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      Blurb

      

      
        The end is here. Rear Admiral Fletcher has come to the Rim with one thing in mind - to find Alice and claim all remaining Old Tech.
      

      Though Alice and John work together to stop him, there's an enemy far worse than Fletcher. Alice is about to have her every question about her origins and people answered, and the truth will try to kill her.

      In this last explosive episode, join John and Alice as they battle through the heart of the ghost in the machine to the only thing left - each other.

      ....

      Ghost of Mind follows a hidden powerful alien and a soldier tasked to find her fighting through plots, intrigue, and the past to save the modern galaxy. If you love your space operas with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab Ghost of Mind Episode Seven today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Chapter 1

    They say everything that exists in this universe must come to an end, whether it be the greatest star or the smallest speck of dust. Given time, all will fall.

    Even the greatest civilization that ever existed.

    For in time lies the heart of all destruction, and yet, the seed of evolution.

    …

    John Doe

    “What do you mean Rear Admiral Fletcher is coming into the Rim?” John clamped a sweaty hand on the back of his command seat as he leaned all the way forward, his eyes bulging as he locked them on Fraser.

    Fraser had twisted around in his seat, and his pale face was stiff with true surprise as he considered his Commander. “The communiqué just came in half a second ago, sir.”

    “That’s impossible,” John said through clenched teeth. “There must be some kind of mistake. Check it again.”

    Fraser dutifully turned around. His fingers flew across the communications panel. He turned and shook his head. “Sir, there hasn’t been a mistake. Rear Admiral Fletcher is commanding the Super Dreadnought Class Hades. He’s coming to the Rim. We’ve been instructed to rendezvous with his ship and offer any assistance we can.”

    John stood there, hands now clutching his seat so hard it was a surprise he didn’t tear it from the floor. His heart began to hammer around in his chest with such ferocity, it felt like it was trying to smash his rib cage to smithereens.

    He clenched his teeth together hard and hissed through them. “How the hell did Rear Admiral Fletcher get a super dreadnought-class ship?” he said mostly to himself. “I’ll be in my ready room if anyone needs me.” With that. He pried his fingers back from his seat, curled his hands into fists, and stalked across the bridge.

    When he reached his ready room and the door closed behind him, he struck a fist into the wall with such force he could have broken his knuckles.

    Though pain pushed up hard through his wrist and snaked into his elbow, that didn’t stop him from striking out once more.

    A dull echo ricocheted through the room as he took a step back, squeezed his eyes closed, and bellowed in rage.

    This… this was impossible. Admiral Fletcher was under investigation. John had done everything he could to alert the rest of the Union Forces to Fletcher’s treachery. But what had they done now? Rewarded the man with a damn command. And worse than that – one of the best-equipped ships in the fleet.

    And now Admiral Fletcher himself was coming into the Rim.

    John practically staggered over to his seat behind his desk, pulled it out, and flung himself into it with all the grace of a man falling to his knees.

    He crumpled forward, locked his elbows on his desk, and collapsed his face into his hands. His fingers were sweaty and transferred tracks of slicked moisture across his brow.

    He curled his nails in and dug them back and forth against his palms until he left red streaks across his skin.

    Finally he pushed back and let his hands drop. He shook his head and curled forward over his computer panel. A second later, he instructed the computer to contact Admiral Cole.

    Except Admiral Cole could not be contacted.

    And that’s when the true horror of the situation hit John like an ion pulse cannon straight to the chest.

    Admiral Cole had been stepped-down from his command.

    John stared in pure horror as he read the official Union Forces’ records about the incident. Or at least the ones he could access from his rank.

    With his sweaty hand clasped over his mouth, John shook his head and let out another bellow of rage.

    Somehow, some damn how, Rear Admiral Fletcher had managed to move against Cole and several of the other admirals in the Top Brass. And now the prick had a super dreadnought-class ship, and he was headed to the Rim.

    John didn’t want to believe it. He kept reading, kept trying to figure out what the hell had happened. But none of the admirals he’d once been able to trust were left – Rear Admiral Fletcher’s coup had been complete.

