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      They’d made it out of there… somehow.

      She was lying on her bed, her head bunched up against her pillow, only one eye opened as she stared at the wall on the other side of her quarters.

      “Thank you, oh great one,” Helper said for about the 50th time.

      She’d given up saying it didn’t matter. She’d given up telling him she hadn’t done anything special.

      She’d also given up trying to pretend she could deal with this.

      Rolling onto her back, she planted a hand over her eyes and blinked several times. Her eyelashes trailed lightly over the skin, though for a fleeting moment, they felt like they grated.

      However subtly, she was losing control of the energy within her. Though she was not in full meltdown yet, she had to be careful.

      “Oh, great one,” Helper cut in quickly, “it is not recommended that you allow yourself to be affected by this.”

      As he spoke, his electronic chirp of a voice echoing around the room, she could tell he was hesitant. The usual mechanical efficiency was gone from his tone. In its place was a hesitant, almost emotional shake.

      She could still remember clearly what it had felt like to have him screaming in her head. Down on the Old Tech asteroid when everything had gone to hell, he’d momentarily lost control of himself. His terror had echoed through her.

      Clutching a hand to her chest, pushing the fingers past her collar until she could feel the warmth of her skin, she tried to get a hold of herself.

      “We should not let this affect us,” Helper said as he hovered close to her, coming in just near her face, the glow of his form lighting up her elbow and cheek.

      Blinking back a single tear, she turned to him and nodded.

      He’d said we. He’d told her that they, together, should not let this affect them.

      Trying for a smile, though she still felt the horrid pall of emotion rush through her, she nodded. “We can get through this.”

      Despite what had happened down there, and despite what she’d seen, Alice could not forget what she had learned.

      She could rely on people now.

      She could rely on Helper, the Chief… hell, even John. She may not be able to trust them yet – and she knew they would turn on her if they found out who she was – but for now, she could rely on them.

      Sighing deeply and letting her eyes flutter closed, she brought her arm out straight and waited for Helper to alight into her hand. Though he floated and didn’t technically need to rest on any object for support, she felt him tuck down close to her skin, his circular body burrowing into her thumb gently.

      Ever since they had returned from the asteroid and the immediate danger had waned, Alice had finally been afforded the time to think. In fact, after the Chief Medical Officer had cleared her, she’d been assigned to her quarters for rest.

      Well, Alice didn’t need to rest – the omidium of the core constantly replenished her. And she certainly, certainly didn’t need time to think.

      “You… we must control our reactions to this,” Helper suggested, his electronic voice sending vibrations through his body that traveled into her hand and down her arm.

      “I know,” she finally managed through a swallow.

      If she let the enormity of what had occurred affect her, as Helper would put it, Alice would be risking everything. She had broken down emotionally before, and each time the chaos of energy that had arisen within her had threatened to destroy her. Yet this time… she’d never felt a wound like this. She’d never received news like this either.

      For most of her life, Alice had not faced a real enemy. Though she felt she knew what would happen if the Union got their hands on her, at essence, it was a guess.

      Yet now she had a real enemy.

      Alice knew what the black shadows had wanted down on the asteroid.

      One thing. Just one thing.

      They’d wanted to consume her. Suck her dry. Absorb every last scrap of energy she held and throw her body away like a husk.

      She shivered violently.

      “We still don’t know what that shadow energy is,” Helper tried. Yet as he spoke, his voice shook and pitched with interference.

      No one was trying to hack him, and neither had a sudden solar storm ripped through the room.

      It was emotion. For a machine, Helper was so much more. And right now she knew he was frightened.

      So she held him closer.

      “Helper, it doesn’t matter. It was….” she tried to put into words the thoughts that raged within.

      She couldn’t.

      All she could do was remember how it had felt to be lifted up off her feet by that black cloud. It had tried to force its way into her body…. If she closed her eyes, she could still feel it. If giving up her energy to sustain Old Tech felt like allowing channels to flow through her skin, the cloud had felt like the channels had been ripped right into her.

      Though her skin didn’t show the damage, her mind did. The trauma of it still rang loud and clear.

      “It is recommended that we use this time to, as the Chief Medical Officer suggested, begin emotionally dealing with events. Though you have been provided with time off work now, at some point you will need to go out and face the crew again. And we need to be ready.”

      Again Helper said we. Again he underlined that they were in this together.

