” Paci warned her.

    “I’m done with looking nice. Do you have the legal defense ready?”

    “The petition is already filed,” Paci said.

    Vivian walked in.

    There, standing beside the fawning gallery owner was the man she’d seen from before.

    The Coalition soldier.

    He didn’t turn to her as she walked in. He was clearly aware of her, though. She could read it in the way his neck muscles tightened, and he inclined his head a centimeter to the side, obviously picking up her footfall. She might not be in heels, and she might walk lightly, but to a soldier like him, that wouldn’t matter.

    The gallery owner’s face stiffened at the sight of her. She’d gone from looking like the second coming as a chump willing to pay 3,500 credits for something worth half that, to looking like trash that didn’t belong.

    “I see you got my message,” the alien said. He brought his hands up, but he didn’t lock his thumbs together. They were open, almost as if he was physically asking for more money. It was clear by bringing her here that he wanted to start a bidding war.

    She came to a stop beside the soldier, though just a step behind him. She planted a fist against her hip and started to tap her other fingers on her thigh. She looked right at her painting. “Yes, I got your message. Perhaps you’d like to explain?”

    “We have another bidder. Perhaps,” the alien used her exact tone, “you would like to increase your bid.”

    She laughed. “Bid? On what? It’s my painting.”

    The alien’s face stiffened. “The painting has not been released—”

    “The certificate of ownership has.” She stared at her nails and pushed down her cuticles. “I’m going to let you know that I have just filed a legal complaint against you. If you don’t release this painting to me within the next five minutes, the police will be called. I have an excellent legal defense,” she added as she stopped looking at her nails, let her hand drop, and slid her gaze slowly over to the alien. “You would be violating,” she paused and waited for Paci to tell her, “approximately five federal statutes for failing to release this painting to me. You would be violating a whopping 15 for lying about the fact it’s still for sale, trying to initiate a bidding war, and attempting to rescind the deal.”

    Though Vivian could have played this differently, she wasn’t in the mood.

    She needed the Walters’ grant to fund a new shipment of medical bots out to the Casi colony worlds. They were without medical assistance. The last doctor who’d been servicing three planets had been killed by a Barbarian raid. With job prospects like that, no one had put their hand up to replace him.

    The alien went from looking all soft and gooey like the lizard version of a teddy bear, to being all teeth. Literally. He spread his open lips. Unlike a human, he could pull them all the way back until she could see that teeth took up half of his face.

    She was unmoved. “Paci,” she thought to him. “Contact the gallery with our legal defense.”

    “Human is aggressive,” the alien spat. “She is also—”

    She put up a finger. “I wouldn’t say that I’m lying,” she warned. “Don’t make this worse for yourself.”

    The alien somehow opened his lips even wider. According to what she’d heard, his species could be vicious when they wanted to be.

    This was probably where Vivian should back off. Instead, she took a step forward. That brought her in line with the Coalition soldier boy.

    She hadn’t seen his face properly as he’d marched down the light steps to the gallery – just his clothes and body. Now, out of the corner of her eye, she saw it all.

    He was handsome. That meant nothing.

    He had the strong, chiseled kind of jaw you could use to model a Greek statue on. That also meant nothing.

    He had piercing sharp eyes – and they were locked on her. That meant everything.

    He was clearly her competition for this painting.

    Her mind worked on fast forward. She doubted that a Coalition golden boy – even one who looked as competent as him – would be using his hard-earned credits to buy unnecessary artwork.

    Which meant he had to be buying it for someone. The mere fact this alien was so excited at initiating a bidding war meant this idiot Coalition boy had obviously offered something stupid.

    Which meant he had a financial backer. The only one that made sense was the Coalition itself.

    All these thoughts and more tumbled through Vivian’s head. If she were a smart woman, they would tell her to back down.

    She just took another step forward and planted a hand on her hip. “I take it you have received my formal legal complaint by now,” she snapped at the Fenc.

    He tapped his ear implant, and slowly, his lips drooped over his teeth. It looked like a clenched fist someone had been threatening to punch you with, but had instead pulled back into their sleeve.

    “Yes,” the gallery owner spat. There was mild defiance in his tone, but it was more than made up for by the fact his back slumped forward with defeat.

    “So you will release the painting to me now?” Vivian demanded.

    The alien swiveled his longing gaze over to the Coalition soldier. It wouldn’t be the man specifically the alien was after but his sweet Coalition credits. Ah well. You couldn’t win every day.

    Vivian demonstrated that fact as she walked up to the painting. “Release its locks,” she commanded.

    The alien sighed. It tapped something on its wrist. “You may damage the painting if you take it off the wall. Unskilled—”

    “Believe you me, I know how to look after expensive items,” she shot back. Carefully, only touching the painting lightly from its sides, she pulled it off the wall.

    As she did, she caught that glimpse again. It stilled her to the spot.

    It made her feel as if she was traveling through the galaxy and far beyond.

    She could see stars flitting past her, constellations, vibrant, powerful color and light exploding all around her. Then nothingness – blackness that swamped her until far in the distance, she saw a single speck of light.

    “Mistress,” Paci snapped in her mind, “I am registering a strange change in your nervous system. I am increasing your heartbeat.”

    As promised, her heart started to pound. Maybe it was the way it thrummed through her neck, or maybe it was the fact she tilted her head hard to the side, but she lost that glimpse. Again, the painting became nothing more than chaotic shapes and colors.

    She slowly relaxed her back, took a step away from the wall, cradled the painting carefully, and turned.

    The alien wouldn’t stare at her. The Coalition soldier? He was all eyes – and precision attention. The kind of focus that told you he wasn’t your ordinary grunt. One look into his baby-blue irises, and she could easily imagine them hunkering behind a sniper rifle, tracking prey for hours, if not days.

    It unsettled her stomach. Or maybe that was just the aftereffects of the strange vision the painting had given her. No – it wasn’t a vision. It was a holographic work. She’d seen enough of them to know that from certain angles, it sometimes looked as if what you were seeing was happening in your head, but that was very much not the case.

    She made brief eye contact with the Coalition soldier. “Before you ask, I’m not interested in making a deal.”

    With the painting in hand, she strode back to her cruiser.

    She was aware of the fact that the Coalition soldier turned and stared at her until she was out of sight.

    That impression rang in her mind one last time – he was the kind of soldier that would track his prey until he caught it.

  
    Chapter 2

    Vivian Bond

    “How do I look, Paci?” Vivian turned the view screen into a recorder that revealed her reflection. She shimmied from side to side as she patted down her dress.

    It looked designer.

    To be fair, it was based on a design – just not one she’d bought in a shop for a ridiculous sum of credits; one she’d printed with her food calibrator. She hadn’t even bothered to use a proper materials remodulator.

    No one would know.

    “Fantastic, Mistress. You are ready.”

    “The painting’s secure?” She turned and faced the security cupboard she herself had loaded it into.

    There was no point in asking if it was secure. She knew the answer.

    She still waited, a stupid knot in her stomach until Paci beeped. “Yes, not only does this ship protect it, but I will also ensure that no one can access it save for you. Go out and have fun, Mistress.”

    She snorted. It was unattractive and rattled so much, she could have torn her nostrils to shreds.

    “Sorry, not fun. You do not enjoy these functions. Go out there and knock them dead,” Paci tried.

    She pressed her fingers over her mouth and laughed. She’d never programmed Paci to speak like this. Her father hated giving his devices preprogrammed personalities. Instead, with a mix of machine learning and self-replicating algorithms he’d created himself, Paci grew as he saw fit.

    The more they interacted, the more they riffed off each other like true friends.

    “Okay,” Vivian said as she made a face at herself in the viewscreen, “I can do this. It’s just another deal. And deals—”

    Paci cut in, “Save lives.”

    “Yes, they do.” She grabbed a piece of jewelry off her command armrest, threw it in the air, caught it, and crammed it on her wrist. With one last look at her reflection, she neatened her blouse and strode toward the hatch. “How long until we land?”

    “We are coming in to land now.”

