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   Chapter 1
 
   It took a long time, but eventually she pulled away. It was then he caught a glimpse of her middle.
 
   There was no evidence the bullet had ever struck her. Her clothes were not torn, and her skin appeared unharmed underneath. There wasn’t even any blood.
 
   “What … how … you're alive,” he managed through a choking wheeze.
 
   “I was shot, I was shot,” she whispered as tears still streamed down her face.
 
   He clutched a hand to her shoulder, letting his fingers press against her reassuringly. “You’re alive,” he stuttered through his own disbelief. “Mimi, you’re alive.”
 
   “How? I … died. I felt the bullet. I died …” she trailed off.
 
   Without thinking, and acting purely on instinct, he grabbed her and hugged her once more. He had no right to do so; he hated her and she hated him. That didn’t stop his hands from collapsing tightly around her back and hers from latching onto the fabric of his shirt. She pressed her head hard against his chest.
 
   This time, when they broke apart, she no longer sobbed. Her eyes were wide with terror. “What just happened?” She stared past him at the broken ring of metal by her feet.
 
   Appearing to see it for the first time, she jolted with fear.
 
   Wordlessly, he grabbed her up and pulled her out of the broken ring. They came to a stop, still holding onto each other, several meters away. They both stared at the ring.
 
   Josh couldn’t answer her question; though he’d seen it all, he had no idea what had happened. So he stood there, sweat collecting around his lips and above his eyes, a hard lump forming in his throat.
 
   “Josh?”
 
   In reply, he tightened his grip around her. Then, with a kick of nerves to his gut, he realized they had to get out of here. Sure, he’d been lucky enough to dispatch that group of scavengers, but that didn’t mean more weren’t on their way.
 
   He started to pull her forward. She was obviously weak. Whatever the hell had happened to her in that pillar of light had left her limbs unresponsive and wobbly.
 
   She clutched a hand onto his collar, her grip white with fear. Though he stumbled forward, searching the scene for more scavengers, he could see those knuckles in his peripheral vision. Bone white on pale pink.
 
   He didn’t have a plan, other than to stay alive. Though reason dictated he shouldn’t go back the way they’d come, lest more scavengers pop out of the bushes, he didn’t know where else to go. Not only was this ship enormous, it had proven it was full of surprises. For all he knew, if he continued forward, they could run into something even more dangerous than a couple of pirates with plasma guns.
 
   He didn’t want to see her die again. The very thought sent a chill so sharp and tingling down his back he practically convulsed.
 
   She replied by gripping his collar even harder. She was tugging the fabric so stiffly it felt like she would strangle him. He wasn’t about to ask her to stop; God knows what was going through her head, and if strangling his collar was all she could do to get through it, then so be it.
 
   As they ran he watched the strange world around them. In all his years of scavenging and working for the Coalition, Josh had never come across a ship like it. The architecture was so massive it went beyond imposing and became megalithic. This whole place felt like a floating world, as if some ancient alien race had packed up their entire planet and sent it into space.
 
   Though he’d broached the idea it could be a First Age vessel before, now, as his boots pounded over the silver metal floor, it was all he could think of. He wasn’t familiar with this kind of technology. The beam of light that had swept Mimi up and repaired her injuries … it was beyond him.
 
   He swallowed hard, blinking so stiffly his eyelids felt like stone.
 
   “Where are we going?” She asked eventually, her voice soft, not through tenderness, but fatigue.
 
   He needed to get her to a doctor right away. For all he knew, she was still on death’s door. Though this ship had somehow stripped her of her fatal injury, it could bring it back.
 
   “We’ve got to find a way out of here.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we go back the way we came? Aren’t we just going deeper into the ship? We need to get closer to the surface so I can call Klutzo.”
 
   The smallest of smiles kinked his lips. She was arguing with him. Despite the fact she’d just died, she was still using what little energy she had to quarrel.
 
   “Leave it to me,” he tried to assure her.
 
   “But who knows where we’re headed?”
 
   At her admission, his stomach knotted with nerves. It felt like someone had a firm hold of his intestines and was looping them around his spine. His back slicked with sweat too.
 
   He hated every damn thing about this situation. Even if they made it back to the desert, that wouldn’t constitute safety.
 
   There'd be no cavalry up there, no Coalition to rely on. Just more scavengers. And when word got around that Josh had shot three of their kind, he'd get real unpopular real quick.
 
   He had to rely on himself and only himself. Mimi was in no condition to help him. Plus, when she wasn't arguing, she was pretty clumsy. Occasionally she could be resourceful, but she was no Coalition officer.
 
   As his neck itched with frustration, he tried to think. Even though this ship was enormous and unlike any other vessel he'd ever seen, there were similarities. There had to be. There were certain facts about space travel that were germane to all ships. For one, you needed an engine room. For another, you needed life support.
 
   There would also be scanners, weapons, and navigation systems. If he could discover them, he could get out of here. He could blow a path through the sand or just lift this hulking great ship back up onto the desert above.
 
   There were so many things that could go wrong with his plan, but he judiciously pushed them from his mind. He concentrated on two things instead: keeping Mimi comfortable and secure in his arms, and heading out of this room. He'd go through what doors he could find, until reason or dumb luck helped him discover a useful room.
 
   As his plan solidified, his immediate fear abated. It didn't dry up completely, though – this was still the most dangerous situation he'd ever been in.
 
   Josh Cook would have to use everything he could to survive, and even more if he wanted Mimi to get through this. And there was no way he was leaving her behind.
 
   With a hope and a prayer, he ran.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   She couldn't remember what had happened. But as they ran, flashes met her mind. Her body tingled with some repressed memory. In fact, it felt locked in her limbs as if someone had seared the experience right into her bones.
 
   She loosened her grip on his collar. She was still holding onto it pretty tight, but not tight enough to garrote him.
 
   She might have convinced herself she hated Josh, but right now he was her savior. Without him, she would have died.
 
   The thought sent a jolt through her body, as if she'd swallowed a live wire.
 
   "It's okay," Josh cooed immediately, tightening his grip around her.
 
   She couldn't walk, not quickly, anyway, so Josh was carrying her. It had been at least 10 minutes now, and he wasn't showing a single sign of fatigue. Fear, yes. His brow was permanently compressed, deep lines cutting his head across to his hairline, framing his frightened gaze.
 
   He never dropped her though, and nor did he stop. He was clearly just as strong and determined as befitted a special commander.
 
   Despite the situation, she managed a smile. No, it managed itself – it was an automatic move that came from somewhere inside her belly, the same place that made her thankful she'd met the guy. Though he was a terror half the time, she doubted anyone else could get them out of this situation.
 
   Josh didn't look down at her. He didn't speak, he didn't even pause to insult her – which was new. Instead he concentrated completely on getting out of here.
 
   They were still in the cavernous room. The pillars of light were dotted around them, slicing from the ground right up to the ceiling at least 200 meters above.
 
   She had no idea what this ship had been used for, let alone what those strikes of light did, but every time she looked at one, she flinched.
 
   She'd been shot. She'd died. And yet here she was alive again, with no explanation and no clue as to how she'd been saved.
 
   She desperately wanted to stop and inspect those beams, but she couldn't. Not only did they need to run, but every time Josh stumbled too close to one, she felt like screaming.
 
   Her limbs were tingling all over. Though the sensation was starting to abate, it was still strong enough for Mimi to realize it felt like she'd run a marathon. Yeah, that was it. The feeling lodged in her body was one of frantic activity. It was like she'd run for a whole day or fought in the most frantic of battles.
 
   As her last thought came to mind, a flash flared through her memory. A desert, a red sky, and a sea of something before her. Wave after wave of moving metal, catching the blood sun above.
 
   Mimi jerked her eyes open. Her hands and arms tingled so much if felt as though they'd turned into electricity.
 
   "You'll be fine. We'll get you out of here, and we'll get you to a Coalition doctor. Everything will be fine, Mim." Josh didn't look down at her. Nor did he stop running. It didn't feel as though he was ignoring her – just the opposite.
 
   She tried to be comforted by his words, but as silence returned, punctuated only by the beat of his footfall, her thoughts gravitated back to her broken memories.
 
   Why did she feel like she'd just been in a battle? Why could she still smell the singe of metal and flesh burning her nostrils? Why did her hands tingle from pressing a trigger over and over again?
 
   She wanted to share her concerns with Josh, but she couldn't distract him. He was the only person who could get them out of here, and Mimi needed to get out of here as soon as possible.
 
   This place was haunting her.
 
   Finally, finally Josh made it to the other side of this gargantuan room. It felt as if he'd been running for half an hour or more. How he was still carrying her, she didn't know. Though he was panting and she could feel his heart as she pressed against his chest, he didn't seem ready to drop her. He did slow down though.
 
   She watched his head dart to the left and right as he surveyed the wall. It, like the rest of this room, was made of a shiny, smooth silver metal.
 
   "There's got to be a door around here somewhere,” he muttered bitterly, his Adam's apple bobbing tightly against his collar.
 
   She turned her head to stare at the wall. Though she couldn't see much from her position in his arms, there was no door in sight.
 
   Josh swore bitterly, his face pressing together with so much concentrated anger it looked like his skin would tear.
 
   He'd picked up all three scavenger guns, and they were on straps around his shoulders. As she stopped to stare at the wall, she felt him shift his arm back as if he was about to grab one up.
 
   It made her flinch. She didn't think he was about to shoot her for being an annoying rich brat, it was just the memory of guns. It made her hands tingle as if she'd been forced to use one for the past week.
 
   Josh noticed and turned down to her. "Just hold on, Mim. We need to get out of here. We need a goddamn door!"
 
   Josh's shout reverberated around the room. It echoed against the smooth walls, making the space seem even larger.
 
   There was a click from somewhere further into the room. At first she barely noticed it, but Josh did. He stiffened, every muscle under his jaw contracting in a twitch. She felt him turn and stare behind them.
 
   "What is it?” She asked through a shaking breath.
 
   Josh didn't answer. She could only see one side of his face, but that was enough. Tension washed over his expression, narrowing his eyes and hardening his already rock-solid jaw.
 
   Her heart started to beat wildly in her chest, bouncing around like one of those bruiser blasts.
 
   She could hear footfall. That's what the clicking was. Someone was coming towards them.
 
   Josh opened his mouth and swore, no sound coming out as he backed against the wall. He pressed into it, and for the first time, his arms started to shake with fatigue.
 
   She wanted to ask him if there were more scavengers out there, but she didn't dare make a sound. Instead she waited, adrenaline shaking her body, as the sounds grew louder and louder.
 
   Just as her heart beat so hard it rang in her ears, she heard the first shot. It zipped past them and sunk into the wall.
 
   If she'd been under any illusion that the footfall could belong to friends not foes, it ended with that shot.
 
   She let out a short, yelping scream.
 
   Josh acted. He threw himself to the side, somehow grabbing up one of his guns while still holding her in his arms.
 
   Though he seemed content to fight with the significant disadvantage of holding onto her at the same time, she wouldn't let him. She pulled away, struggling until she broke free.
 
   When he tried to grab her back, she pushed a hand into his shoulder, looked up into his eyes, and shook her head.
 
   She had a moment with him. Well, as much of a moment as one could have in the midst of a gun fight. But she saw something in his gaze, in the pressed, worried stance of his body, in the rude but brave Josh Cook.
 
   They connected, however briefly.
 
   Then another bullet blast sunk into the wall high above them.
 
   It was clear their enemy was taking pot-shots, and was too far away to offer any accuracy. That didn't stop Josh from shouldering his gun and replying in kind. He also grabbed hold of her arm, yanking her forward.
 
   She stumbled. God did she stumble. Her body still felt as if it had endured a war. Her knees buckled, her legs shifting from side to side like seaweed battling a violent swell.
 
   She didn't fall. Somehow she kept it together and stumbled after him.
 
   Josh pulled her behind a pillar of light. She tried to resist, but he tugged harder until they were both out of sight.
 
   Being this close to one of those pillars was horrifying. Her arms and legs and face seized up as if someone had cut the skin and poured in concrete.
 
   She could barely breathe, all she could do was stand there as flashes of memory assaulted her mind. Memories that were alien to her. That red planet, that sea of ever encroaching metal.
 
   Just as she shuddered violently at the visceral memory, several shots slammed into the ground around them.
 
   Clearly their enemy was now close enough to aim.
 
   That meant Josh was too. She watched him push down onto his haunches, then, in a smooth practiced move, roll to the side. He blasted off three shots as he did.
 
   Something beyond the beam of light thudded onto the floor.
 
   Josh darted back behind cover, his eyes pressed open despite the sweat drenching his brow. He didn't even bother to swipe a hand over his face to clear it – he took a breath and rolled back out of cover, this time from a different direction.
 
   She wanted to help, but what could she do? Especially in her current condition. She could barely walk, let alone pluck up one of Josh's guns.
 
   Or so she thought.
 
   Josh looped one of the guns from his shoulder and pressed it into the ground beside him as he peered past the pillar of light. His move was automatically met with a barrage of blasts. The shots couldn't make it through the light. They blasted into it and were easily absorbed by whatever sophisticated shielding kept the light safe.
 
   There weren't even any sparks.
 
   Josh took the remaining gun from his shoulder until he only held one. He needed to be light and maneuverable, and was clearly jettisoning needless weight.
 
   With a sharp sniff, he rolled out of cover again, shooting as he did. He hadn't even hesitated. He'd plunged right into the firing line with nothing more than a short breath.
 
   He was incredible.
 
   Whether it came from his murky past or his Coalition training, Josh Cook was easily the best warrior she'd seen, on screen and off.
 
   Meanwhile, she sat there, exactly where Josh had deposited her, unable to move. She couldn't dare shimmy closer to him, as that would bring her closer to the light.
 
   Her skin felt like it was on fire. Every nerve ending sparked with frantic energy. Seconds later, she started to shake.
 
   She watched Josh twist around and stare at her for a single second before he leaned out of cover and kept shooting.
 
   His brow somehow compressed with even more worry, even though it looked like he'd reached the limits of human concern.
 
   "Hold on, just hold on,” he stuttered through his short, panting breaths. Wiping a hand across his mouth and repositioning the large and heavy gun against his right shoulder, he shot her a desperate look.
 
   She returned it as her body kept shaking violently.
 
   She should be stronger than this, she realized as a blast skidded across the floor a few meters to her left, bubbling the metal and letting out a foul, acrid smell.
 
   She prided herself on her resilience. She was meant to be the girl who always got up after she fell. Nothing could keep Mimi Chester down.
 
   Now nothing could help her to stand, apart from Josh. And he was currently engaged in a frantic battle for their lives.
 
   Suddenly she heard footfall to her left. At the same time she watched Josh twist to the right.
 
   He couldn't be in two places at once.
 
   A scavenger burst into view on her left just as another rounded the pillar of light to the right.
 
   Josh rammed his shoulder into the closest guy, but he was too far away to protect Mimi too.
 
   There was a split second where she stared up into the murderous gaze of the scavenger before her. He was massive, easily three times bigger than her. She wasn't familiar with his race, but he looked like a mismatch of features, all of them contorted in rage. With a shaggy, black mane of unwashed and mud-caked hair, he smelt like death. He also looked ready to dish it out.
 
   Without a word, without even a snarl, he launched himself at her.
 
   She acted on instinct. From deep inside her, something ignited.
 
   Maybe it was her Coalition training lifting its head after all these years, but Mimi managed to shift to the side, drop to her knees, and grab up one of Josh's guns.
 
   Before she could squeeze off a shot, the scavenger was upon her. It wrapped its stinky great arms around her middle, bringing its head forward to butt her own.
 
   She jerked her neck to the side, managing to cushion the scavenger's blow with her shoulder rather than her skull. The alien’s blow rammed into her arm, and it felt like she'd been hit by a battering ram.
 
   As pain raced through her, feeling like her blood had been replaced by acid, she managed to keep a hold of the gun.
 
   The scavenger jerked backwards, grabbed the gun, and with a vicious sneer, tugged it free.
 
   She couldn't stop it – it was easily ten times stronger than she was. She could, however, pull the trigger at the right moment.
 
   She did.
 
   As the scavenger plucked up the gun, she used the last of her strength to squeeze the trigger. A searing blast of light erupted from the muzzle just as the alien pulled it towards him. The bullet sliced through his shoulder, taking the skin and bone and armor with it.
 
   The guy dropped dead to the ground.
 
   Mimi screamed in surprise, closing her eyes as blood splattered over her tunic, neck, and face.
 
   She stumbled backwards.
 
   Just as she did, Josh barreled into her side, pulling her back towards the safety of the pillar.
 
   She was shaking, but she still held the gun in her grip, her fingers so tight around it they felt as though they'd been cast in steel.
 
   Josh tried to pull it from her grip, but when she wouldn't let go, he gave up.
 
   "There's more out there; it's not over yet,” he said.
 
   She barely heard his words. The scent of alien blood and burnt metal filled her senses. It was the only thing that could stop her from fixating on the tingling in her limbs.
 
   "It's alright, it's alright," Josh cooed as he leaned past her to monitor the approaching scavengers.
 
   She didn't know how many more were out there, but she could hear them. Each thud of frantic footfall matched the excruciating drumbeat of her heart.
 
   She was still shaking. Only part of it came from the fear of being so close to one of those pillars of light, the rest was at the prospect of what she'd just done.
 
   She'd killed someone. In self-defense – the scavenger had been seconds from ripping her head off. But that wasn't the point. She'd ....
 
   "You kept yourself alive, that's all that counts," Josh said, somehow answering the question she'd never asked. Either he was a mind reader, or he was sufficiently astute to read her body language. "Mim, it's okay."
 
   It wasn't okay. Nothing was okay. And yet she didn't want him to stop saying that. In fact, she wanted him to wrap his arms around her and repeat over and over again that everything was okay.
 
   She held onto that wish, and the image in her mind, as she sat there, pushing past the fear of what she'd done.
 
   Josh turned on his foot, his shoe squeaking against the metal floor. He paused, ducking his head out from behind the pillar of light for a split second before snapping back and shaking his head. "I count maybe four or five more. They just keep coming."
 
   Mimi took a bitter breath.
 
   The Academy was meant to train you for moments like this. You went through simulations so you could be equipped to face the real thing one day. Well here she was, and she couldn't face it. The true heat of battle was too hot. And yet, as she thought that, the latent tingle in her hands and feet and chest didn't disappear. The tingle that somehow made it seem as if she'd fought a battle before. A battle so frantic, it made her current situation seem tame.
 
   "We've got to do something; we're sitting ducks." Josh kept low on his haunches, shifting back and forth as he kept an eye on the approaching scavengers.
 
   As Mimi half closed her eyes, she imagined them surging across the room. Guns and sneers and armor glinting under the holy light of those pillars.
 
   "We need to move." Josh pushed to his feet, grabbed an arm around hers, and tugged her up. Then he stood, poised behind the safety of the beam, breath trapped in his chest.
 
   In a snap, he moved, tugging her along behind him.
 
   Fear and shame and the damn tingling in her body were starting to overwhelm her. She needed to stop, but she had to get out of here. She needed to scream, but she had to stay silent.
 
   Then Josh closed his hand around hers as he pulled her forward. His warm, firm grip grounded her, pulling her from her thoughts as he pulled her back into cover.
 
   As they darted between the pillars of light, gunshots rang out around them. Most blasted into the pillars themselves, instantly being absorbed into the huge beams without so much as a crackle. Other shots skidded across the floor, buckling and bubbling the metal, leaving giant black sear marks over the once polished surface.
 
   None of the shots hit her, though. Josh was too good for that. He timed everything perfectly, knowing exactly when to leap from cover and when to return fire.
 
   He was a one-man army.
 
   She'd once told him heroes don't exist in the real world. He was proving her wrong.
 
   "Come on." He waved her forward as he dropped to his knees and let off several blasts.
 
   She followed, her limbs jerking like a marionette pulled by strings, but she managed to scuttle forward.
 
   She wouldn't be able to manage it for long. Neither would Josh. What he was doing was undoubtedly incredible, but there were limits, even for him. She could see his arms shaking as he lifted the heavy rifle for another shot, and more and more sweat collected across his brow, making the creases in the skin glisten like strikes of metal indenting his skull.
 
   They had to do something, but what? They couldn’t escape this room; their only exit was all the way back on the other side, and between them and it was a constant stream of scavengers.
 
   The battle just wouldn’t stop. The scavengers kept coming. Bullets blasted around her, smashing into the floor or impacting the pillars of light only to be absorbed silently.
 
   Just when the noise, sight, and smell became too much, and Mimi felt like collapsing to the ground, something happened.
 
   A few scavengers behind them shifted track, and started shooting at the base of the pillar of light she was hiding behind. She heard the distinct change in the pounding of their gunfire as their shots ate into the metal ring sustaining the pillar.
 
   “Goddammit,” Josh spat, flicking the sweat from his mouth with a quick swipe of his hand, “we have to move.”
 
   Before he could yank her forward, something happened. Far from the pillar exploding as the ring shattered below it, the whole ground shook instead. With a grating thump that shook through the room, the floor pitched.
 
   Mimi stumbled towards the pillar of light behind her, but before she could impact it, Josh grabbed her back.
 
   Before she could ask what the hell was happening, let alone scream, the floor pitched once more.
 
   Then, with a groan that echoed throughout the entire room, the floor started to part.
 
   Her eyes widening in wonder and fear, she saw the floor open towards the middle of the room.
 
   Josh was holding onto her as tightly as he could, his grip so firm around her wrist he was cutting off her circulation.
 
   There was nothing he could do to stop the floor from giving way.
 
   With a sound louder than a Coalition heavy cruiser landing on a planet, massive metal plates shifted back into some hitherto invisible recess. As the metal plates reached the pillars of light, they switched off, the light blinking out with all the speed of someone blowing out a candle. Then the rings sustaining them turned around with a smooth, clicking sound, and disappeared into the floor, as if they'd never been.
 
   She stared, open mouthed, her eyes so wide they could have cracked.
 
   Josh's grip on her changed. "Run, run,” he screamed, trying to pull her in the opposite direction.
 
   She let him tug her along, let his sweaty but still strong grip solidify around her wrist.
 
   There was no point though. They couldn't outrun the floor.
 
   Nor could the scavengers. With a few strangled screams, she heard them fall behind her.
 