      Feeling another sharp wave of emotion wash over her, Alice jammed her eyes closed, stopping the tears that welled within from escaping.

      Though she felt down, possibly at her lowest, Helper’s insistence and resilience touched her. No, it affected her. But unlike the prospect of what had occurred on the asteroid, it lifted her up.

      She opened her eyes. “How are you holding up?”

      “This unit is operating at 100% efficiency,” it intoned with a beep.

      She let herself smile. However small the move was, it felt good. “That’s not what I mean… have the voices gone?”

      Helper shuddered. She moved her other arm down and now held him close with both hands.

      “The voices are… disappearing.”

      The voices. God, she could hear them still ricocheting through her mind. They felt like bullets ripping up every sense of control she’d ever developed. They undermined her in the most efficient of ways imaginable.

      As she felt a wave of chaotic energy rush through her, her leg jolted against the bed, the muscles locking into place as her skin suddenly froze.

      She gritted her teeth.

      She couldn’t lose control. And Helper was right, though she’d been afforded time off, soon she would have to return to the crew.

      Just as her back twitched with a hot, sharp heat, there was a beep at the door.

      It startled them both. Alice bucked up as Helper zoomed forward, the usually constant glow of his body flickering like a light about to go out.

      “Accessing ICN… Commander—” he began.

      She didn’t need him to finish his sentence.

      “Alice, ah, Ensign Doe,” someone corrected with a gruff cough.

      That someone was Commander John Doe.

      Alice pushed up. Her leg was still locked, her back still racing with hot, rabid heat. Yet as she looked at the door with a pale, wary glance, something happened.

      A feeling, however subtle, welled within. It was attached to a memory. A strong one.

      He’d saved her. Yes, he didn’t know what she really was, but if he hadn’t acted, she would have been consumed by that cloud.

      Though the mere thought of it sent another wave of chaos shuddering through her, she closed her eyes and redoubled her efforts to control it.

      “Are you… can I come in to see you?” John’s voice was picked up by the panel on the door, and the computer replayed it through her empty room.

      “It is not recommended we open the door. Excuse yourself, we are in no condition to be seen,” Helper advised immediately, his voice still shaking.

      Though Alice had hardly left her quarters since the incident, she knew how the rest of the crew were dealing with things. They weren’t. Everyone was shocked, traumatized even. Though she knew their feelings could not begin to touch on her own, she appreciated their reasons.

      The Pegasus had come into the Rim for one purpose – to search out Old Tech and Old Ones. Well, their first real mission had failed.

      Spectacularly.

      They’d barely escaped with their lives.

      And now, rather than knowing more about the Old Ones and their technology, the mystery had only deepened.

      Alice had always been alone. From her first memories of childhood, she could not recall the company of another living entity.

      She didn’t have a family, and she had no idea where she’d come from.

      Yet she knew what she was. She knew the power that coursed within her, and she knew what it made her capable of doing.

      Yet, with all that power, she felt so helpless. She had embarked on this mission to find out if her people still existed, but now she felt more alone than ever.

      “Alice?” John’s voice had a note of hesitancy.

      Alice stood. Commanding her limbs to move, stifling the heat that still raced up her back, she walked over to the door.

      “Helper, form a wristband,” she said as she held out her arm, beckoning to him.

      “What are you doing? We can’t allow him in, not when—” Helper began, the usual cool efficiency gone from his words. If Alice had not known better, she would have thought she was speaking to a child, not a machine.

      She didn’t shift her arm. “Helper, do it.”

      He did. Moving with a sharp jolt, he landed on her wrist and formed a standard-issue wrist device within two short seconds.

      Steeling her breath, she wiped the tear from her cheek and opened the door.

      She had no idea why. Helper was right: it was suicidal to let John Doe see her like this. She still didn’t have control over the chaos within, and she could not afford him seeing what she truly was.

      …. Yet she opened the door.

      Because maybe she was looking for something.

      Maybe she was looking for that same moment of connection he had given her down on the asteroid. When he had saved her from the shadow, when he’d shot through the generator to save the day, she’d felt….

      She shook her head sharply as the door opened with a hiss.

      He was standing there, his hands behind his back, his head angled down. His cheeks were pale and slack, a darker ray of stubble covering his jaw than was usual.

      His eyes were hooded in shadow, and she didn’t need to be able to access his medical implant to ascertain he was under a great deal of stress.

