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        John Doe

      

      

      John looked at himself in the mirror. He’d been doing that for the past 10 minutes solid. Hardly blinking, he tried to assess every feature, every line, every imperfection along his skin, down his jaw, and flickering in his eyes.

      “Give it a rest,” he tried, berating himself softly, glad there was nobody else in his quarters to see his ridiculous behavior.

      He had one hand planted into the basin before him for grip and support as he leaned his face as close to that smart mirror as he could. Yet now he finally forced himself to push backward, with a heavy sigh rattling through his chest as he did. Cupping a hand to his forehead and pushing it hard into his nose as he let it drop down his face, he gave yet another belly-shaking sigh.

      He stepped away, turned sharply on his heel, like a Union recruit should, and pushed back into his room.

      While his private bathroom had a solid, hard floor, his quarters were covered in soft carpet, and it dulled his footfall. It no longer rang out with every step.

      For some reason he was wearing only one shoe and one sock. He’d started to undress in the bathroom, intending to have a quick shower, and then he’d become distracted by his own reflection. Hence the one shoe and one sock.

      Still mumbling to himself, and still trying to examine his reflection as it remained in his mind’s eye, he blinked briefly and threw himself down onto the bed. Shifting over to the edge, he kicked his shoe off, using his other foot instead of his hands. Then he wrenched at his sock, throwing it neatly across the room.

      Finally he flopped back.

      Latching a hand over his head, he let his fingers brush through his short, bristle-like hair. Fattening his cheeks, locking his teeth, he blew a breath of air through the slight gap in his lips. All the while he stared up at the ceiling.

      There was a lot going on, and a lot was changing. Since he had returned from Kaiser Prime with the wanted criminal Fraser, life had gotten particularly interesting aboard the Pegasus.

      In more ways than one.

      Latching a hand hard over his lips, John let his eyes press wide as he stared with ever-growing distraction at the ceiling above.

      Alice.

      She was a distraction in every way possible. He had no idea how he felt about her, and hell, he had no idea what he should be feeling about her either. As her commander, he had to keep his distance from them. He also had to ensure their relationship was a concertedly hierarchical one. He gave her orders – she followed them. Yes, of course within that equation there was room for him to treat her like a person, and aboard his ship, he also wanted to treat her like a friend. But there was a little problem. He wasn’t entirely sure he was happy being just friends.

      Wincing at that complicated thought, John let another heavy sigh push through his chest and rattle past his throat.

      “You need to get perspective,” he begged himself out loud as he offered the ceiling above him yet another groan.

      Now was precisely the wrong time to be worrying about Alice. Or at least how he felt about her. It was the right time, however, to be worrying about what she had done, what she’d said, and what attention she was about to bring toward herself.

      She had made enemies of Admiral Fletcher, Lieutenant Commander Rama, and Evelyn. There was no denying that fact. When she’d punched Rama, when she had played the Admiral at his own game, Alice had brought herself the kind of attention that would quickly ruin any ensign’s career.

      Yet she was still on the ship. Because she was full of surprises. And that fact alone saw his lips kink up into a tentative smile.

      Regardless of whether she could make him grin, the Pegasus was still in the Rim, and the mission was still in full swing. While Admiral Cole had distracted John with a mission to Kaiser Prime, that distraction was now over. His original objective was back as his top priority.

      They had to hunt down Old Tech, and above all, they had to find the location of that secret and mysterious transmission. The transmission that supposedly showed Old Ones alive and well.

      So no pressure, then.

      That glib thought made John smile, yet as soon as it did, of course his mind returned to her.

      “Alice,” he said aloud, “you have got to get out of my head.”

      It was a useless thing to suggest. She was there to stay.

      Realizing he couldn’t exactly stay on his bed, staring up at the ceiling and begging his feelings for Alice not to haunt him any further, John finally pushed himself up. He went and had that shower he’d been threatening to have, and he tried, as a good commander should, to hold thoughts only for his mission and his crew.