   Fear ripped through her. A fear so powerful, it felt as if someone had injected it right into her heart, as if blood no longer pumped in her veins, but pure primal terror.
 
   She was about to die. Again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   He wasn't going to let her die again. He wasn't going to let her die.
 
   The mantra repeated in his head, over and over again, as if his brain was stuck. The promise pumped in his heart and fired in his muscles. It enabled him to push forward, ignoring the fatigue in his limbs as he commanded them to move as fast as they could.
 
   He could hear the floor behind them, feel the vibrations as the massive plates that constituted it shifted back and slotted neatly away.
 
   He'd been expecting to die at the hand of the scavengers. Clearly this ship wasn't done with surprising him.
 
   Even though he was in the heat of the moment, pushing his body with every last reserve of determination, a fragment of his mind was left to realize something – this ship was likely defending itself. The floor only started disappearing when the scavengers began shooting at the rings sustaining the pillars of light. Maybe it was just a coincidence, but Josh doubted that. The more time he spent on this ship, the more he realized its secrets were numerous and dangerous.
 
   Mimi was in no condition to run. He wanted to pick her up, but he had to keep his hands free. It was excruciating to watch as she stumbled, her face a shock of pale white, her wrist slicked with sweat.
 
   He had no memory of how much he hated her. Nothing but pity and shame and guilt crossed his mind. If only he hadn’t let her walk into the desert on her own. If only he hadn’t brought her further into this ship. If only he hadn’t let that scavenger shoot her point blank ….
 
   The floor kept shifting underneath him, and it felt exactly like standing on top of a powerful earthquake. As the floor vibrated, he was constantly shaken left and right. It was only his last reserve of strength that kept him powering forward, Mimi locked in his firm grip.
 
   It wouldn’t count for much; they were running out of time.
 
   He jerked his head to the side, and saw the collapsing floor had almost caught up to them.
 
   Bang, bang, bang.
 
   They had ten meters left. Now five. Now two.
 
   With an enormous grunt, he grabbed Mimi and threw her forward.
 
   The floor beneath Josh gave way.
 
   He screamed her name and watched as she turned, reaching for him.
 
   Then the floor gave way beneath her too, and they both fell.
 
   He saw flashes of metal, the underneath of the floor, a sophisticated sea of cables and lights. And her. Her face. Her expression. Those wide, incredible, expressive eyes, locked on him.
 
   His body tensed, adrenaline pumping so fast through his muscles, it felt as if he was awash with it.
 
   Because this was it. He was about to die.
 
   Just as that thought spread through his mind, seeping into every memory like rain through cracks in the earth, something happened.
 
   They both fell into a pool of water.
 
   His body slammed into it, water swirling around him as his mind tried to catch up.
 
   It was dark, but he could feel the cold touch around him, and pushed himself up with his last breath.
 
   He broke the surface, his confusion swelling as he did. He held onto just enough sense to realize he was still alive.
 
   But was Mimi?
 
   Though it was pitch black around him, and his only functional senses were touch, smell, and hearing, he searched for her. With desperate swipes of his arms, he tried to grope for her in the dark.
 
   Just before he pitched himself forward into a dive, he heard her break the surface of the water next to him.
 
   His heart singing with relief, he moved over to her, finding her arm and grabbing hold of it with all his strength.
 
   "Mimi,” he choked through the water that had managed to fill his mouth, but didn't stop repeating her name.
 
   "Josh?"
 
   "Jesus Christ, are you alright?"
 
   "I ... where are we?"
 
   He had no idea. Somehow they'd fallen through the floor only to end up in a completely dark room full of water. He had no idea what this room was used for – it could be something to do with the engine or life support, or the belly of this ship could have somehow filled with water over the years. The point was, he was now very much in the dark.
 
   He didn't let her go. Nothing short of a plasma shot to his arm would force him to give Mimi up right now.
 
   She moved around next to him, treading water, as she brought her own hand up and latched it onto his arm.
 
   She was breathing heavily, the sound of it echoing through the room and taking all his attention.
 
   She was still injured from god knows what had happened in that pillar of light. They might have survived the fall through the ceiling, but that wouldn't count for much unless he could get them out of this pool of water. Though he was stronger than her, eventually, they'd both drown.
 
   "Come on." He tugged on her arm. "We need to find a way out of here."
 
   "But where the hell are we? What's a massive pool of water doing in the middle of a space ship? Especially one that's crash landed in a desert?"
 
   They were all very good questions, and he'd die to know the answers. But unless they moved, he very well might end up dying. "Come on,” he managed in a soft voice.
 
   She followed. Locked hand in hand, they swam. Mimi, despite her injuries and fatigue, managed to keep up. She was clearly better in the water than she was on dry land. Considering her usual clumsiness, he would have expected her to thrash around like a cat, but she was swimming just fine.
 
   A tiny miracle.
 
   They kept swimming. As they did, Josh attuned his senses, focusing on his hearing. It had not escaped his attention that there could be scavengers down here. The brutes could have easily survived the drop into this underwater basement, and unless Josh was careful, he could end up shot in the back while some resourceful pirate used his body as a floatation device.
 
   Mimi was thankfully silent as they swam. He wanted to get her out of here, get her medical attention, and finally get her off this accursed planet.
 
   He expected this pool to be large, but as they kept swimming, it became clear just how big it was. No matter how far they went, it continued. Either they were swimming in circles, or this room was as big as the massive space above. It had taken him almost 20 minutes at a good run to cross the room of pillars.
 
   He ignored the pain in his arms, and the cold spreading through his chest. He was used to exhaustion. That was one thing his previous life had taught him well. If you wanted to survive, you had to be the one to push yourself harder. You had to be the one to sacrifice more.
 
   But you also needed luck. And Josh felt as if he was fresh out of that. Though he kept focusing on getting out of here, he couldn't silence the rational side of his mind completely. It told him there was every chance this room was a dead end. For all he knew, there were no doors or platforms or walkways. The only way out of this place was likely the way they'd entered – through the damn ceiling.
 
   He kept his doubts to himself.
 
   While they kept moving, the cold was starting to get to him. His peripherals were going numb. The chill was seeping through him, marching up from his fingers to his wrists to his arms. If it was this bad for him, Mimi must be going through hell.
 
   He tightened his grip around her wrist. He needn’t have bothered – she wasn't about to fall. She kept swimming. It instantly reminded him of what she'd told him after their first less-than-successful encounter. When Mimi Chester fell down, she got back up.
 
   This was her getting back up. She'd been shot. She'd got back up. She'd fallen through the ceiling, and she was getting back up.
 
   Despite the dread and immediate danger, he smiled. It was halfhearted and barely noticeable, considering how numb his lips were, but by god was it there.
 
   Thankfully they didn't run into any scavengers, but as they kept swimming, and kept failing to find a way out of this dark watery abyss, it was only Mimi that kept him going. Her presence beside him and his constant aching need to keep her safe stopped him from letting the dread in. The futility that would tell him to give up. There was clearly no way out of this situation. But Mimi wasn't giving up, so he wouldn't either.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   She was cold. So terribly cold. She'd never felt like this in all her life. She'd never been through a situation so desperate.
 
   Yet she couldn't stop. It wasn't just Josh's presence by her side, and his constant reaffirming grip over her wrist, it was ... something else. That latent ever-persistent tingle in her arms and legs and chest. The tingle that kept her wondering exactly what had happened to her in that pillar of light.
 
   She had no idea how long she'd been swimming for. Her mind was awash with those strange flashes again. Though the world was pitch black around her, occasionally memories flashed across her mind so vibrantly it was like watching a holo movie. She could see that red, red sun above, casting its blood-touched glow over the dust of some great desert. She could see it glint off that sea of metal before her. Some seething mass that surged towards her.
 
   Her enemy.
 
   Those thoughts occupied her mind so much that she barely registered the desperation of her current situation. Though she was aware of the frigidly cold water eating into her exposed limbs, she couldn't truly appreciate what it meant. Nor could she appreciate how unlikely it was that they would make it out of here.
 
   "You okay?" Josh asked from her side, his voice choppy as his teeth shivered together.
 
   "I ...” she trailed off. It was hard to pull her thoughts from her haunting memories.
 
   "It's okay, Mimi,” he swam a little closer to her, "I'm not going to let you die here."
 
   Of the few things that could distract her from her memories, that was one of them. The way he spoke, the certainty, the promise. It was so unlike Josh Cook. No, that wasn't right. It was so unlike the rude Josh Cook. The Josh Cook who took pleasure in putting her down. The Josh Cook who couldn't control his temper and turned on her with every opportunity.
 
   But there was another Josh Cook, wasn't there? The one who'd saved her on the Class Y tug. The one who'd nursed her injuries when she'd fallen through the ceiling of this accursed ship. The one who'd carried her through the pillar room. The one who now wouldn't let her go. The one whose grip was so sure and affirming it felt like being cradled.
 
   That Josh was just the distraction her addled brain needed. She turned to him in the dark and smiled.
 
   He couldn't see her, so she took pleasure in making it the warmest smile she could manage.
 
   "We're going to get out of here,” she said.
 
   He was silent for a second. "Yeah,” he managed through a hoarse breath.
 
   He was cold. She could hear it, she could feel it. As he held her, his fingers felt like tendrils of ice. He shook too, his teeth chattering loud enough it sounded like they would break.
 
   He'd dropped his guns when they'd fallen through the ceiling. If he hadn't, maybe they would have been able to use them as a light source. Then again, maybe it wouldn't have worked. There was something about this ship that ... wasn't right. No, that was an understatement – everything about this ship wasn't right. It wasn't just what had happened to her in the pillar room, it was the way it felt. This pervading dread that settled in every room and corridor. This sense of age that felt like you were nothing but a speck of dust in comparison.
 
   It made her feel insignificant, so small that she could be crushed without anyone ever noticing.
 
   She shivered. It was a full-bodied move that saw her arms jerk and her body lose purchase in the water. Josh immediately moved in, wrapping a hand over her shoulder as he kept her afloat.
 
   "We'll get out of here soon,” he promised.
 
   She held her tongue and stared forward at the all-encompassing black.
 
   If they died down here, no one would ever know. They would become permanent features of this lost relic. Perhaps one day a scavenger might come across their corpses, but all said scavenger would do was pick over them for valuables.
 
   Though that morbid thought assailed her, she didn't let it drown her. She didn't let it still her limbs or see her head sink below the surface of the cold, cold water.
 
   She kept going.
 
   That was her one feature, right? That was the one thing life had taught her.
 
   Admittedly it was so much easier not to give up with Josh at her side.
 
   She had no idea how long it took, but just as the cold truly started to numb her body and still her arms and legs, she felt something under her feet. To be precise, she kicked something.
 
   "Ow,” she groaned as she pulled her leg back.
 
   "What, what is it?" Josh jerked her way.
 
   Tentatively, she brought her foot back towards the offending object. She leaned towards it, eventually stepping onto it. "Oh my god,” her voice shook with the freezing cold but with hope too, "I think I’ve found land."
 
   She hadn't found land; she was on a ship. There was no land, but the sentiment stood. And so did she. She used the last of her strength to launch herself towards the object and stand on top of it. Then she tugged Josh towards her. He stumbled, banging into her hip and grabbing her side for support.
 
   Then they stood there together, shivering in surprised silence.
 
   They weren't completely out of the water – it still lapped at her knees, but at least they could stop swimming.
 
   She felt Josh move away from her as he explored further. She heard him slosh through the water until he stepped right out of it. There was an audible ringing as his feet struck metal.
 
   "Come on,” his voice wavered up and down with so much unconcealed emotion it sounded as though he would burst into tears.
 
   She pulled herself after him.
 
   Immediately she reached for his hand, just as he reached for hers. They locked fingers, then took several more steps.
 
   "I can't believe we're finally out of there." Josh's teeth still clattered together, but the desperation was gone from his voice.
 
   Hope.
 
   It was the one thing that could warm her now.
 
   They stumbled forward together. Though she half expected the raised section they were on to suddenly drop off, it didn't. They kept walking until they reached a wall.
 
   Josh banged into it, but didn't even grunt. "Alright,” he said immediately, "we need to check for a door. Just put your hands flat on the wall and keep walking along. Slowly,” he added with a growl.
 
   The growl was not unkind. It wasn't a preamble to an insult. He was just that worried for her.
 
   "Right." She did as she was told.
 
   They moved in a slow methodical way along the wall, both of them running their hands along it in the slim, slim hope they would find a door or some kind of latch. Even if their luck held out and they did find something, there was no guarantee it would open. Worse, there was no guarantee where it would lead to. For all they knew, they could walk right into an irradiated chamber of the engine room, or some other lethal place.
 
   They didn’t stop though.
 
   Mimi kept her fatigue to herself, not even daring to let her teeth chatter. She could barely move though. It was murder putting one foot in front of another.
 
   Josh kept moving. He kept checking on her too. Maybe once or twice a minute he would pull one of his hands off the wall and pat her shoulder, letting his fingers brush clumsily down her arm as if checking she was still there.
 
   As they kept moving, Mimi started to hear something. Maybe it was her paranoid mind playing tricks on her, but was that a splashing behind them?
 
   It was likely some section of the disturbed ceiling falling into the pool of water, but that didn't stop her back from tingling with nerves.
 
   "Josh,” she whispered eventually, "can you hear that?"
 
   There was a long pause. "Just be quiet,” he said softly, "and yeah, I can hear it."
 
   His voice barely carried, but it still made the hair along the back of her neck stand on end.
 
   She couldn't stop herself from shivering now.
 
   The sloshing continued. Was it just her, or was it getting closer?
 
   Once upon a time Mimi had enjoyed horror movies. There was something cathartic about sitting on your sofa and watching someone else deal with terror.
 
   She made the solemn promise there and then never to watch one again.
 
   There was nothing cathartic about this experience, nothing exhilarating, nothing fun.
 
   She was terrified. Her heart beat so fast and wildly in her chest it was a wonder she didn't drop dead.
 
   The splashing suddenly stopped, and so did Josh.
 
   She could feel him stiffen beside her. Though it was barely audible, she heard him twist to the side, his wet boots squeaking against the smooth metal floor.
 
   She stood there, both her hands still pressed into the metal, her breath a lump of pressure in her chest and throat.
 
   She felt Josh move from her.
 
   She heard him walk away into the darkness.
 
   Though her body was frigid from the cold, a sudden heat spread through her arms and deep into her chest. It told her to run, but she overrode it with every last scrap of control.
 
   There was a scavenger out there, wasn't there? One had survived the fall, and he was now tracking them in the dark.
 
   Maybe he still had a gun or two, and a scanner. Maybe the guy knew exactly where Josh was, and was seconds away from blasting his body against the wall.
 
   She stopped herself from whimpering. She ground her bottom teeth into her lip, drawing blood.
 
   She had to do something, she had to help.
 
   But she knew moving now would advertise her position. So she waited there, enduring one of the tensest experiences possible as she waited, waited to hear who would fall first.
 
   Suddenly she discerned footfall. It was heavier than Josh's.
 
   It was also coming from her side.
 
   Oh no.
 
   There were two scavengers.
 
   Mimi felt something rush towards her. Just as it did, she heard a kerfuffle back towards Josh.
 
   Something grabbed her and slammed her into the wall. The wind was knocked from her instantly, and a stabbing pain spread through her chest.
 
   Two massive hands wrapped around her throat. They smelt like grease, engine fuel, and death.
 
   Something hissed in her ear, putrid breath breaking against her cheek and sending her loose, wet hair trailing against her throat.
 
   She wanted to scream. She didn't have the breath.
 
   The scavenger yanked her forward and pushed her back, driving her head into the wall behind her. Her head smashed into it, an audible clang echoing through the room.
 
   Her brain swum with confusion and pain. It felt like her world was tipping and spinning and twisting.
 
   The hands tightened around her throat once more. She could feel herself being yanked forward.
 
   She knew what would happen next. Her head would be slammed into the wall, over and over again, until it killed her.
 
   One of her hands slipped from the scavenger's wrist. It worked on its own. Some memory trapped within the bones and flesh. It groped at the scavenger's middle; it found a knife.
 
   Without thinking, without being aware of what she was doing, and without heed for the fact she was slipping into unconsciousness, Mimi brought the knife up and slashed it along the scavenger's arms, just below his wrists.
 
   He bellowed, the shout echoing so loudly it felt like it would start an earthquake.
 
   The alien jerked backwards, dropping Mimi.
 
   She fell against the ground, her head awash with confusion as she struggled past her bruised throat, sucking in what air she could.
 
   She was slumped, one shoulder pressing into the cold wall as the other hand nursed the knife.
 
   Just as she turned her head up, she heard the scavenger shift towards her.
 
   Suddenly there was a blinding flash of light. Something shot through the darkness and slammed into the scavenger. That something hooked into him, and sent him flying backwards.
 
   Mimi stared. She used her last strength to fix her attention on that light.
 
   Then she dropped the knife and fell backwards.
 
   As she did, she heard him calling her name.
 
   Josh.
 
   He reached her, and as he did, she let herself fall unconscious.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   "Shit!" Josh's curse rang through the room, ripping the air like the sound of a heavy cruiser crash landing.
 
   He dropped to his knees beside her, instantly checking her vitals.
 
   With two sweaty, blood-caked fingers, he pressed against her neck, his body shaking until he confirmed her pulse.
 
   With a massive swallow, he shook backwards, letting his arms fall beside him.
 
   She was alive.
 
   She was breathing. Her pulse was steady. Christ, she was alive.
 
   For just a second he let his eyes roll into the back of his head as he pressed one hand into his brow.
 
   This situation kept going. Surprise after surprise, danger after danger.
 
   It wouldn't stop.
 
   So neither should he.
 
   He looped the strap of the grappling hook he'd stolen over his shoulder. He'd acquired it off the scavenger by the water. Then he'd used it to fight off Mimi's attacker.
 
   Just in time apparently. The guy had been seconds from crushing her skull.
 
   As Josh leaned down and picked her up, grunting as he used the last of his strength to position her over his shoulder, something clattered.
 
   Poking it with the toe of his boot, he soon realized it was a knife. He grabbed it up, shoved it in his belt, and started off.
 
   This time with light.
 
   The grappling gun had a long-life duri battery that could be used as a light source. He set it to maximum, enjoying the powerful light it bathed him in.
 
   It might advertise his position, but he didn't care; he had to get out of here. Now. Mimi needed medical attention, and Josh instinctively knew the longer they spent in this ship, the harder it would try to kill them.
 
   He swiveled his head to the side as he walked, constantly scanning his surroundings.
 
   It was eerie, in a way he'd never experienced.
 
   He'd been on plenty of ship wrecks over the years, and he'd braved his fair share of dangerous alien planets. None of them felt this ... old though. There was something about this ship that made his stomach churn and his neck prickle with nerves.
 
   It felt like he was walking across someone's grave. As if this ship should never have been discovered. As if doing so would kick off a situation way beyond him.
 
   His side was bleeding. The injury was shallow, but it was enough to make him groan every second step. The scavenger by the water had been a tough fight. The guy had been expecting Josh, and it had only been pure luck and grit that had seen Josh fight the guy off.
 
   Still, no matter how hurt Josh felt, it was nothing on Mimi.
 
   She still hadn't woken up.
 
   "Come on,” he whispered to her, "don't give up, Mim. You just hold on. I'll get you out of here."
 
   She couldn't answer; she wasn't awake. That didn't stop him talking to her. Because talking to her kept him awake. It kept his feet stumbling forward and his eyes peeled wide.
 
   He searched the wall beside them for any sign of a door. He also searched the ceiling above. Now he had a sophisticated grappling hook, the game had changed. Though it could be used as an impromptu weapon – as he'd demonstrated with the scavenger – it's true utility was in climbing. The hook on the end of the retractable cord was magnetic. It could attach to most metals with a grip strong enough to haul several ton. It also had an adhesive so it could attach to non-magnetic surfaces. If Josh could spy a way out of here, he could use the hook to climb to another level.
 
   It took about ten minutes, but eventually he found something. Using the incredible light the grappling hook's battery threw, he finally spied a level just above them.
 
   Narrowing his eyes and staring at it, he soon realized it was a corridor. There were cables and pipes jutting out from the side of it, suggesting it had been sheared in two by some force.
 
   It hinted at a way out.
 
   Or it could just be another trap. This ship was full of them.
 
   Josh took a moment to consider his options, then fired the grappling hook. Its sophisticated on-board sensors saw the hook lodge easily into the ceiling of the level above, even though it had to travel in a curve to pass the jutting floor below it.
 
   Josh, testing the cord with his weight, repositioned Mimi over his shoulder, then thumbed the button on the butt of the gun that initiated the motorized pull-back of the cord.
 
   He was lifted off his feet and up towards the broken floor above.
 
   When he reached the jutting floor, he managed to grab hold of a rough section of metal, use it as purchase, then haul Mimi off his shoulder and onto the floor.
 
   With an echoing grunt that raked through his throat, he pulled himself up.
 
   For several seconds, he leaned against his knees, his back bowed in half as he breathed and breathed and breathed.
 
   His ribs felt like they were splitting from the effort, but that didn't stop him from straightening with a groan.
 
   He picked her back up, unhooked the hook from the ceiling, and continued.
 
   With his senses peeled, he travelled forward.
 
   The corridor continued in a curving snake-like route. As he walked it, his boots echoing with every step, he stared.
 
   There was massive damage to this section of the ship. Cables lay in a tortured mess over the buckled floor, and he often had to negotiate over and around large broken mounds of metal.
 
   There was also water dripping from the walls and pooling into puddles on the ground. On closer inspection, he could see it slipping through cracks in the metal, no doubt contributing to the massive pool of water in the basement below.
 
   This ship had so many secrets. There must have been a hell of a story trapped in every crack and drip of water. Not to mention what the hell those pillars of light were.
 
   This was no time to investigate.
 
   A sense of quiet descended over him as he walked. Mimi thankfully stirred occasionally, stirring his heart with hope whenever she did. She was clearly alive. As soon as he found medical attention, she'd be on her feet. Or at least that's what he kept telling himself.
 
   Occasionally he would come across rooms. From the reflected light of his grappling gun, he would see broken machines piled on the floor. He would also see raised sections, like beds or gurneys, various devices littered over them.
 
   There were always pools of water, and here and there, he actually saw collections of moss and lichen, even a few plants. Maybe the ferns and bushes from the levels above had managed to track their way down here.
 
