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Ghost of Mind Episode Two Blurb

    
        

Is she alone?

Alice is alive. Though barely. And the universe is looking for her. Having revealed her true power, the hunt will never stop.

And yet now she has something to live for. The possibility that others like her are out there.

It sets her on a mission to the Rim, alongside the one man she has convinced herself she can never trust, Commander John Doe.

Will the risk be worth it? Or will Alice condemn herself?

In Episode Two of Ghost of mind, Alice makes a decision that will define her journey and takes a chance like no other.
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    Chapter 1

    Alice

    It’d been several days since her ordeal, and Alice was only just getting over the energy drain of calling the complete shield into place.

    Helper had taken her to safety, and only now was Alice rousing from unconsciousness long enough to ascertain her situation.

    As always, it was bleak. At least she was alive, and at least she was no longer alone.

    As far as she could tell, she was still on the planet, though as far away from John Doe and that docking ring as she could get.

    For the past several hours, she’d been lying on her back, staring up at the ceiling above her, her eyes wide and fixed as the sunlight trickled in through the smart glass above.

    There was one thought running around her mind. Her people. The Old Ones. Could they still be alive?

    As she lay there and stared up, she knew that Helper was still by her side, still concertedly trying to run through Orion Major’s ICN in order to ascertain the truth of Evelyn’s statement.

    It was too much to take in. And fueled on by her swirling fatigue, Alice’s mind became stuck in a loop of obsession. All she could think about was what Evelyn had said.

    Occasionally, just at the edge of Alice’s mind, one other thought would intrude. John Doe. She could see the perfect picture of him leaning down toward her, the blue discharge of the complete shield crackling over his features. The look in his eyes was one she would never forget.

    She had no idea what it meant.

    Bringing a hand up slowly, Alice nestled into it, spreading her fingers wide over her nose, cheeks, and brow.

    “It is not suggested that you move,” Helper said from somewhere by her side. “Unless and until we can find an omidium core for you to recharge near, it is suggested that you stay completely still to preserve energy. I am Helper, I will help you,” he added at the end. He seemed to be doing that a lot lately, and maybe it was to reassure Alice or himself that he really could get them through this.

    Because the odds were pretty grim, weren’t they? Yes, Helper was an astounding piece of technology, and yes, Alice was the last of the Old Ones, but in her current state she was nothing but a liability.

    And John would be after her. Hell, the rest of the Union would know about her by now, and every ship, person, and resource would be directed to find her.

    Again she got the intruding image of John leaning down next to her, separated by nothing but that shield.

    She groaned into her hand.

    “It is not suggested that you move,” Helper said again, his tone higher and tighter. “Even making noises may tax you. Rest, Old One.”

    Ever since Helper had accessed the ICN and downloaded the complete history of the universe for the past 100,000 years, he had taken to calling Alice an Old One.

    It only served to heighten how very tired she felt.

    But she was alive. And that was something.

  
    Chapter 2

    John Doe

    He was standing in his bedroom. He knew he should go to bed – he hadn’t had any sleep for the past 36 hours. But it wasn’t going to happen. He paced around just at the foot of his bed, occasionally staring out the windows or turning over his shoulder to look back at his junk-covered table.

    Once or twice his eyes would dart toward the empty frame on his bedside table. The one that had held the strange metal ball he had picked up on Earth. The one that was now very much gone.

    She had taken it.

    And he had no idea what she was.

    For possibly the 1000th time, John clamped a hand over his nose, pressed his thumb into the bridge, and kinked his lips in a strange half-smile half-sneer.

    He’d never seen anything like that shield. It was off the charts. There was no mention of such a thing in the Union database, and as they had scanned it while that woman lay comatose on the other side, all the data they’d received had been incredible.

    “What are you?” he asked again.

    There was no one to answer – just him and his empty room.

