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      Alice drummed her fingers on the panel before her. With half a mind on her work, she casually glanced around the Engineering Bay.

      From the low, vibrating hum of the cores behind her to the steady pitter-patter of feet as ensigns walked by, everything seemed normal.

      Business as usual, in fact. Despite the tumultuous first few months of their mission into the Rim, the Pegasus had not faced another threat for weeks.

      Which didn’t feel right.

      It should have been a blessing. Alice had faced more danger, intrigue, and adversity on-board this ship than she had in the past few years. The peace and quiet should be a blessing….

      It made her itchy.

      This area of space had already proven itself as the most dangerous stretch of galactic real estate in the whole universe. There should have been Pirates waiting behind every moon, Old Tech wafting through every asteroid belt, and Factions infesting every bar and fuel depot.

      “Ensign Harper, don’t dawdle,” the Chief snapped from somewhere near the sensor array.

      Alice smiled at the woman’s curt order. Despite the calm, the Chief had not and would not let her crew relax.

      She wouldn’t be able to keep them on their toes forever. Without a new threat to remind the Pegasus of just how dangerous the Rim could be, Alice knew her fellow crewmates were getting soft.

      “Crewman Ale’zka has placed bets on how long it will take for the Commander to strike Lieutenant Commander Rama,” Helper suddenly chirped in Alice’s mind.

      “Ah ha,” she thought back.

      “The time frame attracting the most favorable odds is 2 days, 3 hours, 48 minutes, and 3 seconds,” Helper reeled off his facts with that characteristic automatic beep of his. Even in her mind, it seemed to echo.

      Tucking a loose strand of fringe behind her ears, Alice didn’t reply.

      “I have assessed the odds myself, and believe 3 days, 11 hours, 12 minutes, and 45 seconds to be the most probable time frame,” Helper continued, clearly unfazed by Alice’s mute response.

      She glanced up, filling her lungs with a breath as she surveyed the room with a quick glance. As she did, her fingers moved across the panel before her expertly. She could have been painting a picture with a brush stuck in her mouth, and it wouldn’t have affected her ability to perform her current task. So Alice had all the attention she needed to keep an ear on Helper’s banal commentary, whilst simultaneously being aware of the rest of Engineering, including every beating heart and thumping pair of shoes.

      “I believe current odds severely underestimate the Commander’s resolve,” Helper said.

      Without realizing it, her lips curled. It was a slight movement, but it was there.

      John was a resolute man. There was no denying that. He’d chased her across the Orion System, getting closer to catching her than any other person ever had.

      Alice sighed. A heavy move, it saw her chest punch out as she leaned on her arms, using the console to support her weight.

      She was doing that a lot these days.

      The peace and quiet were getting to her.

      She wasn’t used to it.

      Her mind had been trained from years of being on the run to expect a threat around every corner. Now all she ran into were chatting ensigns and bulkheads.

      “They have also failed to realize the Commander is currently distracted,” Helper continued, undeterred by Alice’s clear disinterest.

      She wouldn’t remain aloof for long – Helper’s next words snapped up all her attention and held it with cruel ease.

      “By you. The Commander is distracted by you,” Helper repeated, “and will thus not react to Rama’s provocations as quickly.”

      Alice’s chest felt tight. Which was strange. It was the kind of sensation she associated with belly-shaking fear, the kind of symptom that would creep up on her when she considered what would happen if the Aurora Project ever captured her.

      Ever since Helper had begun this conversation, Alice had known he was trying to distract her.

      Well, now it had worked.

      Just the mention of his name would do it.

      With a hot and oddly sweaty hand, she ran her palm flat across her neck, tucking her fingers into her high collar as she resolved to ignore the feeling in her chest and the possibility of what it could mean.

      “Ever since you falsely admitted to the Commander that you are a runaway from the Aurora Project, his behavior toward not just you, but the whole crew, has measurably changed. He seeks out your company. He shares with you details of the mission. He even confides in you on matters of his personal history.”

      Alice didn’t reply, not because Helper still bored her – she now hung off his every word.

      She knew all of this, but it was far more confronting to hear it, even if Helper hadn’t technically spoken a word.

      “Ensign, you look flushed,” the Chief suddenly barked as she approached Alice.

      Startled, Alice had to be careful she didn’t accidentally strike the console and shatter the tough-glass.

      “Have you just single-handedly fought off another Pirate invasion whilst keeping the Aurora Project at bay?” Though the Chief’s first joke elicited a round of chuckles from anyone in earshot, her none-too-subtle jab at the Aurora Project did not.