    She frowned. “Paci, do I detect a note of worry in your voice?”

    No one else would have noticed it. To them, they wouldn’t bother searching past his regular electronic tone to register what was beneath.

    “Yes, Mistress. We are being delayed.”

    She made a face – the kind of face that accompanied the sick feeling that suddenly pushed through her stomach. “Delayed?”

    “It appears the Walters are reconsidering our invite.”

    Her shoulders dropped. It would’ve looked like someone tied rocks to her neck.

    “What?” With trembling lips, she turned and threw herself at the command console. She got down on her knees, not even bothering to order her chair to come closer. As her fingers darted across the input controls, dread descended through her. “Somebody’s cut ahead of us in the deal, haven’t they?”

    “It appears that way.”

    She growled. “Who?”

    “I’m gathering freely available footage from the Walters building,” Paci informed her.

    The viewscreen stopped showing a reflection of her deflated body as she knelt in front of the command console, her cheeks ashen with regret. It flickered and started to show the Walters building. Or at least, one of them. From her research, they had approximately 300 holdings on Earth alone. That just scratched the surface. As the head of several mining conglomerates, their assets galaxy-wide would make even the Academy blush.

    Speaking of the Academy—

    As the footage narrowed in on the docking level above the primary Walters building, she saw the sleek, impossible-to-ignore body of a Coalition vessel.

    “What?” she spat. “What are they doing here? Are the Walters being investigated?”

    “I have another theory, Mistress.” The footage changed again. Using recordings from her own cruiser as it hovered nearby, Paci managed to get the right angle until he could zoom in.

    Vivian saw all she needed to clench her teeth and growl.

    None other than Mr. Perfect Golden Boy Soldier from this morning was standing next to Mr. Walters himself.

    Though it would be illegal to pick up audio feeds, she got what they were talking about solely based on Mr. Walters’ expression. It was harangued. As for Mr. Soldier Boy? He, as always, looked like he was in perfect control.

    Vivian balled up a fist and smashed it hard against the console. “That jerk. He’s still after my painting. How did he figure out—” She closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and groaned. “I told the gallery owner this was for the Walters.”

    “The real question is why the Coalition has brought it upon themselves to contact the Walters first. It seems they are desperate to get this painting, Mistress.”

    She crossed her arms. As she stared defiantly at Mr. Soldier Boy, she let every feeling she had for him solidify into an immovable clump of rage.

    “Jerk,” she spat again. She pulled herself up. She turned around and flopped in her seat. She didn’t even bother to push off a mound of clothes and heels she’d been searching through for the perfect outfit.

    “I am turning the ship around. We have been officially disinvited now. Where should we go?”

    She locked her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. “Home, I guess.”

    “You mean your apartment?”

    “Why not. I’m used to sleeping in this seat,” she patted it fondly, “but it might be time for a real shower. That jerk,” she commented again. “Why is he getting involved in my business?”

    “Though we could research why the Coalition wishes to obtain this painting, I suggest we don’t.”

    She frowned and scratched her wrist before pulling off her bracelet and chucking it at the wall. “Why is that?”

    “I can only conclude that if the Coalition has gone to this extent to get the painting that it is of critical value to them. When something is of critical value—”

    “The Academy lights every fire it can to smoke it out. I know. Used to study there, remember?” She ground her eyes closed, shoved her palm over them, and pushed until she saw stars.

    She’d been so confident this deal would work. She’d put blood, sweat, tears, and critically, Galactic Credits into it. She’d only invested so highly in this painting, because it would have led to a substantial payoff.

    Now there’d be nothing.

    As dread sank through her, she slowly opened her eyes. She ignored the tears gathering at their edges. “Is there any other way we can fund the next shipment of medical robots?”

    “Do not concern yourself, Mistress. I will look into a way.”

    “Wait,” she made a face, “if the Coalition wants this painting so much—” She didn’t finish. She snarled at the viewscreen. The footage of Mr. Soldier Boy haranguing the Walters was long gone. It had been replaced by the view of the city as they approached her apartment. “I’m not going to deal with the Coalition.” She crossed her arms firmly until they were like armor that would protect her from even the strongest compassionate thought about the Academy. “If they resort to tactics like this, screw them.” She turned over and nodded at the secure cabinet. “Find a place on the wall for that. Unless the Coalition are going to break and enter,” she snarled, “at least I can be satisfied that they won’t get what they want.”

    “That is perhaps not the best approach, Mistress. But let us revisit it in the morning. We are coming in to land.”

    She grumbled, pushed out of her command seat, kicked a pile of clothes viciously, and walked over to the hatch.

    She was still in the heels she’d selected for the function. They were expensive. Without remorse, she kicked them off.

    The hatch opened.

    The night air struck her as she jumped off the hatch platform and landed on the cold, reinforced plating of the roof dock.

    Though her apartment was in an expensive unit close to the edge of town, when Vivian wasn’t on the clock, she couldn’t afford to waste money. If she chose to put the weather fields on when she docked to hold back the vicious wind and cold, it would cost her. Maybe only a few Galactic Credits – but it would add up.

    Her father had always been frugal. Believe it or not, it was a lesson she’d taken to heart.

    Vivian found herself distractedly rubbing her chest as she tiptoed across the cold deck plating and reached the airlock door.

    She slammed her thumb on it and brought her face close for a biometric scan.

    “Just work in one go this time,” she snarled.

    As always, the scan did not work in one go.

    Though she’d complained multiple times to the apartment owners, Vivian was the only tenant who encountered issues with this scanner.

    It wasn’t a full body scan like the ultra-secure systems you got at the Academy. It only used her face. For whatever reason, it had a problem with Vivian’s left eye. No matter how many times she accessed it in any given day, it would only bring up a 99 percent match between her face and the previous scan she’d taken. It was like her left eye was perpetually changing.

    Paci had looked into it. Her eye was fine.

    Vivian was just unlucky.

    “Crap,” she realized as the door finally opened for her, “I forgot the painting in the cruiser.” She turned in the doorway, the wind still whipping her hair. “Stuff it – it’s too cold. It can stay there. Probably more secure than my apartment, anyway.”

    Vivian made her way to the elevator then down to the level where her apartment was.

    When she reached her door and Paci accessed it for her, forgoing that stupid facial security scan, she was ready to drop.

    She walked in. “Kitchen lights on,” she said. No matter what she had to do, she only ever turned the kitchen lights on. It was one way to save power. She would be saving fractions of Galactic Credits, but then again, every saving was a medical robot for someone in need, right?

    The dim lighting suited her mood, anyway.

    “Paci,” she said out loud, “can you petition the building owner to change the security scans again? I’m sick of them.”

    Paci didn’t answer.

    “Paci? Is your neuro connection playing up? Pa—”

    Vivian turned and faced her open lounge room.

    There was a man sitting on her couch in the dark.

    She screamed and ran for the door.

    “Don’t bother. I’m Coalition, and you’re under arrest.”

    The guy must’ve remotely hacked the building security, because even as she reached the open door, it closed and locked.

    Fear bolted through her.

    “Paci?” she switched to neural commands. “Who—”

    There was no point in finishing her question. The guy claiming to be a Coalition soldier stood and walked into a single beam of light making it in from the kitchen.

    Her world came crashing down around her ears.

    It was Mr. Soldier Boy.

    She fancied her skin became green and her lips cracked open like someone splitting a belly with a knife. “You? How did you get here? Did you transport?”

    He crossed his arms, real satisfaction playing in his eyes. She’d assumed they’d been baby-blue back at the gallery. Now as the light hit them at a certain angle, she saw they were more complex than that.

    Obviously this guy was more complex than that, too. Not only had he stopped the Walters from seeing her – he’d transported into her apartment before she could get home.

    She backed off further into the kitchen. “What do you want?”

    “Several things.”

    “I don’t get it – why are you in my apartment? You have to have a warrant—”

    “I assure you, I have a warrant.”