    “I’ll find you,” he said, voice hesitant. There was no reason to whisper, no reason to be quiet – no one could hear him. And yet he could hardly push those words out. Because they seemed fantastic, didn’t they? Her abilities, the technology she could command, and everything she had gone through – could someone like John Doe actually ever find her? Let alone hope to capture her?

    Shaking his head, letting his hand drop to his side, John walked over to his windows behind his bed.

    The view, as always, was incredible.

    They were still docked on Orion Major, and their mission, for now, had been put on hold. Though John knew it would not be put off forever. Though he wanted nothing more than to stay on Orion Major and hunt that woman down, it would be taken out of his hands. Because John already had a priority. Whoever she was, and whatever she was capable of, John’s mission still stood, it was still important in the eyes of the Union.

    Walking over to the wall and leaning a hand into it, John let the tension in his shoulders pour out.

    It wasn’t fair, though. And even though it sounded childish, in a way he felt like he had found the woman, and it was up to him to be the one to track her down.

    The Union, of course, would not feel that way.

    And John had no doubt that they would throw everything they had into ascertaining what she was and just what she could do.

    Still leaning against the wall, John looked up slowly.

    It was night time. And the view, well, it was incredible.

    He could see right up through the thin atmosphere to the stars above. Just a glimmer and a twinkle here, not the full expanse of cosmos that he would see in space, but still, a view not to be forgotten.

    “It is approximately two hours before your next shift,” the computer in his room chimed, “it is suggested that you use this time to gain some rest.”

    John shook his head. He didn’t need the computer telling him to sleep. Sometimes it would act like his mother. What he needed was to find her. And soon. Because if he didn’t, he would continue on his merry way to the Rim, possibly never to see her again. Never to find out what view was under that veil, and just what she was underneath.

    “Let it go, get some sleep,” John said through clenched teeth.

    And even though he finally cajoled himself into lying down and closing his eyes, sleep was far from the agenda.

    Because the only thing he could see was her lying comatose behind that shield. He’d been there for hours, as scientists had gone crazy around him trying to penetrate the shield but failing. He’d been right there. Then he’d leaned down when she had finally woken.

    It was a powerful, tactile memory that seemed to be stuck in his body. And every time it flickered before his mind, it felt as if his knees wanted to crunch down, his hand fall to the ground, and his face pull up as if he was staring at her again.

    As John Doe finally fell asleep, a promise formed on his lips.

    He would find her. No matter how long it took and no matter where it took him, John Doe was going to pull back the hood.

  
    Chapter 3

    Alice

    “I can’t believe this,” she said again through a hearty croak that shook through her throat. “Are you sure?”

    “I am afraid the answer is affirmative. I cannot ascertain what the origin of this signal is, and neither can I lock onto it. The only device capable of doing this is aboard the Pegasus,” Helper said, and as he spoke uncharacteristically his voice seemed to dwindle, quieten as if he was scared to share his words.

    He had nothing to fear from Alice – even though everything was going to hell, a part of her realized how lucky she was to finally have help. A friend. Company. Someone to rely on. The past several weeks may have brought her the specter of John Doe and the possibility of her worst nightmares coming true, but at least it had brought her help too.

    Closing her eyes, squeezing her hand over her nose, letting her fingernails grate into the flesh, Alice eventually shook her head. “I really don’t think it’s a good idea to go back to that docking ring. He’s going to be looking for me. Hell, everybody in the entire universe is going to be looking for me,” she said as she puffed air through her tightly clenched teeth.

    “It is an overestimation to believe that everybody in this universe will be looking for you, Alice. Some will be eating, some will be dying, some will be plowing fields, some will be attending to engines, some will be stealing, some will be running businesses,” Helper began.

    She put a hand up quickly, lest the little electronic ball ran through every single possible task somebody could be doing in the universe if they weren’t looking for Alice at that moment. “I get it, I really do, but going back to the docking ring is suicide,” she said, her voice ringing with emotion.

    She had no doubt that it would be.