    “This… this can’t be happening,” John said through bared teeth, stiff lips pressed against his gums with such force it was a surprise he didn’t pull his teeth from his jaw.

    But it was happening.

    The end, apparently, was on its way.

  
    Chapter 2

    John Doe

    John walked toward her room, feet beating a somber tune over the metal grating.

    He paused in front of the controls that would open the shielded section of the engine. He drove his hand into the wall and squeezed his eyes shut.

    He stole several breaths, clenched his teeth, and finally rammed a sweaty finger into the control panel, typing in the security code that would allow him and only him entrance.

    A second later, the door swished open, and he strode through.

    She was floating there with her eyes closed, her hair playing around her face.

    She had such a peaceful expression. It was so peaceful, in fact, that he found himself standing there and staring at it for a few seconds as he forgot what he’d come here to tell her.

    But he could not forget for too long. She opened her eyes, focused on him, and that smile grew even larger.

    “John,” she said as she floated forward and pushed her hands against the force field. “Why have you—” she began, but then she stopped, her eyes narrowing.

    She obviously took heed of his expression, for there was nothing he could do to control it.

    He knew his cheeks were as pale as ground-up alabaster, his eyes as hooded and dark as a storm.

    He took a deep swallow, his Adam’s apple pushing against the tight collar of his uniform.

    “John,” she asked warily, her brow compressing with worry, “what is it?”

    “Alice… Alice, I’m so sorry—” he choked.

    “Something’s happened….”

    “I’ve just got… I have no idea how this could have happened.”

    “What happened, John?” A note of desperation rang through her tone.

    “Admiral damn Fletcher is coming to the Rim,” he said through gritted teeth. Finally he jerked his gaze off the floor and locked it on her. “I am so sorry, Alice.”

    “What? I don’t understand. I thought he was under investigation.”

    “So did I. But something’s happened. I don’t know what strings he’s pulled. I have no idea what he’s done to threaten the Top Brass, but there’s been a coup. He’s removed almost every single Admiral I thought I could trust. Now there’s no one but his lackeys left. And they’ve given him a super dreadnought-class ship on a mission to rendezvous with us in the Rim.”

    Though her hands had been pushed into the shield, she pushed away, shoulders and body stiffening as her eyes grew wide. “Do you think… you think he’s after me? Do you think he knows I’m here?”

    John couldn’t answer. He pressed his lips together and drove his eyes half-closed as he considered her question. He’d been considering nothing but that question since he’d found out about this horrific news. But now it came to the forefront of his mind. He wrapped one arm around his middle and latched a still sweaty hand over his chin as his eyes went out of focus. “To be honest,” he finally managed, “I have no idea. But it’s a strong possibility – one we can’t ignore. I doubt he thinks you’re on the ship. The Chief and I have done everything we can to keep that hidden. Even my crew don’t know. But I’m sure he knows you’re in the Rim. And I’m sure he’s here to come and find you,” he added, tone dropping low.

    She pushed even further back into the engine, the clouds of blue energy almost totally obscuring her form. He couldn’t see her expression anymore as tufts of power arced around it. So he took a jerked step forward and pushed a hand out to her, even though there was no way he would be able to reach her, let alone touch her. But he desperately wanted to let her know she wasn’t alone. “Alice, I will do whatever I can to fight this. I will not let him take you. I can promise you that I will do everything I can.”

    “I know, John,” she said after a significant pause. “But I doubt it will be enough. You said he’s got a super dreadnought-class ship. What exactly will the Pegasus be able to do against him? And are you really willing to mutiny?”

    Though he’d been considering just that, her question still struck him like a bat. He clenched his teeth together and fought against the warring feelings tumbling through his gut. John had reinvented his life as a Union Forces Commander. He’d repented for his numerous sins by earning the loyalty of command, and he’d sworn his life to the protection of every Union citizen. He didn’t just believe in their cause – he lived and breathed it. His entire identity was built on it because if he didn’t have his command and his loyalty to the Union Forces, he would be nothing more than that boy from the slums who’d fought tooth and nail to survive.