      It wasn’t a sign of loyalty toward that questionable division of the Union Forces – apart from Evelyn and Rama, it seemed no one aboard the Pegasus had a gram of faith in their methods or their cause. Rather it was an affirmation of how dangerous the Admiral and his pit-bull Lieutenant Commander Rama had become to the Pegasus and her mission.

      Though the past month had been one of relative quiet and had seen no skirmishes off the ship, on-board was a different matter.

      Admiral Fletcher was moving in on John. Every other day the Commander was pulled into the Meeting Room for another “discussion” with the Admiral. It was clear to everybody that Fletcher was after one thing.

      John’s command.

      Whilst not even the Admiral had the clout to order the Pegasus to abandon her mission and turn back to Union Space, he had another plan in mind: replace John with Rama in a swift and decisive coup.

      And John wasn’t happy about it.

      He was holding back the rage, just like a good Union Commander should, but Alice knew he was itching to tell the Admiral and Rama exactly what he thought of them, whether that be with words or fists.

      Alice’s fringe unhooked itself from around her ears yet again, and she tucked it back with another sigh.

      “Alice?” the Chief cleared her throat with a harsh bark. “Are you so engrossed in that engine recalibration that you’re just going to stand there and ignore your direct superior?”

      This made her look up.

      It also made the illusion building through Alice’s mind crumble.

      Whilst she was part of this crew, and the Commander certainly had warmed to her over the previous weeks, she was, and always would be, in the most precarious of positions. Unless she kept up her guard constantly, she could reveal her identity and jeopardize everything she was working toward.

      “Sir,” Alice stammered, “sorry. Just distracted,” she gulped through a quick breath, settling for honesty rather than a lie. Whilst Alice could come up with any number of reasons why she’d proceeded to ignore the green woman with the 20 fingers and the two and a half pips on her collar, the truth couldn’t hurt.

      After a moment of stiff-lipped severity, the Chief’s frown twisted into a grin. “Ah, it takes an ensign with special skills to admit to her superior officer she isn’t giving her integral duties all her focused attention.”

      Alice stood there, waiting to see which way the wind would blow the Chief’s mood. For all the woman’s skills and achievements, she was the least Union-like member of the Pegasus. With a blink of her heavy, scale-covered eyelids, she could go from patting you on the back for a job well done, to slamming you on the shoulder for not doing it even better.

      Despite that, Alice had a growing fondness for Parka. Nothing fazed the woman, not for long, anyway. If she encountered an intractable problem, she either pried it apart with her numerous fingers or set the Pegasus’ cannons to full and blew the damn thing up. She gave a whole new meaning to the term direct.

      As suicidal as it sounded, Alice had wondered, more than once, what would happen if Parka ever found out the truth. What would the scaly, formidable green alien say if she realized Alice was an Old One? Would she shove Alice in the brig and return to Union HQ triumphant, or would she do everything she could to keep Alice’s secret, especially from the likes of the Aurora Project?

      Alice leaned toward the last option. Though the Chief was irascible, she had a set of morals harder than reinforced smart diamond.

      Still, Alice couldn’t risk being wrong.

      Even with John.

      Because yes, she’d thought about it.

      As he’d confided in her, she in turn wanted – more than anything – to confide in him.

      She’d spent more than a restless night staring up at the ceiling in her quarters, going over the scene in her mind – telling him. Everything. Who she was, where she’d come from, and why she had to run from everyone in this whole damn universe.

      “Well, Alice, though I admire your general bravery – as always – I’m going to reinforce that when you are on the job,” the Chief stepped in close to her panel and splayed one of her hands over the edge, the fingers digging in tight, strain appearing as white streaks through the dark green of her skin, “you do the job.”

      Alice could have pointed out that she’d very nearly finished her assigned task in half the time it would have taken anyone else, but she wasn’t dumb.

      That wasn’t the response the Chief wanted.

      Though Alice had never technically attended Union Academy – though her file certainly attested to the fact she had – she was starting to learn the proper behavior of an ensign.

      So she simply stood there and waited for the Chief to make an example out of her. Back straight, hands held loosely by her sides, Alice kept an even and steady gaze, with no hint of an expression crumpling her brow or stiffening her jaw.

      When the Chief was done, she waited several minutes, watching the rest of the crew with furtive glances until they all disbursed and attended once again to their allotted tasks.