    “I thought that you had already agreed that, when our priorities would change, our strategy would too. When we found something worth fighting for, we would alter the way we are prepared to fight for it,” Helper said. Though his tone was clear and sharp, it didn’t seem he was trying to lecture her.

    Though in a way it was a lecture. He had to remind Alice of something she kept on persistently forgetting. To be fair to her, the reason she couldn’t hold on to that fact was that she had led a life of paranoia and suspicion. The idea that she could now prance around the galaxy, using all of her special powers and bringing attention to herself, just because she now had the prospect of her people to find, shook her bones and rattled her soul. It went against everything she had ever taught herself.

    “While I do not suggest we do anything inherently dangerous or bring attention to ourselves in a way unnecessary and likely to draw fire from the Union, I do suggest that we must risk in order to gain. I believe that if we are careful, and that if we are diligent, we can steal aboard the docking ring, gain access to the Pegasus, and run this test. For if we do not do this, how else will we find out whether the Old Ones are still alive?”

    Alice looked at Helper with suspicion. For a little computer that seemed to be so fond of computing every single possibility in the universe around every potential circumstance, he appeared to be leaving something out here. Going back to the docking ring, risking coming face-to-face with John Doe, wasn’t the only way to find out this information. Sure, right now it seemed convenient, but Alice knew that if they let this chance pass, another would come upon them.

    “It’s just too risky,” she said again. She was now on her feet, though whenever she moved or took a step, it was tentative and wobbly. Her legs felt like jelly. Her arms were so light and weak that she could hardly move her fingers, let alone try to pick anything up.

    Every blink she took was a labored one, and she had to take rests every five minutes or so. In her current state, she was almost perfectly useless. If they did steal back aboard the docking ring, and somehow, some-precious-how try to get aboard the Pegasus, Alice would be nothing but a big fat liability.

    A liability that the rest of the universe was trying very hard to catch.

    “There are approximately 2324 manipulations I can make to the ICN in order to get us back aboard the primary docking ring safely. There are approximately 312 manipulations I can make to the Pegasus to allow us to get aboard without detection. Once aboard, there are approximately—” he began.

    Alice shook her head sharply, and thankfully the little robot took it as a signal to stop.

    She didn’t need to know exactly how many hundreds of thousands of ways Helper could get them aboard the Pegasus. Because there was something he wasn’t calculating here. The number of ways John Doe could try to find her. Because she had underestimated him in the past. Grossly. He was clever and determined, awfully determined. She’d been stupid enough to fight him, and then dumb enough to walk outside of the protective field of the energy spire on top of the docking ring. He’d somehow found her on Orion Major in the first place. He’d somehow managed to get a transport lock on her twice.

    John Doe couldn’t be underestimated. So while there might have been a fantastic number of ways to steal aboard the Pegasus, it was still an enormous risk.

    Sighing, letting her breath push out through her lips, puffing them up and slackening her cheeks as she let go of all the tension in her body, Alice closed her eyes.

    Despite how much she didn’t want to do this, a part of her knew that Helper would only be suggesting it if in honestly he thought it was the best option.

    Her people.

    Could they be alive?

    It just couldn’t be true. Because if it was true, then that made Alice’s reality, her life, a truly sad one. To have labored under the false assumption that she was the last of her kind was a tragedy. It was also foolish. A waste. If only she had known sooner, she herself could have dedicated her meaningless life to finding them.

    Forcing her eyes open, she stared over at Helper.

    He had zoomed up to her face and was hovering a respectful 30 centimeters away from her nose, no doubt locking every sensor he had on her to check that she wasn’t about to fall over or succumb to the chaotic meltdown that would occur whenever she lost control of her emotions and fear.

    “I’m fine,” she said slowly.

    “My suggestion is that we act upon this information now. While there are other ships that may have the equipment we require, I suggest we get as close to this woman called Evelyn as we can,” Helper said.

