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      Blurb

      

      
        7 books. One volume. Binge the complete Ghost of Mind series.
      

      

      Would you run? If you were the last of your kind, if you knew getting caught could thrust the universe into war, wouldn't you slip into the shadows and disappear too?

      Hiding is Alice's only option. It always has been.

      Then he comes along. Commander John Doe, the head of a new mission into one of the most dangerous areas of space. A chance encounter thrusts them together on the barren wasteland of Orion Minor. Then the chase begins.

      Alice cannot allow herself to slip into the hands of the Union, but John Doe will stop at nothing to find out who she is.

      Let the hunt begin.

      ....

      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 today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    Ghost of Mind Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    Alice pushed up from her cot. Her arms were tense, the skin along them warm with sweat. She hadn’t slept well last night. Then again, when did Alice ever sleep well? She had a lot going on in her mind, a lot going on in her life.

    She was the last of her kind, the last of her race. And what was worse, she was the last of the Old Ones.

    And no, that didn’t mean that Alice was a geriatric. She was young for her species – it just so happened that her people were considered ancient. The ones who’d come before. The aliens who’d been responsible for crafting the modern universe.

    Alice stood up, taking a deep breath as she did.

    Then she padded across the room, her bare feet soft against the cold floor. She headed toward the console in the corner. Letting out a massive, rattling sigh, she pushed down into the broken flight chair she’d salvaged from one of the dumps outside.

    Biting her bottom lip hard, she tried to muster the confidence required for what she needed to do next.

    Check the news.

    Alice pushed her fingernails into her hand as she tried to garner enough confidence and courage in order to bring her hand up and let the sensor in the console register her movements so she could command the holographic images.

    For most ordinary people, checking the news wouldn’t be a big ordeal. For most ordinary people, they weren’t the last of their kind. They were also not on the run from a universe that, if it knew they existed, would be after them with every single ship and warrior and weapon they had.

    That was Alice’s life. That was the secret behind her desperation, her fear, the reason she was stuck in this tiny apartment, in this small room on her little cot.

    No friends, no family, no one to rely on. Just Alice and one hell of a history chasing her down.

    The galaxy hadn’t always been this way, and neither had the universe. For billions upon billions of years, everything had been separated. Every race and every cluster had been kept apart by the depths of space, just the way nature intended it to be. Then the Old Ones had come along. They hadn’t been one distinct race but a group of many. They’d seeded the universe with technology so powerful that it managed to connect even the furthest reaches of reality to one another.

    But more than the technology they’d created, it was the power source that had kept it running that was remarkable.

    Beyond words, beyond concepts even. Possibly the greatest invention in all of the history of the universe.

    Alice’s race had been behind that invention. It was her fingers as they scrolled up and down, the computer console picking up on the movements to move the holographic images displayed before her, that were the true key to modern civilization.

    Power. Energy, beyond people’s wildest dreams. Enough to enable the most fantastic of technologies, the most incredible of capabilities.

    Sighing, Alice pressed her fingers further into her head. She’d learned that from the humans – apparently massaging your brow helped relieve tension.

    It didn’t work. If Alice wanted to release her tension, she would have to hop a transport and travel to an abandoned galaxy with no sign of any other race to bother her. Then and only then would she be able to relax. With no one around her, there would be no threat that someone could find out what she was, use her abilities to rekindle the Old Technology, and no doubt lay waste to the modern universe.

    She wasn’t going to get that opportunity.

    Not now, not ever.

    Winking one eye open, Alice looked at the holographic feed in front of her. As her hand moved slowly from left-to-right, thousands upon thousands of images flickered for just long enough for the human mind to pick them up. Alice wasn’t human, and her mind was capable of processing so much more. As the images flickered past, snippets of sound clips accompanied them. It was a heady experience. And if it weren’t one Alice had lived thousands of times, it would confuse the hell out of her.

    A lot of modern society confused the hell out of her.

    Alice’s race may have been foundational in bringing the universe to the level of civilization it now had, but there was still a part of her that wanted a simpler, easy life, closer to nature and as far away from technology as she could get.

    Despite how much she yearned for simplicity, she was never going to get it. The universe was connected now and drenched in technology, and unless a catastrophic event occurred, it would remain that way.

    Bringing a hand out, clutching it onto the edge of the console, letting her fingers tense as they pressed right into the metal, Alice found it.

    The exact news she was looking for.

    News of the Rim.

    The war. Or at least the impending one. The one that the Government wasn’t comfortable admitting to yet.

    Her eyes darted over the information that appeared on the screen. Processing the images and sound clips at a speed most races would consider incredible, Alice found out what she needed to.

    It relieved her but only just.

    Stretching back in her chair, taking an uncomfortable breath, Alice couldn’t help but reflect on how pitiful her life had become.

    She was in a horrible world of her own. Despite the fact she knew she could never let anybody else find out what she was, that didn’t mean Alice couldn’t feel the guilt of doing nothing.

    So much was going wrong in the universe these days, especially in the Milky Way. Alice’s race hadn’t only been technologically deft, but they were physically strong too, fantastically powerful by human standards. They’d been a race of warriors, of peacekeepers. But Alice couldn’t run off to join the Union Forces – she would be found out. She couldn’t run off to protect the colonies along the Rim – she would be found out. And if she was found out, something far, far worse would happen.

    Forcing herself to stand up, Alice walked around the room several times, clutching her hands behind her back. She’d once seen that exact move in a video from Old Earth. It had been a movie of some sort, some kind of fictional description of ancient Earth history. Anyway, the main character in it, a captain of some sort, would always walk around his troops with his hands held behind his back, his chest puffed out, his neck receded slightly. It gave him, according to humans at least, a measure of gravitas. Of controlled force.

    Well, Alice would like some of that. For a creature who was powerful, who had the key to most of the Old Technology scattered around the universe, she often felt so small and insignificant that flecks of space dust would have better self-confidence.

    “Come on, you’ve got to get up. You’ve got to get to work,” she said through gritted teeth, staring down at the holographic newsfeed.

    Again, her eyes darted from left-to-right, processing the information at an astounding rate. As they did, her hands clenched by her side, the fingernails pressing further into her palms. An ordinary human might have bled by now. She wasn’t going to bleed. It would take a hell of a lot more to cut through her skin. It would also take a hell of a lot more to damage her in any way.