      Well… at least he tried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alice

      

      

      She was standing in Central Engineering, tapping distractedly on a panel as she listened to the crew around her. There was nothing much to do, as she had already finished her assigned task, yet she didn’t want to trundle over to the Chief to get more work yet. For Alice had to remember not to show her full skills and abilities. If the Chief began to realize that Alice got through her work at a far quicker pace then should be possible, she would start to suspect something was up. So Alice, under the advice of Helper, was throttling back. She was maintaining a good, healthy, efficient pace, yes, but she was not doing anything suspicious.

      Which meant she would always have a lot of time to simply stand there, pretending to look busy, yet without anything real to distract herself with. While once upon a time, her thoughts would have no doubt returned to her paranoia, and she would have run circles around her gut, agonizing over the many forces in this universe that wanted to hunt her down and control her, these days that paranoia was getting less and less strong. Instead, right now, she was harmlessly tuning into the chatter around her.

      She was listening to Smith and Petra discussing their midnight tryst in whispers from one of the higher levels. She was also listening to the Chief mutter under her breath about the new changes Lieutenant Commander Rama had demanded to the engineering operational protocols. Alice could also pick up Peterson as he hummed some odd tune whilst cleaning out the engine relay filters.

      All of those voices, all of those thoughts, they just washed around her. Mutterings and whispers she could tune in to if she felt like it or ignore if they began to bore her.

      “This unit is operating at 100% efficiency,” Helper suddenly chimed uselessly in her mind. He was doing that more and more these days – beginning a conversation even though there didn’t appear to be any point to it. Helper was a machine – Old Technology, yes – but still a machine. Though he had his own intelligence, it did not, apparently, provide him with a personality – it simply simulated one. Helper should not have desires, beliefs, and needs. Yet the more she traveled with him, the more he changed. Or perhaps the more she opened her mind to what he was and what he could be. For she was now sure, contrary to her technical understanding of him, that Helper most certainly had needs.

      He would get lonely if left alone. It wasn’t that he required stimulation to continue running at peak efficiency. It was something deeper and far more profound. He wanted a connection. So when she withdrew into silence, she had to be mindful not to leave him alone for too long.

      “Did you hear what the Chief just said?” She thought back to him, realizing gossip was the perfect thing to distract him with.

      “As this unit is operating at 100% efficiency, of course I did,” Helper thought back quickly.

      Alice chuckled to herself at his trite comment but was sure not to let her laughter carry.

      “This is no laughing matter,” Helper quickly chided her. “It is reasonable to assume that the changes Rama has demanded throughout Engineering and the rest of the ship are a direct reaction to you and your recent actions.”

      Well, that cut through her laughter. It also cut through her cheer. Feeling just a little colder, Alice straightened up and neatened her hair over her shoulder.

      “I can confidently proclaim that we are yet to see the full reaction of Lieutenant Commander Rama,” Helper continued, a cold edge of warning making his tone quick and sharp, “not only did you punch him, you used my superior knowledge of Union rules to prevent him from having you transferred off the ship. You showed abilities and wisdom that he would no doubt assume are beyond you. Trust me, oh great one, you have made an enemy of Rama, and everything he does we should assume in some way is a reaction against you.”

      Feeling that chill travel further down her spine, Alice latched a hand onto her shoulder and gave a heavy, heavy sigh.

      So much for letting that paranoia drift away. Now it was back, and it was clutching up her spine like a spider climbing each vertebra.

      “As always, I continue to monitor Lieutenant Commander Rama and Evelyn’s communications with Admiral Fletcher, but I cannot be sure that I can access everything. We know that they both possess Old Technology, and I cannot guarantee they are not using said devices to maintain a communication link with the Admiral that even I am not able to hack into.”

      Now Alice winced. Hell, if Helper continued his barrage, she would likely end up in a puddle on the floor, rocking back and forth as she bemoaned how terrible her existence was.

      Yet something stopped her. That something was that ever-growing seed of trust. Of companionship. Of hope. Regardless of how bad things seemed, all she had to do was glance up and look at the crew around her, all doing their assigned tasks, all socializing, all working together for a shared goal. They had lives and hopes and dreams – good times, bad times, and ordinary times. Yet through it all, they continued to support each other.