    And yet John knew he couldn’t abandon her. Nor could he pretend Rear Admiral Fletcher still stood for the values John held so dear. Fletcher had gone against everything the Union stood for. He resembled the Union’s darkest, basest qualities. The drive to survive no matter the costs.

    “Can you really go against him?” Alice asked once more, pushing forward again, those blue swirls of energy breaking around her form like clouds around a ship descending through the atmosphere.

    Slowly, John tipped his head back. He stared at her, and he nodded. He meant it. “Yes, I will mutiny against him. I will do whatever I can to stop Rear Admiral Fletcher from getting his hands on you and destroying everything I’ve ever worked for. He’s a damn monster, and if he’s allowed to control the future of the Union, he will destroy everything.”

    She floated there for several seconds, saying nothing, just staring at him. Finally, however, she closed her eyes, and that smile returned, though smaller than before, more fragile too. It still had an effect on him, still reached into his heart and kindled that last spark of hope.

    It saw him take another quick step forward until his hands locked on the metal railing that ran around the edge of the engine shield. “I’ll do whatever I can to stop him from getting his hands on you,” he promised once more.

    She nodded. “And I’ll do whatever I can to stop him from taking down this ship,” she said. There was a real note of power in her voice.

    Was it just him, or did the whole room shake? He found himself letting out a small laugh. “I guess you will. You’re a real force of nature. I just hope it will be enough. Whatever we do, we’re gonna have to be careful. We have no idea how many resources Fletcher is bringing with him. I can guarantee, however, his super dreadnought-class ship will be jam-packed with members of the Aurora Project. There will be others with abilities like Rama. I can also guarantee that Fletcher will bring as much Old Tech as he can carry. We’ve never faced an enemy like him. And we never will again.”

    She nodded dutifully, reminding him of the curious Ensign he’d met so many months before. It pressed a smile over his lips. A genuine one. One that chased away the dire seriousness of this situation for half a second.

    “What are you smiling at?” she asked.

    It took a few seconds to answer. He let his gaze slip around the room until it locked on her once more. “I know this situation is worse than any we’ve ever faced, and yet I can’t help but feel we still have the edge. Because, Alice, we still have you.”

  
    Chapter 3

    John Doe

    As soon as John walked into the shielded research lab, Helper flew out from his pocket, blue lights illuminating his hovering form as it cut a path from one side of the room to the other like a curious bird investigating some new space. When he was finished, he hovered inquisitively over Parka’s shoulder.

    Parka turned her smiling face up and chuckled at Helper. “Impressed by the room?”

    Helper made another quick loop around the room then came to a stop in front of Parka and John and whirled on the spot. “Impressive. You have done an exemplary job shielding this place. I was unable to penetrate it and scan it from the outside.”

    Parka clicked several of her fingers together, chucked her head back, and laughed. “That’s exactly what I want to hear. If you can’t scan it, my hope is that prick Fletcher won’t be able to scan it either.”

    “Though I do not know his full capabilities, I assume they can be no greater than my own. In which case, I can conclude it is unlikely he will be able to scan this space,” Helper confirmed with another twirl.

    John pushed his hand into his pocket and smiled for the first time in days. “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard all week. Chief, have you got anything else for me?” He switched his attention to her.

    She nodded low. “I’ve been completing the analysis you asked me to, trying to find out what the hell Fletcher is really after and what the hell happened with the Top Brass.”

    John took a pressured step forward, a spark of hope igniting in his gut. “And what have you got?” he pushed his words out so quickly, they were almost a splutter, but he couldn’t stop himself, couldn’t control his tone. He needed to know they had an advantage over Fletcher, because if they didn’t….

    He swallowed hard and waited.

    “What I’ve got for you is an encrypted message I managed to intercept,” Parka said as she ducked forward and settled over a computer panel.

    “What does it say?” John managed through a tight breath as he pressed forward, his eyes opening wide.

    “I’ve managed to decrypt only part of it, but it’s enough to confirm that Admiral Fletcher had contact with Lieutenant Commander Rama while he was still with the Pirates.”

    “Rama is long dead—” John began.

    “Are you sure?” the Chief asked out of the blue.