    “But you look like you’re some kind of…” she assessed him with a cautious eye, “commander or something. What on earth are you doing—”

    “You could’ve made this easy on yourself by just offering the painting when we expressed interest in it. Now,” he ticked his gaze around her apartment, “you get to go down with it.”

    There was so much satisfaction ringing in his voice. It was clear that to him, she’d just played some nefarious game, and he’d won it.

    She patted her chest, grinding her palm in.

    Paci wasn’t speaking to her. She didn’t know why. He had to still be working – if he weren’t, she’d be dead.

    She had to take this matter into her own hands, then. Still grinding her palm against her chest, she bared her teeth. “I demand to know what basis this warrant was issued on.”

    “Very well – a secret basis. One you don’t have clearance for.” He locked his gaze on her, and there was something in it that felt like he was used to stripping people down to the bone. No, not just used to – he lived to do just that. “But now I’ve paused to investigate you, we have a basis for a new warrant. What exactly is Paci? Why do you feel that the security of this apartment – and your neighbors – should be watered down?”

    She shook her head.

    Paci kept her alive. Technically, he wasn’t quite legal. He required a fully integrated neurological connection with her. It’s what allowed him to finely control her heart and her emotions when her stress got too much. However, he wasn’t registered. Anyone who had a continuous, onboard AI assistance program had to be registered. It gave one an unfair advantage.

    She clicked her jaw to the side. “I’ve never heard of a warrant based on secret reasons.” She brought her fingers up and made air quotes. “If this is about the painting, I will get a lawyer involved. I can’t comprehend why the Coalition thinks it has the right to come into a private citizen’s house and demand their property.”

    “Rights? You mean the legal and moral obligations you have to other people in society? The same obligations you yourself trample?”

    “Sorry, trample?”

    “I took the liberty of looking up your file, Vivian. Messy. You’re in a very specific business, aren’t you? You use your father’s robotics company as a front. You do favors for the rich and famous in an attempt to line your own pockets. Classy,” he noted with a snarl.

    Vivian was used to feeling affronted. It came hand-in-hand with her line of work. When you dealt with rich assholes from morning till night, you had to have a thick skin. But they never did what this prick just had. Not one other person had ever questioned the legitimacy of her father’s company.

    She let her hands drop to her sides, and slowly she pressed each finger in until her knuckles felt like they would pop.

    He slid his gaze down to them, then up to her face. “I’m going to ask you one last time – who’s Paci?”

    He didn’t wait for her to answer.

    He brought up his wrist device. Even from here in the dim light, she could tell it was modified. He tapped something on it.

    “Mistress,” Paci finally communicated with her again in her thoughts, “I have been discovered.”

    She paled. She hadn’t felt this sickly since the incident two years ago.

    She naturally clutched her chest, bending her fingers in until they weren’t just hooked into the fabric of her blouse, but they were trying to meld through it.

    The soldier ran his tongue around his teeth. It served to shift his blocklike jaw to the left and right. It looked like a swinging blade. “What you have there is an unregistered,” he emphasized that word, “illegal,” he spat with another blast of air, “fake medical device. Wow, doesn’t take long to scratch the surface of Vivian Bond to find the rot beneath, does it?”

    She blinked back her emotion. Whether it was fear, afront, anger, or just plain confusion – she couldn’t tell anymore.

    “My medical device is not fake,” she spat. She opened her lips. She couldn’t explain it to him. She’d never admitted to anyone that she had a pacemaker. It was a private thing. More than that, Paci had always told her there was no point. In her line of work, she could easily make enemies, and if they found out she had a critical assistance device, they could try to hack through it.

    Though Paci assured her that even top-of-the-range tech wouldn’t be able to hack through him, that didn’t mean there wasn’t real fear that one day, with just a flick of a switch, someone could kill her.

    “You’ve gone all gray, Miss Bond. You finally realizing that the law has caught up with you?”

    “Why are you doing this?”

    “I told you – I’m here on behalf of the Coalition to return that painting. As for the rest of this, as an officer in the Coalition, it is my right, privilege, and responsibility to track down criminals on behalf of Earth Security.”

    “Not that,” she spat back. “Why are you taking so much pleasure in this?”

    He’d been on a roll. Until now. That comment got to him. Not for long – maybe a second or two. It only served to harden his jaw further. “You might be so twisted that you can’t recognize this, but to the rest of the Coalition, keeping the peace is all that matters.”

    “And I’m running around starting wars, am I?”

    “You’re running around manipulating people out of their money with a fake medical device that serves solely as an excuse for an illegal integrated AI. Do I really have to go over the facts again?”

    She let her hand drop. “If you just want the painting—”

    “We’re way beyond that now.”

    “Paci, what do I do?” she had time to think.

    Something flashed on the man’s wrist device. He smiled. “Enough of that. You’re communicating with your AI again, aren’t you? Looking for a way out of here? I’ve got you a way. Let’s turn that off.”

    Terrified, she pushed forward and threw a hand out in a stopping motion. “No. You’ll kill—”

    At the sign of her throwing herself forward, the guy bristled, readying for an attack.

    It didn’t come.

    Somehow, he shut off her pacemaker.

    And Vivian’s heart stopped.

    Pain, terror, and a doom deeper than any the human soul could comprehend flooded her and pulled her down.

  
    Chapter 3

    Special Commander Jake Trace

    Jake was always lucky. That wasn’t why he was a special commander – you couldn’t rely on fortune as a soldier. You needed training, expertise, good tech, and more than anything, a good heart.

    Still, he couldn’t have hoped for a better situation. He did have a warrant from the Coalition to search this woman’s apartment. That painting and everything associated with it was now top-secret.

    Now he didn’t just have that – he had an iron-cast reason to throw this woman in jail.

    He’d be lying if he said that wasn’t sweet revenge. From the moment she’d stalked into that gallery with no shoes on but her head still held high, Jake had been looking for a reason to get his own back. He usually wasn’t a man who believed in revenge. Proportionality was at the heart of any good soldier.

    Vivian needed to be pulled down a peg or two. That had been a conclusion that had only solidified after he’d found out she was a washed-out Academy cadet. With three full years under her belt, she’d quit. Her excuse had been looking after her father’s company. In reality, women like Vivian quit because they didn’t have the guts to fight harder.

    When she realized he was about to switch off her AI, she threw a hand forward and launched at him.

    He got ready to push her back. She was clearly desperate, but he hadn’t pictured her as stupid. She didn’t have a body built for combat, but she still attacked.

    She didn’t reach him.

    He shut off her AI.

    And Vivian crumpled. It was like someone clicked their fingers and turned off a robot.

    She clutched her chest as she fell to her knees.

    “Please – don’t fake it. You’re already in enough trouble as it is.” He shifted down and went to scoop an arm through hers to yank her to her feet.

    There was no time. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she slumped.

    Something caught up with Jake. It was like a cruiser screaming down from the atmosphere at full speed. It hit him just as his wrist device lit up and warned him that the woman at his feet had just died.

    For several seconds he couldn’t do anything. He was a soldier, for crying out loud. He was used to breakneck situations and putting disparate data together quickly. But as the dim light from her kitchen struck her ashen face and perfectly still body, he ground to a halt.

    It didn’t last. His wrist device vibrated, warning him again that she was dead and she would stay that way if he didn’t do anything.

    Shocked, he brought up his device and tapped his fingers on it for several seconds, getting ready to follow its every instruction.

    An image of her face struck him. It was the exact expression she’d given him when he’d promised to turn off her pacemaker.

    The fear had been real, even if he’d miscategorized it at the time.

    Jake didn’t know what he was doing. As sweat slicked his brow, his fingers acted of their own accord. He didn’t call in a medical transport. He didn’t do CPR.

    He initiated the exact same protocol he’d used to shut off what he’d believed was a fake medical device – but this time, he turned it on.

    The effect was immediate.

    Vivian jolted, her lips gaping wide open as she gasped for air.

    She stretched a hand out. Not thinking, he went to grab her fingers and hold them tight. She just pushed a hand around him. “Paci,” she gasped. Switch on. Paci.”