      In many ways, Alice found the sentiment sickening, weak, and one she should draw away from. Yet it was like a monster that perpetually reared in her mind. No matter how hard she tried to turn from the crew, she couldn’t.

      It was as if they were a part of her, for she was now a part of them. Like it or not, technically Alice was a member of the Pegasus and shared their fate for now.

      But beyond that, there was one member of the crew in particular she couldn’t turn away from.

      John Doe, her commander. The man that had once chased her relentlessly. The man she had spent the first few weeks of this mission hiding from, running from, and hoping like crazy she would never have to see again. Yet he was now the man who kept her staying on the Pegasus, who kept her bound to the crew. The force that stopped the ever-present paranoia from digging deeper into her mind and heart.

      She didn’t understand why, and she didn’t dare try to find out. Investigating that constantly changing emotion would be like poking a hornet’s nest.

      Wiping a hand across her brow, Alice fixed her hair over her shoulder again, trying desperately not to be drawn under by Helper’s pessimistic predictions.

      “Though I cannot be sure, I believe that some of Lieutenant Commander Rama’s changes will enable him to directly monitor your workflow.” Helper continued to berate her in her thoughts.

      “Why on earth would he want to do that?” she rallied.

      “He is suspicious of you. We must interpret every single act of his through that lens. He will try to find out as much as he can about you, oh great one, and we must ever be on guard.”

      She sighed. She had to. Lieutenant Commander Rama was putting in place some mechanism so he could see exactly how much work she did and how quickly. Though she wanted to dismiss it as paranoid, she couldn’t. It made sense. If, on some level, Rama was suspicious that Alice could activate Old Technology, no doubt he would watch her like a hawk. He would want to see every single thing she did on the ship, and he would want to find out the second she did something even remotely suspicious. If she continued to work at peak efficiency, managing to finish all of her tasks in record time, and solving even the hardest of problems without the Chief’s assistance, then yes, Rama would want to know about it. For it would feed his growing conclusion that there was something wrong with Ensign Alice Doe. Something deeply, deeply wrong.

      As Alice pretended to work, she had her back to the main doors of Engineering. And as Helper continued to distract her with his dire warnings, she paid less and less attention to her surroundings. It was no surprise, then, when she heard a soft “excuse me,” from behind her, and it made her jump from mild shock.

      “Sorry to startle you,” a very familiar voice said.

      She turned to stare up into the eyes of none other than the Commander himself. Or John, as he kept on demanding she call him.

      He was standing a respectful distance away, and he didn’t appear to know what to do with his gaze. At first he fixed it on his feet, then his hands as they were clutched before him, and then behind her at the engine core as it softly pulsed in the center of Engineering. It sent a powerful glow around the room – it always did, yet its brilliant natural illumination was somewhat dampened by the numerous force fields that protected the crew from the highly dangerous omidium inside.

      Dangerous to most of the crew, that was. Not her. It kept her alive, it kept her fighting fit, and in many ways, it kept her aboard the Pegasus.

      Yet so did something else. Somebody else. The man she was currently staring at as he appeared to try particularly hard not to look her way.

      Scratching at his chin distractedly, he cleared his throat. “I hope I am not taking you away from your duties,” he offered her a short nod.

      She shook her head, perhaps a little too enthusiastically. “I’m almost finished up here. How can I help you, Commander?”

      “I just wanted to see…” he trailed off and took what appeared to be an extremely uncomfortable swallow. Was it just her, or did he appear more awkward than was usual?

      Was this a delayed reaction to their adventure from several weeks ago? Was John only now realizing that perhaps there was something wrong with her? A far darker mystery behind the enigma of Ensign Alice Doe?

      As Alice’s thoughts got the better of her, a kick of paranoia ignited in her stomach, sending nerves tracing across her back, neck, and over her cheeks. Forcing a swallow, she pushed her fringe from her face and gazed somewhere between herself and the Commander, eyes wide as they fixed on a scuff mark on the floor.