    Despite her incredible abilities, Alice always lived life on a precipice. If someone found out what she was capable of… her life would end. All the energy she had left inside her would be sucked out.

    Closing her eyes, shaking her head, Alice stepped back several times. Then she keyed a number into the pad by her door and waited with her arms outstretched as clothes were knitted over her bare body.

    Pushing her thick black and blue hair against the base of her neck, Alice told the door to open, and she walked outside.

  
    Chapter 2

    John Doe

    
      It hadn’t always been this way. The universe hadn’t always been connected. Many years ago, hundreds of thousands of years before the great Universal Union had been formed, the stars had been separated and life had remained unconnected. All of those millions and millions of races throughout space had lived their own lives, suspecting but never knowing the extent of how populated and vast their dimension was.
    

    
      That had all changed. It had all changed because of technology. Because of the Old Ones.
    

    Leaning back and yawning, John Doe stretched his arms out, letting his shoulders push his tired muscles out, lengthening them as best as he could.

    “Do you wish to stop the playback?” an electronic voice sounded out from the console before him.

    John made a face. He was lucky he’d turned off facial recognition. Otherwise the computer would be asking him what that expression meant. And even though he knew it shouldn’t be capable of this, it would no doubt have a sarcastic edge to its tone.

    John played with his jaw for a bit, and then he mumbled a, “No.”

    He needed to know this stuff, didn’t he? It was part of the mission. Hell, it was part of his job description.

    “No, but pause for a couple of minutes while I get a drink,” John mumbled as he pushed up and walked over to the other side of the room.

    The quarters he’d been given were quite roomy. They were far more comfortable than his quarters on his ship.

    Becoming distracted by the view, John walked over to the huge windows that offered an unrivaled perspective on the city below.

    When he’d first come to Orion Minor, John Doe hadn’t been expecting much. He knew from the Great Universal Database that Orion Major was a real power in the system and that Orion Minor was, well, where they sent everybody else. John didn’t like to use the word scum – he’d been around the universe long enough to realize that some people were just unlucky. Get born on the wrong planet, get born during the wrong war, get born where there aren’t enough resources around, and you’ll find yourself turning toward crime just to survive.

    Still, Orion Minor wasn’t a nice place.

    As John waited for his drink to be manufactured by the computer, he rested a hand over the glass, pressing his palm right into it. Shifting his jaw from side-to-side again, which was a habit of his, he stared down at the dilapidated buildings below.

    It was a strange world. The tops of the buildings were all clean and nice, and everything else was junk. Slums. Dark, dirty, dank, and full of the people the rest of the galaxy wanted to forget.

    No doubt if John had been in the mood, and ready to carry out the unending directive of the Universal Union to combat crime, he’d grab some armor, grab some high-powered guns, and try to rustle up some scum.

    He wasn’t in the mood.

    A place like Orion Minor was full of people too unfortunate to keep dragging into the security station every day just to satisfy the dictates of the higher-ups. Plus, John had far more important things to do. While he was on Orion Minor, his ship refueling and restocking, John had to come up with a plan. This was the last stop on his way to the Rim. And John needed to be prepared before he stuck his head into that ugliness.

    Not for the first time and not for the last, John leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and gave the loudest, frustrated, rattling, almost screaming sigh he could. He was fortunate there was no one else in the room – he was also fortunate that none of the audio devices would have picked it up and relayed it to the rest of the building. He didn’t need security busting down his door, thinking he was wrestling an Andian Lion or fighting off an infection of Terra Bites.

    When John was finished, he stretched his back, planted both hands on the glass, and stared down at the dirty ghettos below.

    Orion Minor was an unforgiving place, not just for the poor – the weather made the planet practically uninhabitable. The city was spread out into various blocks – huge megastructures that housed layer upon layer upon layer. But while the top halves glimmered and gleamed, the bottom halves received no such maintenance.

    Scum, after all, didn’t care where they lived, right? You could take away their heating and light, and they’d just get on with their crimes unabashed and unaffected, right?

    At least that’s what the rest of the planet seemed to think.

    For someone who’d climbed up the ranks of the Union Forces, John had come from the lowest point possible. The slums. As he stared down at them right now, his eyes locking on those filthy, junk-covered levels, he remembered them. He remembered how to fight to live. He also remembered being judged for it. By those more fortunate. Those born into money, into safety, into success. To them, stealing to live was a crime. Technically, it was, but it was just as much of a crime to allow people to go unfed when you had too much food yourself.

    John stiffened one of his hands, running his fingers along the joint of his thumb. He’d lost it once – it had been ripped off in the door of a fleeing transport. John had tampered with the door, sneaked inside, salvaged what he could, and had been caught on the way out.

    When he’d joined the Union Forces, they’d fixed him up – their fancy technology knitting him a new one, repairing in seconds an injury John had lived with for five years.

    The pain of the slums he could forgive – the judging he would never forget.

    If it were up to him, and it bloody wasn’t, he would redirect the funds the Union was wasting trying to pick up Old Tech in the Rim to fixing up places like this.

    Because it was a waste. How many security forces, how many ships, how many aliens were being redirected to that area, and for what purpose? So what if the pirates had found new caches of Old Technology? Leave them to it. It wasn’t like they could use it, anyway.

    There was so much about the Union’s priorities that were wrong these days.

    And John Doe hated it. Then again, it wasn’t as if he could do anything about it. He was just one man in a big universe.

    “Computer, continue,” John said as he walked over to a different console to pick up his drink. Sipping at it, mulling over the taste, John tried to let the words of the Great Universal Database wash over him.

    In a way, he already knew this stuff, but in a way, that wasn’t good enough. If he was going to take his ship and his people into the dangerous territory of the Rim, he needed to know everything he could. Because if he didn’t know everything, and he came across some unexpected situation, then he would be the one to blame.

    And the Rim would be full of unexpected situations. From pirates to ancient caches of Old Tech, this would be his most dangerous mission yet.

    “Old Technology is the backbone of the modern universe. Without it, instantaneous travel between galaxies would be impossible.”

    Yes, of course John knew that. Every single kid in the universe knew that, everything from the most sophisticated of creatures right down to sentient slime.

    You wouldn’t have the modern universe if you didn’t have Old Tech. The amount of energy and resources required to travel from one galaxy to another were astronomical. And yet the Old Ones had done it. They’d managed to create an interconnected interstellar travel network that served almost the entire universe, save for the furthest, most far-flung reaches of space.