   Again, more secrets.
 
   The effect of walking through the dark and water, and seeing all those beds littered with broken devices, was creepy.
 
   Ah heck no, it was beyond that. He could admit that in the dark and solitude – this was categorically the most frightening experience he'd endured. It wasn't just the fact Mimi was with him – it was everything about this ship. Every damn thing.
 
   He measured himself, never breaking into a run or making more noise than he had to.
 
   Occasionally he would find stairs or ramps, and he would ascend a level.
 
   Time passed in chunks, everything melding together. The constant dripping, the beat of his heart, the echo of his footfall – it all rang and flashed in his mind.
 
   He kept ascending. One step after the other.
 
   Eventually he found sand.
 
   As it crunched under his foot, his heart practically shot from his chest. He sucked in such a violent breath, he choked.
 
   Sand meant he was close to the desert.
 
   He staggered forward, hope canceling out the growing fatigue in his back and arms and legs. He drew on his last reserve of adrenaline and jogged forward.
 
   More sand.
 
   It was piled up against the walls and scattered over the floor.
 
   He took glee at the sound of it crunching under his boots.
 
   Then he saw it. Light.
 
   There was light. Right before him.
 
   Josh ran. He ran until the light from above bathed his hands and face and smile.
 
   There was a hole in the ceiling of the ship, leading up to a blessed view of the sky above.
 
   He laughed. It came up from his belly and shook through his shoulders.
 
   At that exact moment, Mimi stirred. He felt her shift, and this time, it wasn't momentary.
 
   He dropped to his knee, placing her carefully beside him.
 
   With a groan, she brought a hand up and shakily pressed it over her eyes. “I ... what?"
 
   "We're getting out of here, Mim. We are getting out of here." So much hope skipped through his tone he sounded like a boy.
 
   He didn't care.
 
   Leaving her as he took several steps backwards and stared fixedly at the hole above, he tried to control the smile spreading across his face. He felt a kind of happiness he'd never experienced before. It bubbled, jumping through his chest and lodging into his jaw and cheeks.
 
   He raised the grappling gun, spying a good section of the broken roof to shoot it at.
 
   He turned to see Mimi lift herself to a seated position. In the light of day, he could see the bruises around her throat. He could make out the blood at the corner of her mouth too, and her ripped and dirt-covered clothes.
 
   Despite her disheveled appearance, she stared at him, those sky-blue eyes just as welcome as the blue sky above.
 
   He reached a hand out to her, no longer aware how large his smile had become. It felt like his whole body was smiling – from his jaw to his cheeks to his eyes to his neck.
 
   Amazingly, she managed to get to her feet. Though she swayed, she stood. Then she tipped her head back and saw the hole in the roof above.
 
   "We're getting out of here." He raised his gun, and shot it. The grappling hook whistled through the air, locking onto a sturdy section of hull.
 
   She staggered towards him. He held his hand out. She took it.
 
   Her palm was warm, her touch soft. She was alive. He knew that, but holding her hand brought that fact home.
 
   He shivered with pent up exhaustion and fear. But the shiver didn't last.
 
   "Come on, Josh,” she whispered.
 
   He grabbed the base of the gun.
 
   Then they escaped.
 
   Back up into the light.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   She was so tired. She'd never felt this way. Her body was battered and bruised, her mind worse off.
 
   Somehow she’d made it through. No, not somehow – she knew damn well why she was still alive. Special Commander Josh Cook.
 
   They stood there on the sand, staring up at the sky as if it were heaven itself.
 
   Her body was rapidly drying, the scorching heat of the desert cutting through the memory of how cold that water had been.
 
   It didn’t stop her from shivering.
 
   Josh turned his head, wind scattering over his shoulder, buffeting his clothes and sending sand audibly scrabbling over his boots. “You okay? We’ve made it through the worst part,” he assured her with half a smile that fattened his left cheek and sent tingles playing through her stomach, “we’ve just got to …” his voice trailed off as if he suddenly realized what they had to do next.
 
   Make it through the desert. Alive. They didn’t have any food or water, and their only weapon was a grappling gun. Very soon the sun would set, and the blistering heat of the day would turn into the frigid cold of night.
 
   Though she wanted to keep her fear contained, she couldn’t. Her once hopeful and thankful expression twisted, her lips tucking tight against her teeth.
 
   “It’ll—” he began, his brow crumpling.
 
   He didn’t get to finish.
 
   There was a rumble from above them. They both turned their heads up to see a black dot darting their way from the blue swathe of sky.
 
   Immediately Josh waved her down.
 
   She let her knees crumple out from below her, her body striking the hot, gritty sand.
 
   The rumbling of a ship grew more distinct. In seconds the tiny black dot grew and grew.
 
   Josh brought up his gun, his face crumpling with concentration as he aimed at the oncoming ship. She didn’t know what he thought he could do. One grappling gun against a space ship was like fighting a tiger with a potato.
 
   Then again, this was Special Commander Joshua Cook. The closest thing to a hero she’d ever met.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   It was happening again. Just as the situation calmed, just as things appeared to be safe, it was all going to hell.
 
   He watched the ship grow larger as it came closer. Judging by its angle and vector, there was no doubt it was heading towards them.
 
   He didn’t know what hope he had against a cruiser – but he wasn’t done fighting.
 
   Or maybe he was.
 
   As the ship became big enough to see the insignia painted across port and starboard, he shuddered.
 
   “What the hell?” He choked.
 
   That insignia – it was the Coalition. That was a goddamn Coalition cruiser. Not scavenger, not pirate – Coalition.
 
   He couldn’t believe his eyes. But they weren’t lying.
 
   Holy hell, the cavalry were here.
 
   Josh swallowed, the move so tense it was a surprise he didn’t rip a hole in the side of his throat.
 
   He jerked back and latched onto Mimi’s hand as hard as he damn well could. His grip bordered on vise-like. He didn’t want to bruise her, but he couldn’t let go. His hand had a mind of its own.
 
   With the other, he let the gun drop.
 
   Mimi drew alongside him, lifting herself up from her crouched position, and he watched her eyes draw wide with concentration as they fixed on the Coalition vessel above. “What …?” Her voice was fragile, her face locked with such pure surprise, it was easy to forget how much he hated her. In fact, the thought hadn’t crossed his mind for hours. He’d been so fixated on getting her out of that ship, it was as if he’d forgotten who she was and how she made him feel.
 
   Now, as he watched her press a hand against her chest and stare thankfully at the Coalition light cruiser as it came into land, he couldn’t help but smile along with her.
 
   A lot had happened down there. Too much to ignore. Now the cavalry was here, his job was technically done – he could hand Mimi over and be done with her. And yet … he couldn’t.
 
   Because a damn lot had happened down there.
 
   They stood together as the Coalition vessel finished landing, the sound of its thrusters dying down echoing around the dunes. She put a hand up to keep the buffeting sand from blowing in her face, but it was her left hand, not her right. Her right hand was still firmly in Josh’s grasp.
 
   With a smooth swishing sound, the back hatch to the cruiser opened. It was the most welcome noise he’d ever heard.
 
   And then another welcome noise met his ears – Mimi stuttered with light laughter.
 
   “Oh my god, I can’t believe it. It’s finally over. Oh god ….” She pressed a trembling hand into her lips.
 
   It was then he remembered. In a flash, he saw her being pulled into that beam of light. He saw her being shot.
 
   He saw her dying.
 
   Josh let go of Mimi’s hand, but only so he could run towards the transport.
 
   Just as a strict looking lieutenant jumped from it, his shiny boots sinking into the sand, Josh reached him. “We need medical attention now.”
 
   The lieutenant – a stiff-lipped half-human half-something-else – nodded. “We’re here to help. We got your distress call. Everything is alright now, Special Commander.”
 
   “What … what distress call?”
 
   The lieutenant straightened his starched collar and cleared his throat. “It was sent from Mimi Chester’s recording orb.”
 
   “Klutzo,” Josh laughed softly.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Never mind. Look, you got a medic with you?”
 
   As if in answer, a woman jumped down from the light cruiser. If the lieutenant was stiff-lipped, it was nothing compared to the severity of the medic. She looked like she could wrestle a star into submission.
 
   “Take a seat on the sand, Special Commander.” As the medic approached, she whipped a medical scanner from her utility belt and began to scan him.
 
   “No, deal with her. She’s been injured,” Josh choked as he spoke. The word injured wouldn’t come out of his throat properly. It twisted his vocal chords, shaking down his chest as if it was too big and unwieldy to make it out of his mouth.
 
   Still, injured was easier to say than dead.
 
   Mimi had died back there. That fact rounded on him again. It felt like it slammed into him with all the force of a team of scavengers. If he hadn’t been leaning against the transport, he would have stumbled.
 
   “You’re both injured,” the medic pointed out, her short brown bob lightly dancing about her shoulders. That was the only light thing about her – one look at her told Josh she was not used to taking crap from anyone. It also told him she was used to getting her way.
 
   He wasn’t exactly a push over himself, though. He was a special commander, to be precise, and he out ranked her. “See to her. Now.”
 
   The woman raised an eyebrow, but didn’t snarl at him. Instead she pointed a stiff finger at the sand, told him to sit, and turned towards Mimi.
 
   Josh sat reluctantly, his stiff limbs giving him hell as he half collapsed into the dune behind him. Then he watched as the medic began to see to Mimi.
 
   “Take a seat in the sand,” the medic commanded.
 
   Mimi tried, but her knees buckled, and she fell flat on her ass.
 
   Immediately Josh snapped to his feet, a fresh rush of blood pounding around his body as his by-now-familiar fear ignited.
 
   Mimi did not collapse fully, however – and soon enough the medic ushered her back to the transport. With the help of the lieutenant, the medic sat Mimi down on the cruiser’s ramp. Then, finally, the medic saw to Mimi’s wounds.
 
   Without appreciating what he was doing, Josh slowly rose. He found himself getting closer and closer to Mimi until he virtually hovered over the medic’s shoulder.
 
   He wanted a direct view of Mim, but every time the medic darted this way and that, grabbing various devices from the transport, that view was blocked.
 
   “We’re almost done here,” the medic suddenly admitted, “so you can stop shadowing me, Special Commander.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re almost done?” Josh unlocked his stiff arms from around his middle.
 
   “Miss Chester’s injuries aren’t that severe.”
 
   “… What?”
 
   “Some deep bruising, granted, a broken rib, some gashes and cuts, a concussion, and some contusion to the spine and shoulders. Nothing that will kill her.”
 
   Josh paled. The blood felt like it froze in his veins, turning to powdered ice as it flew away with the persistent desert wind.
 
   Kill her.
 
   Something had killed her.
 
   He swallowed harshly, practically gagging. “She did die,” he admitted, finally forcing those horrible words out.
 
   The medic turned over her shoulder to stare at him askance. “What?”
 
   “She died. She was shot by a scavenger pulse rifle. It … took a chunk out of her side. She … she died.”
 
   The medic turned and shared a pointed look with the lieutenant. “There’s no evidence of severe injuries,” she began.
 
   “Dammit, I’m not asking you to believe me, I’m ordering you to do more scans. If you’ve got more sophisticated neural scanners, use them, and use them now. I watched her die, goddammit,” he spat viciously.
 
   The woman arched an eyebrow. She also gave Josh the kind of look that told him she thought he was mad.
 
   He could deal with that, just as long as she did her job.
 
   “Special Commander, you’ve been through a lot—” she began.
 
   “Really? Were you down there? No, you weren’t. Now I’m telling you what happened. Maybe you can’t believe that right now, but it doesn’t matter, because I’m ordering you to do a detailed brain scan and to do it now.” Josh held the woman’s gaze.
 
   For her part, she didn’t look perturbed nor particularly insulted. She arched that other eyebrow, shook her head, and grabbed up a neural scanner from her med kit.
 
   Then Josh watched as the medic waved it by Mimi’s left temple. That would be when the frown spread over the medic’s stiff lips.
 
   Fear kindled in his gut, feeling like fire as it licked up his spine.
 
   The medic’s frown continued to grow. In fact, it sunk right into her lips with such pressure it looked as if the move would carve the woman’s face in two.
 
   “What is it?” He asked breathlessly.
 
   “I don’t really know,” the woman admitted as that frown somehow deepened.
 
   “Is she okay?”
 
   The woman didn’t answer, just stared with narrowed eyes at the scanner.
 
   “Is she okay?” He asked louder and more insistently.
 
   “There’s nothing to suggest she is in any immediate danger.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means, Special Commander, that while these readings are curious, they aren’t dangerous. Just take a step back and let me deal with this.”
 
   Though Josh’s frustration spiked into anger, he did as he was told.
 
   Then he stood there and watched for several tense minutes as the medic kept working. Eventually she took a step back, locked her hands on her hips, and sighed.
 
   “What?” He asked immediately.
 
   “She’s stable. It’s time for us to return to the Harlow.”
 
   The Harlow was clearly the heavy cruiser waiting in orbit. He’d heard of her, but he’d never been on board. Apparently she had one heck of a Chief Medical Officer, though. A guy who specialized in rare alien diseases.
 
   For the first time, hope rose in his chest.
 
   It was tentative, though. While they were certainly out of the fire – and out of the belly of that hellish ship – they weren’t out of the frying pan yet. They wouldn’t be out until the CMO on board the Harlow looked him in the eye and told him she’d be fine.
 
   Josh Cook had hated Mimi Chester once, that part was true. In many ways he still did. In many ways, he didn’t.
 
   But in all ways, he was going to see this through.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   She was loaded onto the light cruiser. Just as the medic sat her down, Josh marched in and sat opposite. Though his arms were crossed and his expression was severe, she smiled.
 
   He wasn’t about to launch into an attack – the anger compressing his brow wasn’t directed at her. No, it was concern, wasn’t it?
 
   Mimi took several seconds to sit there and wonder at that fact. Joshua Cook was concerned for her.
 
   He was one heck of a complex guy.
 
   The lieutenant half walked up the ramp, then turned around, staring back towards the desert. “Someone should stay,” he suddenly volunteered, “to explore that ship. It’s one hell of a find.”
 
   “Hell is the operative word there, lieutenant. And no, no one will be staying to explore that ship. In fact, no one is going to touch that ship until I have debriefed with your Captain. That place is a death trap.”
 
   The lieutenant opened his mouth as if to protest, then clearly thought better of it as he walked slowly into the belly of the cruiser.
 
   Josh didn’t stop staring at him until the lieutenant took a seat. It was only when the hatch closed with a smooth click that Josh appeared to relax. And even then he didn’t relax completely. His shoulders were up by his ears, his torso locked with stiff rigidity.
 
   Staring at Josh was the only thing keeping her mind occupied. Every time she stopped looking at him, the fatigue would pull at her arms, pooling in her chest and threatening to push her over.
 
   She took a breath and pressed her hands into her face.
 
   Almost immediately she heard Josh lean forward. She parted her fingers to see him angling his head towards her. “Hey, it’s all over now,” he promised with a half-smile.
 
   That smile took up her whole world. It cancelled out the tingling in her limbs and the haunting memories still clawing at her mind.
 
   Josh kept her gaze, only dropping it for a fraction of a second when the cruiser took off and hovered above the hole in the desert. The same hole that led down to the belly of that ship.
 
   Josh stiffened as he stared through the window, his gaze locking onto that shadow in the sand.
 
   Before she could turn and stare at it too, he shifted and smiled at her again, even leaning in to block her view through the window.
 
   He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. His mere presence was enough to still her.
 
   The trip up to the Harlow was short, and in ten minutes they rendezvoused with it.
 
   It was odd being back on board a Coalition ship. As soon as she set foot on board, the stares started. Everyone would know who she was. And whether they were staring because she was the daughter of Theodore Chester or because of her reputation at the Academy, it didn’t matter.
 
   She withdrew. Usually she could fight it – usually she could hold her chin up high.
 
   Today, her hands still tingled. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw that red sun.
 
   Today, she couldn’t believe she was still alive.
 
   ….
 
   How was she still alive?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   He rushed her to the med bay as quickly as he could. Despite his haste, it didn’t stop him from seeing the stares. The crew were looking at Mimi, and while most of the older crew members were clearly just surprised the daughter of one of the richest men in the galaxy was aboard their ship, the younger crew members had different expressions.
 
   They looked like they hated her.
 
   ….
 
   Now he was on board a Coalition heavy cruiser, some of Josh’s fear was subsiding. Not all of it, though. Not enough that he could leave Mimi in the capable hands of the CMO and get on with his life. Not enough that he could completely dismiss the edge to the stares she was getting.
 
   In fact, as he passed one particularly peeved looking ensign, he shot her a direct look and cleared his throat. “You have something better to do, and I suggest you go do it,” he threatened
 
   The ensign blinked in surprise, then scurried off.
 
   A part of Josh’s brain was trying to point out the irony. Barely a day ago, he’d hated Mimi with all his heart. Today he was being as protective as … someone who had a right to care about her. It was probably just the desperation of the situation, he assured himself quickly. It would pass once he was sure everything was fine. Then he’d go back to normal.
 
   Everything would go back to normal.
 
   As they reached the med bay doors, he shot her a glance.
 
   She looked concerned but distracted. She kept pulling her hands up and staring at them as if they were bothering her.
 
   Suddenly all thought of abandoning her disappeared, and he marched through the doors. “Where’s your CMO?” He snapped at the first nurse he saw.
 
   “I am here, Special Commander. I have been informed of the situation.” A very tall, very lanky May’d alien came loping into the room from an office to the left. He fixed Josh with an attentive gaze and gave the May’d version of a smile – three lips pulled into a triangle shape.
 
   “Look you just have to scan her. I mean, do every scan you can think of—” Josh began to babble.
 
   The May’d pulled up a long-fingered hand. “Do not worry, Special Commander. Now, as I see to Miss Chester, you need to see the Captain. He wishes you to brief him on your situation.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Yes, now.”
 
   “I’m not going. I’m staying right here.”
 
   The CMO looked at him nonplussed. “Why?”
 
   Josh opened his mouth. It stayed open as he considered his response.
 
   Why did he want to stay? Seriously, he’d done his job. In fact, he’d gone above and beyond. There was no earthly reason he should demand to stay by Mimi Chester’s side.
 
   Slowly he let his lips close. He tried to take a step backwards, but it felt like he was pulling against chains. He felt tied to her side, and it was murder to be pulled away.
 
   “Special Commander, you have just endured an extremely stressful situation. It is normal to feel this way,” the CMO pointed out, artfully choosing not to describe exactly how it was Josh was feeling. “I can assure you, though, it is all over.”
 
   Josh swallowed.
 
   It was normal to feel this way. And the only reason he felt this way, was because of what he’d just endured.
 
   Yeah that was it. The CMO was right.
 
   Holding onto that fact, Josh forced himself to turn. He forced himself to walk right out of the door.
 
   As it swooshed closed behind him, he felt sick, but nonetheless he pushed on.
 
   Because that’s what Josh Cook did.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   It was decidedly odd to sit on the edge of this medical bed. She kept trying to play with her arms to distract herself, but every time she moved, the doctor told her in a gentle voice to hold still.
 
   It had been hours. She’d been sitting here for hours. Her injuries had already been seen to, but the doctor was still hovering over her, staring at various neural scanners, his expression unreadable.
 
   A few times she’d tried to ask if she was okay, but every time he’d assure her there was no problem. He was just being thorough, apparently. Extremely damn thorough.
 
   She let out a heavy sigh and for about the hundredth time let her gaze dart towards the doors.
 
   She was waiting for Josh to return. Everything felt better when he was around. She felt safe. Okay, so she hadn’t forgotten about how cruel he could be, but even when he was berating her, he was a distraction. She could really use a distraction right now.
 
   She brushed her arms again.
 
   “Just hold still,” the doctor said in a quiet voice.
 
   He’d asked her what had happened – and she’d told him. She realized how stupid and impossible it must sound – dying only to be saved by a pillar of light. But to his credit, he hadn’t laughed at her, nor had he dismissed her.
 
   Mimi sighed again.
 
   Then the doors opened. Her heart leapt as they did, a smile spreading her lips.
 
   It wasn’t him though. A crewmember with a burnt arm walked in.
 
   A crewmember she happened to know.
 
   She blinked back her surprise.
 
   It was Hank Marlow – she’d gone to the Academy with him. In fact, he’d been part of E Club when she’d joined. Though he hadn’t taken part in that fateful simulation, he’d been good friends with Lilly.
 
   Mimi stared at her hands while Hank Marlow stared at her.
 
   “Doc, can I get some help here?” Hank asked. “I got burnt pretty bad.”
 
   “I’ll have a nurse see to you,” the doctor said as he placed the neural scanner down and walked back into his office.
 
   Hank waited until the CMO was out of ear shot to add, “I wouldn’t bother, she’s not worth it.”
 
   Mimi blinked hard, swallowed as a chill escaped over her arms, and stared at the floor.
 
   She couldn’t defend herself. She didn’t have the energy.
 
   “You know you’re wasting people’s time, right? The CMO’s seeing to you when he should be looking after the crew. You know you’re stupid little distress call redirected the Harlow from an important humanitarian mission, right? Do you get off on hurting other people?”
 
   Mimi withdrew.
 
   “You’re too coward to answer. Doesn’t matter – we all know what you’re like. Every member of this crew – heck, everyone in the whole Academy knows what you’re like, Chester. You’re a—” Marlow suddenly coughed as the CMO walked back into the room.
 
   Mimi didn’t look up. She stared at the floor. It was all she could do to stop herself from crying.
 
   Seconds later, the door opened and someone with particularly heavy footfall walked in.
 
   She couldn’t look up. Not even when a pair of boots walked their way directly in front of her. Not even when Josh Cook ducked his head right down and stared at her.
 
   The Harlow had been redirected from a humanitarian mission.
 
   Cold spread through her chest. It felt like she was back in that dark pool of water, her body freezing as every last drop of warmth was washed away.
 
   Just as a vision of that dark scene flashed across her mind, another took its place.
 
   The red sun. The desert. And the enemy.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Josh tried to keep away, but he couldn’t. As soon as he was finished with the Captain, he all but ran to the med bay.
 
   He was done reasoning with his emotions. Maybe he was still pumped high on adrenaline, or maybe it was something else. The point was, he wasn’t going to be satisfied until he saw her, and he wasn’t going to relax until the CMO gave her the all clear.
 