      “Sorry,” the Commander suddenly managed, and as Alice flicked her gaze up, she noted he winced slightly. “I,” he began, yet once again he trailed off. It was clear he didn’t know what to say, or worse, he knew exactly what he wanted to say, yet had no idea how to muster the courage to do so.

      Alice started to feel steadily sicker, yet she was also aware that no matter how uncomfortable she was right now, she had come so far from that scared slum girl of only several months previous. Sure, she still had that little voice in her head that told her to run, but she no longer paid it so much attention. Plus, when things got really bad, there was always Helper.

      “There is no cause for concern,” Helper chimed in her mind as if on cue, “I believe I can deduce why the Commander is acting so strangely around you. From the exact color of his cheeks, to the unsteady beat of his heart, he appears nervous. Not angry. And certainly not suspicious. I can calculate approximately 8962 potential reasons for the Commander’s current condition. Most of which would not cause concern.”

      Alice had to offer a wry smile at that. Helper knew what to say and when to say it. Though in large part Alice’s transforming personality was down to the rather miraculous Commander John Doe, she couldn’t ignore Helper’s contribution. He was stalwart, he was hardy, and he was always by her side, quite literally. There to calm her down, there to warn her, and there to be a constant friend.

      Perhaps Alice’s wry smile got the Commander’s attention, because he flicked her one of his own. “I’m sorry,” he suddenly relaxed measurably and gave a light chuckle as he shook his head and ran a hand through his short hair, “I’m kind of out of it today. Like I said, I don’t want to interrupt your duties,” he began again, calming down even more as he gave another light chuckle.

      “Then I guess you had better stop saying that,” the Chief snapped as she whirled around and walked toward them, 10 of her fingers drumming on her green arm as she did. “Is there a reason you’re interrupting my personnel?” The Chief flashed John what one could assume was an insubordinate look.

      John raised an eyebrow. “Your personnel? Who is your commander again?”

      “You are,” the Chief pointed out as she pointed directly at him, “but my point here is, John, Alice is quite busy. I’ve got her on an important task, and if you’re just looking for a chat, I suggest you go elsewhere.”

      Ouch.

      That was quite direct, Alice realized, which was saying something, considering her social skills were sadly lacking. Yet even she could see as the Commander’s skin paled, his cheeks stiffening as he set his teeth into a tight line. “I see,” he said, voice diplomatic, but edgy. “Yet I am obliged to point out, once again, that I am your commander, and that I am the commander of this ship.” He put a hand up and turned it in a small circle, keeping his gaze steadily locked on the Chief.

      It took Parka a moment, then perhaps she realized John wasn’t joking, and she stiffened slightly. “Sorry, Commander, sometimes that acerbic personality of mine gets the better of me.”

      He shifted his jaw from side to side without opening his mouth, and the sight of it caught Alice’s attention, far more than it should. She found herself watching as his skin dimpled and scrunched. And at least it was a distraction from the look in his eye.

      Though Alice had hardly been on the Pegasus as long as most of the other crew, she was starting to understand how the dynamics of the ship worked. Especially where its commander was involved. Though John was a consummate soldier, an excellent strategist, and knew enough about most of the fields of expertise on his ship to run it all on his own, he was not a hard and fast commander. He preferred the softly-softly approach. He wanted to be friends with everybody, and when that didn’t work, he could raise his voice, but it was an exception to the rule.

      So for him to show rank over the Chief meant she had overstepped the line. Again.

      Because the Chief was doing it on a surprisingly regular basis. At first Alice had thought it was all in her head, yet Helper had, helpfully, confirmed it on multiple occasions.

      There was something wrong with the Chief. Her personality, her behavior, they were harder and sharper than before. She would snap at people, she would make rude remarks, and she was less inclined to play cards with Foster, Peterson, and the rest of them.

      Worse than that, perhaps, her acts of apparent insubordination were on the rise.

      “Is there something you have to do, Chief?” John continued, still staring over at Parka with that hard look to his eyes.