    John couldn’t say he understood the technology. But to be fair, he couldn’t say that anyone else did, either. That was the point – Old Technology was steeped in mystery. Only the Ancient Races had understood it, and they were dead. All of them.

    But there was one fact about Old Tech he could understand: it was running out of energy.

    The transport network still had enough to function. Everything else didn’t.

    Just as any kid could tell you that the Grand Universal Transport Network had been created by the Old Ones, they could also tell you that the Old Ones had had access to a type of energy that no one understood and no one could replicate. How it had worked, even the best scientists in the universe couldn’t figure out. Everybody knew it was practically out of juice, though. Most of their technology was utterly useless. Useful as statues, reminders to the past, or giant paperweights – but unless you were a pirate wanting to stuff your den with rubble-covered ancient memorabilia of a time tougher than your own, all of it was pointless.

    Well, okay, not all of it. A few items still worked. And that was the reason they were going to the Rim. If the reports were to be believed, there had been sightings of usable Old Tech out there amongst the pirates and death-trap mine belts, asteroid clusters, and barren wasteland planets.

    The hint of useable Tech wouldn’t make it worth the trouble, though.

    Because John had seen it all before. He’d seen planets and whole races uprooted because of the stuff. If a cache of it was found under some city, say goodbye to it. It would be uprooted. Say goodbye to the inhabitants. They would be moved. Whether they liked it or not. Their city and everything in it would be destroyed. Apparently, Old Tech was worth it. Who cared about disputes? Who cared about skirmishes? Who cared if entire races turned into pirates just to fight for their lands back? If they could get their hands on Old Tech, the Union would do… anything.

    Tapping his foot against the side of the console, wincing as he took another sip from his drink, John tried not to be too cynical.

    “It’s the imperative of the Universal Union to acquire as much Old Technology as it can. It’s currently being stockpiled in several key systems throughout the Union. It’s integral to ensure no Old Technology falls into the hands of the Factions.”

    Factions. Ah yes, John felt like ducking his head back and laughing at that. What exactly did the Universal Database mean by factions? Pirates, dissidents, people who’d been uprooted when the Union had decided they wanted their hands on the Old Technology sitting under their houses and towns?

    Yeah. If John hadn’t been dealing with a computer, he would probably point out the nuances of that particular position, but there was no point. Instead, he shifted his shoulders again as he walked further around the room.

    “There have been many skirmishes to-date in the Rim, as the technology believed to be there is of great import. It is also of great importance to stop any Factions from gaining hold of any Old Technology that has yet to be cataloged. Although the Universal Union has acquired and cataloged much of the Old Technology, there are still many devices that we have never seen and have only heard of. If Factions were to get hold of these,” the computer began.

    John put up a hand. “Stop there,” he mumbled. He’d finally had enough. Mulling over his drink, twisting the glass around and around in his hand as he closed his eyes, John shook his head sharply.

    It was time to go out. He’d had enough of this stuffy room – he’d had enough of this stuffy lecture. He just needed to feel air, real air on his cheeks.

    Dumping the glass back on the computer panel, and only flicking his gaze over to it once as the molecules were broken down by the recalibrater, John headed for the door.

    He didn’t even pause as the computer manufactured a thick jacket over his shoulders – he just headed straight out as soon as the doors opened with a swish before him.

    It had been years and years since he’d been to Orion Minor, and it was time to see if the place had changed.

  
    Chapter 3

    Alice

    Alice stared at the alien before her. The one with the giant jowls and skin that hung off its arms and bunched in great bands around its legs and stomach. Too many of the softer races, especially the humans, the alien would have appeared disgusting. From the green slime slowly dripping off its pale yellow skin, to the red bloodshot eyes, to the way it talked – it wasn’t a pretty sight.

    But Alice didn’t have the same sensibilities as a human – she couldn’t afford them. She survived only by hiding amongst the worst scum of the galaxy. So slime and rotting flesh weren’t even worth a grimace.

    “Please, I need to get past,” Alice tried again, maneuvering her body slightly to the left, catching a glimpse of the corridor beyond her.

    “No,” the alien replied. It had a distinct voice. A horrible one, and every time Alice heard it, her back creaked and crawled.

    While the alien was giant, Alice was not. She was relatively small as far as aliens go. If she’d been as large as one of the rock warriors from the Carion Cluster, then maybe she would have been able to bowl into the creature, knock it to the left, and continue on her way.

    Alice didn’t have size on her side. Then again, that didn’t mean anything. In her case, appearances were misleading. Very misleading.

    Alice was strong. No, she was more than strong – she was incredibly, incredibly powerful. If she wanted to, she could redirect the special energy coursing through her to maximize her strength, resilience, rigidity, intelligence, anything. It was up to her. If she felt like making a scene, she could leap right over this creature’s head. If she felt like making even more of a scene, she could grab up its fat, drooping tail, pick it up without much effort, and throw it right out of the smart-glass ceiling high above.

    She couldn’t afford to make a scene. She also couldn’t afford to stay here while the creature sat there in her way, stopping her from moving anywhere.

    “What is it exactly that I have to do in order to get you to move?” she asked, making her voice clear, really trying to keep hold of her disdain as she stiffened her lips and chin into a semi-affable smile.

    “Nothing,” the creature answered, that voice of its still hissing in her ears.

    Clamping down on her jaw, bringing her hand up until she created a tense fist, Alice looked its way.

    Then she turned around.

    She wasn’t going to make a scene.

    She would have to find some other way around.

    Alice wouldn’t get that option.

    Just as she turned, it let one of its awful fleshy arms dart her way. Then it grabbed her around her middle.

    A human might have screamed. Most of the other races would certainly have protested, but Alice didn’t do a thing.

    She noted the move – she could feel the pressure around her middle, and her brain certainly did register the fact she was now dangling a meter or two in the air as thick slime covered her clothes and skin.

    Alice didn’t bother to shriek. She didn’t shift, and she didn’t beg to be put down. She did, however, blow a puff of air through her pursed lips.

    She also redirected her energy into her arms, middle, legs, and torso. It made them strong. Ridiculously strong. If the alien suddenly got the idea that it would be fun to squeeze the life out of her, it could try for the rest of its horribly short existence to give it a go. But as one of its long arms wrapped around and around her, it would soon find that her skin was stronger than reinforced diamond, more resilient than even the toughest materials out there.