   He walked into the med bay, spying her instantly on the other side of the room. She was sitting on the end of a bed, clutching the edge with white hands. Her cheeks were pale, an obvious tension locked in her chest and shoulders.
 
   She looked on the verge of tears.
 
   Josh’s heart instantly faltered as he took a step in, the doors swishing closed behind him.
 
   That’s when he saw the ensign sitting opposite Mimi. The guy was staring across at her with a look of barely disguised disgust.
 
   Josh cocked his head to the side, his brow descending slowly.
 
   Suddenly the ensign saw him, and Josh watched recognition flash across his face. Either the guy realized who Josh was, or he was literate enough to count the number of command pips on Josh’s collar.
 
   Josh walked into the room, pulling his attention off the ensign and back onto Mimi. He plonked himself exactly where she was staring. When she didn’t look up or acknowledge his presence, he took a step forward and leaned down, trying to capture her attention by shoving his face close enough to hers that she couldn’t ignore him.
 
   She still didn’t look at him. Her eyebrows peaked as a distracted look flashed across her face.
 
   Josh snapped up and turned to the CMO. “What’s wrong with her?” He couldn’t get his words out quick enough – they clamored together like a gulp.
 
   “I am still running tests.”
 
   “Well do you have any idea—”
 
   “I am still running tests, Special Commander,” the CMO answered patiently.
 
   Josh tried to breathe through clenched teeth.
 
   The CMO took a step back, cast a worried frown at a very sophisticated scanner in his hand, then shook his head.
 
   Panic shot through Josh, a shiver escaping down his back.
 
   “Miss Chester, please follow me – we need to use the imaging room.” The doctor ushered her up with a careful sweep of his arm. Then he walked her out of the room.
 
   Josh pivoted on his foot to follow.
 
   The CMO turned over his shoulder. “Special Commander, please wait here. I am afraid you may get in the way,” the doctor said honestly.
 
   Josh opened his mouth and closed it again.
 
   Then he sat down on the bed. And waited.
 
   The minutes ticked by, and it felt like hell to endure them. He started to bounce his feet up and down. Though his own injuries had been seen to, he was still tired. Of course he was – any normal person would be dead on their feet after experiencing the kind of day he had.
 
   Despite the fatigue, his limbs were now full of nervous energy.
 
   He tried to tell himself everything was alright, but then reason raised its ugly head. If everything was alright, the doc wouldn’t have taken her into the imaging room.
 
   Josh kept bouncing his legs up and down.
 
   “You’re Special Commander Joshua Cook, right?” The ensign suddenly interrupted.
 
   Josh looked up.
 
   The guy looked impressed, like he was ogling a celebrity. Or worse – a hero.
 
   “I heard what you did in the Carabu Cluster – how you saved a transport from the Barbarians. Damn, I wish I could be like you.”
 
   Josh ground to a halt, his legs stopping in mid-air. He stared at the ensign wordlessly.
 
   “I heard your training was non-standard,” the ensign continued.
 
   Non-standard? Ha … yeah.
 
   “I wish we were taught like that at the Academy. They won’t ever let you do the real stuff – you know, actual training. If you want to get the edge, you have to train yourself, and make your own simulations.”
 
   Josh looked at him evenly.
 
   "I bet if you programmed a simulation based on your training, it would be really popular."
 
   Josh ground his teeth together. "You part of E Club?” He suddenly asked.
 
   The kid looked shocked, then nodded enthusiastically. "Not any more – because I graduated. But I was. And it made me what I am today,” he bounced his hands off his chest, "E Club is the only place you get any real training. We set up our own simulations. You know, challenge ourselves. I'm not saying the ordinary Academy course isn't demanding, I'm just saying it makes ordinary recruits. If you want to be a real hero in this galaxy, you need to go above and beyond. But I don't need to tell you that, right? You're a freaking special commander."
 
   Josh didn't reply.
 
   "What happened down on that planet, anyway? I heard it had something to do with Mimi Chester,” he said, his derision obvious.
 
   Josh crossed his arms slowly.
 
   It was very clearly a defensive move, but this kid was very clearly too full of himself to notice.
 
   "You know, I went to the Academy with her. A lot of us on the Harlow did. She's exactly the same now as she was back then." He snorted derisively.
 
   Josh stiffly pushed his tongue against his teeth.
 
   "The only reason the Harlow was diverted to pick her up was because of dear old dad. If it were up to me, I would have left her down there."
 
   Josh got to his feet. It was very slow, and accentuated just how deliberately he could move.
 
   The ensign looked up at him. As his cheeks paled, he likely noted how angry Josh looked. "Ah, sir?" The ensign mumbled.
 
   Josh wanted to throttle the kid. He wanted to latch his hands around his neck and shake some sense into him.
 
   Leave her down there?
 
   The thought chilled him. It plucked at his control like a knife slicing through moorings.
 
   He turned stiffly and walked towards the imaging chamber.
 
   It was that or punch an ensign.
 
   Josh walked into the imaging room, and fortunately the CMO didn’t look up and wave him off. Instead, the doctor smiled. “I thought you wouldn’t sit there for long. Still, please be careful not to touch anything.”
 
   They were standing in a small room chock full of equipment. Before them through a blue shield was the imaging chamber itself.
 
   Seated on a large raised bed was Mimi. Her eyes were closed, her face screwed up with barely concealed fear. It made his stomach turn just to see it.
 
   The walls of the imaging room were studded with various scanners. From top-of-the-line neural imagers to DNA readers, there was everything a doctor could hope for all crammed into the same 4x4 meter chamber.
 
   Right now it appeared as if all scanners were in operation at once. There were so many beams of light slicing through the room and so many buttons flickering on the panels before Josh, it looked as if the whole room had come to life.
 
   Josh tried to swallow, but it felt as if something was stuck in his throat.
 
   He tried to cough, but his chest wouldn’t push out far enough.
 
   There was this pervasive tension locking his muscles in place, a tension that only grew as he stood there and stared at her through the force field.
 
   The doctor didn’t say anything; he was staring down at the various readings, a look of fixed concentration narrowing his three eyes.
 
   Maybe it was better back in the room with that prick of an ensign, Josh thought to himself as another spike of fear lanced through his side. Standing here and watching Mimi be scanned was murder. That slight furrow of concern rumpling the doctor’s brow made Josh want to run from the room, turn off the damn shields, and scoop Mimi up in his arms.
 
   ….
 
   It took him a moment to realize what he’d just thought.
 
   Scoop Mimi Chester up in his arms? Of course he didn’t mean it like that. He was just … so used to protecting her now. It was like his mind couldn’t think of anything else, like his arms and hands were now programmed to hold her whenever danger loomed.
 
   If he’d had the chance to pause and really think about it, he would have realized his rationalizations didn’t fit. There had to be more to his feelings for Mimi, otherwise he wouldn’t be standing here with one hand clenched behind his back, the fingers digging so deeply into his palm he’d already cut it.
 
   “Hmm,” the doctor finally made a noise.
 
   Though it was slight, and hardly the boom or whoosh of a bullet or bomb, Josh startled badly.
 
   “I think …” the doc trailed off.
 
   “You think what?” Josh prodded immediately, his chest cold with tension.
 
   “Maybe this is an artifact.”
 
   “… W-what does that mean?”
 
   “I mean,” the doctor let out a sigh that deflated his shoulders, “there is nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Josh’s voice shook with disbelief. Hell, he even had to grab the side of the console for support.
 
   “Enough to be confident.”
 
   “That’s not 100% though,” Josh retorted immediately, feeling his relief flit away.
 
   “Special Commander, please, I understand your concern.”
 
   “I’m not concerned,” Josh said defensively, even though he was rational enough to realize his behavior made him look very concerned indeed. “I just … you need to be sure. I mean … I watched her die down there. I have no idea—” he choked, his words all lumping together with emotion, and feeling like hands around his throat.
 
   “I appreciate your situation must have been stressful. I also appreciate that you are yet to rest.”
 
   Josh put up a hand, the move stiffly accentuating his white knuckles and drawn tendons. “I know my limits, doctor. Now, I realize my story must sound insane. But it happened. I watched her die … right in front of me. That ship did something. It somehow brought her back to life. I just … I need to know how. And I need to know if she’s okay now,” though Josh started out speaking calmly, by the end he was forcing his words through bared teeth. Every muscle in his neck and jaw was so contracted, he could barely open his mouth.
 
   The doctor looked at him evenly, blinking all three of his eyes in succession before bowing his head low. “I do not believe your story is insane, Special Commander. There is certainly evidence of rapid healing in Miss Chester’s body.”
 
   It was the first time someone had said they believed him, and Josh couldn’t help but offer a frustrated but thankful laugh. The laugh died on his lips, however, when the doctor’s brow crumpled with familiar concern. “But?” Josh prompted.
 
   “But, that is not the only interesting finding—”
 
   “What do you mean?” Josh asked slowly and cautiously.
 
   The doctor paused, shifting his head to the side and staring at the readings on the console as he clearly thought through his response. “There is a very strange level of neural activity.”
 
   Before Josh could ask whether it was dangerous, the doctor raised a hand.
 
   “It is, however, decreasing,” the doctor continued.
 
   “Does that mean … she’s going to be okay?”
 
   “I see no reason why not. As I said before, I believe the neural activity is an artifact from whatever technology that alien ship used to heal her injuries. I can find no evidence to suggest it is effecting her, nor is it causing any damage. And as it is decreasing, it is safe to assume it is, as I said, an artifact.”
 
   That lump was back in Josh’s throat. “Have you ever seen something like this before?”
 
   “Yes, but never in a human,” the doctor said after a thoughtful pause.
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means, in a strange way, the neural activity mimics certain far-field communication systems I have observed in some robots.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “These far-field systems enable closed-loop communication across great distances. I have only ever observed them in robotic or other mechatronic structures. And I am quite confident Miss Chester’s readings are only coincidental.”
 
   “W-why? How can you be sure?”
 
   “Because she is not part of a hive.”
 
   Josh blinked back his surprise. “A what?”
 
   “The types of systems I am referring to, Special Commander, are all robotic collectives. The far-field communication allows them to maintain their collective over great distances. Now, Mimi is human. She cannot be part of a collective – her biology precludes it. Therefore I am quite confident these readings only coincidentally resemble that of a collective mind. Though I’ll admit they had me stumped for a time, as they are now subsiding, there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   Josh was stumped. It was the fatigue, it was the shock, and goddammit it was the worry. He didn’t want to hear this – the only thing he wanted to hear was that she was okay and this was all over.
 
   ….
 
   Which was what the doctor was saying, right?
 
   Whatever strange thing was happening in Mimi’s brain, it was resolving. She was okay ….
 
   Josh took a step back, swiveled his head from the doctor, over to Mimi, then back to the doctor. He swallowed.
 
   “Now we are done here, I will release her from my care. She will be free to go back to her assigned quarters. I suggest the both of you aim to get some rest. We will be rendezvousing with the Chronos in a little under eight hours. She will take you both back to Earth so the Harlow can continue its mission.”
 
   Josh took a forced swallow. As he did, he commanded it to wash away his tension. All of it, from the ache in his lower back to the rigidity in his fingers to the pressure in his jaw.
 
   Because she was okay. And this, well, this was all over. Soon they’d be back on Earth and this disastrous adventure would be a distant memory.
 
   “Okay, doc. Thanks.”
 
   The doctor busied himself with turning off the imaging chamber and processing the last of its results. Then he walked into the chamber and told Mimi what he’d just told Josh: she was okay, there was nothing wrong with her, and any “residual” neural effects would resolve quickly.
 
   Though Josh could have taken the opportunity to walk away and never see her again – now it was clear she was safe – he stuck around. In fact, he waited until the doctor discharged her, and then he walked through med bay right by her side. So close, in fact, he used his large form to block her from the prick of an ensign still waiting on a gurney.
 
   When the kid tried to shoot Mimi a disgruntled look, Josh shot him back the kind of look he usually reserved for Barbarians.
 
   Deadly.
 
   Once they were out in the corridor and the doors closed behind them, Mimi sighed. It reverberated around the metal walls.
 
   Josh opened his mouth to say something, but he wasn’t entirely sure what he should say.
 
   It was over. He had to force that fact down his throat, because at every opportunity, he kept choking it up.
 
   His brain didn’t want to believe this was it.
 
   “So …” he managed, instantly feeling as awkward as he sounded.
 
   She pressed a hand onto her head, then looked up at him from under her stiff fingers. “Thank you,” she said quietly.
 
   A flood of nerves spread down his back and across his chest. All she’d said was thank you, but those two little words had an incredible effect on him.
 
   He was clearly more tired than he thought. His body was overreacting to the slightest thing … right?
 
   “I wouldn’t have made it out of there without you,” she continued.
 
   He opened his mouth. Again the words wouldn’t come. Everything he wanted to say just wouldn’t sound right. Instead he stood there with his mouth open, looking like a complete idiot.
 
   “I can’t really … believe it’s over,” she said, mirroring his own sentiment.
 
   Because it didn’t feel over, did it? Josh had been through plenty of danger in his time, and he knew well enough that residual adrenaline tended to haunt you for a while after the fight.
 
   This was different though. It somehow felt like they were still in the thick of it, even though they were standing in a very safe and very non-threatening corridor.
 
   Mimi shivered.
 
   Josh took an immediate step towards her, ready to warm her arms up. He stopped as soon as he realized what he was about to do. Awkwardly, he back tracked. “Ah … we should get you to my room. I mean your room,” he corrected immediately, a flush threatening to climb his throat.
 
   Had he really just said that? Christ he was tired.
 
   Mimi didn’t react. She looked confused, morose, and tired.
 
   His heart went out to her before he could reel it in and remind it she was an annoying rich brat.
 
   “You just need to rest, Mim,” he managed with an encouraging smile.
 
   “… Yeah.” She brought up one of her hands and stared at it. It wasn’t the first time she’d done that, and it made him frown.
 
   Before he could turn around and march her back into med bay, he reminded himself of what the doc had said: all of this would resolve quickly. Her strange neural activity would fix itself.
 
   “You must be tired too,” she suddenly pointed out as she thankfully stopped staring at her hand.
 
   “What? Me? Na, I do that type of stuff every day.”
 
   Her lips crinkled together. “You mean you rescue the daughters of rich inventors from the desert?”
 
   “All the time,” he joked, “though they’re usually dressed better than you. What was with the mohawk, by the way? I never got a chance to ask that.”
 
   “I was trying to fit in.”
 
   “With a rooster?”
 
   “No. It was a scavenger thing.”
 
   “Ha, ha – ahh, trust me, I used to be a scavenger, and if I’d seen a chick dressed like you walk into a bar, I would have run a mile,” he kept joking. Because he could joke. Banter he was good at. Joking and bantering were not worrying, and he had to find some way to distract himself, and Mimi too.
 
   She crumpled her lips even closer together.
 
   “Did you just find a peanut in your teeth, or are you disappointed you couldn’t impress me with your thigh-high metallic boots?”
 
   Mimi cleared her throat.
 
   Ha, woops – he’d just gone too far, right? He always had that problem, especially around her.
 
   They descended into silence. As he cleared his throat and scratched his jaw, he gave her a surreptitious sideways glance.
 
   She wasn’t blushing – she was staring at her hand again.
 
   “Who was that guy in the med bay,” he asked suddenly. He could have picked a better question, but it was the only one he could think of right now, and he needed to distract her.
 
   She looked up at him sharply, her expression changing completely. She looked vulnerable again. “Um … I went to the Academy with him. Why?”
 
   “What’s his name?”
 
   “Marlow. Why do you want to know?”
 
   “So I can report him for being a little git.”
 
   “Ah, sorry?”
 
   “He was irritating me before.”
 
   “He was a star pupil at the Academy, one of the best,” Mimi said seriously.
 
   Josh watched her, his brow crumpling half in amusement and half in confusion. “Who cares? The Academy isn’t the real world. Now, believe it or not, we’re finally here.”
 
   “Ha?” She turned around, staring at the door behind her.
 
   “You’re quarters.” He gestured to them with a bow.
 
   “Oh ….”
 
   “What? You expecting the presidential suite? I can always ask the Captain to give up his room for a day.”
 
   She huffed and turned towards her door.
 
   And he’d done it again. He was having trouble figuring out how far he could tease Mimi. There was this line, and he kept crossing it.
 
   A few days ago, he wouldn’t have cared. A few days ago, he would have relished every opportunity to insult her.
 
   Now it left him feeling hollow.
 
   She opened the door and walked through.
 
   Before the door could close, she turned and faced him. She forced a smile. He could see her cheeks contract and lift. “I may not always like you, Josh Cook, but I’m still happy I met you.” With that, she bowed, took a step back, and let the doors close in her face.
 
   Josh was left standing there, blinking a little too fast.
 
   What did that mean? She was glad she’d met him?
 
   He considered it for a few seconds before realizing he could hardly hang around outside of her door all night long. Eventually he pried himself away with one last fleeting glance, then he marched back to his own quarters.
 
   As soon as his head hit his pillow, sleep took him.
 
   It wasn’t easy.
 
   He dreamt. Of Mimi Chester being shot and pulled from his grasp.
 
   He tossed and turned all night long, his hand clutching back and forth, grabbing nothing but air.
 
   Though he didn’t know it, it was nothing compared to what Mimi dreamt of.
 
   A red sky, a battle, and death.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   She woke up to a buzzing at her door.
 
   It took a long time to rouse. She felt half way between sleep and wake, in a fugue of fading dreams.
 
   That red sky was back.
 
   It seemed to bathe the world around her in an unholy crimson glow. From her hands to her feet to the gun she held – everything was tinged with the color of blood.
 
   No. Wait. She wasn’t holding a gun – she was in her bed.
 
   The buzzing grew more insistent.
 
   She rolled over and blinked her eyes several times.
 
   Someone opened her door, letting in the light from the corridor beyond.
 
   A crimson light, as bright as a laser shining through blood.
 
   It bathed the room.
 
   She pulled up her gun.
 
   ….
 
   No, no, she didn’t have a gun.
 
   There was no crimson light.
 
   Mimi groaned, pushing her hand over her eyes, and rolling over until her back was to the door.
 
   “Get up,” someone snapped. “This is not some pleasure cruise – you have ignored your last five wake up calls. The Chronos has already arrived to pick you up.”
 
   Mimi blocked out the voice. She didn’t do it on purpose – she could hear shouting, screaming, the sound of metal being torn apart. It was distant, back on the edge of sleep.
 
   She rolled up into a ball and pulled her pillow over her head.
 
   Someone snorted with exasperation. “Miss Chester, the Harlow is not a resort ship, now get up.”
 
   There’s no gun, she told herself. It’s just a dream.
 
   She tucked her hands under her arms, trying to block out the residual tingling. The tingling that told her she’d been fighting for her life for the past eight hours.
 
   “That’s it. You want me to pull you out of bed, I’ll pull you out of bed,” someone said menacingly.
 
   With a jolt and a shiver, Mimi opened her eyes. The crimson sun was gone. She could no longer feel the sand beneath her feet, and the constant drone of gunfire was drifting away. She sat up, pushing a hand hard into her brow as her messy hair dropped around her arms.
 
   “Finally. Now get up.”
 
   She looked over to see someone she recognized – another familiar face from E Club. Was the Harlow specifically crewed by demons from her past?
 
   Nao Bu was a lieutenant now, but back when Mimi had known her, she’d been a rising star in the E Club. The kind of woman who would never let anyone or anything stand in her way. She was determination embodied.
 
   Right now Nao was staring across at Mimi with the kind of look that could petrify even an Admiral.
 
   Rather than jump out of bed and stand to attention, Mimi pressed her hand into her brow harder. That dream wouldn’t go away. It was like she was still in the damn thing. While she couldn’t see a red sky anymore, the sense of it was still with her.
 
   She shivered.
 
   “Get up,” Nao boomed. “You are not going to waste anymore of the Harlow’s time.”
 
   “Hey,” someone admonished from the doorway. With several quick strides, they entered the room. “The doc said she would have residual neurological effects from … what happened to her on the planet. So cut her some slack. She is clearly confused.”
 
   It was Josh.
 
   She dropped her hand and stared over at him.
 
   She was disheveled – she could feel how rumpled her pajamas were, and her hair was so messy it sat in a chunk by her cheek.
 
   She didn’t care.
 
   Staring at him helped her realize it had all just been a dream.
 
   “Get up,” Nao said, though not with as much vehemence. She was only a lieutenant to Josh’s Special Commander – she was very much outranked. Still, even that couldn’t completely eliminate the anger in her tone.
 
   “Sorry I’m just a little ….” Mimi winced.
 
   “Take your time. We’ll be outside,” Josh said.
 
   “The Chronos is already here—” Nao began.
 
   “And she’s currently transferring supplies, so we’ve got plenty of time,” he cut in. With that, he practically shooed Nao out of the door, turning as it closed behind them to shoot Mimi a look.
 
   She stared after him. It was only when the door was closed that she crumpled a hand over her eyes and whimpered.
 
   What was happening to her?
 
   Were the dreams – the tingling – residual effects?
 
   It took Mimi a full five minutes to pull herself from bed. A crippling fear was settling on her.
 
   She tried to reason it away, but it kept coming back every time her muscles twitched with fatigue.
 
   “Come on, girl, dress,” she commanded herself.
 
   She managed it, slowly. Finally, she opened the door to the scowling Nao. Josh wasn’t scowling. In fact, he looked at her with an expression that bordered on concern.
 
   “This way,” Nao snapped as she strode forward.
 
   Mimi deliberately let the two of them march off ahead. She dropped behind several steps so no one could see as she stared at her hands.
 
   “You’re fine,” she mumbled under her breath, “this will all pass.” She blinked and took a deep, deep breath.
 
   She had to stop freaking herself out. The dreams and tingles were all in her head. She’d just faced a harrowing situation, and this was how her mind was dealing with it. The very worst thing she could do was give it more significance than it deserved.
 
   There was nothing wrong with her. She was merely recovering.
 
   As they walked, and she convinced herself she was okay, she wrestled her mouth into a smile, albeit a forced one.
 
   It helped with the angry looks she got as she walked the corridors. Seriously, it felt as if the Harlow had exclusively picked its crew from Academy cadets who hated her. The sooner she was off the ship, the better.
 
   She held her head up high, kept her forced smile until it softened into something more natural, and ignored every look.
 