      Then the Chief took a full moment to stare over at Alice, and it would be clear even to a blind Adnogan fish that the woman was assessing Alice with the acuity of a Union ship scanner array.

      Feeling her cheeks flush under the intensity of that gaze, somehow Alice returned to her task.

      Fingers flying over the console as she checked and re-checked engine levels, after a pause the Chief walked right up to her. “Alright, I’ll make this simple. No dancing around the subject. I’m going to ask you what’s wrong, and why in the name of the Goddess you’ve been so distracted lately, you’re going to tell me it’s nothing, then I’m going to push the subject until you blurt. So let’s skip that middle bit, and you just tell me right now. Alice, I shouldn’t need to tell you that you’re one of my best ensigns. Before you get a big head, though, let me remind you that a distracted officer is worse than a half-baked one.”

      “Sorry, sir.”

      The Chief paused, her attention narrowing in on Alice even more. If the woman were a laser beam, she’d be boring a hole right through Alice’s head and halfway through the ship. “Not the answer I’m looking for.”

      “Your ability to distract the Chief in this case is questionable,” Helper interrupted, “from a full analysis of her current physiological state, I can conclude that she will not be put off easily.”

      You didn’t need to analyze the Chief’s blood flow, sweat, and relative temperature to tell her mood. The look flickering in those alien eyes was all it took.

      Alice sighed.

      Again.

      This time heavier. The move was so pronounced she could have popped her collar and sent her singular pip flying.

      “Spill,” the Chief spat sharply.

      “I’m worried this can’t last,” Alice’s voice dipped low, a strange shudder passing through it. It wasn’t just stress and worry – the emotion came from deeper than that. Perhaps it was a message from her subconscious, presaging the perils to come, or maybe it was just years of concentrated paranoia rearing their ugly head.

      It had an effect on the Chief. She mellowed – her grip on the console loosening. “I don’t need to ask what won’t last, do I?”

      Alice shook her head.

      It was obvious.

      Everything wouldn’t last. John, her, the Pegasus, the sudden quiet.

      It couldn’t last.

      The Chief extended her head to the side in a quick nod, indicating a room that was technically her office, but one she used to store used fuel couplings and burned-out circuit relays.

      Wordlessly, Alice followed.

      “Alright,” the Chief walked up to her desk and swept a hand over it, clearing a section which she sat on roughly, “I’ve been avoiding this conversation, but I guess I can’t do it any longer.”

      As the door closed with that same precise hiss the lifts used, Alice clasped her hands carefully behind her back.

      The Chief took one look at her display of formality and laughed riotously. “Alice, you don’t have to stand on parade here. I’m not going to bite your head off… yet, anyway. Just find yourself an old fuel cell to sit on and act interested while I share with you some words of wisdom.”

      When Alice didn’t immediately fashion a seat out of the junk littered through the room, the Chief growled, hustling her on.

      “Look, I know you’re worried about your job,” Parka began once Alice looked as comfortable as one could get whilst sitting on top of a spent and charred fuel cell.

      Alice should have kept her mouth shut. She couldn’t though. Locking her eyes on a section of the wall smudged with black, she answered truthfully, “it’s not my job I’m worried about.”

      “The Commander?”

      Alice didn’t shift her gaze. “None of this can last. The Admiral is moving in. I don’t care what John’s been telling the rest of the crew – I can read between the lines. Fletcher is doing everything he can to have John replaced. And when he is,” her head jutted back as she shifted her gaze up in a jerk, “what the hell happens then?”

      The Chief stiffened, and Alice used her superior senses to watch every single one of the fine hairs along the woman’s bare forearms stand on end with sharp quivers.

      Before Parka could answer, Alice straightened her legs, locking her crooked fingers on her knees. Digging into the flesh, she tried to get a handle on herself.

      She couldn’t.

      Despite the peace and quiet, she could feel the doom building in the air. It clung to her every thought and movement like winter’s mist along a river. “This ship will be screwed if Rama gets in charge.”

      “Rama isn’t the next in command – Chado is. And though the man is more acerbic than goddamn Handovian lemons, he’s on our side. We can trust him. And we can guarantee he will keep Rama in line.”

      Alice moved her hand up to her chin, cradling her head as she glanced at the Chief. “Fletcher isn’t going to topple John just to see Chado take the chair. You know as well as I do that he will simply take the opportunity to promote Rama, leapfrogging the chain of command.”