    It was the first time he had suggested that, and it made Alice’s brow crumple hard over her eyes. Her cheeks were stiff, her jaw locked into position, and it took her a long time to open her lips. “Why?”

    “I have identified that she’s a member of the Aurora Project. Though I have been unable, at this stage, to gain information through the Union Database that will allow me a full understanding of this group, we do know that their mission is to create an implant that will allow the wearer to interact directly with Old Technology.”

    Alice already knew this, but every single time Helper repeated it, she couldn’t help but go through the same reaction. Her stomach tightened with a kick, her hands forced themselves up into tight fists, and her teeth clenched together.

    Because she could remember. She could remember that woman taking Helper from her, trying to manipulate her very own hood.

    And it had felt so wrong. It felt like a violation, not of Alice, but of the very energy and potential that connected her to Old Technology.

    “I am intrigued, and as the last member of the old race, or at least the last currently detected member of the old race, you should also be intrigued. I admit that my understanding of my own kind is weak,” Helper said, zipping to and fro as he spoke, possibly excited that he now had Alice’s attention, “and I do not know and cannot foresee the consequences of what such an implant would be, but it bears further investigation.”

    Yes, it bloody did. Because Alice didn’t know either.

    Which she could add to the pile of things she had no idea about when it came to her own technology, her own people. Alice, after all, hadn’t grown up in the bosom of the founding fathers and mothers. She had grown up alone. With her own Helper unit, yes, but he’d been incapable of filling in the incredible gaps in Alice’s knowledge.

    All she knew was that the Old Ones had disappeared. 100,000 years ago. And that their technology, the incredible devices they had scattered throughout the universe, ran only on the special kind of power she could generate within. She felt connected to it, she understood it on a deep level, but that was about as far as her knowledge of their technology went.

    She couldn’t tell what an implant like the one that Evelyn had would do. But every sense and intuition she had told her it would not end well.

    “That woman,” Helper said, his voice quite possibly rattling on the word, “should be studied. The implant should be studied,” Helper seemed to hesitate for a moment.

    It was one of the many indications that he wasn’t just a robot – that, like all Old Tech devices, he was so much more.

    The ghost in the machine.

    “I won’t let her get hold of you again,” Alice said. Because she understood the hesitancy in Helper’s voice and where it was coming from.

    That woman had tried to gain control of him – had taken him out of Alice’s hand and tried to hack into his mainframe.

    Helper shuddered, then he forced himself to hover higher. “I will ensure not to be so easily hacked next time,” he said, voice dipping low.

    It made Alice smile. “Explain to me again why you think we should go to the Pegasus, why we should go anywhere near that woman…” Alice trailed off.

    Did she really need Helper to go through the litany of reasons the little robot could come up with as to why they had to get aboard the Pegasus?

    Probably not.

    But the potential of risk was so large that Alice would need something huge to get her to move.

    “According to the ICN, the Pegasus is scheduled to leave in the next five days.”

    Alice scrunched her nose up.

    This was great news, wasn’t it? Commander John Doe was in charge of the Pegasus, and presumably his own ship couldn’t leave without him. Which meant that Alice only had five days until that man would be out of her life.

    But she could tell from the way Helper had spoken that he didn’t think this was a good thing.

    “It is not recommended to let the woman Evelyn leave this system,” Helper finally pointed out.

    Alice raised an eyebrow. What exactly was Helper suggesting? Kidnapping her? It made Alice laugh, and she planted a hand firmly over her mouth. “What are you talking about?”

    “At this point in time, she’s the only person we know of who has information on this signal,” he pointed out, thankfully not following it up with a suggestion that they should immediately go and grab her.

    “I’m sure the Admiral does as well,” Alice said with a little growl.

    She had a distinct feeling that she should never trust that man. While John Doe was a curiosity, a confusion, Alice had no doubt she understood Rear Admiral Fletcher. The head of the Aurora Project, he didn’t look like the kind of person Alice could ever afford to run in to.