   They made it to the hangar bay, and thankfully Nao took her leave. Not before shooting Mimi a mutinous look.
 
   Mimi tried to smile harder.
 
   Nao turned on her heel, her shoulder-length blue-tendrils flaring out behind her as she stamped off.
 
   “Sleep well?” Josh asked as soon as she was gone.
 
   Mimi turned to see he had a complicated expression. It was as if he was genuinely concerned but was trying everything to keep it hidden.
 
   “Ah … how are we boarding the Chronos? Are we going over there in a transport?” She dodged the question.
 
   “No, we’re going to swim across space,” he quipped, “and you are one hell of a swimmer, so it won’t take that long.”
 
   She shot him a peeved look.
 
   It couldn’t hold.
 
   “So … what happens now?” She asked.
 
   “Now? Oh we stand around while I try to crack lame jokes and you stare daggers at me.”
 
   She took a deep breath and raised an eyebrow. “You are the least serious special commander I know.”
 
   “No offense, but how many others do you know? We’re kind of a rarefied group.”
 
   “Fine, then you’re the least serious Coalition officer I know,” she corrected.
 
   “What? What about Admiral Foster – she is a barrel of laughs. I’ve never met a funnier woman.”
 
   Mimi couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   Josh was doing it again – he was distracting her. She knew this, but that didn’t stop it from working.
 
   “So I looked up the latest results in the Interstellar Baking Championship,” Josh said offhand.
 
   “… You did?”
 
   “Ah ha. I’m a closet donut fan. Plus, there’s nothing like a bit of broken nose in your icing. You hear the Harvs got into a fistfight with the Nadarans that lasted for two hours and ruined two hundred batches of donuts?”
 
   She coughed through a laugh. “You probably would like that – wouldn’t you? I bet you’re used to fighting over your food.” She wasn’t really thinking about what she was saying – she was still tired. But as soon as it was out, she gasped and slammed a hand over her mouth. “That probably came out wrong.”
 
   Josh raised an eyebrow. He looked amused. Not insulted, amused.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m just … I’m … all over the place,” she admitted uncomfortably.
 
   That look was back on his face – the one where he was trying but failing to conceal his concern. “The transport should be ready for us. It’s over this way.” He waved her forward, not looking where he was going as he took a step and jostled into an engineer. “Sorry,” he mumbled with a cough.
 
   Mimi followed. As soon as his back was turned, she looked at her hands again. It was starting to become a compulsion.
 
   Maybe Josh saw, because he dropped back a step, locked his hands behind his back, and gave her a strange look.
 
   She very quickly lost all interest in her hands. “Ah, what?”
 
   “Nothing. Just presiding over you.”
 
   “S-sorry?”
 
   “In case you trip.”
 
   “I’m not going to trip.”
 
   “No. I know you. I’ll turn my back on you, and you’ll trip right through the hangar bay and into space. You think I want that on my conscience?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have thought you’d care. Don’t you hate me?”
 
   Josh cleared his throat. It was a strangely uncomfortable move for someone who was meant to be playing. “You’re rich and irritating,” he rallied.
 
   “And you’re not answering my question.”
 
   “What about you? Don’t you hate me?” He asked instead, his words sarcastic.
 
   “No,” she said easily. “You saved my life.”
 
   Josh opened his mouth and closed it, his wit clearly departing him.
 
   “I think the transport is ready for us.” She gestured behind him to the waiting light cruiser. “I better get off this ship before Nao shoots me.”
 
   Josh didn’t laugh. In fact, he tensed.
 
   “Then again, she’ll be nothing compared to Carinthia.” Mimi sighed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Carinthia Forest serves aboard the Chronos,” she admitted glumly.
 
   “Hey, we’re boarding – hurry up,” an engineer said as he waved them towards the light cruiser.
 
   They both hurried in, and in minutes were seated.
 
   The pilot introduced himself to Josh and immediately started asking questions about his career. Hero-worship kind of questions.
 
   Mimi sat back, crossed her arms, and stared at the wall. This would be like a five minute trip, and most of that would be taken up with landing and taking off. Yet time was starting to drag already.
 
   No, that wasn’t right – time wasn’t dragging, she just didn’t have any distractions anymore. With Josh occupied, that sense of doom returned.
 
   Without realizing it, she brought up her hands.
 
   Almost immediately Josh sat down beside her. Heavily. And he was taking up way too much room.
 
   “You know, I used to date her,” he said out of the blue.
 
   “What? Who?” She could feel herself flushing for absolutely no reason.
 
   “Carinthia Forest.” Josh looked chuffed. Well, kind of chuffed – he still looked like he was trying to distract her.
 
   And it was working – because the admission Josh Cook used to date Carinthia Forest was very distracting indeed.
 
   “Umm, sorry, what? You used to date Carinthia?” Mimi asked, her words high pitched.
 
   Josh got a certain kind of smile on his face. One that told her he was about to enjoy this, even if he was doing it mostly as a distraction.
 
   “Yeah,” he said as he ran his hand through his hair, “didn’t I tell you?”
 
   “No, you didn’t. Not even when I mentioned she was once my best friend.”
 
   “Whoops. Must have slipped my mind.” He grinned. He was clearly taking pleasure in this.
 
   The ship took off, but Mimi barely noticed. “You know, I think you’re lying.”
 
   He opened his mouth in over-acted shock. “Excuse me? Why would I – a special commander – lie?”
 
   “Because you’re you. I think you’re just saying that to distract me.” She huffed as she crossed her arms.
 
   “Why would I want to distract you? I’m just letting you know so it doesn’t become awkward.” He grinned again.
 
   “Whatever, I don’t believe you.”
 
   “I thought you were meant to be an investigative journalist – you don’t get to make opinions, Mim, you have to search for facts.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll call Admiral Forest and ask if you ever dumped her daughter.”
 
   Josh coughed carefully. “Hmm. No, she never technically knew. We never got to the stage where Cari took me home to meet mum.”
 
   Mimi snorted. “You are so lying. If you’d dated Carinthia, Admiral Forest would have known in under a minute. She’s the head of the Intelligence Task Force now, she has spies everywhere, I’m told.”
 
   “Okay fine, you don’t believe me? I bet you twenty galactic credits.”
 
   “Make it fifty. And you’re on.”
 
   Josh started to laugh, the kind of laugh that made her question her bet.
 
   She coughed primly and arranged the plain tunic she’d been given until it sat neatly across her torso. To be honest, she liked plain. She could afford flashy clothes – or at least her dad could – but she never wore them. It brought too much attention.
 
   “Why do you always dress like you’re an impoverished grandmother?” Josh suddenly asked.
 
   “Sometimes I dress like a scavenger punk,” she quipped.
 
   “You’re really good at changing topics.”
 
   “And we’re here,” the pilot interrupted from the cockpit. He shot Josh and Mimi a confused kind of look as he walked past them and opened the hatch at the back of the ship. It was the kind of look that clearly asked whether they were both adults or bickering children in disguise.
 
   Mimi coughed politely.
 
   Then she stood, took a breath, and walked into the hangar bay. This one was small, and clearly wasn’t the major docking area of the Chronos. The Chronos was one of the largest heavy cruisers in the fleet, and was like a floating city.
 
   Mimi was quite happy they’d docked somewhere small, because small meant less people. If she was lucky, she’d be able to get out of here and to her assigned quarters without garnering too many stares.
 
   The pilot threw Josh a salute, mumbled a goodbye, and marched off to check in with one of the waiting engineers.
 
   “So … what do we do now?” Mimi asked carefully.
 
   “Continue our conversation. Seriously, why do you always dress so plainly?” Josh asked as he waved her forward. They crossed the floor of the hangar bay quickly, and exited into a long closed-off corridor used for decontamination. It wasn’t on right now, as they hadn’t been off world, but they still had to walk along it.
 
   She tried to ignore his question. She wasn’t about to tell him she’d always been uncomfortable with attention. She cleared her throat instead. “Did you ever lodge a report about the captain of the Class Y tug? I mean, you found the contraband you were looking for, right?”
 
   Josh laughed. “Do I really look like I’m going to be distracted that easily?”
 
   Suddenly the door at the other end of the corridor opened and someone walked through.
 
   Someone Mimi knew quite well.
 
   Carinthia Forest.
 
   Oh god.
 
   Before Carinthia could snarl at Mimi for being the worst person in the world, she did something kind of weird.
 
   Carinthia threw herself at Josh, banging into his chest as she kissed him fervently.
 
   Seriously. Mimi wasn’t making it up. Carinthia Forest was kissing Josh Cook. This wasn’t some kind of messed up nightmare.
 
   She hadn’t even said hello.
 
   At first Josh was surprised and looked like he’d push her off, then his eyes darted over to Mimi, and he promptly kissed Carinthia back.
 
   Passionately.
 
   When they finally pulled apart, it was a surprise they hadn’t sucked each other’s teeth out.
 
   Mimi stood there with her mouth wide open.
 
   Carinthia flicked her hair, ignored Mimi, and tapped Josh’s chest. “I was worried about you.”
 
   Josh shrugged. “Sorry, babe.”
 
   Babe? Had he just called her babe?
 
   Mimi made a face. Josh clearly saw it, as his lips kinked into a smile.
 
   In fact, it appeared Josh was watching Mimi more than he was paying attention to Carinthia.
 
   Much more, in fact.
 
   “I heard about your mission. You’re a hero. I’ve really missed you,” she tapped his chest, “so come see me later when this is all sorted.”
 
   Josh smiled.
 
   Mimi’s mouth was so wide open you could land a heavy cruiser in there.
 
   Carinthia didn’t even look at Mimi. She smiled alluringly at Josh. “I’ve got to go now, but we’ll talk,” she said talk like she meant something else entirely, then nodded and walked out.
 
   Mimi was speechless.
 
   Josh chuckled.
 
   “I thought you said you once dated her?” Mimi asked, trying to control the pitch of her voice, but failing.
 
   “She clearly wants to start it back up again. Hey ... are you alright? Your cheeks are kind of hot and red.” He laughed.
 
   Mimi touched her cheeks then frowned at him. “Are you okay? I mean, did she suck your lungs out?”
 
   “No I feel great, actually.” Josh latched a hand on his jaw and shifted it about, that stupid grin never moving from his lips. “And you owe me fifty galactic credits.”
 
   Mimi sighed angrily. “Right, well, you clearly have better things to do than tease me. So, I’ll be going then. I’ll wire the money to your account.”
 
   Before she could leave, Josh walked up quickly until they exited the corridor together. He tilted his head to the side and leaned a little closer to her. “Yeah, I do have better things to do, don’t I?”
 
   She looked up at him tersely, trying to walk a little faster to get away from him. “Go do them then, Josh.”
 
   “Will do.” He matched her pace easily.
 
   “You know, I’m pretty sure crew quarters are in the other direction.” Mimi crossed her arms as she walked.
 
   “So they are.”
 
   “So why are you following me?” She stopped abruptly.
 
   “Just ensuring no one else tries to kill you.”
 
   Though it was clear Josh was simply trying to tease her, she had a bad reaction.
 
   It was the dream from this morning. Even though she couldn’t remember it, her body still could. Every aching muscle told her she’d spent all night fending off an attack.
 
   It didn’t make sense, but she couldn’t push it away.
 
   She felt cold all over and a slick sweat immediately collected over her brow.
 
   She took a sharp step away from him.
 
   “Hey,” his tone changed immediately as he tried to touch her arm, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   She shifted back, pulling her arm out of his reach.
 
   “Hey, Mim, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “It’s cute,” he admitted. “And you’re fine now. We’re off Omacka, and we’re never going back. No one is going to try to kill you again. You’re safe here.” He shifted around until he looked down into her face. His expression was serious. Gone was any hint of the Josh who teased her. Back was the Josh who tried to keep her safe.
 
   “Mim, look ... maybe we should take you to the med bay. I know the doc said these residual effects would pass, but if you’re still feeling them, we need to get it checked out. Look, I’ll take you there now.”
 
   Mimi wanted to resist. She wanted to tell him she could take herself to the med bay, thank you very much.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   Why?
 
   She liked this Josh. The one who cared for her.
 
   It was easy to feel safe around him. And right now, she wanted to feel safe.
 
   Maybe he’d begin insulting her again, maybe he wouldn’t. She was starting to realize he’d changed down on that planet. Maybe not entirely, but it was a start.
 
   “Come on.” He placed a hand on her shoulder and tried to guide her forward.
 
   “What about Carinthia?” Mimi asked as she looked up into his eyes.
 
   He was close. She could see his expression exactly as confusion crumpled his brow. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Have you seriously forgotten how she kissed you like a minute ago? Aren’t you two planning to meet up?”
 
   “Oh that,” he said dismissively, “that can wait. Now let’s get you to the med bay.” He latched two hands on her shoulders and drove her forward like he was maneuvering a cart.
 
   His touch was gentle and his act was cute, and soon enough, she forgot all about that dream.
 
   It didn’t forget about her.
 
   ...
 
   The doctor was busy, and Mimi’s situation wasn’t exactly urgent, so Josh sat there and waited with her.
 
   It gave him a lot of time to ponder what exactly he was doing.
 
   Ever since she’d died only to be brought back to life, Josh’s relationship had changed with Mimi. In fact, come to think of it, his relationship had been changing since the day she’d come to that press conference. He’d never met someone who had such a powerful effect on his mood. He could go from teasing her and enjoying it one moment, to freaking out about her safety the next.
 
   He could no longer pretend he hated her. She still irritated him, sure, but that didn’t come out of any sense of loathing.
 
   She sat beside him, trying to read from a data pad. Occasionally, however, she’d wince. Either the article was giving her a headache, or Mimi was in pain.
 
   Every time he watched her twitch in discomfort, he wanted to jump to his feet and demand the doctor see her immediately.
 
   It was an overreaction, but that’s how he felt.
 
   Though he had his own data pad in his hand, he held it aloft but didn’t read it. He kept all of his attention for her.
 
   Eventually she put down the pad and pressed her fingers into her temple.
 
   “What is it?” He asked a little too quickly.
 
   She blinked as she looked at him. “I’m sure it’s just stress or something.”
 
   “What, you’re saying seeing me kiss Carinthia was stressful?” He teased. “Or is it just all the worries of being rich that are getting to you?” He added.
 
   Her smile faded slightly.
 
   ....
 
   He’d done it again, hadn’t he? He’d crossed the line. Teasing her would start out as fun, then soon enough he’d step a little too far.
 
   Once upon a time he wouldn’t have cared that he constantly kept hurting her feelings. Now it was getting to him. Now he was wondering what the hell was wrong with him.
 
   “So ... what are you reading?” He tried to change the subject, but winced when he realized how dumb his question sounded.
 
   She let the data pad fall to her lap as she took a steady breath. “An article on the Interstellar Baking Championship.”
 
   He’d only been joking before when he’d said he’d read an article about a two-hour fight in the donut round. Because seriously, he wouldn’t read an article on a baking championship. No one should. “... Wait, you serious?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   He wanted to laugh. He wanted to take the opportunity to point out how lame that was.
 
   He held his tongue.
 
   “It could have been me,” she said quietly. “I guess I wasted my break, though.” She stared morosely across the room at the wall.
 
   His first instinct was to tell her she was being pathetic. His second was to point out her dad could snap his fingers and get her any job in the damn galaxy.
 
   He went with his third instinct. He picked the data pad out of her lap, placed it on the table beside him, and whispered, “it’ll be fine.”
 
   She responded with a smile.
 
   Though Mimi was perhaps the easiest person in the Milky Way to elicit a smile from, it buoyed him to see his effect on her.
 
   Then something walked in the doors and ruined the mood.
 
   Carinthia.
 
   She looked busy at first, then she turned to see the two of them seated by the wall.
 
   “What are you doing here?” She demanded in a curt tone.
 
   She wasn’t talking to him like that – Carinthia’s ire was directed at Mimi.
 
   Mimi, still wincing slightly, shifted back in her chair. “I just need to see the doctor.”
 
   “Why? Did you hurt yourself when you came aboard?”
 
   “No ... I just want to double check that nothing happened after my incident on Omacka.”
 
   “Stop wasting people’s time. I read the report: the doctor aboard the Harlow cleared you. You may believe you’re entitled to more than the rest of us, but the resources on this ship are already stretched thin. You have no right to waste them,” Carinthia spat.
 
   Josh was surprised. He’d never seen Carinthia like this. Did she have any idea how twisted her expression was and how rude her words sounded?
 
   Mimi moved to get up.
 
   Josh grabbed her wrist.
 
   Carinthia slid her gaze over to him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m sitting here with Mim while we wait for the doctor. What are you doing, Carinthia? Cause you look busy. Don’t let us get in your way.” Josh kept a hold of Mimi’s wrist until she sat back down in the chair. Then he looked up at Carinthia with a blank expression.
 
   “Josh, can I talk to you for a second?” Carinthia asked in a high tone.
 
   “Sure, shoot.”
 
   “Outside.” She turned sharply on her foot and left the room.
 
   Josh didn’t want to follow. Despite the fact he’d passionately kissed her all of about half an hour ago, he had no interest in finding out what she wanted to say.
 
   Then again, why had he kissed Carinthia? It had seemed like a good idea at the time, especially with Mimi standing right there, her cheeks on fire and her eyes wide with surprise.
 
   Now he was regretting it.
 
   “You should go outside and see her. Don’t mind me,” Mimi said as she tried for a smile.
 
   He looked at her, for entirely too long.
 
   “What?” She hooked her hair behind her ears as she blinked.
 
   “You’re too nice sometimes, Mim. You should stop that.”
 
   “And you should go outside before Carinthia comes back in and drags you out.” She smiled again.
 
   Josh got up. Then he did something funny. He kind of walked backwards while still staring at Mimi until he made it to the door. He almost banged into it.
 
   When he was outside, something almost banged into him.
 
   Carinthia stared at him, her expression as wild as an engine core about to breach. “What the hell are you doing? You know what she’s like, right?”
 
   “What are you talking about, Carinthia?” Josh asked, barely able to hide the tired tone from his voice.
 
   “Mimi Chester. You may not be overly familiar with her, Josh, but I am.”
 
   Overly familiar with her? He’d survived a crash landing with her, the Omacka desert, and a First-Age ship. Josh was very familiar with Mimi.
 
   “You know what she did, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about the accident,” Josh said quickly, hoping to get this over with so he could get back to Mimi.
 
   “Accident? It wasn’t an accident, Josh.”
 
   “There was footage, Carinthia. Footage,” he said slowly.
 
   Carinthia blinked, surprise crinkling her brow and making her already blazing gaze all the more fiery. “I was there, Josh. I’ve known Mimi for too long. Every one of the cadets involved with the simulation testified that she was negligent.”
 
   “Really? Did anyone testify against you and the other cadets for being negligent, too?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “That simulation should never have been run. You were asking for an accident. You got one. Now I suggest you stop blaming her and start looking at your own involvement,” Josh snapped.
 
   He had no idea where his words were coming from. Okay, he did; he was using the same defense Mimi had used against him on the Class Y tug.
 
   As for his anger, that was his own. Carinthia had been out of line back in the med bay. Mimi did not deserve to be treated like that. Nor should she be bullied out of getting further medical care.
 
   Carinthia stood there and stared at Josh for a few seconds before shaking her head. “Don’t believe her lies, Josh. It might be easy to trust her, but she’s a born manipulator.”
 
   Josh couldn’t stop himself from laughing. Mimi, a born manipulator? Granted, she could drive a hard bargain, but she was the least sneaky person he’d met. He’d grown up with smugglers and pirates – he knew a manipulator when he met one.
 
   “You don’t know her like I do,” Carinthia tried again. “She might have forgiven herself, but we have not forgiven her.”
 
   Josh turned to walk away, but he stopped. “Why do you reckon that is, Carinthia?”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Do you think maybe the reason you haven’t forgiven her is that then you’d have to forgive yourself?”
 
   “... What?” Carinthia asked in a shaking voice.
 
   “You’re smart. Heck, you’re one of the smartest people I know. Ten to one you don’t really believe Mimi is the only one to blame for that accident. Now, why don’t you stop transferring all your guilt onto her, and start looking at your own demons.” With that, Josh walked back towards the med bay doors.
 
   “Josh, no, wait.”
 
   He hesitated.
 
   “She’ll stab you in the back if you trust her. When you rely on her, she’ll let you down.”
 
   “Have a nice day, Carinthia. I might be busy this afternoon, so please understand we won’t be able to catch up.” Josh walked back into the med bay.
 
   The first thing he saw was Mimi trying to exit through the other doors.
 
   With one look across at the doctor, it was clear she was still with the same patient. Mimi was slipping out without being seen.
 
   He jogged up to her. Just as she opened the door, he leaned past her and jammed his thumb into the override button, making the thing close.
 
   She jumped, startled.
 
   “Nice try, Mim, but you’re sitting back down until the doc has a chance to look over you.”
 
   “Ah, she’s seen me,” she lied.
 
   Josh snorted. “Yeah, I’m not an idiot. Sit back down.”
 
   She looked like she wanted to duck away from him and run for the other door, so he raised his eyebrow threateningly.
 
   “Maybe I am wasting the doctor’s time,” Mimi admitted in a soft voice as she sat back down. With a brow creased in worry, she looked glumly across at the doctor.
 
   “Don’t believe Carinthia. You’ve got every right to be here. You are not wasting anyone’s time.”
 
   Mimi turned to him at the mention of Carinthia’s name. For just a second, that glum look in her eyes changed and took on a somewhat hopeful edge. “What happened between you two?”
 
   “Oh, we broke up. I know, I know, we’d only just got back together, but some things aren’t destined to last.” He shrugged jovially.
 
   “Josh, you didn’t have to do that for me.”
 
   “For you? Hell no. No, I just realized I’m too busy to start things back up with Carinthia; she’s a lot of effort. By the way, you still owe me 50.”
 
   Mimi looked at him questioningly, that hopeful glint in her eye now more of a slowly burning flame. “What are you going to do tonight then?”
 
   Josh froze. Mid-laugh. He sounded and looked like an idiot.
 
   What exactly was she asking him?
 
   “I suppose I’ll be busy here for a few hours, so there’ll be no one for you to tease,” she continued.
 
   Josh relaxed. Well, he kind of relaxed. A flicker of disappointment churned through his gut. “Ah, I think I’ll save all my insults for when you’re out of here. No, scratch that, I’ll just stay here and dish them out live.”
 