    She might be breathing, but the fear still owned Jake. Paci had been the name she’d said before. He’d assumed it was the AI. It should’ve switched back on when he’d reinitiated its program. But what if it had multiple units?

    As part of his job as a special commander, Jake was an electronics expert. He’d hardly be capable of being the chief engineer of a heavy cruiser, but in a pinch, he could fix – and understand – just about any system.

    It was easy enough to have a distributed AI in multiple units. Smart, too – because you’d have a backup.

    When Jake had transported into her apartment, he’d automatically set up a suppression field in case she had recording equipment.

    Now, acting on autopilot again, he turned it off.

    Immediately, there was a clunk from one of the other rooms.

    His wrist device warned him that a robot had just activated.

    There was the pound of footfall as it threw itself into the room.

    Jake caught a glimpse of it, and it was unlike any medical robot he’d ever seen. It was stylized, but before he could conclude that it was just some museum toy, it reached into its chest, pulled out some kind of kit, dropped to its knees, and administered something to the side of Vivian’s neck.

    She no longer gasped for air. The color started to return to her cheeks.

    Before too long, she sat.

    Jake had just met her. Most of the time he’d been in her presence, he’d been planning her demise. Now he settled a hand on her shoulder and stared at her. No words could break his confusion.

    It didn’t take her long to shrug out of his grip. “You didn’t need to kill me,” she muttered as she wobbled up. “Paci, I’m going to go administer some fendax.”

    Jake bolted to his feet.

    She slid her gaze over to him. “I’m not gonna leave the apartment. It’s not like I can. Now get out of my way.”

    “You need to go to the hospital.”

    She chuckled darkly. “Everything they can do for me, I can do for myself here without taking care from the needier. I’m not a critical case anymore. Now just let me look after myself.”

    For whatever reason, he didn’t stop her as she wobbled into the bathroom.

    Maybe he should have. Perhaps he should have transported her directly to the hospital, but she certainly didn’t seem to be a critical case anymore; his wrist device had confirmed she was stable. 

    Jake had absolutely no clue what was going on.

    Before too long, he turned and faced the robot. “What are you?”

    “A medical assistance robot.”

    “And you’re shared with her….” He couldn’t find the words as he waved his hands around.

    “The word you’re looking for is pacemaker. It is a critical assistance device that ensures her heart continues to beat. In turning it off, you killed her,” the robot pointed out.

    Jake paled. His jaw was usually strong. It was one of his main methods of emotional communication. When it jutted out – which it did most of the time – he was displeased by something – which he was most of the time. Now it just hung there loosely as his lips opened but he couldn’t speak.

    The medical bot turned its head to the side.

    Jake’s heart skipped several beats. “Is she okay?” He didn’t know why he asked the medical bot. His wrist device still had a lock on her. It was telling her that, while she certainly had just suffered a fatal heart attack, somehow she was okay. Not great, but fine enough that she wasn’t about to drop dead. Again.

    “What is your name?” the medical bot asked. “I am Paci.”

    Jake didn’t bother to point out that he didn’t care what the bot called itself. It was a robot, for crying out loud. He ticked his jaw to the left. “You can call me Jake.”

    “And I’m assuming, Jake, considering you only gave me your first name, that you are no ordinary Coalition officer. Suppression of rank and identity details is only used in special circumstances.”

    Jake bristled. If this were an ordinary circumstance, he’d have no shame in turning the medical bot off for that comment.

    He didn’t. Just imagining it brought back the image of Vivian’s lifeless face.

    As hard as it was to admit, Jake had to take a step back here and remind himself he had no clue what was going on.

    He kept ticking his gaze back in the direction of Vivian.

    “Do not be concerned, Jake,” the bot said. “She is alive, and with due medical care that I will provide, she will be on her feet quickly.”

    “I’m not—” he didn’t finish his sentence. He’d been about to say that he wasn’t concerned. It was a lie. Worse – it would look bad. He should be concerned; he’d done this – even if he hadn’t a clue why.

    His wrist device hadn’t warned him that her pacemaker was a critical medical assistance unit. All the scans he’d received had suggested it was a front.

    So something was going on here, wasn’t it?

    That thought alone swept away his guilt.

    He crossed his arms and looked at the bot that called itself Paci. “What exactly is in her chest?”

    “A pacemaker. I have already told you—”

    “It clearly possesses an intricate neurological connection and an onboard AI.”

    “Both are required to keep her alive.”

    “Then they should be registered.”

    “It is a prototype.”

    “It’s still unregistered,” Jake insisted. “And it utilizes neurological communication. It’s a crime not to have that registered. Gives her an unfair advantage in any circumstance.”

    “It is not intended as an advantage. Neurological communication allows me to keep her alive.”

    Jake twitched.

    The robot – because he was not going to do it the false dignity of calling it Paci, considering it wasn’t alive – took Jake’s pause the wrong way. It angled its body to the side, the lights of the city beyond glistening over its metal frame. It looked like a caricature – some artifact from old Earth when space travel had all been about imagination and not practicality. The robot’s arms were long, its fingers too slender to grip with much strength. Its head was elongated. It didn’t have a mouth so much as a glowing slit around its face.

    “Her pacemaker only gives her the advantage of continuing to stay alive,” Paci tried.

    Jake would give it full points for being capable of emotional manipulation, but he still didn’t back down. He hardened his jaw and made his stance more rigid. The same glittering city lights that played over the robot’s gunmetal gray and silver body only served to darken the shadows under Jake’s chin, lips, and eyes. He would’ve looked grim – he was.

    It was time to put this in perspective. Vivian was fine.

    But she was still in hot water.

    Granted, that pacemaker appeared to keep her alive, but countless medical devices existed that could make up for any cardiovascular problem. Vivian would have chosen this prototype pacemaker precisely because of its sophisticated neurological connection and AI. Considering her line of work, it would be considered an illegal modification.

    “I am sensing that you have hardened your stance,” Paci concluded.

    Jake snorted. “So you possess predictive empathetic modeling, too, ha? Further evidence that you’re not just some simple pacemaker.”

    “You misunderstand.”

    “So you don’t possess predictive empathetic modeling?”

    There was a pause. “No, I do.”

    Jake smiled. It was all teeth and no lip. “Understand that I’ve recorded that. In fact, I’ve recorded this whole messy incident. Your owner will have no legal defense.”

    Speaking of the owner, Vivian finally pulled herself out of the bathroom. “I’m not his owner. He’s… a friend,” she added.

    It took Jake precisely no time to snort. It died in his throat – or half died – as his gaze locked on Vivian’s face.

    She was gray. Her skin, which had been vibrant and full of life before her heart attack, now looked as if someone had pulled it off a corpse.

    That was nothing to mention her left eye. As she walked into a shaft of light making it in from the kitchen, he saw it was bloodshot. Fully bloodshot. She looked as if someone had spent the last five minutes punching her in the face.

    She receded at his look, dropping her gaze as she walked over to the couch. Steadying a hand on the armrest, she sat. Her muscles were weak. Though it would have been tempting to assume it was a lie, considering she was a consummate manipulator, her skin and bloodshot eye was evidence against that conclusion.

    Heck, if he stopped hating her for half a second, he had to remind himself she’d just suffered a near-fatal heart attack.

    She clearly hadn’t forgotten. As she distractedly cast her gaze over the city, worry flaring in her speckled hazel eyes, she rubbed her sternum. It was a deliberate, almost trained move. Her palm pushed the fabric of her already creased blouse. “I heard everything you said, Commander.”

    “That’s the first time you’ve acknowledged that I’m a Coalition officer. Finally appreciating how serious this is?”

    She didn’t let her hand drop. She didn’t look at him, either. “No. I’m trying to remind myself I’m still alive. I’m sorry if I’m not as sharp as usual.”

    He snorted. “Not one for appropriate deference, are you? I read your file. Doesn’t surprise me.”

    She let her hand drop. She pushed forward. Her torso shook, and she had to pull her elbows up and rest them on her knees. Even then, her back bowed forward.

    He really wanted to believe it was an act, but to do that, he’d have to ignore what he was trying to forget.