      He didn’t say anything immediately. Neither did she.

      They just looked at each other.

      He swallowed, the move obvious as his Adam’s apple pushed against his high collar. “I thought I would check on you. Some of the others…” he trailed off as he unlocked his hands from behind his back and let one trail over his face briefly. It was a bitter, emotional move, and yet it was tender. Alice was sure it was not the kind of display a Commander would usually show in front of a member of his crew.

      Yet this was no normal circumstance, and she was no normal crew member.

      “Alice, I just thought I’d come and check on you,” he repeated through a sigh, “as some of the others have been complaining of….”

      He looked shattered. But he was still standing there, still bothering to check on her though it was apparent he was hardly holding onto things himself.

      She narrowed her eyes.

      All this time she’d been drowning in her own fears and emotions, she’d virtually dismissed those of the other crew. Yes, they had been attacked, yes, they had failed in their mission, but they hadn’t felt what she had. They hadn’t connected to that black shadow and had its desire wrought hard in their minds.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying.” He shook his head and gave a meek laugh. “No one’s been getting much sleep since the incident. Especially anyone involved. I’ve talked to some of the other crew, and anyone who had direct contact with those… things.” He looked up at her now, finally raising his gaze to stare at her eyes. As he did, some of his usual, natural authority returned.

      John couldn’t appreciate how carefully Alice stared at him. Hell, she could hardly appreciate it herself. Yet as his determination returned, however slowly, she wanted to reach out to him and share the moment.

      Despite what he’d been through, he was pushing on. Despite how tired and addled his body appeared, he was still mustering the control to stifle his emotions.

      She needed that.

      She stood forward a little. “What’s been happening?”

      “The crew have been experiencing nightmares. Some have complained of voices in their heads… I just wanted to check on you. The doc said he cleared you, but…”

      “I’m…” Alice began, about to tell John she was fine. Then she stopped.

      “It is recommended we straighten up, control our expression, and end this conversation immediately,” Helper said in her mind. Though his voice didn’t echo out, she still swore it shook.

      She didn’t know what he’d felt down on that asteroid, but she could appreciate how much it had hurt him. For a machine, Helper was reeling.

      He wanted to turn around, close the door, and huddle next to her – she knew that.

      Yet she still stood.

      “You okay?” John asked, his eyes narrowing with concern.

      She shook her head.

      She should not have shaken her head. She knew the rules – she had lived by them. Do not get involved. Though she had been warming to the crew, she knew her limitations. She still could not reveal who she truly was.

      Yet right now, Alice was starting to appreciate something.

      She couldn’t deal with this on her own – she didn’t want to.

      Taking an enormous, shuddering breath, she shook her head again. “No, I’m not. I can’t say I’ve had nightmares, but,” she trailed off.

      He watched her keenly.

      It could have been a trap. He could have already ascertained how suspicious it was that Alice had not been killed by the shadow on the asteroid, and his current questions could have been a probing investigation into why.

      Yet she didn’t care.

      …. What was happening to her?

      “It’s okay. You might not have had nightmares, but I have,” he admitted through a breath. “Look, I’ve told the ship’s counselor what’s happening, and she’s agreed to see everyone involved.”

      “Commander, I don’t need to,” she began.

      “See a counselor? I knew you were going to say that. The fact is, I can force you, but…” he trailed off as he looked at her evenly. “I would ask that you don’t make me.”

      Her back stiffened, and suddenly she could hear Helper beep insistently in her ear. “I will immediately devise some plan to sabotage the meeting. If I must, I will hack into the ICN and create a problem in Engineering that requires our assistance. Do not fear. They will not be able to pry into our minds.”

      Alice had to stop herself from indulging in a quaint smile at Helper’s words. Pry into our minds?

      Helper would have access to the Great Universal Database and would already know exactly what a ship’s counselor did and what they didn’t do. But the incident on the asteroid was still fresh in his mind. His choice of words hammered home to her just how exquisitely it had affected him.

      “Commander…. John,” Alice forced herself to say his first name. She knew John didn’t mind certain members of his crew being informal. She just hoped she was one of them. She wasn’t being friendly here though – she simply needed him to understand how serious she was. “I don’t need to see a counselor. And if you make me see one,” she began.

      For the first time in the conversation, he smiled. It was a full-bodied move, his lips pulling up over his teeth and his cheeks growing fat. “You’ll punch a panel and rip something out of the wall?”