   Mimi pressed her lips into a smile and shook her head.
 
   He got stuck looking at her again.
 
   Then the doctor came over.
 
   The tests began.
 
   The doctor was human, so it was all too easy to track her expression. As clear worry compressed her brow, Josh felt all levity leave him. The worry came flooding back in.
 
   What if the doc aboard the Harlow had been wrong? What if the strange neurological artifacts, as he’d called them, were more than that?
 
   Christ, had Josh just wasted the last several hours teasing Mimi when he should have been getting her to a doctor faster?
 
   Before he could freak out completely, the doc stood back and shrugged her shoulders. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Miss Chester,” she said, but her tone wasn’t exactly brimming with confidence.
 
   “I’m so sorry for wasting your time,” Mimi said guiltily and stood up from the bed.
 
   “You sure?” Josh questioned. “Because you don’t sound too confident.”
 
   The doctor shot him the kind of look that told him she didn’t like being questioned. “There is still … unusual neurological activity. I imagine it is simply taking a little longer to resolve than Doctor Bayu aboard the Harlow predicted. There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   Josh crossed his arms. “Why is it taking longer to resolve than originally predicted?”
 
   “Because we are dealing with unusual neurological activity, and it is hard to predict just exactly when it will stop.”
 
   “If it’s so hard to predict, how can you be so sure she’s okay?”
 
   “Because there is absolutely no indication the rest of her body is being effected. Whatever this is, it will pass.”
 
   Josh ground his teeth together.
 
   “Special Commander, the Chronos is equipped with some of the best medical technology in the fleet. If my devices are telling you she’s fine, then she’s fine.”
 
   “To the best of your knowledge,” Josh added quietly.
 
   The doctor cleared her throat.
 
   Mimi looked extremely uncomfortable. She was likely feeling guilty over wasting the doctor’s time. Except she wasn’t wasting anyone’s time.
 
   He’d keep taking her back to the doctors until she was finally given the all-clear.
 
   Carinthia could accuse him of wasting resources, but he could take it.
 
   “Fine, thank you,” Josh cleared his throat, “but shouldn’t you keep her under constant medical watch?” He challenged.
 
   The doctor raised an eyebrow. “It is my estimation that she is fine. And I’m not accustomed to non-medical personnel dictating treatments.”
 
   “Ah well, you mustn’t come across too many special commanders. So this is less of a suggestion and more of an order – and before you ask, I have the authority to do that. Until we get back to Earth, I want Mimi under a constant med watch.”
 
   The doctor bristled. And fair enough – he was being rude.
 
   Why?
 
   Because nobody was taking this seriously.
 
   From Carinthia to that stupid Ensign Marlow – it seemed people were content to dismiss Mimi’s symptoms as some kind of payback. Okay, so he didn’t really think the doctor was doing that, but she was still being too confident. Mimi had unexplained neural activity that still hadn’t gone away. The correct response was not to shrug one’s shoulders and hope for the best – it was to prepare for the worst. A constant med watch would ensure the powerful internal sensors of the Chronos would keep a constant watch on her. Should anything happen to Mimi, the med bay would be alerted.
 
   Maybe he was being too cautious here – or maybe he wasn’t. Because seriously, she’d died and been brought back to life by a First-Age ship.
 
   Hammering that fact home hammered home his resolve too. He stared defiantly at the doctor. “Am I going to have to call the sensor technicians, or are you going to do that?” He challenged.
 
   The doctor shot him a dark look, but nodded. “As you wish, Special Commander.”
 
   Josh crossed his arms.
 
   Mimi was standing beside them both, looking about as uncomfortable as he’d ever seen her. She looked as though she wanted to climb under a bed – and she actually gave one a furtive glance.
 
   When the doctor was done, Josh walked out with Mimi.
 
   He had a history of making enemies – being a brigand and all – so he didn’t even bat an eyelash at the mutinous look the doctor shot him.
 
   Mimi however went incandescent. Once they were out in the hallway, she turned to him. “You didn’t have to do that. I’m sure I’ll be fine,” she squeaked.
 
   He could have taken the opportunity to joke that she was never fine, but he wasn’t in a joking mood. “Come on, Mim, I’ll take you to your quarters. Klutzo should be waiting there. They picked his electronic brains aboard the Harlow, to find out as much about the Black Mass as they could. Then again, it wasn’t as if he travelled that far into it. Anyway, their scans are finished, so he should be waiting for you.”
 
   She suddenly stopped and slammed her hands over her mouth.
 
   “What? What is it?”
 
   “I forgot about him. Oh my god. All this time, I’ve been so distracted, I forgot about him!”
 
   He wanted to laugh and point out it was only a scanning orb, but he knew enough about Mimi to realize she treated Klutzo like a pet. “Hey, it’s okay,” he cooed, “you had a lot on your mind. I really don’t think he’s going to hold a grudge.”
 
   “But … how could I forget about him?” She appeared to be genuinely distressed. Tears were even pooling in her eyes.
 
   All thought of teasing her was now gone. “Hey,” he rested a hand on her shoulder, “it’s okay. A lot has happened to you. It is normal to be distracted.”
 
   “I just … I can’t shake it,” her voice suddenly broke. “I can’t stop remembering it. That red sun is everywhere. I feel like I’m still under it.”
 
   “… What are you talking about?” A chill escaped up his back. “What red sun?”
 
   She looked up at him, her lips parting with confusion. “Sorry, it’s nothing.”
 
   “No, Mimi,” he said directly, “tell me.”
 
   She looked intensely uncomfortable, and grabbed onto the edge of her collar with several white fingers and a thumb. She also looked past him at the wall behind. “I keep having this strange dream. It’s nothing though – just stress. I’m sure it’s a symptom of that weird neurological activity, or whatever they’re calling it.” She kept staring at that patch of wall, and he watched as she forced a smile before turning back to him. “It’s nothing,” she said one more time.
 
   He wanted to take her right back to the med bay, but he controlled himself. Now she was on constant med watch, it wouldn’t matter where she was – the computer would know the instant something happened to her.
 
   Though it calmed him a measure, it couldn’t wipe away the pressure building in his chest. It felt as if he’d swallowed a condenser beam. “Okay, let’s just get you to your quarters.”
 
   “You don’t have to accompany me – I’m sure you’ve got better things to do. I don’t want to waste anyone else’s time.”
 
   He laughed. Deliberately. “That isn’t the Mimi I know.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Her gaze flashed with fragility but indignation.
 
   “The Mimi I know is surprisingly rational,” he continued before she could think he was insulting her, “the Mimi I know is super pragmatic, too. She doesn’t let anyone bully her, including special commanders. The Mimi I know would appreciate that we’ve just been through hell. She would realize being cautious under these circumstances is smart, not selfish. The Mimi I know would realize she’s not wasting my time – by keeping me busy, she’s keeping me off the streets,” he made the joke at his own expense, even though it was a particularly personal one.
 
   It elicited a confused smile from Mimi. Still, a smile was a smile – and he’d take it. He beamed one back.
 
   “Are you sure you know the same Mimi I do?” She questioned, a bit of the warmth back to her cheeks.
 
   He liked it when she bantered with him – it kept her mind off her condition, and it kept his mind off it too.
 
   “Yeah, we’re talking about the same Mimi. I mean, she’s hardly someone I could forget.”
 
   Mimi blushed. It would be impossible not to see it – she was standing right in front of him.
 
   For the first time, she made no attempt to hide it. Instead she gave a befuddling smile, and walked ahead a few steps.
 
   Josh kinked his head to the side, wondering what that smile meant as he followed her.
 
   By the time they reached her quarters, his confusion had changed to nerves. Not fear, not the kind of worry that had been hunting him like a Barbarian assassin ever since Mimi’s accident. Oh no, this was an entirely different kind of nerves.
 
   He suddenly and quickly had to remind himself that he wasn’t interested in Mimi Chester. Privileged idiots like her were not and never would be his type. His only interest in her was in keeping her safe.
 
   They reached the door, and Mimi turned to offer him an awkward smile.
 
   Josh offered one back, albeit even more awkward, if that were possible. For someone who had once earned the name cold heart, he was acting like a schoolboy.
 
   “Josh, there’s something I should say.”
 
   He made a very strange choking noise.
 
   “I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, and I know we didn’t meet under the best circumstances. I just want to let you know—”
 
   They were interrupted when a familiar and thoroughly unwelcome face rounded the corner.
 
   Carinthia.
 
   Immediately Mimi withdrew, her shoulders actually pushing together as her back bowed and her gaze locked on the floor.
 
   Really? Carinthia was going to start this again? Now?
 
   No stranger to confrontation, Josh turned sharply on his heel to shoot Carinthia a warning look.
 
   “Special Commander, the Captain requests your presence for an immediate briefing.”
 
   “Why hasn’t he called me over the communication system?” Josh questioned, his voice harsh.
 
   Carinthia looked terse, but thankfully did not take the opportunity to shout at him. They may have just broken up about 10 seconds after getting back together, but right now this was Coalition business. Fortunately she was remembering that.
 
   “I was already in the area. Plus, for some reason internal sensors were having trouble detecting you and relaying the Captain’s message. There must be a bug in the system. We've got the technicians working on it now, so I’m delivering this message by hand.”
 
   “What’s so urgent anyway? I already gave the captain aboard the Harlow a debrief.”
 
   “The Harlow sent down a mission to Omacka based on your briefing, but there's been a problem.”
 
   Josh suddenly felt sick. Nausea struck him like a tidal wave. “What happened to the mission?” He stuttered his question because god knows he couldn’t hold his nerve long enough to control his voice.
 
   “They can’t find the ship.”
 
   “What? What do you mean they can’t find the ship?” Fear gave way to confusion. “The light cruiser that rescued us has the coordinates. Klutzo has them too. I don’t see what the problem is.”
 
   “Neither does Captain Singh. But we have received reports from the Harlow that their mission failed. They simply can’t find that First-Age ship of yours anymore.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense. Have they scanned for it? Have they double-checked their coordinates?”
 
   “I’m sure they have; they know how to do their jobs.” She huffed.
 
   “So where the hell is the ship then?”
 
   “Precisely what Captain Singh wants to discuss with you. She’s waiting in the briefing room.”
 
   Josh wiped a hand over his suddenly sweaty mouth. This didn’t make any sense. That ship was massive. Absolutely bloody massive. He’d been inside it, and it had been big enough to house a damn city. Now they were telling him they couldn’t find it. Either this was some elaborate and distasteful game, or something very strange was going on here. “Okay, Mimi, let’s go.”
 
   “She’s not coming," Carinthia said immediately. This is a Coalition meeting amongst Coalition staff,” she emphasized the word Coalition with a terse breath of air.
 
   Before Josh could fight Carinthia on this fact, Mimi took a step back and opened the door to her quarters. “It’s okay, I understand.”
 
   Josh wanted to force the matter. He wanted to put his foot down. It didn’t matter that everyone else attending this briefing would be Coalition. Mimi had been down there on that planet with him, and she was a valuable source of information. The only reason she wasn’t allowed to come along was because she was being deliberately sidelined. And he was sick of it.
 
   Maybe Mimi could see the particular look flashing in his eyes, because she shook her head. “Josh, it’s fine. They know where I am if they want to ask any questions.” With that, she took a step backwards, held his gaze for a second, then closed the door. He was left staring at the metal.
 
   After several seconds Carinthia cleared her throat. “I’m telling you, she'll only hurt you. Take it from someone who has known her longer. Mimi Chester is not worth the effort.”
 
   “I don’t remember asking for your opinion.”
 
   “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   “But you’re absolutely fine with Mimi getting hurt? Why do you hate her so much? And don’t give me that baloney about the accident. You can’t really believe that a full meeting of the Academy Board would clear her just because of her dad. After all, your own mother sits on the board. You calling into question her loyalty to the Coalition?”
 
   Carinthia dwindled into a bitter silence. But just when it seemed she was finally holding her tongue, she continued “you know, you’ve changed.”
 
   He had to snort at this. Because she was right, he had changed. The last several days with Mimi had taught him a thing or two about his personality. Some uncomfortable truths, in fact. But they'd also proven something positive: just how far he’d come. Cold Heart, the Josh who’d been the brigand, the pirate, and the scavenger, wouldn’t have batted an eyelid at Mimi Chester’s death. And he certainly wouldn’t have kept fighting for her. This, what he was feeling and what he was doing, was evidence of how far he’d come. And he was going to hold onto that fact. So, standing a little taller, he returned his gaze to Carinthia. “Yes I have. What’s your point?”
 
   “You used to be so fun and easy-going.”
 
   “I still am fun and easy-going, just not around people who are happy to sit by and do nothing when someone I care about suffers.” The words were out before he could retract them.
 
   Someone he cared about? If Mimi were still in the corridor, she’d blush like a red dwarf.
 
   Carinthia gave him a cold look. Then her wrist device beeped, and the terse voice of Captain Singh reminded her to hurry up.
 
   It seemed every time he had a conversation about Mimi, he was forced to admit to some new uncomfortable truth. The more he kept talking, the more it felt like the truth would be dragged from him. The truth he wasn’t so much concealing, as hiding from himself. If he paused to think about it, he would realize his concern and anger and frustration were too great to explain away as friendship or the duty of a Coalition officer.
 
   Now was not the time to admit that to himself, however. Now was the time to find out what the hell had happened to the Black Mass.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Mimi Chester
 
   When she got inside her room, she expected to see Klutzo hovering above her bed. She readied herself to apologize to him profusely over the fact she’d clean forgotten about him. This strange fog in her head and the remnants of that red sun were taking up all of her attention.
 
   The only problem was, Klutzo wasn't here. Once she checked through the main room and the bathroom, and confirmed he wasn’t anywhere to be seen, she sat glumly on her bed. She didn’t think he’d run away. It was more than likely that the Captain had taken him back to engineering to scan his navigational banks. Considering what Carinthia had said in the corridor, it made sense. If the mission from the Harlow was having trouble locating the Black Mass, then Klutzo's navigational records would come in handy.
 
   Mimi would just have to wait to apologize.
 
   With nothing else to do, she washed her face, walked around her room for a few minutes, then sat on the edge of her bed. It was still there. That heaviness in her limbs, the tingling in her hands, and the sense that she was standing, not under the ordinary lights of her room, but under a crimson sun. Every time she closed her eyes, she swore she could see it above her.
 
   If this really was some mysterious neurological artifact that would resolve itself, it wasn’t showing any sign of going away. On the contrary, if anything, it felt stronger.
 
   She brought up her hands. Though they were right before her, and she could see they were empty, she somehow knew there were guns in them at the same time.
 
   “This is insane,” she told the room. “It’s just stress,” she added in a useless attempt to convince herself it was nothing.
 
   Without Josh as a welcome distraction, her thoughts returned to what was happening to her. If it was just stress, then why was she enduring the same vision over and over again? It couldn’t be post-traumatic stress disorder, because she’d never actually experienced the vision assailing her. She had never in her life stood upon a wasteland, fighting under a crimson sun, as a relentless, unstoppable sea of machines assailed her.
 
   She ground her fingers into her brow, not caring that the fingernails dug so hard into her flesh they cut it. “It’s nothing,” she said hopefully but weakly.
 
   Technically she could go back to the med bay and tell the doctor about her visions, but it wouldn’t help. The doctor would either dismiss it and tell her to stop wasting time, or Mimi would be checked for a psychiatric condition.
 
   Plus, if the visions were somehow related to the strange neurological activity, the computer would know the second it got worse. Now that Josh had ordered she be on medical watch, the medical bay would be alerted as soon as her symptoms worsened.
 
   She should feel safe.
 
   She didn’t.
 
   With a resounding sigh that made her feel more frustrated than she ever had before, Mimi flopped backwards onto the bed.
 
   Closing her eyes, she tried to settle her mind.
 
   Minutes later, sleep took her.
 
   She took a step. Suddenly she wasn’t lying on her bed anymore. There was nothing soft below her, and as she stared down at her feet, she saw sand shaded crimson red.
 
   With a gasp, she stared above at the bloodshot sun.
 
   She swung her head down. As she did, she stared out over the horizon. Far in the distance something started to move. She took a hesitant step forward, narrowing her eyes as she tried to discern what it was.
 
   Over the craggy, rocky, desolate mountains, something was moving. It was like a wave, like a breaker coming into shore. Except there was no water; this was the desert.
 
   “What?” Mimi breathed through her question. From under her feet she started to feel a rumble. Only slight at first, it grew until the dust scattered over her boots.
 
   She swung her head forward to stare at whatever was approaching. It was coming in fast, impossibly fast. And as it neared, the sun glinted off it. Metal. It looked like a sea of metal rushing towards her.
 
   She took a terrified step back, realizing she only had a few minutes until it arrived.
 
   The ground below her feet kept rumbling, kept pitching, kept scattering sand over her boots.
 
   She took a terrified step back, then another, then she turned and started to run. But there was nowhere to go. Behind her were sheer rock cliffs, leading up to a mountain precipice 300 meters above. There was no way to climb, and as she snapped her head left and right, she realized there was no way around either.
 
   She was stuck. With a hollow gasp, she pressed her back into the rock, turning to face the approaching metal once more. Now it was closer, she could see it moving independently. It was made up of tiny little machines, like a swarm of insects.
 
   She started to shake, fear moving through her like bullets at close range.
 
   “Help,” she screamed, finding her voice. “Help,” she called out to the desert and the red sun above.
 
   But there was no help; she was on her own.
 
   She stood there in paralyzed fear as the devices came closer and closer. She had never seen anything like them.
 
   Despite the suddenness of the situation and the panic racing through her, she could still remember that she’d been asleep barely minutes before. So this wasn’t real, was it? This was a dream, right? She was still aboard the Chronos.
 
   "This is all a dream. It's all a dream."
 
   “You aren’t sleeping, now move,” someone said from beside her.
 
   She snapped her head around to see a group of soldiers dashing over a rise towards her.
 
   They were all from different races, some she’d never seen before. Hakari, Nandors, Madors – all shapes and sizes.
 
   They had one thing in common – they were all armed, guns and electro swords and magnetic whips hanging off their arms and brandished in their hands. They were also all bruised and beaten, their lips and cheeks fat and red, their arms gashed and muddy from a brutal battle.
 
   She didn't have time to say anything. One of the soldiers – a humanoid with luminescent blue skin and white eyes – grabbed her by the wrist and tugged her forward. “Where are your weapons? Where is your gear?” the alien spat, black-veined lips forming around her snapped words.
 
   Mimi couldn't answer. She had no idea what was going on.
 
   This was a dream, she tried to tell herself. It was all a dream. Yet as the soldiers ran with her, the clamor and desperation of battle shook through her reason.
 
   The heart-pounding desperation of running made her forget the soft bed below her. Only the pound of her boots over the blood-kissed sand occupied her mind now.
 
   “God, what's going on?” She begged frantically.
 
   The alien woman roughly tugged her forward. In a smooth move, she grabbed a gun from her hip holster, and shoved it into Mimi’s hand.
 
   “What is this?” Mimi gasped, her voice shaking as her heart pounded through her chest.
 
   “It’s a gun – now use it. Defend,” she commanded.
 
   With that, the soldiers scattered.
 
   The sound of scampering caught her ears. It was loud, as loud as a sonic boom. It shook the sand, making it scatter over her boots and around her ankles.
 
   She jerked her head to the left.
 
   There was a massive, sandy rise. With a shudder that made her stumble, something surged over the top.
 
   A wave. Not water. Nothing natural. No, it was a sea of metal. Devices. Machines.
 
   Thousands, upon millions, upon billions of small robots, all different sizes, but all made out of the same bright white metal. They moved with the dexterity of a human hand yet the chaos of swarming bees. They washed over the sand, the sound of their metallic claws striking the ground one she would never forget.
 
   Stuttering, shaking, sweating, she crumpled to her knees as several small robots pounced on her.
 
   Before they could tear her apart like frenzied sharks, a massive rock-like alien with trestle hair and blood-stained armor, grunted and shifted in front of her. With spring-like reflexes, he shot the robots, reloaded his gun, and ran forward to find another target.
 
   Her heart was beating so fast she was sure it had transformed into the raging core of a heavy cruiser, pulsing with all the ferocity of a fusion engine. So much sweat collected over her brow and between her fingers, she could barely hold onto her gun, let alone see.
 
   “What’s going on?” she whimpered one more time.
 
   Suddenly one of those robots came upon her. The size of a rat, it jumped off a rocky rise to her left and sailed towards her. Before she could scramble away, it latched onto her ankle, digging its claws into her flesh, burrowing in as its metal body sunk deeper and deeper into her skin.
 
   She screamed violently, the pain excruciating. Her leg was being torn apart. Yet before the robot could sink further into her flesh, and use its claws to strip away the bone, the alien woman slammed into it, pulling the robot off and chucking it into the air. She shot it with perfect aim, the robot disintegrating in a ball of white light.
 
   It was the smoothest move Mimi had ever witnessed. Around her, as the battle raged, she saw a level of fighting she’d never seen – not in a holo movie, not in a game, not in a simulation. It was beyond frantic – the soldiers threw themselves off the sand dunes and around the jutting rocks, shooting, slicing, dodging. The robots – in their sea of ever-moving white – glinted under the blood sun.
 
   It was the very definition of battle. Chaos embodied.
 
   Another surge of robots tipped over the hill, scattering towards her as her breath caught in her throat. Her hands brought the gun up. It was as if they knew what they were doing. As if, in that moment, something beyond Mimi – something beyond this red, dead desert – reached into her mind and took control.
 
   In a smooth move, with perfect aim, she fired. Her blasts rammed into a cluster of five robots, and they were annihilated in a puff of blue energy. Twisting to the side, pushing hard against her hip, she shot again, managing to slice through a robot about to plunge its claws into the rock warrior’s head.
 
   Her heart still beat at light speed, and the sweat still slicked her brow, but that didn't stop her from moving anymore. The fear didn't stop her hands from doing what they knew they had to.
 
   As one, the soldiers fought off the wave, but the wave kept coming. From every direction. It felt as if they were trying to hold back the very ocean.
 
   As it continued, Mimi's memories of being asleep – of lying on her bed in the Chronos – drifted away. They fell around her like monuments to some lost civilization. They didn't mean anything anymore – the only thing that mattered was this. The fight. The continuous, never-ending fight.
 