    “Pay,” the alien told her, its voice strong and sharp.

    Pay? Did this guy fancy he was a troll of some sort?

    Alice was quite fond of old tales from Earth – she liked to read books, watch movies, even listen to poetry. And she understood what a troll was. She could appreciate the concept too. They would hang around under bridges and wait for unsuspecting travelers. Then they would pop out, demand a fee, or said unsuspecting traveler wouldn’t be able to pass.

    Well, troll or not, Alice wasn’t going to pay.

    If it came to it, she would fight. Not at the full range of her abilities – she didn’t want to blow a hole in the side of the planet. But she would defend herself. Then she would run. Find some other slum on some other backwater planet. Find some dark and thick shadows to hide within.

    “Put me down before the security forces come,” she said in a calm if bored tone.

    Because the security forces would come. No doubt the sophisticated computer that ran all the way through this section had already picked up on the fact there was an altercation going on. It would send that information back to the central computer, and whatever alien was sitting on the desk at the security forces would be alerted. Within seconds, bots would be deployed.

    Alice didn’t want to be dragged up before the security forces.

    Fighting this guy was one thing, but there was something far worse: Alice couldn’t be scanned. Her biometrics couldn’t be read, and they couldn’t be checked up against the Great Universal Database.

    While she had the appearance of a human or one of the other soft-fleshed races, that was where the appearances ended. If anybody got a detailed biological scan of her form, they would see what she really was.

    As the creature twisted Alice around, letting her body jolt from side-to-side as its arm dangled her in front of its face, she didn’t even bother to let out a sound. Not a scream or a yelp or a semi-frightened gasp.

    Because she wasn’t scared. Though the creature had a gleeful look in its eyes, Alice wasn’t in any real danger.

    Well, she would be if the security forces arrived, but she still had several minutes before that, didn’t she? They were always a little slow when responding to altercations in the lower levels.

    The higher levels, on the other hand, were a different story. If someone so much as stubbed their toe, they would have an entire security force at their door within seconds.

    The higher levels were where all the richer people lived. The important people, the people that the galaxy decided were moral and just and rich enough to be worth saving.

    The lower levels, however, housed the scum. The detritus, the nasty part of the universe that nobody else wanted to look at. So while security still had to be kept, it wouldn’t rush to get here too quickly, because if they were lucky, the combatants involved would wipe each other out.

    “Hey, put her down,” somebody shouted from behind Alice.

    Great, somebody was about to get involved. Just what she needed. Somebody trying to be a hero. Usually, you didn’t get it that much around these parts, because usually everyone understood that around these parts there was no point. There was no justice to be had, just survival. Just walk on by with your head low to the ground, eyes locked on something innocuous. Ignore the screams, ignore the shouts, dodge the blasts and blows. Survive. Because no matter how powerful or strong you were, there was too much crime, there was too much muck to wade through.

    Without the help of the rest of the universe, you wouldn’t be clearing up places like Orion Minor. You would need everybody to change their attitudes, and more importantly, you would need the Government to help, to finally send resources, to finally stop taking away money and land and jobs.

    Alice rolled her eyes. She didn’t suddenly scream at whoever was behind her that she needed their help.

    “It’s okay, ma’am – just hold on,” the man assured her.

    Oh great, what was he going to do? He wasn’t going to tackle the alien, was he? Because Alice could see that would be a sure ticket to the morgue.

    That wasn’t what happened.

    There was a sharp slice of light, a sound that reminded her of 1000 airlocks blasting into space, and then a clap.

    Then the big, fat, green, slimy alien fell over. He sounded like a tree splitting in half. There was a moment when he teetered on his feet, his large eyes closing, that massive tongue of his slapping to the side as his body grew slack. And then he fell. And of course Alice fell with him. Still stuck in his arm, still unwilling to use her own strength to muscle free, she found herself slanting toward the ground.

    She didn’t reach it.

    Someone caught her.

    In a burst of speed, their shoes making a loud squeak against the already scratched floor, somebody jumped. They leaped right at her. They grabbed her, and they pulled her out of the creature’s arms. Swift, fast, and strong.

    Then Alice found herself in a strange position. She found herself in a position she’d never been in. In a human man’s arms.

    Confused, but still angry, she looked up to the guy’s face.

    “It’s okay, ma’am – I have you now,” he assured her.

    Was he trying to be gallant? Was that why he had that particular silly smile on his face? Or was that just what humans looked like? Though Alice had seen her fair share of them on the news and from the movies she watched, there weren’t that many humans around Orion Minor. It was a long way from Earth.

    And then Alice stopped.

    Because recognition began to flicker within her. A sharp, painful recognition. It felt like a spear had been rammed into her ribs.

    She knew that face. She’d seen it many times before.

    She knew the name too. John Doe. Commander John Doe.

    Damn it. The one person in the entire universe that Alice couldn’t afford to run into. And now she was tucked neatly in his arms.

    “Put me down,” she said, inhaling fast. Her voice was snapped, quick, gasped, and strangled.

    The man blinked, receding slightly, looking shocked. Perhaps that wasn’t how people were meant to react. Perhaps when somebody shot an alien who was trying to strangle you and then caught you in their arms, you weren’t meant to snap at them to put you down.

    “Of course,” he mumbled, and then he complied by putting her down gently and carefully as if ensuring that she didn’t fall over from surprise.

    Alice stood with her back as stiff as possible. Her hands were clenched into tight fists, the blood pumping around her body, her ears ringing. She was most definitely sure she had an unfriendly look on her face.

    Maybe the guy paled, maybe he stood a little straighter, maybe he started to get a mildly suspicious, worried look on his face.

    And why wouldn’t he? That was John Doe, Commander John Doe, one of the men responsible for heading up the new wave of security into the Rim. He didn’t belong in the slums, that was for sure. While everyone around here would have been content to see Alice squeezed to death by the alien, he was a member of the Union Forces. They were there to ensure peace. Even if they had to beat it out of you.

    She’d read about him in the news. She knew who this man was.

    No doubt he would truly believe in justice – no doubt he was the kind of guy who would throw himself into any altercation, regardless of whether it had anything to do with him, no matter how seedy and scummy the combatants were. Because no doubt John Doe would believe in heroes.