      She stopped.

      Was it a joke?

      Or, once again, was the good Commander asking certain probing questions of her. Questions that, if she answered them directly, may implicate her, may give him an inkling of what she was underneath.

      She stiffened, her expression freezing, one hand clutching a little tighter as she curled her fingers over a section of her pant leg.

      John saw it. “I didn’t mean it like that, I just meant….” He trailed off.

      He looked uncomfortable.

      “I will immediately create a distraction,” Helper chimed in her mind, the usual easy edge to his tone was all but gone. Alice knew he was stressed, and it made his thoughts quick and sharp.

      “No,” she commanded in her mind.

      She was going to see this through. Even though a wash of paranoia had caught her, she was going to stand here in front of John and listen to his words for exactly the same reason she’d opened the door to greet him in the first place.

      …. A reason she could not comprehend yet, but one that appeared to have complete control over her body.

      “I knew you weren’t going to see the counselor,” John conceded as he looked at the ground for a moment, then, peaking his eyebrows, looked back at her, “because I hate seeing counselors too. Maybe it’s something to do with coming from the slums, but I’ve never wanted to share my feelings with anyone.”

      She didn’t move. Neither did she say anything, because she had no idea what to add. In a way, he was right, though his perceptive observation was not nearly as perceptive as he would have assumed. With Alice, it went deeper than the slums. Oh yes, the slums had taught her to be quiet, but her true identity had taught her to keep her feelings and her words closed off for none to feel or hear save for herself.

      Yet still she stood there.

      “So, if you need to talk,” he looked awkward then shrugged it off with a large move of his shoulders, “you can talk with me. While I have ordered the rest of the crew to see the ship’s counselor, I kind of haven’t gotten around to seeing her myself. Old habits die hard.” He shuffled his feet on the floor plating, his thick, regulation boots making a squeaking sound.

      She looked at the boots then up to his face. “I… I’ll deal with it.” As she said it, she knew it was true. Whatever feelings and whatever torrid race of chaos that had taken her since she had returned from the asteroid, would fade. Because Helper had been right. As soon as Alice had found something worth fighting for, everything else had paled in comparison. The paranoia, the distrust, the loneliness.

      She would get over this because she would have to. The true point of her mission was still hiding in the Rim. She was going to accompany the Pegasus until they found the truth about that signal, until they confirmed or denied the existence of her people.

      As she stood there, she naturally straightened, and any last tingling feeling of heat racing up her spine or stiffness in her leg passed. Looking at him was all it took.

      She was getting her determination back, her resilience. And it felt good.

      Maybe he could see it, because he burst into a smile again, though this one was more reserved than before. “I guess you will. But I haven’t had a chance to say thank you properly.” He cleared his throat with a cough.

      She nodded in a curt move, one appropriate for a member of the Union Forces. Ever since Helper had been teaching her how to salute and how to act correctly around an officer, even though she often ignored it, the moves were becoming ingrained. Hell, if Alice didn’t watch herself, all too soon, she would become the very model of the Union soldier.

      “You have, and you don’t need to, I did my duty, so did you.” She returned her even gaze to face him. “That’s the end of the story.”

      That smile of his changed. It didn’t waver, it didn’t turn into a frown, but as his eyebrows descended over his eyes in clear confusion, it became all the more curious. “I admire your determination. However, you’re wrong. It’s not the end of the story. We have no idea what happened down there, and we are going to find out,” fortitude stiffened his jaw, and it seemed he too was clutching back his resilience. Any shadow of emotion that had once darkened his cheeks now appeared to lift and disappear. “What is more, we are having a briefing among senior staff in the briefing room in approximately two hours.”

      “Does the Chief require me back in Engineering so I can fill in?”

      “No, Alice, I want you to attend the briefing.” John straightened up and once again clasped his hands behind his back. It was clear all informality had been dropped and he was back to being the Commander.

      “I’m not a member of the senior staff,” she answered plainly.

      “I know that,” he said after a short pause. “But that’s not the point. I want you there. I have a feeling your observations on the situation will be helpful to all involved.”