    He might be acting tough now, but when she’d crumpled, gasping for air at his feet, he’d feared the worst.

    “Let’s cut to the chase. You just want the painting, right?”

    “No. I want justice. You’ve broken the law – on multiple counts. And you will pay for that. And yes, we’ll get the painting. But only because we will seize it. Don’t think that you have any advantage here, Miss,” he said, taking pleasure in that word. He might have a title – and the power that came along with it – she didn’t. She’d eschewed that for a broken life of crime.

    Still propping herself up with one elbow, she dragged the other hand down her face. As her fingers disturbed her skin, whitening it from pressure, her complexion didn’t recover.

    She looked ashen.

    Jake rolled his tongue around his teeth. While he could guarantee that her so-called pacemaker was there for nefarious purposes, it also had a medical use.

    You couldn’t fake how sick she looked right now. As tempting as it was to continue this conversation – though it was one-sided – he couldn’t let her die.

    Unlike Vivian Bond, Jake had a code of ethics.

    “First things first, you’re heading to the Academy main hospital. We will scan that pacemaker, remove it, and replace it or repair the damage. Exactly what you should have done before you—”

    Vivian pushed to her feet. She wobbled. She might have moved quickly earlier when she’d found him in her apartment, but now she looked like a shadow of herself. “You remove this pacemaker, I’ll die. You turn it off, I’ll die,” she said, emotion rising in her as she spat each word. “I would’ve assumed you learned that lesson considering you’ve already killed me once today.”

    For a moment her bluster got to him. Maybe it was the deadened stare from her bloodshot eye.

    It brought back the wave of fear that had struck his body as she’d crumpled.

    For a man like Jake, it wasn’t long until he pushed it back. He squared off in front of her and jutted his chin out.

    She closed her eyes. “You’re not a man who learns from his mistakes, then? Fine. If you insist on killing me again to make a point,” her voice shook with trauma on the phrase killing me again, “just promise to turn Paci back on quickly next time. The longer you wait, the more damage it does.”

    He stared at her. The light making it in from those stunning windows and the stunning vista beyond played around her body, illuminating one side while keeping the other in shadow.

    It made her seem larger-than-life. The truth was, Vivian Bond was anything but. She was a washed-out cadet who’d never had the chops – or morals – to survive in the Academy. She might have taken her questionable ethics and run with them, but now he’d caught her and she wasn’t going to escape.

    “Paci, keep an eye on the place,” she muttered as she staggered toward the door.

    “Mistress, it’s not recommended that you move. You have suffered considerable hypoxia. While I have administered medication to counteract its effects, you must reduce movement.”

    Vivian wasted the energy to turn and smile at her medical robot. That smile – the way it curled her lips, brightened her eyes, and made her face seem alive for the first time since she’d died – was wasted on artificial life.

    Not many people had nice smiles. Vivian did. She’d either been born with it, or she’d trained herself to use it as yet another tool of manipulation.

    He didn’t fall for it. “Can you walk? Or do you need me to carry you?” he growled.

    “I can walk.” She demonstrated as she made it to the door.

    “As for you,” Jake said as he turned to the medical robot, “I’m shutting you down.”

    He expected the bot to resist. Instead, it voluntarily shut itself down. With one last lingering, almost compassionate look toward its master, it condensed down, packing itself until it resembled nothing more than a shiny box.

    Jake wasn’t satisfied to leave it there. He swiped his wrist device over it, using the exact same protocol he had when he’d shut down Vivian’s pacemaker.

    Though it was stupid, and he knew the range of this jamming lock, he still kept an eye on Vivian.

    Not out of choice – his eyes acted of their own accord, jerking toward her and watching her as she stood by the door, one hand planted beside it for support.

    When shutting down the robot didn’t kill her again, Jake marched up behind her.

    “You’re coming with me,” he repeated uselessly.

    When she didn’t open the door, he reached beside her, his arm brushing down hers as he slammed his thumb onto the open button. At the same time, he locked a hand on her shoulder so she didn’t get any ideas to run.

    Running was the last thing on her mind – it was the last thing her body could do. As his fingers locked hard against her flimsy blouse, he registered only the faintest trace of warmth pushing back.

    She felt colder than the depths of frozen space.

    And something in her was frozen, he concluded before a spark of compassion could ignite in his chest. To be precise, her heart. He didn’t just mean the fact she had a pacemaker – he meant her morals and character.

    There was no point in shedding a tear for Vivian Bond – her past had just caught up with her.

    As Jake led her from her apartment, he had no idea how true that statement was.

  
    Chapter 4

    Special Commander Jake Trace

    “So you know what you’re looking at, right?” Jake crossed his arms as he stood next to Chief Medical Officer Mahmood Benz.

    Benz chuckled. “I am the Chief Medical Officer, Trace. And I’m questioning why you had to take my time for this case. To answer your question, I’m staring at scans of a prototype pacemaker. While it’s not in the database, its general make is recognizable. It has all the hallmarks of a Bond device,” he added with a slightly awed tone.

    “Enough of that,” Jake growled. “That woman is a criminal.”

    “That might be the case, but her father was a visionary. If he were still alive, the galaxy would be a better place.”

    “That’s great. I just need you to gather the evidence that that pacemaker has illegal neurological connections.” He didn’t soften his tone. He’d had a chance to think since bringing Vivian here, and he’d hardened his stance. Not only was she engaging in nefarious activity, but she was also putting herself at risk. While that pacemaker might technically keep her alive, she could have kept herself alive far better by seeking medical attention to resolve her cardiac problem. Instead, she’d used it as an advantage to justify her pacemaker.

    That made him sick.

    If he’d had the chance to think, he would have realized that wasn’t the reason he felt sick about this. Guilt could manifest in funny ways.

    “I heard you the first time, Special Commander,” Benz said, his voice dropping low.

    There was no point. There was no one else in the lab with them. Benz was just affording Jake the secrecy his title required.

    There was a handful of other special commanders currently serving in the Coalition. It was a coveted title only given to the best of the best.

    “How long until we can remove it?” Jake crossed his arms tighter. He was separated from Vivian by a flexi glass screen. Usually, you used this lab for unknown specimens that you wanted to quarantine. The reality was, it was over the top for this procedure. Vivian was not unknown – she was as easy to read as any crime novel. She didn’t have any special, potentially dangerous powers, either. She was just a great example of when you took a human and you broke its heart.

    It might be quaint to think that someone’s moral worth came from the organ pumping blood around their bodies – but Jake had always thought it was an appropriate connection to make.

    Your heart gave you feedback. When you were in danger, it beat to help get you out of there. When you were calm and in the genuine embrace of a loved one, it beat slower. It was a constant accompaniment to your emotional life.

    Women like Vivian didn’t listen to their hearts.

    “Not long,” Benz answered. “I’m just doing one last scan. I’ve initiated a medical stasis field around Vivian. We’ll turn off the pacemaker, and it will keep her heart pumping.”

    “Good.”

    Benz chuckled. “She’s really done a number on you, then? You haven’t been this passionate for a long time.”

    “I wouldn’t call what I’m experiencing passion – just justifiable anger. She gave me the runaround today, and she had the temerity to think she was the one who was right.”

    Benz laughed knowingly. “Unforgivable. No one knows better than our Jake Trace.”

    “That’s enough. Can you turn off that pacemaker yet?” Though Jake spoke with authority and confidence, just under the surface was a note of worry.

    Images of Vivian crumpling before him struck him and played havoc with his nervous system.

    It didn’t take long to call his training to thrust back that memory.

    This would help Vivian. And heck, maybe some of his anger was coming from that fact. If her pacemaker was this critical, then she needed it removed and the damage fixed. It would mean no more ‘Paci’ and all the illegal assistance he’d provided her, but it would mean no one would be able to kill her with the flick of a switch.

    “Ready.” With his fingers poised over his medical control console, Benz shot Jake a meaningful look.

    Jake took the time to stare at Vivian. The flexi glass separating her from them was only one way. That meant her defiant gaze wasn’t locked on Jake.