    And no doubt right now he was wondering whether Alice herself was the criminal, not the victim.

    “Are you okay? You should get to a medical facility. The grip of a Parsi arm can be ferocious.” He nodded down at her, indicating her middle.

    She knew what species the alien was, and she could appreciate the exact mechanical attributes of its grip.

    But she didn’t need to go to the medical bay. Because if Alice ever went to the medical bay, well, her life would soon end afterward.

    She shook her head quickly, the tendrils of her blue-black hair flying around and up, slapping against her face and nose and resting against her neck.

    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist. You look like you are in shock,” he said.

    Was she shocked? Absolutely. Was she in shock? Hell no. While she was freaking out at the prospect of what Commander Doe would do to her, Alice’s body had sustained no injuries. And unless John here decided to chuck her into the sun, she wasn’t going to.

    Shaking her head again, she started to take several steps backward. “I’m fine,” she tried to say in her most natural, authoritative tone.

    It didn’t come out as natural and authoritative – it came out shaking and gasping.

    If she was trying to convince the Commander, she was failing, and badly.

    Narrowing his eyes, he took another step toward her, nodding his head.

    And then she heard it. Or rather she felt it. Her race had been possessed of the most sensitive, incredible abilities. She could pick up sounds that most of the softer races could hardly detect with recording equipment, let alone their ears. She could also sense the smallest movement in somebody’s body, the tiniest change in blood flow, even the slightest electrical impulse across their scalp. So she could tell when someone was using an implant.

    And right now Commander John Doe was making a call. Grafted into his brain would be various implants that would help him control everything from devices to ships to weapons. They were standard for all security forces. They also enabled instantaneous communication. Silent and undetectable – unless you were Alice, that was. Because she could hear it. With a quick clench of her jaw, she could smell the change of sweat as his attention refocused, see the shift in his blood flow as his pupils dilated.

    He would be calling her in. While she did possess incredible senses, she couldn’t read his mind. She didn’t need to, however – there was only one thing the good Commander would be doing to the suspicious woman in the slums.

    So Alice did the only thing she could think of.

    It was mad.

    Absolutely mad.

    But she ran. She ran from John Doe. She didn’t have anything else she could do.

    Alice had to run.

    And she could run fast.

    Turning on her foot, her shoe squeaking against the floor, she pushed forward. She didn’t do a fantastic leap over the comatose body of the alien, but she did deftly jump over its tail, land, and start sprinting down the corridor.

    Luckily, she knew the slums, and she’d memorized the best places to hide from the security forces.

    Luckily, she was also motivated. Terribly bloody motivated.

    Because if John Doe found out who she was, she could kiss her life and the universe goodbye. He was after Old Technology, wasn’t he? That was the entire point of the new Union Forces’ mission to the Rim. That was why Alice forced herself every single morning to watch the news. Even though she hated it, even though it made her sick, she made herself trawl through every single one of the newsfeeds mentioning that section of space.

    All that Old Tech.

    Ever since some pirate ship had crashed on a Rim planet bulging full of it, there had been a race to secure the whole area.

    It was like drugs, or money, or worse. The most addictive thing you could imagine. It was by far the most powerful technology in the universe – it outstripped anything the Union had by miles and miles.

    People were willing to fight over it, die, do the most atrocious things. Even for the stuff that no longer worked, that had run out of juice centuries ago. As for the Tech that still ran – the Union and the pirates were willing to lose entire systems in their desperate grab to obtain it.

    If either of them ever found out a member of the Old Ones still lived, Alice would be done for. The resultant war over her would likely take everyone else with her too.

    So Alice ran.

    Her boots scampering over the floor, she turned the corner, almost slamming face-first into a robot cleaning graffiti off the wall.

    The robot muttered out an electronic sorry, but Alice didn’t have time to reply. She used the robot’s stiff arm for purchase, grabbing hold of it in order to sling herself around and down the corridor.

    She could hear John behind her. His footfall was frantic. No doubt he had all sorts of fancy implants grafted all over his body, devices that would account for usual human weaknesses. They would give him extra strength, speed, agility, maybe even intelligence.

    But no matter how fancy John Doe was, he wasn’t an Old One.

    Alice was.

  
    Chapter 4

    John Doe

    He’d known she was going to run from the second he saw the look on her face after he’d saved her.

    Something wasn’t right with the woman sprinting through the corridors before him. She obviously had a secret.

    Then again, who in the slums wouldn’t have?

    “Hey, stop,” John tried again, using his neural implant to relay his voice through the audio system of the corridor block. It was a strange sensation to hear his own voice booming at him from all corners, but it wasn’t for his benefit – he had an obligation not only to warn the woman to stop – not that she would – but to warn everyone else in her path that there was a security chase in progress.

    “Redirect a unit to the end of Tunnel 4, Block Alpha,” John said, but this time he didn’t use his voice. He didn’t make a sound. He relayed his thoughts straight through his implant.

    The woman was fast. Hell, way too fast for an ordinary human. Either she was packing some fancy tech stuffed into her bones and muscle, or she wasn’t human at all.

    Which made far more sense. If she really was stuffed to the brim with high-class tech, she wouldn’t be hanging around the slums of Orion Minor. The Union didn’t spend money on technology just to waste it.

    “I am a member of the Union Forces. You are ordered to stop, or you will be taken down,” John boomed again, his voice reverberating around the tight corridor as he shoved past a suspicious group of aliens.

    She didn’t stop. She put on a burst of speed that would have put even a cyborg to shame.

    “What the hell?” John mumbled, not bothering to send his voice to the audio system, just muttering under his breath.

    “Initiate Upgrade A,” John added, voice clear.

    An upgrade on the run. Why did he do this to himself? He was on a freaking stopover – he was meant to be relaxing before his real mission began. Yet here he was voluntarily going to clean up the slums.

    As John ran, his neural implant began to buzz. Then a unique sensation rippled over his body. It felt like tiny electrodes embedding themselves into his skin then wending their way into his muscles.

    Gritting his teeth and taking a stiff breath, John got ready.

    He knew what would happen next.

    It was never pleasant. And no matter how many times he’d done it, it never got easier.

    “Upgrade initiated,” the computer replied.