      “Commander….” She tried to stop. She knew what she wanted to say next, and she damned well knew it was a bad idea. Yet she couldn’t. For the same reason she had come out to meet him and for the same reason she had shared her feelings, she couldn’t stop the words from bursting up and clawing at her throat begging to be let out: “you don’t want me at your briefing. Because I’m going to say one thing and one thing only. Lieutenant Rama and Evelyn acted inappropriately. They shut down that generator,” though she hated it, she choked through her words, “without consulting anyone. They believed, due to whatever inflated sense of power the Aurora Project has given them, that they knew more about Old Technology than the Old Ones did. If the Old Ones had gone to the effort of completely shielding an asteroid, of course it was because they were hiding something big. Evelyn and Rama acted rashly, and they acted greedily.”

      As she spoke, she couldn’t stop the emotions from welling within. The primary one was anger. She could remember what it felt like to be consumed by the cloud. While John certainly had given her her determination back, that memory was never far from her mind. Yet now she wasn’t being sucked in by the chaos of her feelings, she was starting to process them. And a single thing kept coming up: anger.

      Alice had lived a lonely, paranoid existence, one full of its fair share of danger. Yet what she felt now went beyond anything she had ever experienced.

      Deep-bellied frustration. Not just for her, not simply because of what had happened to her down on the asteroid, but for everyone.

      Lieutenant Rama and Evelyn had placed the entire crew in jeopardy because of their selfish desire for Old Technology. They believed they were better than the devices they hunted. They believed they understood why the Old Ones had disappeared and what they had left the universe.

      They did not.

      She knew her gaze was hard, hell, maybe her eyes were blazing, but she could not damp down her ire.

      John didn’t immediately turn around, furl a hand behind him, and point his finger toward the brig and tell her she was fired. He looked concerned, and after a short pause, he shook his head. “I understand your feelings, but I ask you to keep them to yourself. I am aware…” he trailed off.

      She didn’t know for sure what he was about to say, but she could guess. His position in this situation was unenviable. Stuck between the Admiral and his own crew, John had to negotiate between both.

      Still. He didn’t really understand, because none of them understood. Only she could. What had occurred down on the asteroid went far beyond what anyone on the Pegasus could appreciate.

      Those shadows… that dark energy… its desires had been truly malevolent.

      For the very first time in her life, Alice was coming to a strange decision.

      She knew the history of her race; she knew her people had once been considered peacekeepers. They had used their incredible abilities and technology to ensure the safety of others.

      Right now a little of that feeling returned to her as her mind solidified around a plan.

      She had to protect them, didn’t she? Though her friendships with the crew aboard the Pegasus were nascent, that didn’t matter. She couldn’t let them go blazing into another situation like that; she couldn’t allow Lieutenant Rama and Evelyn’s foolhardy greed to jeopardize others.

      “Alice Doe,” John suddenly raised an eyebrow, “you have a certain look in your eyes. It reminds me unsettlingly of the Chief. Maybe she’s a bad influence on you.”

      “I take it you no longer want me to attend your briefing then?” She looked at him directly.

      He shook his head. “No, I want you there. I do ask you be discreet, though. Lieutenant Rama and Evelyn are guests aboard this ship, and they are integral to the successful completion of this mission.”

      With that, John turned on his foot, nodded low, and began to walk away.

      She knew what she should do: turn, open her door, walk through it, close it, and find some way to stop herself from going to the briefing. Likely there were at least 152 novel ways Helper could hack the ICN to help her achieve that.

      Yet she ground her feet into the floor plating, and she called out to him: “John, I mean Commander Doe….”

      Maybe Helper suddenly knew what she was about to say, because he gave out a long, insistent beep in her mind that made her shake her head to the side quickly. “It is not recommended you share any details with the Commander that may give away your true identity.”

      She wasn’t going to do that.

      “Yes?” He turned over his shoulder to look at her.

      “Do not share any details that could give away your identity,” Helper repeated, far more insistent this time.

      John was clearly waiting for her.

      She gritted her teeth hard, locking her jaw down with such pressure that if she were a softer-raced alien, she would have shattered her teeth and bone. “We need to be careful. Not all Old Tech… will be safe.”

      He looked at her curiously.

      She’d gone too far, hadn’t she?

      God, in wanting to protect the crew, had she just risked it all?

      Staring at his eyes, trying to fathom exactly what he was thinking, she used every scrap of the determination he’d given her to control any fleeting feeling of chaos that crawled up her spine. Taking a steadying breath, she shook her head slightly, begging Helper to be quiet in her mind.