    John looked at her askance. “Rama was one of the deadliest enemies we ever faced, and he died on this very ship. Of course I’m sure he’s dead – only an idiot would forget that.”

    “Well then, I guess that makes us both idiots.”

    “Chief, what the hell are you talking about?”

    Parka didn’t answer. She turned to the console in front of her and typed deftly over it until a small hologram appeared over it in a flicker of light.

    John was drawn to it immediately. He took a step forward, then another, feeling as if someone had hooked him like a fish.

    A dark sensation ran through his stomach as the hologram resolved. It was almost as if John knew what it would form a split second before the image appeared.

    John choked down a breath. “What?”

    “That’s right, Commander, the prick is back. That is Lieutenant Commander Rama. He’s not dead, after all.”

    John shook his head in a reflexive move as a blast of old adrenaline sailed through him. It was old because it reminded his body of the hell of a fight he’d had to save the Pegasus from Rama. When Rama had overtaken the Pegasus, shut the crew in the mess hall, and lured Alice back on board, John had been forced to fight tooth and nail to win.

    And now apparently that didn’t matter. John shook his head once more until it felt like the damn thing would unscrew and roll over the floor. “What the hell is going on here?”

    The Chief swallowed. “As far as I can tell, Rama cloned himself.”

    John shuddered as that bombshell struck him. “What? Why? How?”

    “As for how – Old Tech. It seems as if Rama came across tech that could create a perfect copy of a living adult, down to every damn memory. As for why? Because Rama was always a smart prick. My guess is he cloned himself as a precaution just before he melded with that Old Tech device and boarded the Pegasus. I guess it was insurance in case anything went wrong with his body. As far as I can tell, Rama’s clone has been running the Pirates, continuing the same frigging mission the real Rama had in the first place. Or maybe this guy is the real Rama, and the guy who died aboard the Pegasus is the fake. It would be impossible to find out remotely. The point is, John,” Parka took a hard breath as she faced him, “Rama is back. And he’s found something.”

    “What do you mean he’s found something?”

    “I managed to obtain a set of coordinates.” She started typing something on the console, and a second later, the hologram of Rama shifted.

    John found himself frowning as he clutched both hands around his middle and leaned in. “What exactly am I looking at?”

    The Chief stabbed one of her fingers through the hologram and tapped a certain point. It appeared to show a set of coordinates in space. “If I had to guess – and this is a complete guess, considering I can’t decode the rest of the message – I’d say this is where the signal comes from.” She dipped her head and looked at him seriously.

    From her tone to her expression, it was obvious she thought she was imparting some significant piece of information, but for the life of him, John couldn’t figure out what it was. He frowned even deeper, tilting his head to the side. “The signal? … You mean this is where Rama was when he contacted Fletcher? Is that meant to be significant?”

    The Chief sniggered.

    “It is highly likely that the Chief is not intimating what you have suggested but rather that this is the location of the Old One signal,” Helper said as he darted over the Chief’s shoulder and shot a blue scanning beam at the hologram.

    John took one last jerked step forward and slammed his suddenly sweaty hands down on the edge of the console. He curled his fingers hard until it felt as if he’d crush them against the unyielding metal. “You mean Rama found it?”

    The Chief shrugged, looking momentarily uncomfortable. “Like I said, Commander, this is just a guess, but considering the context of the rest of the message I’ve been able to decrypt, I think it’s a relatively safe one.”

    John closed his eyes and sucked in a quick breath. “Of course it’s the signal. Dammit, Rama found it. What the hell are we going to do?” he demanded as he snapped his eyes wide open and stared at the Chief.

    She crossed several of her arms and shook her head. “You come up with the plans, Commander. All I do is make sure the ship’s running.”

    “There is only one course of action that you can take,” Helper interjected as he flew close to John and stopped several inches from his face, the blue light cascading off his form illuminating John’s hands and the underside of his chin.

    “And what’s that, Helper?” John asked.