      “Alice,” Parka looked uneasily from Alice’s expression over to the door and then back again, “I know this is going to sound harsh, but this isn’t your goddamn problem. Let John deal with it.”

      Alice replied with a dead stare. “Not my problem? Are you sure about that? I hit Rama, and I’ve spent every single mission undermining him, as he so often likes to put it. John is the only thing standing between that man and me. With all due respect, Chief, it is entirely my goddamn problem.”

      Alice should have mollified her response – the Chief was lax, but even she didn’t stand for outright insubordination.

      A heavy silence settled between them. “We’ll do what we can,” Parka managed quietly, long pauses making her usually decisive speech unsettlingly hesitant.

      “It won’t be enough.”

      “Ensign,” the Chief drew herself off the desk, unhooking her arms from around her middle as her face took on that familiar drill-sergeant quality.

      “And this,” Alice continued, unable to tuck her head down and shut up, despite the Chief’s obvious change in demeanor.

      “Is the quiet before the storm?” Parka jumped in before Alice could finish.

      Their gazes met.

      Yes. That was what Alice intended to say.

      This deadly, ghostly peace was nothing more than a lull before a full assault. Though she had no idea what shape that assault would take, her gut told her it wouldn’t be pretty.

      If the Rim had taught them one thing, it was how to appreciate a good surprise.

      “Don’t think I don’t know that, Ensign. You might be the wonder child of the Pegasus, but you’re still fresh out of the Academy. I’ve got a few more years under my collar, kid, and I know a lull when I see one. There is a reason for my constant attempts to keep people on their toes. I know perfectly well the dangers of letting a crew relax.”

      Alice drew a careful breath and realized she was out of line. Of course the Chief knew all these things, but still, Parka had been the one to drag Alice in here. And she’d asked for the truth.

      “Look, I know this is hard. And yes, I appreciate that due to your rather checkered history, you know better than the kids out there that danger can just creep up on you,” Parka stabbed a green thumb toward the door, “but I seem to remember this rather passionate ensign once telling me that we work with a crew, and you either share your problems, or you remain alone.”

      Alice leaned back into the fuel cells behind her, not bothered by the stains the scorch marks transferred to her pants and waist.

      “It was such sage advice,” Parka continued, “I sure do wish I could remember which little golden nugget of an ensign shared it with me. Oh, hold on, it was you. Now take your own darn advice, Ensign. Remember, you aren’t in this alone. Remember, the Commander isn’t in this alone either. Though it looks like the threat Fletcher and his Aurora attack dogs can muster is a severe one, remember there are others in the Union Forces that do not agree with him. John has friends. You can’t see them, but he’s got them. Admiral Cole is one, and let me tell you, that man knows how to fight – with a phase rifle and with his words. He will continue to stall Fletcher’s plans.”

      Alice found herself nodding mutely.

      While her lips held together firmly, her mind spun.

      If only the Chief appreciated how serious things were. If only she was privy to the sensations Alice was.

      There was a whirling, deep, pitted feeling in her stomach that got worse by the day. With every moment of peace, doom descended with palpable certainty.

      It sounded goddamn dramatic, but there it was. Alice couldn’t deny it.

      Curling her hand into a fist, she dug the fingers as deep as they could go into her palm. Yet, no matter how hard she pushed against her own flesh, she could not injure it.

      Other things could hurt, though.

      They already had.

      Despite all her attempts otherwise, Alice had grown attached to the crew, to the ship, and yes, to the Commander.

      “I’m sure things aren’t as bad as they seem,” Parka continued, undaunted by Alice’s sudden silence.

      Alice’s gaze locked on the floor, then it traveled as slow as a glacier up to the wall, then over to Parka.

      She was wrong.

      Things were worse.

      “You don’t know the full story,” Parka continued. “You’re just an ensign. Trust me when I say I have more facts, and the situation isn’t nearly as dire as you’re making it out to be.”

      It was worse.

      Much worse.

      No one – not even John – knew as much as Alice did. For the past several weeks, she had ensured Helper kept a watchful gaze on not just Rama and Evelyn, but on every single mention of the Pegasus in every available Union Forces communique. Helper had hacked everything he could safely access without raising suspicion.

      So Alice had news, and none of it was good. Despite the Chief’s assertions that dear Admiral Fletcher wasn’t as powerful as he seemed to be, he was gathering force like a meteor hurtling toward a planet. Yes, for now, Cole could hold him back. Unfortunately now would not last.