    Orion Minor, like all Union planets, no matter how backwater, had an Integrated Computer Network. ICNs were a vestige of Old Tech but had been ripped apart and replaced so often they – unlike the rest of the Old stuff – weren’t going to run out of juice anytime soon. They were, however, very clever. One computer system that ran the entire planet distributed over the whole surface. There wasn’t some giant industrial complex full of computer banks that housed all the hardware – it was distributed like a neural net in a human or one of the other soft-fleshed races. Tiny live wires that could self-replicate littered every building, street, forest, even the earth itself. There was no limitation to what they could embed themselves in – reinforced planar concrete, ship hulls, wood, water, even magma. It meant no matter where you went on the planet, you could always interface with the system. Or at least you could if you had a neural implant as sophisticated as John’s. For your average slum dweller, you’d have to go to a central terminal.

    But none of that was the point. The point was what was about to happen to John.

    He was lifted off his feet as the computer circuits in his immediate area all redistributed, massing around him. He could see the distinct electric blue tinge they gave the air. He could hear the furious hum and smell the acrid taste that reminded him of singeing flesh.

    Clenching his teeth hard, he forced his body to relax, forced his legs to separate, forced his hands to drop open, his fingers no longer crooked and bent.

    Armor began to form around him. The ICN took hold of all the closest recalibraters, broke down sections of the floor, of the smart glass above, of John’s own clothes. It stripped them back to whatever molecules it needed. Then it knitted him armor out of the very air.

    It took seconds, but they dragged on and on for John. The sensation of your own clothes being broken down while a chunk of wall and floor around you suddenly became the leg of your armor or the chest plate wasn’t something he would ever rest easy with.

    “Upgrade complete,” the computer informed him as John landed back on the ground.

    The residual effect of the anti-grav field that had first yanked him off his feet still tingled in his muscles. His ears still rang, and despite the fact his jaw was now locked in place by reinforced smart armor, his teeth still rattled.

    “Stop,” John said one more time.

    Though the woman was now out of sight, it was a technicality. With John’s unaided human eyes, he wouldn’t be able to pick her up. He was directly linked to the ICN now, and he used its scanners to ascertain her position.

    She was headed down the opposite corridor, flying down a set of stairs, past a group of heavy-set well-armed Cantar mercenaries, and outdoors onto the Fourth Outside Wing.

    “Great,” John mumbled. Then he sent a message to his own ship.

    John was just on a stopover. The authorities of Orion Minor had been instructed to help him in any way they could to ensure his mission to the Rim started off as a success. Nowhere in his debrief with them had he mentioned he would run around their slums trying to apprehend their citizens.

    Sometimes John just couldn’t help getting involved, though.

    His feet would move before his mind could think. Maybe it was his childhood, maybe it was his training, but if he saw someone in trouble, he acted.

    Well, soon enough this woman would be in trouble. Because John never lost. Not when he was playing cards with the crew, not when he was gambling on a risky mission to the Rim, and not when he was chasing down some poor woman in the slums who probably had more fear than sense.

    He’d drag her in. She’d likely share her sob story. She’d explain why she ran. Then hopefully the security forces would leave her alone. John might have had an obligation to pull her in – it was an offense to run from the Union Forces – but he doubted she had any serious secrets to hide.

    Still, he was going to play this by the book.

  
    Chapter 5

    Alice

    Alice zoomed past a group of Barkas massing around a tiny Garpa alien. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought the cute, almost cherub-like Garpa was in trouble. Years of life on Orion Minor had taught her differently. No doubt the Garpa was trying to swindle the Barkas. And if it didn’t work, it would probably grab its electric rod and send the group flying into the smart glass high above.

    That was the thing about the universe – appearances were misleading.

    Alice was a living reminder of that. A small alien herself, and one who looked like she couldn’t protect herself from a Barka fly, she could take on half the security forces of the planet if she had to.

    She just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

    As Alice ran, she closed her eyes. While that was a move not recommended for the softer races, it didn’t affect her speed, agility, or ability to dodge around the junk that littered the narrow corridor. She still sailed right over a broken crate of ship bolts – she still ran straight past a swarm of tiny spider-like aliens.

    With her eyes closed, she tried to concentrate.

    She tried to integrate with the ICN. She never, never usually did this. It was such a risk.

    But she could tell the guy was hot on her heels. She could also tell that he’d taken the time to upgrade. She’d heard it – she’d smelled it – and heck, she’d picked up the electromagnetic surge as the ICN had redirected its power to knit him armor.

    Curling her lips up in a sharp move, Alice swore bitterly.

    Why him? Why the hell had it been John Doe? Not only would he know all about Old Tech, but unlike most of the other security forces you found down on the lower levels of Orion Minor, he would have access to high-level upgrades. If he was in the mood, he could tell the ICN to break down half of the building in order to knit him armor capable of smashing through a whole ship. It could make him a third-generation plasma coil gun within a minute – it could generate an impediment force field around his body, ensuring all objects within a ten-meter radius ground to a halt, living, dead, or never alive.

    Swearing again, Alice accessed the ICN. She would trip a circuit in doing so – there was no way around it.

    She didn’t have the choice.

    Alice, still with her eyes closed, ran toward the airlock that led onto the outside promenade. When she reached the airlock, she didn’t stop – she flung it open, refusing to wait for the computer to utilize the dying, dried-up mechanism to shift the 500-kilogram door.

    She didn’t even break a sweat.

    From 30 meters behind her, she heard someone swear. They sounded impressed.

    She jumped through the door, dropping and rolling as she did, coming right under the legs of a rock warrior. The creature was massive, and each of its three legs had the girth of a small transport. If she’d run right into one, even Alice would have doubled back.

    The promenade was a large open area that ran around this level of Alpha block. While the weather on Orion Minor was decidedly un-tropical, there were enough weather fields in place to ensure a constant habitable climate for all the residents inside the block. Or at least that was the theory. While the fields on the higher levels were always maintained, down here, they’d only get around to fixing them when the cold and salt-laced wind threatened to chew through the lower levels and topple the entire structure.

    One of the fields was clearly malfunctioning right now, because Alice could taste the salt shifting through the air. She could also feel the distinct drop in temperature. But while it might have sent a softer race reeling back inside before their eyebrows froze over and dropped off, Alice simply redirected energy into her skin.

    She could take more, much more than this.