   She twisted sharply, her boot eating into a dune, then she pushed off and ran forward. She shot another robot, its white metal body disappearing in a blast of hot blue energy.
 
   She fired again and again.
 
   She fought.
 
   She would continue to fight until the end.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Josh sat with his fingers pressed into his brow and his mouth locked stiffly open. “What the hell do you mean?” He asked for about the thousandth time.
 
   Captain Singh stared back at him, a peeved look lining her face. Yet under that terse severity that was her hallmark, he could see a flicker of worry. True concern.
 
   “How can a ship just disappear? I gave you the exact coordinates,” Josh repeated.
 
   Once more the Captain narrowed her eyes. She pushed back in her chair and stared off into the middle distance.
 
   This was beyond him. It didn’t make any sense. How could they lose the Black Mass? It was a downed ship – it had been stuck in that sand dune for hundreds if not thousands of years.
 
   Both the Harlow light cruiser that had rescued them and Klutzo had gotten a direct lock on the Black Mass' position. So where had it gone?
 
   Josh brought a hand up, jamming his thumb into the side of his jaw and stabbing his fingers into his chin. It was that or break something.
 
   “This just doesn't make any sense.” His observation went beyond the missing ship. As he spoke, he thought of Mimi.
 
   Not being able to find the Black Mass was one thing – but what was happening to her? Would it stop … or get worse?
 
   Captain Singh blinked several times then looked over at him. “I wish I knew, Special Commander. But I don’t. I know the Captain of the Harlow personally, and I know he’ll figure this mystery out. Nothing bests that man. But if you have any information that could help them—” she asked for about the 20th time.
 
   Josh cleared his throat in a way that bordered on insubordinate. “I’ve told you everything, Captain. That ship … I don't know,” he trailed off. He wanted to say it was capable of anything, but that would sound crazy. The ship wasn’t alive, it wasn’t evil, it wasn’t out to get them. Yet it felt that way. It felt that, somehow, wrapped up in that aged carapace of metal was a spirit. A ghost. One who was still haunting his moves, no matter how many light years he travelled from it.
 
   Just thinking about the ship – the dank, dark halls that echoed with every step and breath – made him shudder. It gave him the kind of cold shiver that wrestled its way through his muscles, making him sit as stiff as stone.
 
   The Captain raised an eyebrow, leaned back, and crossed her arms. “Look, I don't think there's anything more we can do here. We’ve scanned that recording orb several times, and the navigational information it has given us has been relayed to the Harlow. If they think they can't find the Black Mass off that, then …” she trailed off.
 
   Then what?
 
   It wasn’t there?
 
   While it might be possible to suggest Josh and Mimi had imagined the whole thing, the Harlow light cruiser had seen it too – that dark hole in the ground leading down to the ripped-out guts of a fallen ship. Both the medic and the lieutenant had stared down into that pit.
 
   The Black Mass existed.
 
   So where the hell was it now?
 
   As he leaned back in his chair and forced a breath through his compacted chest, he thought about what he’d heard on Omacka. The Black Mass was a legend down there. The kind of legend that commanded every brigand and scavenger’s dreams. The scum of Omacka had been searching for it for years, if not centuries.
 
   Having been a previous scavenger himself, he knew how focused they could get when treasure was on the line. If they hadn't been able to find it in all of those years, then maybe it really did want to remain hidden. But that begged the question – why had it allowed Mimi to find it in the first place?
 
   Josh suddenly shook his head as he realized how crazy he sounded. The ship wasn't alive, goddammit. It was just a chunk of metal sitting there under the desert. Sure, it had secrets, but most technology left to rot for centuries had secrets. This all had a rational scientific explanation, he assured himself.
 
   Once they threw enough resources at it, the Coalition would figure out what was going on here. There was nothing to be scared of ….
 
   Mimi was out of there, and that was all that mattered.
 
   Not for the first time, he got the urge to check on her. He was starting to get worried about her. This constant sense of concern sat heavily in his gut, making it hard to swallow.
 
   He wanted the doctors to tell him, once and for all, that she would be okay.
 
   He crossed his arms and settled back further into his seat.
 
   “There’s not much more we can do here,” the Captain acknowledged. “The Harlow is going to continue scanning that planet for more clues. I am sure we can use your expertise, if it comes to it.”
 
   He nodded and stood. Finally, he could get back to Mimi. He was too far away from Omacka to help in the search for the Black Mass, but he was close enough to Mimi to make a difference.
 
   He saluted and turned sharply on his heel. Before he could race out the door, Captain Singh cleared her throat. “I can't say I entirely believe what happened down there.”
 
   Josh stiffened. Where was the Captain going with this? Was she about to admit she knew all about his history, and as such she found a report from him less trustworthy than a report from a true Coalition officer?
 
   Was she about to call into question his story, because, at the end of the day, he was a pirate and a scumbag?
 
   She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what happened down there, but considering your position and what you’ve managed to achieve for the Coalition to date, if anything comes up, you’ll be the first to know. Dismissed.” With that, she stood and marched over to the massive plate-glass windows on the other side of the room. They gave an unrivaled view of space, the stars flitting by in lines of bright light.
 
   Josh couldn't walk away, not initially. For a few seconds he stood there with his eyes narrowed, his heart beating a little too fast in his chest.
 
   … What he’d managed to achieve for the Coalition?
 
   Just what had he managed to achieve? He could fight off Rebuilders, but somehow a lonely broken ship in a desert was too much for him.
 
   Before he could stand there too long and creep her out, he cleared his throat and walked from the room.
 
   With every step he took, his thoughts turned inwards.
 
   He may not have managed to solve the secrets of the Black Mass, but it had changed him.
 
   So had Mimi.
 
   Both, however, were a general symptom of something larger; he'd been changing for the past five years, ever since he’d joined the Coalition. There was something about the responsibility of protecting others that changed your focus, changing you in the process.
 
   He remembered a time when his only goal was to survive, no matter the costs. He would steal, he would beat, and sometimes he would kill. Now those skills were being employed for the good of others.
 
   He had a long dark history, and it would take many more years for the light to fully expunge his sins, but as he walked away from Captain Singh, he felt a lightness to his step.
 
   He could do good. He could protect others. He’d done it before. He would do it again.
 
   By the time he made it back to Mimi's room, he was in such a thoughtful mood, he didn't bat an eyelid when, after ringing several times, she didn't answer.
 
   In fact, it wasn't until 30 seconds ticked by that he suddenly realized something could be wrong.
 
   He jammed his thumb into the intercom. “Mimi? Hey open up. It’s just me.”
 
   She didn't answer.
 
   “Mimi,” he called one last time, his voice echoing down the corridor, even causing a few crewmen to turn their heads. “Stuff this,” he muttered as he walked towards the door and typed in the manual override.
 
   It swished open. He could barely get in quickly enough, forcing his way through the doors before they could fully recede into the walls.
 
   Flicking his head to the left, he confirmed she was on her bed, her back curled and facing him.
 
   He scrambled over to her. “Mimi?”
 
   She didn't move. Her back was strangely stiff. The lights in the room had been turned to minimum, and the only illumination was the scattered light of space filtering in through the window beside her bed.
 
   It was enough to throw curious shadows over her bedclothes and over her hair as it spilled across the pillow. Shadows that made his gut twitch.
 
   In a moment of desperation, he jerked forward, ran towards her, latched a hand on her shoulder, and pushed her. “Mimi? Wake up,” he said quickly.
 
   She wouldn't move. Her back was so cold and stiff under his fingertips it felt like she’d turned to steel.
 
   “Mimi, get up,” he begged.
 
   Her body was cold, strangely cold. Yet as he turned her around and gently grabbed hold of her hands they were warm, strangely warm.
 
   He jerked backwards, latching hold of his wrist device, ready to call the med bay.
 
   It was then that she moved. She stirred, her eyes blinking heavily. She let out a soft groan.
 
   “Mimi.” He leant next to her on the bed, staring down into her eyes. “Are you okay? What happened?”
 
   It took a long time to rouse her. She seemed deeply confused, and her hands kept clutching the air as he held her wrists.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked in a weak, wavering tone.
 
   “You’re alright. You're on the Chronos.”
 
   She stared up at him, her confusion so exquisite it played across her face like a painting.
 
   “Josh,” she eventually managed.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here – it’s me. I’m going to call the med bay. Just hold on.” He reluctantly let go of her wrists.
 
   She pushed herself up and blinked several times.
 
   Before he could jam his thumb into his wrist device and activate the com link, she shook her head. She brought the back of her palm against her forehead, shoved her fingers into her hair, and breathed several times. “I'm okay,” she said, “I think it's whatever residual effect the doctor was talking about. You don’t need to call the med bay.”
 
   Josh looked at her seriously, his brow compressing hard against his eyes. “I'm going to take you to the doctor.”
 
   “No, Josh,” she said more seriously. For the first time she no longer stuttered and instead her voice was firm with control. “I'm fine, and I don't want to waste anybody's time. The doctor has told me numerous times now that this,” she brought a hand up and gestured to herself, “is just an artifact of what happened down in the Black Mass.” As she said the words Black Mass, she shivered.
 
   She looked so small and fragile in that moment, it made his stomach churn. “Mimi, there is no reason not to call the med bay. Don't let people bully you in to not getting medical help.”
 
   “Josh, I'm fine,” she said in a much more serious tone, “it's nothing. It's just …” she trailed off.
 
   Just what exactly? What had happened to her? Had she been dreaming? Why had it taken her so long to wake up?
 
   “What’s going on?” He crossed his arms, not out of anger, but concern. The kind of concern that itched his back and burned his belly.
 
   To think, several weeks ago – before he’d met the curious Mimi Chester – he’d lived a relatively simple life. Well, as simple as a special commander's life could be. Now every thought, every moment, every day was occupied with her.
 
   It was a curious fact when he considered how irritating she was, and how, in many ways, he wanted to get the hell away from her.
 
   Or maybe that was the old Josh talking. The new Josh still stood close by her side, frowning as he stared down at her, concern rippling through his heart.
 
   He’d changed more in the past few weeks than he’d changed in the past five years. Every minute with Mimi was like a crucible, burning up his history and rewriting it anew.
 
   He couldn’t appreciate that right now though – his attention was locked on her with all the focus of a heavy cruiser tactical laser.
 
   “You sure you're okay?” he asked suspiciously, his lips crumpling into a serious frown.
 
   She nodded vehemently, her messy hair tumbling over her shoulder and pushing past her cheek. She blinked her eyes once then pushed up and stood steadfast. She was a little shaky on her feet – and Josh was there, ready to catch her – but when she walked away and didn't stumble, he let out a sigh.
 
   He didn’t relax entirely. Nothing would eke the tension from his jaw and back until what was happening to her stopped.
 
   He took several snapped steps her way.
 
   Rather than turn to him, she walked slowly and ponderously towards the window. Pressing a hand into the glass, she stared at the stars as they streaked past. As she stared at the view, there was an edge to her gaze – one that told him she was staring at something else entirely.
 
   “Mim.” He slowly walked up beside her. “You sure you're okay?”
 
   She didn't answer. She kept a hand pressed into the glass, and when she eventually let it drop, he saw it had left a sweaty imprint.
 
   “I was dreaming,” she suddenly said.
 
   “Sorry?” A frown pressed into his lips. As it did, his stomach exploded with nerves. He didn't need to read her body language or the distinct vibe in the room to realize whatever she was about to say would be important.
 
   “I don't really understand it,” she admitted in a stuttering, breathy tone.
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked gently, not wanting to pressure her, yet desperate to find out what was on her mind.
 
   “I … it wouldn’t stop.” She spoke in a trembling tone, one that did terrible things to his emotional control. Nerves scattered up and down his back like sand carried by a howling gale.
 
   “… What are you talking about?”
 
   “There was a red sun,” she said in a vacant voice that was easily the most horrifying thing he'd ever heard.
 
   “A red sun?” he stuttered.
 
   “Up in the sky. It cast a crimson, bloody glow over the sand,” she continued.
 
   Josh's skin prickled with nerves. Sweat slicked down his shoulders and back, and his heart beat faster than a cruiser dodging a Barbarian strike vessel. What the hell was she talking about?
 
   “And there were others like me … soldiers,” she said in a hushed tone.
 
   “Mimi …?”
 
   She was barely paying attention to him; her eyes were still locked on the view outside, and as she spoke, it seemed as if she was speaking to her reflection in the glass. She brought a hand up and started tracing a single sweaty finger down the image of her own face. “There were other soldiers, and then there was an enemy. I've never seen anything like it – metal. Just metal. It wouldn’t stop; it kept coming and coming and coming, and I kept shooting and shooting and shooting.” She suddenly brought both of her hands up and stared at each of the fingers in turn.
 
   Josh's back was so cold it felt as if he was lying in snow. His first inclination was to take a shuddering step back – her story sounded crazy. But that’s not what he did – he moved towards her and rested a hand gently on her shoulder.
 
   It took a second, but finally it got her attention. She turned and stared up into his face. Her gaze was vacant at first, but soon locked on him.
 
   He watched her slowly snap out of whatever fugue shadowed her mind. The color returned to her cheeks, the light to her eyes.
 
   Then she blinked quickly. “I … oh god, I didn’t mean to say any of that – it was just a dream. I must sound crazy. I’m so sorry. It’s nothing. Nothing at all.”
 
   He shook his head. Hell, he shook his whole body – the move translating down his back and into his legs. “I’ll take you to the doctor. I don't care how much time it takes, but this time we’re not going to leave that med bay until we figure out what's wrong with you.”
 
   She stared at him, those blue eyes like two scanning beams. He would have given anything to know what she was thinking.
 
   He swallowed and pressed his hand harder into her shoulder. “Mimi, it will all be okay. We’ll take you to the doctor.”
 
   She shook her head. “And what is she going to tell me, Josh? I've been under constant medical watch this entire time. Presumably nothing particularly interesting has happened, otherwise I would have been beamed directly to the med bay by now. No, this all must be some kind of artefact … the residual effect of whatever that ship did to me.” She pressed her hand into her head, her fingers catching her fringe and tugging hard at the scalp.
 
   Again she turned her head back to the view, her eyes growing wide as she appeared to stare beyond the glass and the stars and space to a place he could not see.
 
   He knew she was thinking about whatever dream haunted her. A dream that could turn a woman as resilient and happy as Mimi Chester into an emotional husk of her previous self.
 
   ….
 
   He had to help her.
 
   He cleared his throat now latching a hand on the other shoulder and turning her to him. “Mimi it'll all be okay.”
 
   They stared at each other. It was close enough that he could make out the fine smile lines around her lips.
 
   It was the first time he’d really looked at her. Okay, so he knew she had the prettiest blue eyes. But in all this time of travelling together, this was the longest he’d ever spent just looking at her.
 
   He had a picture of Mimi in his head. When she wasn’t falling down, she was staring at him haughtily.
 
   That’s not what she was doing now. Now her brow was compressed with worry, those glittering blue eyes filled with a tender fragility.
 
   He very much wanted to crumple his arms around her shoulders and hug her. In fact, he could feel the desire fidgeting through his shoulders and arms and hands.
 
   Before he could act on it, there was a beep at the door. It startled him, and he dropped his hands from her shoulders as he took several automatic steps backwards.
 
   Even though nothing had happened, he felt like he’d been sprung.
 
   ….
 
   Maybe that’s because, in all honesty, he had been several seconds away from folding his arms around her back and pulling her in.
 
   He cleared his throat just as the door beeped again.
 
   “Miss Chester,” somebody said over the intercom, “your recording orb is ready.”
 
   Mimi took several blinks, gasped with recognition, and then dashed over to the door. She jammed her thumb into the open-button, and the doors swished open to reveal a technician holding Klutzo. The orb was not switched on, and the once chaotic, klutzy little ball was now nothing but a hunk of metal under a guy's arm.
 
   Mimi nodded politely, her excitement barely contained as she practically grabbed Klutzo. “Thank you so much,” she stuttered, nodding as she quickly waved the technician off.
 
   The door closed.
 
   In an instant, she started to cry.
 
   It happened all of a sudden, and even though it shouldn't have been a surprise – considering what was happening to her – the shock still dropped through him like a bombshell.
 
   The tears were streaming down her face, so fast they could soak her collar better than any rainstorm.
 
   “I … Mimi, it’s okay,” he finally managed.
 
   She bit her lip harshly and sunk down to her knees, grasping Klutzo so hard he could see the blood loss as a pattern of white and pale pink along her hands and arms.
 
   “How did I forget him?” She brought a hand up and pressed it into her brow, pushing it through her fringe and unsettling her already messy hair. “I mean, he’s the closest thing I have to a friend. How could I forget him?” With her arms tucked around Klutzo, she finally brought her gaze up to meet Josh’s.
 
   He wanted to tell her for the umpteenth time that they should go to the medical bay. He wouldn't stop until whatever was happening to her was diagnosed and cured. But he couldn't keep saying it, because it was hollow.
 
   She was under constant medical watch, and if anything was wrong with her, it would already have been picked up. So, what did that mean? That she was making this up? That it was all in her head? That this was all some kind of game? Undoubtedly that's what Carinthia and the rest of the crew thought. Yet just as soon as the thought came up, Josh dismissed it.
 
   A couple of weeks ago, he would have embraced it easily. It would have fit his character assessment of her perfectly. Mimi was exactly the kind of person to fake something, to manipulate others, to seek unfair advantage.
 
   But he'd seen her sleeping; he’d felt how cold her body was yet how warm her hands had been. And that exact look of distant confusion in her eyes wasn't one she could fake.
 
   He walked over, sank down onto his knees, and sat next to her. Without a word, he pried Klutzo from her grasp and turned the recording orb on. “Trust me, Mimi; he's not going to blame you.”
 
   With a few clicks and whirrs, Klutzo came to life. Several blue lines of light flickered across his girth, and he twisted into the air with the hum of 1000 insects.
 
   Mimi stopped crying, only several more tears tumbling down her cheeks, across her chin, and down her throat.
 
   Though Josh's first instinct was to lean in and dry them off, he cleared his throat again. Then he faked a smile.
 
   Once Klutzo was done with his boot up routine, Josh cleared his throat. “Klutzo, tell Mimi you don't blame her,” he said confidently.
 
   Klutzo flew to the left and right, clearly checking his surroundings. Perhaps he was confused at having woken up in a completely different room, or perhaps his navigational sensors had caught too much sun down in the brutal desert of Omacka.
 
   It took Klutzo a while to stop. He hovered a few meters away. Even though he didn't have a face, somehow it felt as if he was staring at Mimi warily.
 
   Josh cleared his throat again. “Klutzo, tell Mimi you don’t blame her and you still love her,” he added, his voice wavering strangely on the word love. Probably because this was damn stupid – machines couldn’t love anyone, but that’s what Mimi wanted to hear, so that’s what he was going to make Klutzo say.
 
   Klutzo didn’t move. In fact, after several more seconds of floating there, he suddenly darted right behind Josh. It was like having a puppy hide behind your back.
 
   Josh blinked with surprise, turning around to stare at the strange little recording orb. “What are you doing?” he asked in a terse breath. “Stop playing around.”
 
   “Klutzo, I’m so sorry.” Mimi reached a hand out towards him, her fingers trembling. “I forgot you. I forgot all about you,” she stuttered.
 
   Klutzo did not immediately fly up to her and do whatever demented recording orbs did when they were trying to console their owners. He just kept hiding behind Josh.
 
   Josh was getting annoyed now. He took a sharp step to the side and brought an arm around Klutzo, holding him in place. “Stop kidding around; it’s not funny.” If there'd been the time to pause, he’d realize how stupid this entire situation was. This was a goddamn recording orb – it wasn’t a puppy or a little kid. He shouldn’t be wrestling it into apologizing to Mimi. Yet that was exactly what he was doing.
 
   He watched Mimi swallow nervously as she brought a hand out again. “Come on, Klutzo. I’m sorry I forgot about you, and thank you for alerting the Coalition. If you hadn’t, we would have …” she trailed off, her gaze dropping and fixing on her hands.
 
   Nerves kicked through Josh’s stomach again. He redoubled his efforts to drag Klutzo back towards Mimi, but the recording orb resisted. Considering it was a machine and Josh wasn’t wearing armor, it was winning. As he wrapped his arms around it and tried to pull it, the thing started dragging him backwards. “What are you doing?” Josh asked through stiff, clenched teeth. “Just go and say hello to Mimi.”
 
   “That is not Mimi,” Klutzo suddenly declared.
 
   Josh was so shocked, he practically dropped the ball. Anger and fear spiked through him. “That is Mimi. Christ, what happened to you? Did Omacka fry your circuits? Did the engineers aboard the Harlow dig too deep through your memory banks? Why are you acting like this?”
 
   Klutzo suddenly broke free of Josh’s grip and zipped towards the other side of the room, hovering close to the ceiling so he was well out of Josh’s reach.
 
   “Klutzo,” Josh barked. It was honestly like he was trying to control a dog – a little electronic dog that could record everything you did, but a dog nonetheless.
 
   Josh turned to see Mimi’s expression. It was just as bad as he thought it would be. She looked even more confused than ever.
 
   “It is me,” she said as she brought her hands up. “I’m sorry, Klutzo.”
 
   “First Age,” Klutzo replied.
 
   The two little words sent such a shock through Josh it felt as if he’d been shot from the inside out. “What are you talking about?” he stuttered desperately.
 
   “First Age,” Klutzo said as he flew to another corner of the room, still keeping close to the ceiling so he was out of reach.
 
   “That’s it; I’m done with this. I’m calling one of the engineers. There is something wrong with that recording orb,” Josh said as he pointed at Klutzo.
 
   Mimi gently got to her feet, biting her lips as she let her hands drop to her sides. “Klutzo, look, I’m sorry, but it’s me – Mimi. Just come here so I can say sorry I forgot about you.”
 
   Klutzo shook and shuddered, but didn’t come down from the ceiling. “First Age,” he repeated.
 
   Josh was starting to get terrified yet very pissed off – which was a terrible combination for someone with a temper like his. “Get the hell down here now,” he shouted.
 
   Klutzo didn’t respond. “Fake,” he said, “not real.”
 
   “Sorry?” Josh hissed.
 
   “She’s not real,” Klutzo expanded, “fake. Mimi is fake.”
 
