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      Blurb

      

      
        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 Episode One 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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    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
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