    Which was a good thing, because that’s when she heard something.

    She’d snapped her eyes open when she’d yanked the door open, but just for a moment, she’d allowed them to close again.

    She didn’t have a lot of time here. John Doe, it seemed, was intent on catching her. The Union Commander obviously hated the idea of scum running free.

    “Come on,” she snapped under her breath.

    If she hadn’t been so flustered and on the run from the security forces, she would have integrated with the ICN in a snap.

    In fact, it would have welcomed her back with open arms. Because no matter how much the Union had changed it, underneath their downgrades and replacements, the technology was still Old.

    Finally, Alice was in. There wasn’t a click or a snap, but there was a buzz. Just for a second, every single computer circuit on the entire block suddenly whirred into life, glowed brightly, then dimmed in a snap.

    Several of the aliens standing around her saw it, and they all shifted their heads around, expressions surprised. One or two mumbled something about a fluctuation in the power grid.

    That had been no fluctuation. And it was probably time to stop standing around.

    Alice brought up a hand and shifted her face to the side.

    It was just in time.

    One-by-one, the weather fields protecting the block started to shut down.

    It started at the top of the building, then descended, gaining speed, the low whir of the fields snapping off echoing around the promenade.

    Alice didn’t smile – she didn’t even let out a satisfied puff of air.

    It wasn’t over yet. But she’d just put a dent in John Doe’s plan.

    With the weather fields shut down, Block Alpha was now at the mercy of the freezing, strong winds of Orion Minor. And if the winds weren’t enough, sometimes there was so much salt being carried on them that the crystals were large enough and moving fast enough to scratch metal, let alone shred flesh.

    Fortunately, the shields had shut down slowly enough that every alien on the promenade had ducked for an airlock in seconds, leaving only Alice standing on her own.

    Alice didn’t even bother to shrug further into her hood. She always wore it, and it was a fact she was now truly thankful for. Throughout their entire altercation, John Doe would never have clapped eyes on her face. It was, after all, no ordinary hood. Alice had never had much money, but she was the last of the most sophisticated of races ever to have lived in the universe, and that came with its perks. She usually shunned her own technology, knowing the risks of someone else ever seeing she could operate it, but this hood was her mainstay. From the outside, it looked like a thick blue fabric that, while warm, wasn’t fancy. It always sat just below her eyes, her nose, lips and chin the only things in view as she tramped around the lower levels of the slums. But appearances were misleading, very misleading when it came to her simple blue hood. It actively disrupted in-depth biological scans. It also sent out a field that confused biologicals. However subtly, her cloak would obscure memories of her face. Especially amongst the soft races. And little John Doe was, despite his heroic tendencies, still a softy.

    As the wind howled over the promenade, it brought its salt-laden bounty crashing into everything around. Alice could feel the brunt of it as it tickled along the skin of her exposed arms and cheeks, but it didn’t shred her to pieces.

    “God, I can’t believe I’m considering this,” she mumbled as she took an enormous breath.

    And then Alice stopped breathing. She also ran forward, right at the railing that circled around the promenade. The railing that it would have been impossible to fling herself off when the weather fields had been operating. But the railing that now invited one to fall a good three kilometers down to the ice-and-salt-covered surface of the planet below.

    “Stop,” someone bellowed from behind her. That someone was John. His voice, still bolstered by the ICN, rang around the entire promenade, managing to arc high even over the roar of the wind.

    Maybe Alice hesitated for just a second, the thought of what she was about to do shaking through her, but she didn’t stop.

    Alice ran at the railing.

  
    Chapter 6

    John Doe

    Praking hell. The weather fields for the entire block had just shut down. John knew that the authorities on Orion Minor were lax when it came to repairing field holes on the lower levels, but this was ridiculous. They’d obviously ignored maintenance for so long that a critical cascade had occurred.

    As John flung himself along the promenade, the electric hum of his armor’s joints filtering through the roar of the wind, he made a mental note to have a chat with the Orion Prime once this was all over. Treating the slums like the galaxy’s dumping ground was one thing – a particularly deplorable but politically acceptable thing – but endangering the 20,000 plus inhabitants of Block Alpha was not.

    “Stop,” John bellowed. His stomach snapped in, a tight sensation of fright rushing through him.

    Not only had that woman not run inside with everyone else when the weather fields had shut down, but she was now looking like she wanted to jump right over the railings.

    They were currently 3412 meters exactly above ground level. John didn’t need to access the ICN to calculate that no soft-fleshed alien – no matter how spruced up with implants – could survive that fall. The salt-laden winds would rip her to shreds well before her lungs burst and her skin snapped off from the cold.

    She hesitated, her body shifting back. And then she threw herself forward.

    John balked, eyes bulging wide as he watched. Was it suicide or sheer stupidity?

    He got over his shock. Then John Doe ran after the woman.

    “Computer, access the nav system of the Pegasus,” he snapped, voice sounding out even though it didn’t have to. He was using his implant to link up to the ICN again, giving it one desperate last-ditch order before Commander John Doe did something very stupid.

    He ran after her, legs pumping as the armor upgrade the ICN had given him began to seize up, salt collecting in every groove and joint.

    He watched in horror as the woman, her hood somehow still in place, grabbed hold of the railing and vaulted down. Maybe he saw her mouth for a split second, maybe he registered the lips drawn up in a terrified grimace, but not once did he see her eyes. Despite the ferocious updraft that would be slamming into her, the fabric stayed resolutely in place.

    Seconds later, John clamped his hands on the railing and jumped over himself.

    The second he did, was the second the ICN began blaring warnings in his ear. Everything from a location warning to a velocity warning to a bloody weather warning.

    “Hey, what the hell is going on down there?” a voice suddenly sounded in his ear.

    As John’s eyes plastered open, the view of the building shooting past him as he dropped like an armor-clad stone, he sucked in a breath.

    “Did you just jump off the freaking building?”

    It was Parka, John’s enigmatic engineer. Responsible for maintaining the systems of John’s ship, the Pegasus, Parka had never been one for respecting the chain of command.

    “Are you a freaking idiot? That armor upgrade is already seizing up,” Parka snapped. “What the hell are you doing down there, John?”

    “Getting cold,” he managed. Because he really was. His armor began to shut down – his hastily made and ineffective upgrade no match for the natural weather of Orion Minor. The salt and wind were forcing their way in through the cracks.