    It wasn’t locked on anything. She was sitting at the edge of the bed, despite the fact she’d been told multiple times to lie down.

    Her feet dangled off the tall bed – which wasn’t hard, considering her petite form. Her head was lowered down, her messy hair covering her features. It didn’t cover her eyes. When he’d brought her to the hospital, the first thing Benz had done was treat her hypoxia and repair her bloodshot eye.

    Now both of those dull but somehow still confusing hazel eyes were locked on the floor. Well, they were directed at the floor, but there was nothing behind her stare. He got the impression that if he marched in there and waved a hand in front of her face, she wouldn’t notice.

    Jake had seen people act like this. It was cold surrender. It’s exactly what you did when you realized there was nothing more you could do.

    He would’ve picked Vivian for someone who kept fighting – who never appreciated that she’d been caught.

    Obviously, he’d been wrong.

    He turned to Benz and shrugged. “Turn it off.”

    “Right you are—” Benz said as his fingers flew across the console quicker than his mouth could move.

    There was a beep.

    And Vivian clutched her chest.

    It was the kind of rigid, constricted muscular movement someone makes, not because they choose to, but because their body forces them to.

    That single grain of fear Jake had been pushing away since Vivian had died at his feet engulfed him. It was like a drop of water expanding until it was an ocean. He jolted, a sweaty palm locking on the console in front of him. “What—”

    “She’s having a heart attack,” Benz snapped as alarms blared through the room.

    Until that point, Jake had been holding onto the possibility that Vivian was just faking it.

    As those alarms got louder and more insistent, Vivian fell off the bed.

    She crumpled onto the floor. As the computers reacted to a medical emergency, they fed audio from the lab, and he heard as something snapped, her body hitting the unyielding smart concrete as gracefully as a sack of potatoes thrown from a cruiser.

    “What’s happening?” Jake spluttered.

    Benz didn’t answer. His fingers flew across the console. “I don’t understand. The medical stasis field’s in place. It’s not working.”

    Vivian wasn’t moving. The live feed of her physiological condition showed that her heart had flatlined.

    Fear raced through Jake. It was that quick, adrenaline-fueled rush you get when someone shoots at you or an enemy appears right in front of your face from nowhere.

    It was also the exact same sensation you got when a situation you had previously been in control of went to hell.

    “What do we do? Turn on the pacemaker?” Jake answered his own question. “Turn it back on. Turn it on,” he snapped again when it didn’t happen quickly enough.

    “I’m trying.” Benz reached under the medical console, grabbed out a med pack, and threw himself at the lab door. He barreled through it long before the doors could open fully. He smashed his shoulder against the side of the receding metal, but he just used it to push off.

    He skidded down to Vivian.

    Jake was right by his side.

    He was shaking. He’d been in worse situations, but that didn’t change that fact.

    Benz rolled Vivian over. It wasn’t gentle. He wrenched her to the side as quickly as he could.

    Her head lolled, lifeless. Benz knelt on her long, trestle hair as he wrenched open the medical kit.

    He grabbed a compressed syringe.

    He stabbed it into her neck until the syringe beeped.

    He waited there, poised, obviously thinking that would be enough to bring her back to life.

    It wasn’t.

    He swore. “Doesn’t make any sense—”

    “We need to get that pacemaker working,” Jake spat back. He very much was not a doctor. The only thing he was an expert on was being a soldier.

    Right now it felt like he was fighting a war. Win, and Vivian might live. Lose, and the last breath she’d ever taken would be one he’d stolen from her.

    Jake didn’t wait for Benz to agree. He threw himself up and out of the lab.

    As he’d already said, he wasn’t a doctor, but he was an electronics expert. Even as he approached the primary medical console, he used his neural implant to override its security protocols – a privilege and a right of a special commander.

    He accessed the process Benz had used to turn on the pacemaker.

    When Jake had reinitiated the pacemaker back in Vivian’s apartment, he’d used his wrist device. Specifically modulated to allow him to hack into sophisticated systems, it had protocols even this medical console didn’t possess.

    Out of the corner of Jake’s eye, he could see that Benz was bent over Vivian, trying every trick in his medical kit to restart her heart.

    Jake snapped up his wrist device. With sweaty fingers sliding along the glistening metal, he repeated the exact same protocol he’d used back in her apartment.

    And Vivian jolted.

    The medical alarms, which had been blaring so loudly you would’ve thought the whole Academy was at red alert, stopped. In front of Jake’s eyes, he could see Vivian’s life signs coming back from the dead.

    He pushed forward. No, he all but fell. He clamped his hands on the edge of the med console, bent his fingers in tightly, and let his back bow. He breathed hard like he’d just been in a marathon.

    “Get in here,” Benz snapped.

    Jake took no more time. He rushed in.

    Benz made a single movement with his neck, gesturing toward the door.

    It didn’t take Jake long to read what the CMO meant. They’d been friends for years.

    Jake bent down and picked Vivian up.

    She barely weighed anything – especially to someone with muscles like his.

    In picking her up, he felt her heat – or lack thereof. She was even colder than when he’d forced her out of her apartment.

    It reminded him viscerally of fighting in space. Not many special commanders were trained to undertake spacewalks like him. In nothing more than modified armor, he could be transported silently to an enemy vessel. He could then proceed to move over said vessel’s hull, sabotaging it.

    When you operated in space, with nothing but the thin layer of your armor between you and the void, you knew true coldness.

    He met it again as he carried the slumped but thankfully breathing Vivian behind Benz as he raced out of the room.

    “Why don’t you just order a medical transport?” Jake spat.

    “Because I now understand I have no clue what that pacemaker does or what her real condition is. I can’t afford introducing any instabilities into its program matrix. So hurry up.” Benz threw himself out of the lab. He smashed his shoulder against the wall, and just like before, used his momentum to launch off it.

    He hit the corridor outside, Jake right behind him.

    Several surprised doctors stared at Benz, but the surprise ended as they saw the comatose, gray-skinned woman in Jake’s arms.

    “Where do you need us?” one of the female doctors snapped.

    “Critical cases unit. No,” Benz changed his mind quickly. “Robotics.”

    “This is a cybernetics case?” The female doctor frowned as she looked at Vivian.

    “Who knows.” Benz shook his head.

    Together, they ran the short distance down the corridor to the robotics unit.

    As soon as Jake walked in, a large doctor took Vivian off him.

    The rest blurred.

    It wouldn’t for long.

    Jake had just walked into something he didn’t understand, and try as he might, he’d never be allowed to leave Vivian’s side again.

  
    Chapter 5

    Special Commander Jake Trace

    She was put on a stasis bed, and every doctor Benz could find assisted him in keeping her alive.

    Jake?

    He was told to leave. He didn’t. He stood at the edges of the room.

    He didn’t know what to do with his hands. He might’ve been crossing them all day in front of Vivian – now they hung loosely by his sides. He was aware that they were cold and clammy – yet nowhere near as cold and clammy as she’d been.

    An hour passed.

    Finally Benz walked up to him, the doctor’s hands firmly rooted in his pockets. They were so slack and weary with fatigue, it was like his pockets were docking stations and he was trying to use them to recoup some energy.

    Benz didn’t say a word until he stopped a meter in front of Jake.

    Slowly, Jake let his gaze unlock from the floor. He didn’t push his back off the wall. “What—”

    “Are we dealing with?” Benz chuckled. “Frank Bond at his finest.”

    Jake frowned. “Sorry?”

    “He was renowned in the robotics field for creating devices no one else could.”

    “And that means what, exactly?”

    “That we should never have turned off that pacemaker,” Benz said. His voice dropped. It felt as if the man himself kept dropping as the doctor’s shoulders hunched. “I should’ve done more research – more in-depth scans.”

    “… You shouldn’t blame yourself,” Jake forced himself to say. Though his words were correct, he hesitated about saying that, because it made one thing apparent: if there was anyone to blame here, it was Jake.