      The Chief half turned on her foot, let out a heavy breath, shrugged her shoulders, and walked off. She didn’t salute, which was usual, yet neither did she say goodbye.

      Alice watched carefully as John stared at the Chief as she retreated through Engineering. He had a look of pure concentration on his face, and as his eyes darted from side to side, Alice could see he was trying to pick up every single detail of the Chief as she wandered off.

      When she had disappeared behind a humming bank of glowing blue consoles, he let out a heavy sigh, crossed his arms, and offered the floor before him a slight shake of his head.

      “What’s going on with her?” he asked under his breath, then, several seconds later, he flicked his gaze over to Alice, and paled a little, as if realizing she was still standing right there.

      “For the past two weeks, I don’t think she’s been getting any sleep,” Alice found herself answering, except it wasn’t her answer. She was repeating what Helper had just told her in her mind.

      Helper was more than a sophisticated computer – he had multiple sensors that he could use to pick up the finest details of the environment around him. Integrating his knowledge with the ship’s onboard computers, he had been monitoring the health of the Pegasus crew for several weeks now. It was somewhat of a project of his.

      “Maybe you are right,” John said after a long pause, “I’ve noticed she hasn’t been as social, but…” he trailed off.

      Alice didn’t need him to finish his sentence. She wasn’t a commander, and never would be, but she could appreciate the kind of decision he was trying to make. Should he do something? Should he pull the Chief aside, ask her what was going on, or wait for her to get over it herself?

      The Chief, for all of her exuberance and extroversion, was actually a very private person. While she was loud and rowdy and would hit you with her green arms and multiple fingers, when she went home to her quarters after every shift, the doors closed and that was that.

      Again John gave a heavy sigh, then Alice watched, almost in slow motion, as his eyes widened slightly.

      Her cheeks felt suddenly itchy, and she brought a hand up, needlessly tugging her fringe from behind her ears so she could neaten it and tuck it behind once again.

      He cleared his throat. “You’re probably wondering why I interrupted you,” he began, again, his voice teetering on the edge of awkwardness.

      “Not really,” she mumbled, “I assume this has to do with… the incident. Have you… decided on my punishment yet?”

      He didn’t move. Then a very slow smile spread over his cheeks, and it was the kind of move that caught your attention.

      Alice couldn’t look away.

      John shook his head, laughing at the same time. “No, I’m afraid I’ve been very busy,” he emphasized the word busy with a clearly sarcastic tone, “and I haven’t had a chance to get around to your charges. You will have to continue your duties for now.” He nodded.

      Despite herself, she began to share his smile. It crept up over her lips, pushing at her cheeks, and quite possibly making her eyes sparkle.

      “I just came to see you,” he stared at his feet for a second, then at the console beside her, then shrugged and appeared to get over something, “to see how you are. To see how you are fitting in.”

      That question threw her.

      And she had no idea why. He was her commander, and it was his prerogative to check on his crew, even though that task usually settled on the shoulders of his Chief Officer. Yet still, it wasn’t exactly John’s admission that was sending a spike of nerves traveling through Alice’s gut – it was the smile that was still on his face.

      “Fine,” she quickly mumbled, coughing into her palm as, yet again, she untucked her hair from behind her ear, only to straighten it and then to tuck it away again in a neat and quick move.

      “Have you had any issues,” John slightly turned over his shoulder, no doubt checking to see if the coast was clear, “with Rama?”

      It was a direct question. A very, very direct question. And Alice got the impression that the only reason John was asking it was because of what they had experienced down on Kaiser Prime. Like it or not, John now trusted Alice, or certainly appeared to.

      Yet that was an uncomfortable question. A particularly unsettling one too.

      Though Alice was getting over her paranoia, in part, it was still there, for the threat was still there. No matter how many times Alice recalibrated the engines, played cards in the mess hall, or ran off on missions with the Commander, there was one fact she would not be able to forget. She was an Old One, and she was in hiding. Though the past several months spent with the Commander and the rest of the crew had proven to Alice that she didn’t know for sure what would happen if they ever found out her secret, she knew one thing with red hot, burning certainty. If Rama or Evelyn found out Alice was an extant, living, breathing Old One, all hell would break loose. They would take her back to the Admiral, or they would blow up the ship and the rest of the crew trying.