      She had to do this.

      “Doesn’t anyone find it… strange… that the Old Ones disappeared?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “For a race so powerful.” She picked her words carefully. What’s more, she chose them from her memories. She couldn’t count the number of times she had stared up at the lonely, dirty ceilings of whatever hovel she had been staying in, only to recount the same thoughts to herself. She had never understood why the galaxy, why the universe, had never questioned the disappearance of the Old Ones. For a race so powerful, did it make sense for them to suddenly vanish?

      “It makes no sense for them to suddenly disappear and leave all of their technology behind.” John nodded, diverting his gaze down to some section of the floor. He kept it there, finally bringing a hand up to rub it over his stubble. “Don’t you worry, I’ve spent my fair share of nights staring up at the ceiling, wondering exactly why the Old Ones disappeared too.”

      Though his choice of words and analogy were likely innocent, they struck a chord with her. After all, they had been the same as her own.

      Feeling distinctly uncomfortable, she swallowed. Yet though her sensations peaked, at no point did they feel chaotic. They were simply different.

      “But,” he now looked at her, “it doesn’t matter. That’s not what this mission is about. Yes, we are here to find Old Tech, yes, the members of the Aurora Project have come along to help us complete that aspect of the mission, but that is not the only reason we are here. If there are clues in the Rim as to why the Old Ones disappeared, then we will find them. But beyond that, we need to deal with the current problems we have.”

      “Which number approximately 5892,” Helper thought in her mind, “but they will not number as high as our own problems unless we end this conversation now, retreat, and consolidate our plan going forward.”

      “Helper, just leave it. I know what I’m doing,” she thought back, never deviating her gaze as she stared at John.

      “The entire universe is connected through Old Tech, all of our ships, all of our computers are based on Old Tech. If it runs out of energy, we run out of our connection. That is our primary problem. Along the way, if we find out what happened to the Old Ones, then we will deal with it. But we can’t stop looking for a solution just because we’re afraid of what we might find in the shadows. Neither can we stop believing in our ability to overcome new problems as they arise.”

      She blinked quickly.

      “You are a resourceful ensign,” he said as his lips kicked up into a curious smile, “and you have shown a unique ability to deal with problems as they arise. So have faith in yourself and have faith in the rest of your crew. We’ll do what we can.”

      Helper no longer chimed in her mind.

      And she no longer questioned herself. Any flick of paranoia ready to ignite into full-blown fear suddenly flew away.

      She’d never heard words like that, or maybe she’d never heard them delivered in exactly the kind of way John Doe had just spoken them.

      She felt… for the first time in her life, she felt connected. She felt part of a team, and as she looked over at John, maybe she felt something more too.

      He gave her a low, sharp nod and finally turned around. “I will see you at the briefing.”

      She watched him leave. Then she turned, hesitated, and walked back through her door.

      As the door closed behind her, Helper didn’t immediately squeal in a high-pitched tone that they had to come up with 1000 new plans to get off the Pegasus. Neither did he admonish her that she had given away too many details that could, with little effort, be used to deduce her true identity.

      He paused, and so did she. After a moment, he lifted up off her wrist.

      “Are you going to tell me what I just did was stupid?” She crossed her arms and patted her fingers over her side.

      She didn’t huddle into herself. She didn’t half crawl over to the bed, collapse onto it, and bury her face in her hands. Neither did she indulge in a single scrap of the fear that had caught her since she had returned from the asteroid.

      “Commander John Doe is correct, this Helper unit has run several thousand analyses, and it can confirm that fact. Perhaps we have been… inefficient in our recent calculations.”

      One of her eyebrows slowly arched as she watched him.

      “You, oh great one, are the last known member of the Old Ones. You have access to incredible power, and, beyond the inefficient attempts of the Aurora Project, are the only true entity capable of repowering Old Technology. I am a Helper unit. Together,” he began.

      She reached her hand out, gently touching the side of Helper as he hovered before her. “We can do anything?”

      “Incorrect. There are many, many things we cannot do. However, there are many things we can do.”

      Alice smiled.

      It felt good. It felt warm.

      It chased away the shadows that still haunted her mind.

      “Yes, we can,” she answered softly.

      With that, she turned, neatened her bed, and got ready for the briefing.

      John had asked her to be discreet, well, she was going to be something, but maybe Alice Doe was done with being discreet.
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