      Covering her mouth with her hand, Alice tried to swallow through the indecision, frustration, and general anger rising in her belly.

      “Come on, Alice, snap out of it. You have made leaps and bounds since joining this crew, and don’t throw that away now. I know you came from a rough place. And yeah, I doubt I could ever appreciate that. But here,” she jabbed one of her stiff fingers at the floor in a sure move that rippled with the woman’s natural strength, “isn’t wherever you came from. You have people to rely on, and so does John. If we work together, we can help him.”

      It took a while, but eventually Alice let her hand fall from her mouth. Without blinking, she nodded.

      The Chief was right, yet the Chief was also wrong.

      Though Alice had only learned the lesson of companionship and relying on others recently, she instinctively knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      The Admiral headed up the most powerful division of the Union Forces. Far more daunting, though – only he understood how powerful it was. People like Admiral Cole, who still had faith in the rules and regulations of the Forces, were blind to the growing threat Fletcher fostered. He commanded the greatest cachet of Old Technology this side of the Rim, and he had personal control over the few people who could use it.

      In other words, he had his own goddamn private army. He was now using that to move against John. All John had was his crew and one sad little Old One who couldn’t dare reveal who she was.

      The Chief took a sudden, rattling sigh that seemed to boom around the room just as violently as one of her shouts usually did. “Okay, I see that it’s not going to be that easy with you. A quick pat on the back is not going to get you to drop this. Fine. But I need you to get back to work,” the Chief took several steps toward Alice, fixing her in a careful but firm gaze, “because he needs us.”

      With that, the Chief left the room.

      “As always, I continue to monitor every official and unofficial communique relayed through the Pegasus,” Helper reminded her in the silence of her own mind, “I will notify you when I estimate that the risk to this ship warrants our immediate departure.”

      Departure.

      Running away…. It would come to that. If John were compromised and Lieutenant Commander Rama took hold of the Pegasus, Alice would not be able to stay on board.

      It was that simple.

      Alice had battled with loss before – in some ways, that was all she knew. But the dense, horrid feeling that now grew in her belly was worse.

      Though Helper quietly offered her words of encouragement, it took several long minutes until Alice could pick herself up and return to work.
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      He stood there in front of his mirror, practically immobilized with indecision and creeping fear.

      His shoulders were rounded, his usually straight and long back bowed as if he were laboring under some great weight. There were darker patches under his eyes, and his usually tight skin seemed limp as his jaw lay slack, his mouth partially open.

      Jesus, John, he thought tersely, snap out of it.

      No amount of self-talk would do it.

      He simply stood there and kept staring at himself.

      He knew this would happen. Going against Rama on that planet had been suicide. Once the hulking Lieutenant Commander had returned to the Pegasus from that ill-fated mission, sure as heck he’d contacted Fletcher, and within barely an hour, the Admiral had threatened John’s command.

      So damn quick.

      John latched a hand on his chin, shifting it up and down as if trying to force it to remember how to hold tight and true.

      It didn’t work.

      “Damn it,” he suddenly sighed bitterly, managing a step back as he still stared, dead-eyed, at his reflection.

      He was going to lose his ship. That was now a foregone conclusion. The only question would be when.

      Cole was fighting for John’s cause, but Cole wouldn’t be able to hold out for long. Fletcher had outright told every member of the Union Force’s top brass that John was unfit for the mission, that he kept on getting in the way of finding Old Tech. Hell, on several occasions, John had even deliberately destroyed the stuff.

      “Goddammit,” he now spat harshly as he turned on his foot, his bare toes sinking hard into the carpet.

      With powerful yet purposeless strides, he made it into his bathroom. Running the tap and indulging in real water splashing out into the sink, he bent down and splashed it over his face.

      For some reason his hands trembled, his fingers held stiff and crooked.

      He’d faced up against Pirates, for Christ’s sake, yet the thought of losing everything he had crawled out of the slums for now undid his discipline with cruel ease.

      “Come on, snap out of it,” he begged, pausing with water dripping through his fingers as he stared at his reflection in the mirror above the sink.

      He still looked haunted.

      Yeah, that was the word. The circles of darker skin under his eyes weren’t fatigue.

      He had the visage and body language of a man who stared at some horror without the ability to run or fight.

      Swallowing and feeling a tight lump form in his throat, it took a long time until he grabbed at a towel and patted it over his face, collecting the water before it ran down his high Union Forces collar.