      “Alice?” John prompted.

      She looked up sharply only to realize she had dwindled into a painfully obvious silence.

      Scrunching her lips up and shifting them fast over her teeth, she shook her head. “Fine,” she said, her breath coming out in a pant and making the word far too desperate.

      John gave a careful nod. “Look, Alice,” he began. Yet he didn’t get to finish whatever he planned on saying, for at that moment somebody gave a harsh, loud shout, followed by a string of swear words.

      That somebody was the Chief.

      She stalked out from behind the consoles she was working on, found one of the junior ensigns, and began shrieking at them.

      John stiffened.

      “You call that recalibrating the bypass unit?” the Chief yelled, “you’ve done one hell of a job,” she continued with a menacing growl.

      John took a sharp step forward.

      “Hold on,” somebody else said as they half jogged around a humming section of machinery. That someone was Peterson.

      Peterson had become a firm friend of Alice’s, hindered in no part by the fact she had saved his life.

      She respected him, and hopefully, he respected her too.

      Alice also knew enough about him to realize he had a rather special relationship with the Chief. While the Chief appeared to like Alice, and they got on well, and she was firm friends with John, Peterson had been working with the Chief for the longest.

      “That wasn’t Ensign Stuart’s fault, it was mine,” Peterson began.

      “Yours,” the Chief turned on him, clutched her hands on her hips, and let her fingers drum relentlessly into her sides. Her eyes were blazing, in fact, they were so wide and pressed open, that the skin around them was crinkled and scrunched like a fist, “you expect me to believe that you, after all these years, don’t know how to shut a console and reintegrate a bypass unit?”

      “I was her supervisor. I missed that,” Peterson said, and to his credit, he didn’t react to the Chief’s tone, or at least he didn’t appear to.

      “What kind of an outfit are we running here, if we can’t expect to complete a simple task like this? I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but we are smack bang in the Rim, away from help, away from the cavalry, and away from anyone who is going to give a damn about us. So if we can’t rely on each other, and if we can’t get a simple job done,” she brought her hand up and pointed stiffly at the scared Ensign Stuart, “then we are as good as dead. We might as well slap a neon sign on the side of the Pegasus, open the doors, and let the pirates in.”

      “Enough,” John took another stiff step forward. His voice didn’t ring out. He wasn’t shouting. His single word didn’t echo around the Engineering room. It was quiet, and it was short.

      And it worked.

      Peterson straightened, Stuart snapped a salute, and the Chief swiveled her deadly gaze over to him.

      “This is my Engineering Bay,” she began.

      “My discussion room, immediately,” John nodded toward the main doors.

      The Chief opened her mouth to protest.

      “Immediately,” he repeated. Then he walked past her, and every step was about as menacing as you could imagine.

      He walked with authority, purpose, and meaning.

      Though the Chief let out a soft swearword from under her breath, she finally turned and followed.

      As the doors shut behind them, it left the rest of Engineering reeling.

      The Chief was many things. She was blustery, and everybody working in this section knew that. It was part of her charm though. She would shout at you if you had done something wrong, sure, but she would be the first to defend you if anyone tried to step on your toes. Plus, most of the time her bluster was harmless. Though she was loud and garrulous, she wasn’t nasty. She wasn’t aggressive. Yet over the past several weeks something had been happening, and that something was wearing down the Chief steadily like friction on the joints of a fine set of Union armor.

      “It is my belief that the Chief may be suffering the effects of isolation,” Helper suddenly chimed in Alice’s mind.

      Alice wasn’t expecting it, and she nearly cupped a hand to her ear, as if she were receiving Helper’s voice through an audio feed, rather than directly into her mind.

      “Though there are multiple potential reasons to explain the Chief’s unusual behavior, isolation is currently the most probable. Her race, after all, is exceedingly social.”

      Alice nodded her head, then quickly realized no one was technically speaking to her and mumbled a yes in her mind instead.