    The only thing he’d been thinking of for the past hour was Vivian’s request before they’d left her apartment. She’d asked that he didn’t wait too long to turn her pacemaker on the next time he killed her.

    He’d killed her….

    He started to crack the knuckles of his hands. First the left, then the right.

    “If I shouldn’t blame myself, then you certainly shouldn’t blame yourself. You’re not the expert here, Jake.”

    Jake pressed his mouth into a smile. It might have curled his lips, but it was the furthest thing away from an affable gesture. “I don’t get it, though—”

    Benz chuckled. He was always a friendly, laughing man. That led to his legendary bedside manner. He had a way of making his patients calm, because he was always calm. He always gave you the impression that he was in control, too.

    Jake didn’t need to note the way Benz cautiously slid his gaze back to Vivian’s bedside to realize he wasn’t in control now.

    “If you’re about to ask me why that medical stasis field didn’t work – I don’t know. If you’re about to ask me what exactly that pacemaker does – I still don’t know. And if you’re about to ask me what her underlying condition is….” Benz shook his head.

    Jake’s lips dropped open. He made the mistake of staring back at Vivian.

    Even from this angle, he could see as one of the junior doctors checked her eyes. Her left eye was bloodshot. Again. Not the right, just the left.

    It sent fear tingling over his back. He straightened as he pushed off the wall. “What do you need me to find out—” he stopped himself. He was about to use his privileges to demand whatever Benz needed. As a special commander, if Jake wanted to stop all traffic coming to Earth, he could. He didn’t even need to ask an admiral. So if Benz needed any medical equipment anywhere in the sector, Jake could get it here in the click of his fingers.

    Jake didn’t finish his sentence. This was not an issue of Coalition-wide importance. Sure, he’d been dragged into Vivian’s troubles, but ultimately, she was just a means to the painting.

    “I think we need to wait until she wakes up. With nothing else to go on, I’m going to have to ask her.”

    “And how long until she wakes up?”

    “I’m going to have to keep her in a medically induced coma for several days.”

    Jake’s cheek twitched. He didn’t have several days. As soon as he secured the painting, he had to head off to a mission in the Andori System.

    It took him too long to remind himself that that wasn’t an issue. Once he handed on his complaints about Vivian to the Earth Security Forces and took the painting, he’d never have anything to do with Vivian again.

    “To be honest, I’m not sure she’ll wake,” Benz added softly.

    All thoughts of leaving for the Andori System were washed out of Jake as quickly as someone throwing an ocean at you. “Sorry?” A wave of tension rose up his back, collapsed against his shoulders, and dragged his hands open until his fingers stuck out like dead twigs at his side.

    “I told you, Jake – I don’t know what I’m doing. With nothing else to go on, I’m going to have to keep her in a coma. And considering she’s the only person who likely knows what her condition is, I—”

    “Paci,” Jake spat.

    Benz frowned. “Who?”

    Jake shook his head. “Not who. The medical robot. It’s her pacemaker.”

    “I understand that it possesses a neurological connection and an integrated AI. I’m not sure what happened, but when we shut it down, we must have done something to its circuits. It will no longer accept external input.”

    “It’s a distributed AI. It exists in a medical assistance robot. It’s at her house. I shut it down before I left. I’ll go get it.” He turned, ready to throw himself out the door. He stopped. He brought up his wristwatch. He made a privileged call. That was to say, one he had the authority to make but not necessarily the reason.

    He contacted the closest Earth Security division to Vivian’s apartment. Within two minutes, he had someone at her apartment. A minute later, he organized an immediate transport of Paci.

    Ordinarily, unless you were engaged in a security situation, you didn’t waste unnecessary energy to use directional transport beams. Instead, you set up transport between stations.

    Not today. Jake was on a roll now. He ordered Paci to be transported right into the medical bay two meters to his left.

    The medical robot appeared, still in its off state.

    Jake strode up to it, waved his hand over his wrist device, and waited for the medical bot to awaken.

    The process wasn’t instantaneous, and for a single second, dread descended on Jake as he wondered if he’d broken Paci – and Vivian’s last chance with him.

    He needn’t have worried. The medical bot pulled itself out of its compacted state.

    A curious smile spread Benz’s lips. “You really are a Bond robot, aren’t you? Frank always had a flair for the architecturally different.”

    Paci said nothing. He tilted his head to the side, instantly shifting his robotic gaze over to Vivian.

    For whatever reason, Jake stood stiff and tall. It was the stance he used when he was about to get told off by an admiral.

    A, this wasn’t an admiral. B, even if Paci told Jake off, Jake shouldn’t have to care. It was just a medical bot.

    He still stood tall, though.

    “Are you a distributed artificial intelligence? Are you shared with the pacemaker in Vivian Bond’s chest?” Benz asked quickly.

    “Correct. She has had a heart attack. You waited,” Paci turned the red lighting strip along his face to Jake, “too long before you saved her life this time.”

    Jake couldn’t tell, but it sounded as if the medical bot was being sarcastic on the word saved.

    If it was more than a robot, it would be justified. You couldn’t really save someone you’d almost killed. Jake had created his own problem when he’d turned off her pacemaker.

    “We need all available information on her condition,” Benz stated flatly.

    “Wake her up,” Paci said.

    Benz snorted. “I would’ve expected more from a Bond device. She’s in a medically induced coma to control hypoxia-related—”

    “She’s fine. This is not the first time she’s died.”

    Jake felt sick.

    “She’s not fine—” Benz began.

    Paci turned and faced Vivian.

    Vivian woke.

    It was easy enough to tell – because not only did the doctors beside her jolt back as if a zombie had risen from a grave – but the medical scanners went haywire.

    “What have you just done?” Benz growled as he threw himself toward Vivian, obviously expecting the worst. “Jake, turn off that bot.”

    Paci turned his emotionless – but somehow still judgmental – gaze on Jake.

    It was enough that Jake’s hand stilled before it could snap toward his modified wrist device.

    “I request you wait two seconds,” Paci asked. “Considering you have killed my mistress twice today,” his voice vibrated on the word twice, “you owe me that.”

    So much about that was wrong. Jake hadn’t killed Vivian. He’d made some mistakes, but he hadn’t been given the full evidence. No court would charge him. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, Paci was just a robot. You couldn’t owe a robot anything.

    So why did Jake’s fingers freeze, giving Paci the two seconds he needed?

    Jake turned his head back to Vivian in time to see her push up off the bed. She let her legs fall over the side of it as she crumpled her hands over her face.

    Benz was by her side, a supportive hand on her shoulder, surprise flickering in his deep gaze. He turned back to Jake, and it was clear the CMO didn’t understand what he was seeing.

    Paci did. “Administer two milliliters of isolated denq particles,” he announced to the room.

    “I thought I told you to shut that medical bot off?” Benz snapped. Though the man’s voice was hard, there was a note of confusion.

    It was just enough that Jake let his hand continue to hover over his wrist device. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

    “You killed her by shutting off her pacemaker. You already know what’s wrong with her,” Paci replied snidely.

    Jake’s jaw hardened. His finger descended toward his wrist device.

    “Do not kill her a third time,” Paci warned. “And administer two milliliters of isolated denq particles before she slips into a permanent coma.”

    Jake remained frozen at Paci’s comments.

    Don’t kill her a third time?

    He hadn’t killed her at all….

    Benz didn’t snap at Jake to turn Paci off. After a few seconds of staring confusedly at a medical device in his hand, he appeared to reluctantly snap, “Administer the drug.”

    They must have had it on hand, because one of the junior doctors loaded it into a medical deployment unit – considering it wasn’t a standard, liquidized drug – and administered it into the side of her hip.

    Vivian didn’t stop them. She might have been sitting up, but it was clear that she was only barely conscious.

    Benz waited impatiently by her side. He kept cutting his gaze back to Paci, obviously questioning why Jake hadn’t turned him off – yet not requesting he be shut down again.

    It didn’t take long for the drug to take effect.

    Even from here, Jake could see the color returning to her flesh. Which was great – she’d looked like a corpse until seconds before.