    Cold.

    That was the only way to describe him. Frozen in place under that hat, those pips on his collar, and that uniform.

    Letting her hand drop, resting it on her chest, and pushing it over her skin as she massaged her sore ribs, Alice let out a sigh. “Look, Helper, if you honestly think we should go and try to get aboard the Pegasus, I need something more. The risk is too high.” Her voice dwindled into silence. How many times was she going to point that out? How many times was Helper going to turn around and say it was their only option?

    She just couldn’t face him again.

    John Doe.

    Because he seemed to be getting better every single time they fought. Almost as if he was evolving.

    Pushing herself backward, not caring that her legs were wobbly, Alice took several steps around the small room they were in.

    It really was small.

    Practically airless too, though that didn’t really bother Alice, and as for Helper, the robot didn’t need air at all.

    It was the only room he could find that was sufficiently shielded enough from the outside world that no scanner would be able to get through, and if it did, he would be able to manipulate it before it found Alice.

    The walls around her were thick, heavy, and every step she made over the floor reverberated with a soft clang.

    In a way there was nothing she wanted more than to steal back aboard the Pegasus. But it wasn’t because Evelyn was there, and it certainly wasn’t because it would bring her closer to John Doe.

    It was the engine core. As Alice felt the weakness in her limbs and the fatigue throbbing through her, the one thing she wanted to do more than anything else was to curl up next to that core and let it heal her.

    “There are several advantages to going aboard the Pegasus. Not the least of which is the engine core,” Helper pointed out, mirroring her own thoughts. “There is Evelyn. There is the signal. There is also the fact that the Pegasus is the only ship scheduled to leave Orion Major. This planet is currently in lockdown as the authorities look for you. The Pegasus is allowed to leave because it must go on its mission to the Rim.”

    Alice looked sharply at Helper.

    It was a point she hadn’t fully appreciated yet. She had kind of just thought that the two of them could find a way off this planet eventually.

    “Though I am confident that, given time, I may be able to manipulate the ICN sufficiently to provide us with an escape route, I cannot estimate the likely success. According to news feeds, many Union vessels are currently being redirected to this planet. There is a window of opportunity. It is the Pegasus.”

    It was the first time Helper had put it quite so blankly.

    Wincing, Alice swallowed uncomfortably.

    It couldn’t be that way, surely? But the more she tried to deny Helper’s observation, the more it rang true.

    She couldn’t hide here forever. And if she was dumb enough to spend the next several weeks holed up in this room, surely she would come out to the view of Orion Major completely stuffed full of Union ships, sophisticated scanners, and every resource they could throw at her.

    Helper was right. The two of them were capable of a great deal, but they couldn’t take on the whole Union themselves.

    Pushing her tongue over her teeth, Alice took yet another uncomfortable swallow. “What do we do…” she trailed off. She couldn’t actually be considering this, could she?

    “I have approximately 312 plans that could be implemented once we are aboard the Pegasus,” Helper said. Once again he seemed excited – he was zipping around a little faster, and his tone chirped higher.

    “How do we stay out of sight?” Alice shook her head as she shuddered, running her hands up and down her arms as she did.

    It was harder to keep warm when she was this tired. It was harder to do everything when she was this tired. From blinking, to walking, to thinking. And maybe if she’d been running on full reserves, she would have been able to appreciate Helper’s advice earlier, or maybe she would have been able to see through the situation and come up with a better plan.

    Right now she could barely do anything. Just stand there and try to force her addled mind to follow Helper’s words.

    Squeezing her eyes shut, letting the tension that built in her cheeks spread through her jaw, Alice opened her mouth to let out a heavy breath.

    “There is a plan…” Helper began.

    She blinked one eye open.

    He hardly ever trailed off.

    He wouldn’t be doing that unless what he was suggesting would be the kind of thing that Alice was likely to become emotionally affected by, as Helper would put it.

    “What?”

    “It is this unit’s suggestion… that….”