      Shifting around, he pressed his back into the cool wall behind him, then crossed his arms hard in front of his chest. Tipping his head back until he stared at the ceiling, he wondered how much longer he could do this.

      How much longer he could wait.

      Wait until Fletcher struck the final blow.

      John had a duty to his crew, to this mission, and to the whole Union. He couldn’t let Fletcher get away with what he wanted, especially when that jeopardized the Pegasus.

      On every mission John had attended in the Rim, he’d seen just how ill-suited Rama was for command. Worse, how the man’s greed blinded him to the frigging obvious.

      As soon as John relinquished his leadership, he was dead sure the Pegasus’ days would be numbered. Rama would likely spy his first cache of Old Tech, then merrily mine the stuff, only to have some ancient and mysterious machine destroy the ship and its crew without warning.

      The facts were clear for anyone to see.

      On the asteroid – the Pegasus’ first real mission into the Rim – Rama had failed to realize the danger he’d put the crew in. He’d taken a mission down there swearing it would be safe, only for Evelyn to activate some mysterious generator without any permission and release… something. Dead souls. Memories.

      The crew had been lucky to get out alive.

      Then there’d been that holographic generator. Evelyn had hooked it up promising it would be safe, and the damn thing had almost seen solid-state holograms take over the ship.

      If those weren’t bad enough, barely a month ago, Rama had almost killed everyone by redirecting the Pegasus to some strange planet chock full of spatial anomalies. If Alice hadn’t figured out what was going on, John and his team would still be stuck down there.

      Alice.

      Alice….

      John suddenly sprung forward from the wall, turned, and drove a fist toward it.

      Before it struck, he stopped.

      Just.

      He knew what would happen to the Pegasus if Rama was to take the reins, but what would happen to Alice would be arguably worse.

      She’d be shipped back to the Aurora Project. With no one to protect her, the Admiral would snaffle her away, and that young woman would never be free again.

      Alice… dammit, he owed it to her not to let that happen. She’d saved his crew so many times he could spend the rest of his life protecting her and never repay the debt.

      “Alice Doe,” he said her name aloud, the low hum of his voice making the words otherworldly.

      He understood now. Understood why she was so brave and seemed to burn with the intensity of a star.

      She was ex Aurora Project.

      She’d escaped.

      He could still remember – with perfect clarity – the moment she’d told him.

      Though for a while he’d thought she’d been holding something back, that she still hadn’t told him the whole story, it didn’t matter.

      He now understood where she’d come from and what she still ran from.

      “You can’t keep doing this, John,” he told himself quietly as he finally let his clenched fist drop to his side.

      With some encouragement, he coaxed his fingers into loosening. Then he took several steps backward.

      He wanted to tell himself that he couldn’t give up, but it was futile.

      He knew the odds. They were inescapable.

      Fletcher had more control over the top brass than he should have. The Union Forces were so distracted by the prospect of getting their hands on all that Old Tech, and finally solving the Universe’s problems, that they gave the man whatever he wanted.

      “You’re going to have to do something,” he told himself suddenly.

      The thought chilled him.

      For one good reason.

      John knew he was out of acceptable ways to solve this problem. He couldn’t fall to his knee and beg the top brass, just as he couldn’t run a media campaign to expose Fletcher’s power.

      None of that would work.

      Other things would.

      Now John felt colder than he had in years. All the heat fled his body with a shiver.

      One possibility kept dancing before his mind, and it brought with it a whole host of ugly memories.

      Bringing up his hand, he brushed his fingers over his thumb. The same thumb he’d lost in the slums.

      It was a constant reminder of his old life.

      “You can’t betray the Union,” John mouthed.

      Yet as his lips formed the words, for the first time in hours, his body stiffened, his once loose jaw finally locking in place with firm resolve.

      Yes, he could. Because it wouldn’t be betraying the Union. Fletcher had already done that. Now John had to fix it.

      By any means possible.

      With a strange, light sensation lifting through his muscles, he walked back into his room and paused to survey it.

      After several sweeps, his eyes locked on his table. They narrowed in on the spent rifles and broken cartridges.

      He was a resourceful man. He knew how to fight where others would give up and die.

      He knew how to take even the smallest advantage and turn it into a decisive victory.

      He walked over to those broken rifles, and with barely a tremble, he picked one up, toting it against his shoulder as he stared down the shattered sight.

      He had to be prepared to do whatever it took to keep his crew safe, to stop Fletcher, and yes, to protect Alice.

      He owed it to them all.
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she’s the last of her kind,
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