    The beeping medical alarms started to quiet down as her condition stabilized.

    Jake tore his gaze off her and back onto Paci.

    He didn’t know what questions to ask. Benz did. The CMO came marching back. This time, he demanded nothing of Paci. He looked the robot up and down. “What am I dealing with?”

    “A complicated medical condition,” Paci summarized.

    Benz laughed. There was no humor there. His face – and his natural calm – had been overshadowed by almost losing a patient. “Granted. What condition?”

    “You would never have faced it before.”

    “Try me.”

    “Vivian’s heart is trying to kill her,” Paci finally revealed.

    It was such a buildup, that when the medical bot didn’t deliver a genuine diagnosis, but something fanciful and poetic, Benz rolled his eyes. “If you’re not going to help, I will shut you off. Your earlier recommendation might have stabilized her condition, but I will not put up with you making a mockery of this situation.” He spoke as if he were chastising some green-eared med student.

    He wasn’t. He was talking to a robot. There was no point in negotiating. If Paci was misbehaving, it was due to a programming or hardware issue.

    “I told you you would not have encountered an issue like this,” Paci said, his tone neutral and unaffected by Benz’s anger.

    “People’s hearts don’t try to kill them,” Benz spat.

    “Ordinarily, I agree. Vivian’s is. I can inform you of her condition and download her medical history,” he tilted his metal head over to Jake, “as I assume you will take it by force if I do not willingly offer it. I suggest you refrain from making judgments – both moral and treatment-wise – until you go over the material.”

    Benz didn’t look happy at being condescended to by a medical robot. He didn’t snap at Jake to turn Paci off, though. The CMO brought up his wrist device, clearly indicating he was ready to receive the download.

    A second later, his wrist device beeped. Benz arched an eyebrow. “For an apparently simple medical bot, you have a worryingly fast data download speed.”

    “Who said I was simple?” Paci shot back.

    Benz became distracted staring at the data. He processed it quickly, flipping through medical scans one after another. Every one he looked at crumpled the doctor’s face until it looked as if it had been kicked in. “Says here she suffered a fatal heart attack two years ago alone at home. There’s no evidence in her Earth-wide medical file. Who treated her?”

    “I did.”

    “And you implanted the pacemaker?” Benz asked.

    Paci nodded.

    “Who designed it, though? It seems to have been made for her specific condition – whatever that is. How did you keep her alive long enough to synthesize the device?”

    “Her father made it before he died,” Paci answered.

    A truly deep frown marked Benz’s lips now. “So he was aware of her condition?”

    “He suspected it,” Paci answered.

    Jake was lost. Even if he did have a medical degree, he fancied he’d be lost anyway.

    “So why wasn’t she taken to a real doctor?” Benz snapped, his professional responsibility coming to the fore.

    “Her father was a real doctor.”

    “If you’re claiming she had a fatal heart condition, why wouldn’t her Academy medical reports have picked it up?” Jake asked.

    It was just a question. Paci turned to him, and though the medical bot shouldn’t be capable of disgust, Jake swore Paci despised him for pointing that out. “You have killed her twice today,” he defaulted to saying. “I would remove the note of accusation from your voice lest someone point the finger at you for your heartless actions.”

    Firstly, that wasn’t justified. Jake had just asked a logical question. Secondly, Paci was just a robot.

    Benz didn’t rise to Jake’s defense this time. The doctor had become absorbed by flicking through Vivian’s medical file. A pronounced frown pulled his lips down with all the strength of an inertia beam. He looked up sharply. “Says here she suffered a near-fatal heart attack when she was three.”

    Paci stood straighter. “Yes. Though I ask you do not inform her of that.”

    “Why?” Jake crossed his arms. They’d been loose and useless at his sides. Now he had something to move for again – because there was no good reason to hide a patient’s condition from them.

    “Yes, why?” Benz repeated with more authority.

    “She has had approximately ten heart attacks over the course of her life – she is only aware of one. Though,” Paci glared at Jake, even though he didn’t have the kind of facial muscles you needed to glare, “now she has had 13 heart attacks, and she will be aware of 3.”

    “What’s going on here?” Benz demanded. “How could she not be aware?”

    “They occurred when she was asleep,” Paci revealed.

    Benz seemed to reach the data that detailed those attacks, and his frown started to take over his whole face.

    Jake wanted to tell himself there was every chance Paci was making all this up. Clearly Benz didn’t believe that. He became so distracted by the data, he started to shake his head unconsciously.

    “Doctor?” Jake asked through a swallow.

    “These scans don’t look fake. There are detailed atomic scans – and they match what we’ve already taken from Vivian. You need to tell me what’s going on, medical bot. Why doesn’t she know about her condition?”

    “Stress can induce it.”

    “What exactly is her condition?” Jake tried.

    His voice shook with a little more desperation than he was comfortable with.

    It didn’t matter – he was ignored.

    “So you lie to her about her condition to manage her stress? Clearly doesn’t work if she’s almost died 14 times,” Benz snapped.

    “You will find that the majority,” Paci spat that word, “of those deaths occurred before her new pacemaker was installed. Prior to her current model, I was not involved in her care.”

    “Current model?” Benz frowned. He flicked through the data. “According to this, she’s had pacemakers all her life,” he realized.

    “Yes.”

    “So why wasn’t that on her file?” Jake tried.

    Paci shot him another deadly look that told Jake the medical device had concluded he was a jerk.

    Maybe Paci wasn’t that far off the mark. Here Benz was, trying to track down her condition, and here Jake was, trying to solidify a case against her.

    Except that wasn’t what he was doing. Not this time, anyway. He just didn’t understand.

    For whatever reason, as he stared back at Vivian, he realized he needed to understand.

    “The device was hidden from detection,” Paci revealed.

    Right there was everything Jake needed to throw the proverbial book at Vivian. Possessing an unregistered AI device capable of neural connection was one thing – possessing one whilst at the Academy would get her a decade in jail.

    Benz didn’t immediately call the police. “Why? If his daughter had this condition, why not own up to it?”

    Paci looked right at Jake. There was no mistaking it now – the med bot was pissed. “Because anyone capable of a relatively sophisticated remote hack would have been able to switch off her heart with no remorse.”

    Benz looked confused. “Why would they do that? I get it, her heart is 100% reliant on the pacemaker, but plenty of people have critical assistance devices. Why assume the worst and keep it – and her condition – hidden?”

    “To keep her alive.” Paci had been giving detailed answers – until now.

    Jake might have spent the past hour beating himself up. Now his training kicked into gear. He found himself crossing his arms so hard, he could have squeezed his head off. “I’m taking it by that answer that Vivian here has some enemies?”

    “Before you mock her and claim that you are not surprised based on your flimsy, self-assured assessment of her personality, don’t,” Paci warned.

    Jake couldn’t take it anymore – he let out a frustrated laugh that rang through the room. “You’re a heck of a lot mouthier than your average med bot.”

    Before Paci could again point out that he wasn’t your average med bot, Jake put up a hand.

    “I wasn’t going to say that, anyway,” Jake continued honestly. “It wouldn’t take a stretch of the imagination to assume the head of a robotics company – or any company, for that matter – had enemies. I did a stint for the Coalition as a hostage negotiator. I can’t count the number of heirs I’ve tracked down because some punk abducted them to get at their parents and their money. Not my point, though.”

    “What is your point?” Paci asked.

    “Hacking into a pacemaker is one thing – a hard thing. Why not just kill her? If you genuinely thought she was at risk – in my experience, she’d be dead by now. I’ve looked at her Academy file, though not pretty, there was never a hint of someone going after her.”

    Paci looked imperious. Don’t ask Jake how – maybe it was the way the robot elongated its spine and tugged its chin back. It told Jake everything he needed to know, and that was he didn’t know anything.

    Benz had become distracted by his wrist device. He was shaking his head unconsciously again. He strode away and muttered at a doctor to do a certain scan, then wandered back. He faced Paci. “If what I’m looking at is correct, then you’re right – and I’ve never seen a condition like this,” he admitted.
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