    “We must intercept the Admiral. We cannot allow him to access the Old Ones. It is highly likely they have extremely powerful technology with them. If Admiral Fletcher were to possess that technology—”

    “He’d take over the whole damn universe, and there’d be nowhere we can hide,” John finished through clenched teeth as a cold wave of nausea washed down his gut. He didn’t give in to it as he clutched his hands tighter against the console and leaned in, locking his gaze on the coordinate map floating before him. He pried one hand back from the console and shifted his fingers through the hologram as if he were trying to grab the location in the middle.

    All those months ago, he’d come to the Rim looking for the Old One signal. Now it appeared they’d finally found it. God, he could never have imagined how much his life would have changed in the search for that signal and what he’d ultimately find instead.

    Alice….

    John’s stomach curled as he thought of her floating in his engine bay. How the hell would she react when he told her this?

    Helper darted forward, stopping only a few centimeters from his nose. It caused John to jerk back and lock his gaze on the robot.

    “Do not allow yourself to become distracted, Commander,” Helper advised, his electronic tone arcing up with unmistakable force. “It is of utmost importance that we arrive at the location of this signal before Admiral Fletcher does. We cannot allow him unrivaled access to the Old Ones or their technology.”

    John flicked his gaze from Helper back to the Chief and swallowed. “Even if we somehow confirm this signal did indeed come from the location of the Old Ones, presumably Rama is already there. And god knows how long he’s been there. Even if we’re unimaginably lucky and he hasn’t found any usable Old Tech, he’ll still be ready to repel boarders. The Pirates—”

    “You seem to forget how many resources you have on your side, Commander,” Helper pointed out.

    John went to open his mouth, but he paused. He got lost looking at Helper as he floated there in front of John’s nose. Helper, a creature with almost unrivaled programming power and analytical knowledge. Alice had already admitted that without Helper’s assistance, she wouldn’t have managed to keep on the run for so long directly under John’s damn nose.

    John took a slow breath. He could feel Parka’s eyes on him as she stood there, practically standing sentinel over her console, protecting it, even though there was no one else in the room and the damn thing was so shielded, an Old One Helper bot couldn’t penetrate it. Parka cleared her throat. “He’s right, you know, John. You’ve got a lot of resources.”

    John let out a tense breath, brought his hand up, and let it flop onto the back of his head. Then he turned his short nails in and started to drag them down his scalp. It didn’t matter that he dug and scraped at his skin – all that mattered was it provided him a few short seconds of distraction. But as soon as his hand dropped to the side and he ticked his gaze up to meet Parka’s once more, he realized it was time to make a decision.

    “… Fine. I guess you’re all right. We do have a lot of resources at our fingertips. And though Rama and Fletcher will be on the lookout for us, they won’t know we have Alice on board, nor Helper. But….”

    “No buts, John. This is the only thing we can do. Our hands have been forced. Now,” Parka smoothly turned back to her console, obviously concluding that the conversation was over, “I’ll let you tell her. Just break it to her softly – the last thing I want is a critical engine cascade as her Old One body saps my engines of all their energy.”

    It took John a couple of seconds to realize what Parka was talking about, then he paled.

    Helper was still there, hovering just within John’s reach. The little orb darted to the side, its lights glowing momentarily brighter as it obviously wanted to get John’s attention. “Do not fear. Alice has suspected this news will come sooner rather than later. Their voices have been growing louder and louder ever since she entered the Rim. And now it seems she will finally find out where their screaming comes from.”

    John would have been prepared for Helper to say a lot, but at that bombshell, he took a stumbling step forward. “What are you talking about? She… she can hear voices?”

    Helper darted back, and if it weren’t for the fact he was a robot and all his decisions were programmed, not chosen through emotion, John would have assumed that the orb had just spoken out of turn.

    There was a long pause, and even though Parka had already returned to slaving over the console to presumably narrow down the location of the signal, she turned over her shoulder, the move sharp and her interest sharper.

    Helper floated a little to the left, then a little to the right, as if he were looking for a place to flee.

    “Helper, what are you talking about?” John insisted this time, using the same voice on the orb he would on a wayward recruit.

    “Ghost in the machine,” Helper said, his usually cheerful chirp little more than a quiet, careful hum.

    John’s body reacted to that phrase instantly. A cold, dark sensation raced over his back and jumped over
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