    “No, I can see that. Just integrating with your medical implant now,” Parka said, voice drawing out. Then she let out a short, sharp huff. “You’ve got 20 seconds before the cold shuts down your brain. Oh, and 10 seconds before a gust of wind slams you into the building,” Parka added in a tight, frantic breath. “Beaming you out.”

    Before John could snap at Parka to hold off, the familiar light of the transport beam shot toward him. Racing through any building in its way, piercing through any structure no matter how thick, large, and sturdy, the transport beam grabbed hold of John.

    Just before it could break up his molecules and send him hurtling back to the ship, John managed to drop the node.

    That had been his plan. John was a lot of things, and certain commanders had always referred to him as a risk-taker, but he wasn’t a bloody idiot. He hadn’t jumped off this building thinking he would somehow catch the woman and wrestle her through the nearest smart-glass ceiling he could find – the fall would kill them both.

    His only option had always been to drop a node her way so the Pegasus computers could pick up a scan long enough to pinpoint her position for transport.

    Just as John lost all grip in his hand as his gauntlet began to break up, he dropped the node. He always had one or two in his pockets – simple tech that carried a signal the Pegasus could latch onto. You never knew when they would come in handy.

    Just as John’s body disintegrated entirely, he caught one last glance of the woman.

    She was free falling. But her arms were held out wide, her legs stiff. She was also not dead – his armor was holding it together just long enough that he could pick up the heat of her body. But for how long he didn’t know.

    Seconds later, John’s view changed. The image of that woman dropping through the white, salt-laced winds of Orion Minor was seared into his mind as the black swirl of being transported was replaced by a bright white light. Then John Doe reintegrated on the bridge of the Pegasus.

    He didn’t stumble – he didn’t fall to the ground and have a fit – and neither did he indulge in a scream. He was no rookie – he’d transported more times than he could count. Still, the feel of his bones and muscles and skin and body seemed wrong, and just for a second, he fought the urge to try to rip it all off. Transporting did that. The sensation of being recreated by a powerful light wasn’t spiritual, and it wasn’t fun. And some people simply couldn’t hack it.

    John wasn’t one of those people.

    Taking a brisk step forward, ignoring the fact you weren’t meant to make any sudden movements so soon after reintegration, he nodded at the computer officer before him. “Lock onto the node’s transmission and beam that woman now.”

  
    Chapter 7

    Alice

    The cold and wind and ice still hadn’t cut through her, frozen her to the spot, or even dented her mood.

    Because he was gone. He’d transported away. Why in all that was holy had the man followed her off the railing, Alice didn’t know. Though she could appreciate that his armor was better than anything else in the slums, the weather of Orion Minor was unforgiving.

    But he was gone. And just in time. She’d heard his armor creaking, cracking up, giving way. She’d smelled the fear, listened as his heart had started to go haywire in his chest.

    Alice didn’t indulge in a laugh or a smile, and neither did she redirect her falling body toward the building. Though she could probably latch hold of it, clamber up and through some hole in the side, she wasn’t going to bother.

    She’d already made the decision to fall all the way down to the planet’s surface below. The salt and snow-covered surface that was legendary for its particularly horrendous beasts and monsters.

    It wouldn’t bother her. The cold and animals should keep the security forces away for now. Then all Alice had to do was track across the landscape until she found a block sufficiently far away from Alpha that no one would look for her.

    Then Alice would begin life again. And if that didn’t work – if John Doe still wouldn’t give up, or if he somehow figured out that the fall hadn’t killed her – she’d find her way off the planet. No matter the costs, no matter how hard it was, she’d do it. Alice had no other option.

    As the wind slammed into her, it didn’t force her against the building – she held her ground. She made herself heavy, redirecting her energy to increasing her relative weight. It kept her anchored against the wind and ensured the salt glanced off with no damage.

    Just as the white, ice-covered surface of the planet below came snaking into view, something happened.

    A light. The familiar bright yellow of a transport beam. It sliced right through Alpha Block beside her and came right at her.

    She had a split second. She rammed her eyes wide, her body stiffening in a snap.

    She didn’t have time to move out of its way – it would have her signal anyway.

    The beam locked onto her.

    The light began to condense over her form, shifting right through her as it tried to break down her molecules.

    But it wasn’t going to happen. While Alice couldn’t allow herself to undergo an in-depth biological scan, she could also never allow herself to be transported. The whole process would reveal exactly what she was. Plus, there was another, far more prominent problem – transportation was based on Old Tech.

    And Old Tech, no matter how removed from the original devices developed by her forebears, always responded the same way around her.

    As the beam tried its hardest to break her down, it suddenly surged. The light grew to a blinding, blistering white just as Alice’s eyes widened as far as they could, the skin around them drawing so tight it could snap.

    Alice, baring her teeth, letting the burning sensation of the beam travel through her, concentrated with all her might.

    As the light surged, the beam itself became ten times as strong. Whereas before it could have safely transported anyone within a 200-kilometer radius, now it could service half the planet.

    Nothing in the Union tech database could do that unless it was attached to one of the giant generators in a Union Forces’ battle cruiser.

    Despite the light, despite the strength of the beam, Alice fought.

    And she won. The beam suddenly doubled back on itself, snapping around like a whip. Then it crashed into a section of the planet below. There was a massive burst of energy. Then pop. Nothing. A 100-meter block of snow and salt was suddenly gouged out of the surface below her, the beam snapping it up and transporting it away instead of her.

    Alice, eyes still so tightly held open that she could have crushed her own cheekbones, continued to fall. But whereas before she’d controlled her descent, her arms and legs stiff and wide to slow her fall, she no longer had the energy.

    She flopped, the hood finally fluttering from her eyes as the winds of Orion Minor ripped into it.

    Alice was strong. But she wasn’t immortal. She wasn’t immune to damage. She wouldn’t be spared from death.

    And though she had a list of abilities that would make Commander John Doe blush, her weaknesses were worse.

    She could be sapped dry in an instant. Old Technology had used the energy of the very creatures who had created it. While Alice could operate it, if she wasn’t careful, the Tech would steal right into her soul and take away everything. Every last scrap of life and power.

    That had been the downfall of the Old Ones, she was sure of it. And right now, as the transport beam had feasted on her power, it might be the end for Alice too.

    She plummeted.
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