    “What, Helper?”

    “That we accompany the Pegasus to the Rim,” he finished.

    Alice’s cheeks flushed. In fact, a vibrant heat spread all through her body, cutting through the cold. But it wasn’t a pleasant move. It was erratic, quick, and violent. It made her shudder, her fingers stiffening, her knees buckling forward. She didn’t fall over, but only barely.

    “What?” her voice rang.

    “It is this unit’s suggestion that we accompany the Pegasus to the Rim,” he repeated.

    She had heard his words. She just couldn’t believe them. Had he gone insane?

    “We cannot avoid detection aboard the Pegasus for that long.” She let out a desperate breath. “The longer we try to hide, the better they will get at detecting us. And if we get stuck aboard.” She shook her head.

    This was suicide.

    No matter how smart Helper thought he was, Alice could compute the possibilities on this one just fine on her own.

    She could stay in the tunnels of the Pegasus for a day or two, maybe a week if she was pushing it, but slowly the ship, the systems, and the crew would figure something was up.

    They would find her.

    He would find her.

    John Doe, after all, didn’t seem to be the kind of Commander that would hang around idly while he had a stowaway.

    “I agree. If we hide, we will eventually be found. And if we are found whilst on the mission, whilst in deep space, it will be much harder for us to get away,” Helper said as he bobbed up and down.

    Alice let out an exasperated breath. Well that was easy. Though she wasn’t foolish enough to think that Helper had given up just yet.

    “So we don’t hide,” he finally added.

    “What?”

    “We do not hide.”

    Alice could have fallen over. The last of her energy was the only thing keeping her on her feet.

    “Have you lost your mind? Has your processor been interfered with?” she asked through gritted teeth.

    “This unit is running at 100% integrity,” Helper said, and for a second his voice trilled high as if the mere suggestion that there was a problem with his computational capacity was the worst insult Alice could throw.

    “Then what on earth are you suggesting?”

    “That you assume a false identity. You form part of the crew of the Pegasus. This way we can accompany them on their mission in full. While it would be possible for us to gain the information we require from the woman Evelyn by spying upon her and then using the Pegasus’ own computers in order to ascertain whether this signal is real, neither you nor I have access to a ship. And if we do gain access to a ship, we will be targets. The Rim is full of pirates and factions, mines, and other traps. Though we may be capable of negotiating them all, it is a risk. And we are also very unlikely to come across a ship as sophisticated as the Pegasus. We are incredibly unlikely to find a ship with an omidium core. Maintaining a close connection with such an engine will always ensure that you run at full operational capacity,” Helper stated the facts in a low and keen voice.

    They made Alice cold. Every single one of them.

    She was frozen on the spot, her mouth open wide, her lips shaking.

    “You want me to join their crew?” she asked through a disbelieving voice.

    Helper bounced up and down as if he was nodding. “You are correct. You have listened and repeated what I have said. This is the best plan. It will require the least effort from both of us. For I do not know if we will be successful in finding a ship as fast and capable as the Pegasus possessing an omidium core. I do not know if we will be able to hack all the way into the database of the Aurora Project. I do not know how long it will take us to find out the information we require from the woman Evelyn.”

    No doubt Helper could have gone on forever. No doubt he had a litany of thousands upon thousands of facts to support his argument.

    Alice couldn’t listen to them though.

    No matter how childish it felt, she wanted to clap her hands over her ears and block out everything he had to say.

    Because it was madness.

    To Helper’s credit, he didn’t shift back, fly around the room, or try to find something to hide behind. He just hovered there before her eyes, like a brave little robot should.

    “There are approximately 5312 manipulations I can employ to ensure that this plan succeeds. And of all the computations I have completed, I can confirm that this plan has the highest likelihood of success,” Helper rushed to say.

    This plan? This plan had the highest likelihood of success?

    It was beyond suicide. It was sheer and utter madness. Get aboard the Pegasus, pretend to be a member of the Union Forces, and join the crew?