      Yet what she really wanted to mumble was no. For all of Helper’s technical prowess, sophisticated sensors, and computational abilities, Alice felt he was missing something.

      Yet she had no idea what that was. But in a flash of something that felt a little bit like friendship, she realized she had an obligation to find out. The Chief had gone out of her way to make Alice fit in, so wasn’t it now Alice’s turn to return the favor?

      “Helper, I want you to do everything you can to find out what’s going on with her. And figure some way to help,” she added at the end.

      “As you wish, oh great one,” Helper replied succinctly.

      He didn’t point out that it was none of Alice’s business. He didn’t bother to say that helping the Chief would not further their own goals. He also didn’t add that in doing so, they may jeopardize Alice’s identity.

      No. Helper just agreed, and with a light humming that filtered through her mind, clearly got to work.

      “Okay, people, get back to your assigned tasks,” Peterson whirled on his foot and nodded to the assembled crew around him. “I’ll be down in the ship’s main computer cores if anybody needs me.”

      The rest of the crew, still clearly shocked by the strange behavior of their Chief, all quickly returned to their work nonetheless.

      Except Alice.

      She was distracted, for more reasons than one.

      Between the Chief’s strange behavior and John’s sudden friendship, she had a lot to think about.

      There was one other thing preying on her mind too. A constant shadow that had been hanging over her for the past few weeks.

      Rama.

      No matter what other distractions she was now facing, she had to always remember the man was suspicious of her. Deeply suspicious. Whether he suspected Alice was an Old One was somewhat of an irrelevant point. Regardless of how much he knew, Alice understood he would do everything within his power to reveal her secrets.

      Which meant she had to do everything in her power to stop him.

      So between one thing and another, there was a hell of a lot to think about.

      As Alice got back to her work, she let the myriad questions twist and wind through her mind.

      It would be one of the few moments of peace she would have for the next few weeks. For things were about to get dangerous.

      They were in the Rim, after all.
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      John was sitting at the head of the table, one elbow pressed into the wood, his fingers clutched around his chin. With his thumb, he repeatedly dug into his jawline, not caring that the move was violent and hurt like hell.

      It was a distraction, and he needed a goddamned distraction right now.

      “Commander, I don’t need this,” the Chief snapped for possibly the hundredth time.

      Well John didn’t care. She didn’t need this? More like he didn’t need this. The Chief, before he had pulled her into line in Engineering, had been right. They were in the Rim, they were far away from the cavalry, and if they wanted to complete their mission, let alone stay alive, they had to rely on each other.

      Which made this hurt all the more. Parka was a trusted member of his crew. Somebody who had laid down her life for him on multiple occasions. Sure, she could be acerbic on occasion, and hell yes, she had a blunt personality, but the insubordination she was displaying right now went beyond that.

      It was unacceptable. It was also dangerous. John didn’t need one of the members of his senior staff acting up right now. With the Admiral and Rama constantly breathing down the back of his neck, he needed his crew to be perfect. He needed them to keep their heads tucked under their wings, to get on with their work, and to never give the Aurora Project an excuse to single anyone out.

      “Take a seat. For the love of god, Parka, do as I say for once,” John snapped.

      She had been pacing back and forth along the long side of the table ever since he had brought her into the room. Now she turned sharply on her foot, her lips spreading into unquestionably the snidest grimace she had ever shown him. “Do as I’m told? Since when do you berate your crew? I know your style, Johnny boy, and you try to make friends. Well, I don’t think your tone of voice is particularly friendly right now, do you?”

      John couldn’t help it: he shook his head rapidly, giving her a look that he hoped would convey how confused he currently was.

      Why was she acting out like this? Stress? Fatigue? Something else? And why the hell wouldn’t she tell him what it was?

      Maybe he got a look in his eye that suggested he was about to ask that question yet again, because Parka took a sharp step backward, clamped her hands behind her hips, turned on her foot, and swore as she walked the length of the table again.
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she’s the last of her kind,
and it’s time to find out where she’s from
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