    There was only one way it could end, wasn’t there?

    But the more Alice stared at her Helper, the more she realized the little robot couldn’t be joking. It wasn’t within its programming – it wasn’t within its personality parameters.

    If Helper believed this was the best plan, then it really was the best plan he could come up with. And he was an Old Technology device created by the foundational fathers and mothers of the universe. He wasn’t a magic eight-ball, as the humans might put it. He was a machine capable of sophisticated predictions and analysis.

    “I can understand your hesitancy,” he added quickly, “but we must act soon. In order to access the ICN and invent you an alias, I must begin work now.”

    He paused.

    This was the bit where Alice should say no. Alice should tell Helper that there was no way she was going to go through with this, because she knew in her heart of hearts it could only end in tears.

    But she stopped herself.

    She hesitated.

    Maybe it was the prospect of the omidium core, or maybe it was something else. But Alice nodded her head.

    And then she shook it, and then she stopped halfway and nodded again, then she shook it a little more.

    Helper obviously took her confusion as a sign of acquiescence, and zipped off to the side, shooting a small bright red light toward a console in the wall.

    Which just left Alice on her own, standing there, her mouth pressed wide open as she wondered what on earth she had just done.

    In days, if the plan went according to plan, she would be aboard the Pegasus, not comfortably tucked up near the core, but… what? Just what exactly would a member of a Union ship crew do? Would she swab the decks? Or had they stopped doing that thousands and thousands of years ago? Would she scurry around taking orders from John Doe himself? Maybe polish the boots of his armor, maybe grab him cups of tea and biscuits?

    As Helper got to work, Alice stood there and she fretted. Thought after thought popped into her mind, and as they did, they added to the general swirl of confusion.

    But through it all, there was a glimmer – just a faint flicker of hope.

    If Helper was right, and maybe she had to trust him on this, then at the end of this adventure would be one thing.

    The Old Ones. And if not the Old Ones, then she could lay to rest the suspicion that they were still alive. That was what this was all about. She had to change her strategy, because now Alice had found something worth fighting for.

  
    Chapter 4

    John Doe

    “This is unacceptable,” he said, his voice pushing itself out of his locked teeth. “We’re leaving in four days. We still have enough computer power to run that scan.” He pushed his hand further into his brow, leaning right into it.

    He’d hardly slept last night. In fact, over the past week, John had been a little bit of a wreck. A walking zombie, his eyes hooded in shadow, the computer in his quarters was always telling him to get some rest.

    But he had four days, four precious days until they left. He had to do something.

    Otherwise the specter of her, those curled up lips, that hood, it would haunt him throughout his entire mission.

    “The Admiral has vetoed,” Foster said from his chair, turning around, though only slightly.

    It seemed that none of John’s crew wanted to face him at the moment. Maybe it was the sight of John looking so tired and anxious, or maybe they were all so concentrated on their own work. After all, they could appreciate how important this was.

    Anyone could.

    Whoever that woman was, she was capable of incredible things.

    Shifting his head to the side as John pulled up his hand and keyed something into the console of his command chair, a vision of her being lifted off her feet filtered before his mind’s eye.

    How her skin had opened up deep channels and white-blue energy had filtered down them.

    And then the field. The incredible blue shield.

    He had never seen anything like it.

    “This is ridiculous,” Parka said from his side. His enigmatic engineer was drumming the 10 fingers of one of her large, sturdy green hands on her arm.

    If John was desperate to find the elusive woman in the hood, then Parka was equally as invested in this. He could see it from the stress and tension the woman was exhibiting. For a member of her race, Parka was usually surprisingly controlled. Today she had lost every ounce of that control, and her eyes kept on dilating as the green tinge across her cheeks flicked from yellow to brown and then back to green again.

    “This should be our top priority,” Parka said through clenched teeth. “I can’t believe that idiot—” She stopped.
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