   Though Josh had been ready to bring up his wrist device and remotely turn Klutzo off, his fingers froze in place. Slowly he let his eyes shift towards Klutzo. “What?” he said, his voice so hoarse it was a surprise he managed to squeeze it from his throat.
 
   “Fake,” Klutzo said as he turned in the air, “fake Mimi.”
 
   Mimi took several jerked steps backwards. Her cheeks were now so pale they looked like they’d been sanded right down to the bone. “I’m not fake, Klutzo; it’s me.”
 
   “Just ignore him,” Josh managed through a massive swallow, “there’s clearly something wrong with him. We’ll call engineering.”
 
   “First Age machine still has real Mimi,” Klutzo interrupted, “this one is fake.”
 
   Josh shuddered. No, it was more of a convulsion, really. It passed from the tip of his head down to his toes, and contracted and loosened every muscle. It almost saw him tumble to his knees. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Klutzo, turning around and around as if he was having a fit of his own, repeated: “First Age. First Age. Must leave. Must leave.” With that, he darted towards the door. By the time he reached it, Klutzo had already managed to remotely access the doors and they swished open before him. He zipped into the corridor and out of sight.
 
   Mimi crumpled to her knees, her mouth open wide, her eyes fixed on the open doorway.
 
   “What the hell?” Josh moved to run after Klutzo, but the recording orb was flying so fast Josh wouldn’t have a chance of catching him. Instead he slowed, brought his wristwatch up, and remotely shut the recording orb down.
 
   Far in the distance, he heard a thunk as it hit the ground and rolled.
 
   Slowly, very slowly Josh turned back to Mimi.
 
   She was on the ground, crumpled, as she stared in confusion at the open doorway.
 
   Josh swallowed, realizing he had to be careful here. Mimi was already in a fragile place, but now this ….
 
   “Mimi, it’s okay. There’s clearly something wrong with his programming. Don’t take anything he says seriously.”
 
   She didn’t look up at him. She closed her eyes and let her head shift down, her hair tumbling over her cheeks.
 
   “Don’t take him seriously,” Josh tried, but his voice was becoming weak as if he could barely convince himself.
 
   Mimi wouldn't turn to look at him. Instead she brought her hands up and stared at them.
 
   Again he wanted to grab them and hide them behind his back. Instead he turned as he heard somebody cautiously enter the room.
 
   “Ah sir, I think this is yours,” a confused looking ensign said as he carried Klutzo. “It came screaming down the corridor and just stopped dead a couple of centimeters from my head. It almost hit me.”
 
   Josh immediately straightened up and nodded. “Yes, thank you. I had to remotely shut it down; it was not functioning correctly. I'm sorry for the inconvenience.” Josh walked over, grabbed the orb, saluted, and led the ensign out of the room.
 
   He closed the door quickly and turned back to Mimi.
 
   She was still sitting there staring at her hands. He stared at her himself for several seconds before he secured Klutzo under his arm and brought up his wrist device.
 
   He called the medical bay.
 
   Even if he had to keep dragging her there, he’d do it. Because there was something wrong with Mimi Chester, and he was going to find out what it was, or he was going to die trying.
 
   It was a promise he would regret. Fate can be fickle.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Mimi lay on the medical gurney, staring up at the ceiling. Even though she was on a soft surface, it felt as if she was lying on sand. She could feel the grit underneath her skin and trailing across her clothes, even bunching up under her hair and neck. No matter where she put her hand – whether she lay it flat or with her fingers against her stomach – it felt as if she gripped a gun. She could feel her fingers twitch every time she fired, every time one of those damn machines tried to rip it from her grasp.
 
   She closed her eyes. It didn't help. In fact, it made things worse. It made it feel as if she was being bathed by an unrelenting red sun.
 
   She started to shiver. As soon as she did, Josh made a worried noise. He was standing right there, because even though the doctor had told him to leave, he wouldn't. He’d used his command to override her.
 
   It seemed even a space tug couldn’t pull him away, not when he wanted something. It just so happened that what he wanted right now was for Mimi to be okay.
 
   She smiled. It was crazy and just a little frightening to have a man like Josh looking out for her. Not frightening in a bad way – frightening in the kind of way that saw her stomach crackle with a hot and distracting energy.
 
   “It is surprising that the neurological activity hasn't subsided yet,” the doctor said slowly, clearly choosing her words carefully. “But I must keep emphasizing that there is nothing wrong with her physically. Whatever is occurring is not affecting her body. Her circulatory and pulmonary systems are fine. All her organs are fine too. Nothing is wrong.”
 
   Josh crossed his arms stiffly. He was particularly good at that move. It was intimidating in a way you didn't usually see in the Coalition. Because he wouldn’t have learnt it in the Academy. The menace locked in Josh’s arms, chest, and jaw couldn’t be taught in a simulation or classroom. It could only be learned through brutal and continued hardship.
 
   His dark past had once bothered her, now it didn’t. She no longer wondered just what depths he’d fallen to before he’d joined the Coalition. No. She knew he was a good man. She’d seen it every time he’d saved her. She saw it now too. His current behavior could be construed as rude – and lord knows the doctor wouldn’t like it – but Josh wasn’t some simple brute. He was concerned. For her.
 
   She forced her eyes open. She concentrated on him. It was much easier than staring at the beeping medical equipment or the strange concerned expression the doctor kept shooting her.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with her,” the doctor repeated, as if trying to convince herself. “I’ve done every test I can think of. There’s just nothing wrong. I'm sure whatever this is, it will subside. It’s taking longer than we thought, but it will subside. With time.”
 
   Josh cleared his throat. It was clear he wasn't impressed. “I think we need to be more cautious than that, don't you? The same ship Mimi was … injured on, disappeared.”
 
   “I am well aware that the Harlow is having difficulty finding the Black Mass, as you have called it. But I’m sure they will find it soon. And I am doubly sure that this has nothing to do with what’s going on with Mimi. The fact that ship has disappeared is just a wild coincidence. You can’t honestly think …” the doc trailed off.
 
   “I can’t honestly think what?” Josh challenged, crossing his arms even further in front of his chest. If he strained the muscles much more, they’d probably pop and ping around the room like pinballs.
 
   The doctor shot him a wary look.
 
   “At the moment, I’m not thinking anything, because I know nothing. This whole situation doesn’t make any sense, so I’m approaching it with extreme caution. The same extreme caution I suggest you use to approach her symptoms.” Josh’s tone was dictatorial. It was hard. It was the kind of tone you could easily mistake for a knife.
 
   The doctor swallowed visibly. But rather than shout at him to get out of her med bay, she shook her head. “I am doing everything I can. And I am approaching this with caution. But I can’t deny the facts: there’s nothing wrong with Mimi’s body.”
 
   “Only with her mind?” Josh jumped in quickly.
 
   It was a leading question, and the doctor backed off from it, both mentally and physically. She took a step away, her eyes fixing on the medical device in her hands, though her gaze suggested she wasn’t really looking at it. After several seconds she shook her head again. “I don’t know,” she said.
 
   “Then find out,” Josh suggested harshly.
 
   “It’s okay,” Mimi tried, realizing Josh could and would make enemies of everybody in the ship if it meant getting what he wanted.
 
   It took her another second to realize what he wanted was to protect her. Josh Cook. The same Josh Cook who kept accusing her of being nothing more than a worthless, useless, rich brat. That Josh Cook was the only person she could rely on right now.
 
   Still, she didn’t want him to burn every single bridge in his quest to keep her safe, so she tried to sit.
 
   As soon as she moved, Josh twitched and took a jerked step towards her, as if he was waiting for her to fall. She gave him a patient smile and sat on the edge of the bed, swinging her legs over it. Taking a moment to breathe, she tried to push back the haunting touch of sand. It was all around her, all over her. She could feel it whistling past in a non-existent wind. A wind that carried voices – screams, shouts. The desperate pleas of the same soldiers who had thrust a gun into her hand.
 
   Mimi concentrated, pursing her lips as she chased those thoughts away.
 
   With a shake of her head, she fixed her attention on Josh. “Look, I know everybody’s doing all that they can, and I appreciate it,” she began.
 
   “We’re only going to stop once we know what’s wrong with you,” Josh cut in, fixing his angry gaze on her. He was ready to bulldoze over everything that got in his way of protecting her, even if she herself was the obstacle.
 
   She pressed her lips together and tried to rustle up some resolve. She forced a smile. It was the first time she’d tried to in days. Making her lips curl, making her cheeks fatten – it felt good, because it felt normal. And Mimi felt everything but normal right now.
 
   “There’s not much more I can say.” The doctor sighed, her shoulders dropping down a notch. “We can continue to run every single medical test we have, but that’s only going to use up the Chronos' resources.”
 
   Mimi blinked hard, withdrawing a little. “I’m sorry for wasting your time.”
 
   Josh growled. He actually growled. The doctor looked up at him sharply.
 
   “She’s not wasting anybody’s time, and she is not wasting any resources. This medical bay is here to help the sick, and she isn’t well.”
 
   “What I’m trying to tell you, Special Commander,” the doctor said tersely, “is there’s nothing more we can do. You forced a medical watch on her, and though I was resistant at first, I agree it’s a good move. With the Chronos' internal sensors locked on her, we will know the second something happens. If something happens,” she emphasized if with a trill. “She can sit here on this medical bed if she wants – it doesn’t really bother me. But I imagine she’d be more comfortable in her quarters. It will be several days before we get back to Earth, and once we’re there, she can book straight into the Academy’s sophisticated medical facility. But I’m telling you, there’s nothing more I can do for her here.”
 
   Josh did not look impressed. In fact, as he opened his mouth, it was clear he was about to say something harsh.
 
   Mimi cleared her throat and stood up. She tried very hard not to stumble, clenching her muscles and strengthening her stance. It worked, and she barely had to hold onto the edge of the bed for support.
 
   She nodded low. “Thank you for all your assistance, doctor. I will go back to my room now.”
 
   Josh grumbled but he didn’t latch a hand onto her, push her down, and tie her to the bed.
 
   The doctor was right – what else could she do? The Chronos' sensors would pick up the second anything happened to Mimi, and they would transport her right to the med bay. It would simply be more comfortable to wait out the next several days in her quarters.
 
   Though Josh did not look impressed, he turned on his heel as Mimi thanked the doctor again and started to walk towards the door. It wasn’t until the doors closed behind them that he said anything. With a rattling grumble, he turned to her. “I’m not giving up on this,” he said.
 
   This? Did he mean her? Did Josh Cook mean to say he wasn’t going to give up on her?
 
   She pressed her lips into her teeth and tried to smile. It was a very small and slight move, yet nonetheless it sent a truly warm trickle down her back. “You know,” she said out of the blue, “you’ve changed a lot.”
 
   “Sorry?” he asked, his eyebrows pressing hard against his eyes.
 
   “I’m not trying to insult you, I just … you’ve changed, that’s all. I mean, a couple of weeks ago you hated my guts. Now it seems as if you don’t hate them quite so much,” she said awkwardly, trying to sift through her words without insulting him and without revealing too much of her feelings.
 
   Josh raised an eyebrow slowly. “I never hated your guts.”
 
   She had to turn to him fully now, and she slowly raised her own eyebrow. “Was that an imposter who sat next to me on that class Y tug then? Because that guy really hated me.”
 
   Josh opened his mouth. He didn’t speak immediately – he was clearly trying to think through his thoughts. And maybe, just like her, he was trying to figure out what to say without revealing too much.
 
   After a moment, he pressed his lips into a gruff kind of smile. “I may not have always agreed with your position,” he said diplomatically.
 
   “Oh, is that what it was. Because you accused me of trying to ruin your life.”
 
   “That was when I thought you were an investigative journalist. Now I know you only cover baking championships, I realize I have nothing to worry about.”
 
   She smiled. She liked it when they bantered like this, even if sometimes it could turn a little cruel. It always distracted her, it always took her mind off whatever was happening to her – and there was a lot happening to her right now.
 
   “You know what? When this is all over, I’m going to write a cracking article about it.”
 
   He stopped and raised both eyebrows. “No one is going to believe you. I mean, I lived through it, and I barely believe it,” he said, his voice trailing off as emotion tinged his tone.
 
   She took a breath, trying to damp down the nerves flying through her stomach. She forced another smile. “But I have a super trustworthy source – the Coalition’s current golden boy, special Commander Joshua Cook himself. And I’m sure with a little persuasion, he’ll be happy to give me a personal interview.”
 
   Josh coughed uncomfortably.
 
   Mimi blinked. “I mean—” she stuttered, realizing what she’d suggested sounded a little bad. “Ah, never mind.”
 
   Josh started to chuckle, and soon the chuckle blossomed into a full-blown laugh. “You’re about the most awkward person I’ve ever met.”
 
   She stared at him, her lips crinkling together. He wasn’t about to get mean again, was he?
 
   “Sometimes you’re confident, sometimes you drive a hard bargain, and sometimes you’re the cutest person in the universe,” he said.
 
   She blinked hard. Ahh, what did that mean exactly?
 
   Before she could ask, Josh waved her forward with a flick of his wrist.
 
   She paused before she ran after him. She was the cutest damn person in the universe? Her?
 
   He took her back to her quarters, but instead of following her in, he leaned against the door and stared at her seriously.
 
   She hesitated, taken aback by his sudden change in demeanor. “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “This is a little awkward for me to say.”
 
   Mimi began to blush. It started somewhere around her ankles and travelled so fast up her legs and chest it felt like light racing to break free from the sun.
 
   “Ahhh…” she managed.
 
   “Mim, look, I’m sorry. Sorry for all the things I said to you.”
 
   She swallowed. She wanted to look at him – as that was the polite thing to do. But she couldn’t. If she looked at him, her blush would only become more incandescent. And anyway, there was no reason to blush – he was apologizing, yet her stupid body was acting like this was all the prelude to a kiss.
 
   That particular thought was like fire to her muscles. She suddenly became very uncomfortable, and twitched back and forth from her heels to her toes.
 
   She undoubtedly looked like an idiot.
 
   Thankfully Josh didn’t stop. With a sigh, he pushed his hand into his head and appeared to think. As his fingers dropped in front of his brow, it also appeared as though he tried to hide behind them. “I just … I want you to know I’m sorry.”
 
   “Josh, you don’t have to. I’m sorry too. I guess I might have come across as pretty rude the first time you met me.”
 
   He let out a sharp chuckle, peering at her from under his palm. “Not as rude as me.”
 
   She pulled her lips in and smiled around them. “You’ve got me on that one – you were pretty rude.”
 
   “And that’s what I’m trying to apologize for.” He finally dropped his hand and stared at her in full.
 
   It was uncomfortable – in a way that saw her back twitch with expectation. Yet at the same time it was exciting – the same exciting she felt whenever she travelled to a new world.
 
   “I may not have been particularly nice to you. I may have said some things I now regret. Ha,” he let out a harsh laugh as he tipped his head back and shook his head, “no, I do regret. I … I’m just sorry, that’s all.”
 
   She didn’t know what to say. No words matched the swirling but rather pleasant confusion playing through her gut.
 
   “And I want you to know that whatever happens, I’ll be around if you need me.”
 
   She started to smile. It wasn’t faked in any way. It blossomed over her lips and cheeks like the first rays of dawn sparkling over the horizon. “Thank you.”
 
   “Ah … yeah.” Josh was clearly uncomfortable, that or his cheeks had somehow caught some sun in the middle of this artificially lit corridor.
 
   “Umm, you know, when we’re back on Earth, why don’t we—” she began, not really sure of what she wanted to suggest.
 
   That they should remain friends?
 
   That they should aim to at least not hate each other?
 
   That they should go out?
 
   Before she could sort through her thoughts, she saw an extremely unwelcome face.
 
   Carinthia, walking her way, her lips pulled thin with the usual palpable disdain she displayed around Mimi.
 
   Josh hadn’t seen her, and he was still clearly waiting for Mimi to finish her sentence. He dipped his head forward, his lips crumpling into the most charming yet confused smile she’d ever seen. “Why don’t we what?” he prompted gently.
 
   “Special Commander,” Carinthia interrupted as she stalked up behind him.
 
   Josh actually shivered. He also winced – Mimi watched his face twist in anguish before he turned. With a sigh he answered: “yes?”
 
   “The Captain needs to see you.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “Again.”
 
   Mimi watched Josh’s back stiffen. She could see his muscles pull tight against the fabric of his uniform. Hell, even his shadow seemed to tense.
 
   “It’s urgent,” Carinthia added when Josh didn’t leap towards her.
 
   “Fine,” he conceded. He turned his attention back to Mimi. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Then … you can finish off that thought,” he said hopefully as he turned and shot Carinthia a challenging look.
 
   Carinthia arched an eyebrow and stared warily between Mimi and Josh. “Special Commander, are you ready?”
 
   “Fine. Let’s go,” Josh sighed.
 
   They walked away.
 
   Mimi watched him go, her heart racing. She wasn’t running, she wasn’t fighting – but her heart felt like it was beating as fast as a humming bird’s wings. It sent such a tingle of nerves cascading through her chest that she felt like she’d swallowed a handful of fireflies.
 
   With a kind of stupid giddy grin, she turned and walked into her room.
 
   It was only when the doors closed behind her that the tingles started to fade.
 
   She faced her room, her eyes inexorably drawn towards the bed, and then up towards the view.
 
   She swallowed.
 
   It might be her imagination, but she felt … stretched thin. As if someone had smeared her over space.
 
   The last of her giddy smile faded, and she swallowed again.
 
   She stared warily at her bed. She was tired. She’d been tired all day. Yet the thought of lying down and trying to sleep chilled her.
 
   She took a breath, trying to force the air to calm her nerves. If anything, it only accentuated how sharp they’d become.
 
   As if on cue, she suddenly felt the sand. It was under her feet, scratching at the skin. It was collecting over her hands and along her collar. It was tumbling past her cheeks and nose in an invisible wind.
 
   She forced another breath.
 
   Her room, lit in a pleasant white-blue light suddenly appeared … red. The white bed was tinged pink, the dark carpet appearing mahogany.
 
   She brought up her hands.
 
   They started to twitch. The thumbs collapsed in and out as if she was grasping something.
 
   “It’s nothing. It is nothing,” she told herself in her most patient tone, yet one that could not hide the fear mounting through her belly.
 
   She felt sick.
 
   “Come on, it’s nothing.”
 
   Her voice echoed around the room, but it couldn’t penetrate her panic.
 
   She took another sharp breath, this one shallow and harsh.
 
   As her body tingled with fear, she forced herself to move. With a shaking step, she walked around the room. Her legs jerked, her gait uneven and forced. While she knew how to walk, it was as if her legs were occupied doing something else. While she wanted to stroll behind the couch and get a better look out of the large window behind it, her legs felt like running in the other direction. The muscles twitched and fired, as if they were sprinting and jumping and rolling.
 
   “God, just get a hold of yourself,” she begged as she finally reached the window. She placed a single sweaty palm against it for support. “This will all pass. The doctor … promised.”
 
   The red light now touched everything – even the view of space beyond her window.
 
   In fact, as she narrowed her eyes and squinted, she swore she saw something out there.
 
   Sand. Dunes stretched towards the horizon. And across those dusty mounds something moved.
 
   Towards her.
 
   The enemy.
 
   Mimi jerked back from the window as if it had burned her.
 
   With a racing heart, she shook her head.
 
   She wanted to deny what was happening to her – she wanted to push it away – but she couldn’t.
 
   She was hallucinating, or something close.
 
   ….
 
   But if she was hallucinating, surely the medical watch would pick it up. At this exact moment the Chronos' sophisticated internal scanners were monitoring her. Surely if she was experiencing something as severe as a full-blown delusion, they would beam her straight to the med bay.
 
   So this – the red light, the sand, the harrowing vision of the enemy surging towards her – it couldn’t be as bad as it felt.
 
   She tried to let that thought calm her. It worked for all of about five seconds. Then the feeling of sand beneath her feet became undeniable. It was hot, and burnt her skin.
 
   She winced, whimpering as she took a step towards the couch, turning her back on the horrendous vision of those metal monsters swarming towards her.
 
   Collapsing both hands onto the back of the couch for balance, she hunched her shoulders and closed her eyes. She squeezed them so tightly shut that two cruisers wouldn’t be able to drag them apart.
 
   “It’s all in your head,” she whispered.
 
   It was, indeed, all in her head. But that did not mean it wasn’t real.
 
   Someone shouted behind her.
 
   She jerked her eyes open.
 
   She was back in the desert. The sand, the blood-red sun, the guns. She was back.
 
   Mimi stumbled and fell to her knees. No, no – this couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be real.
 
   She closed her eyes, and tried to open them to the view of her quarters. It didn’t work – instead she saw the sand mound over her knees as a vicious wind whipped it.
 
   She shook her head frantically, her hair trailing over her shoulders. “No,” she screamed now. “No, this isn’t real.”
 
   “It’s real enough,” someone said.
 
   It was the alien woman with the incandescent blue skin. She suddenly appeared as she crested a rise. She had two guns in her hands, and without a word, thrust one at Mimi.
 
   Mimi grabbed it, fumbling until she held it tightly in her grasp.
 
   “Move. They’re coming. They’re always coming,” the alien woman said.
 
   Mimi took a second to stare back at her feet.
 
   This was not her quarters. There was not carpet beneath her, nor a bed to her side. If she screamed, no one save for the soldiers and the sand would hear.
 
   Without thinking – her body responding to that same external force she had felt before – she plunged forward.
 
   Back into the never-ending fight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   He followed Carinthia. But rather than lead him to the Captain’s office, she led him to a discussion room on another deck.
 
   Though Josh hadn’t served aboard the Chronos, he was familiar enough with its layout to appreciate he was in the wrong place. “Where are you taking me?”
 
   Carinthia stiffened as she opened the door before him. “Just hear me out.”
 
   The doors opened to reveal a large discussion room with a round table in the middle. Embedded in the smooth wood were various display panels and consoles.
 
   Seated around the table were a few ensigns and officers, none of whom he knew. And, importantly, none of whom were the Captain.
 
   He turned sharply to Carinthia. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Josh … just listen to what we’ve got to say.”
 
   “Wait, are you serious? Did you bring me here on a false pretense?”
 
   “Josh, please. Just, for old times' sake, listen.”
 
   He stared at Carinthia warily. Though his gut instinct was to turn and walk away, something kept him standing there. The old Josh.
 
   Carinthia waved him in.
 
   Reluctantly he followed.
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I would be negligent if I didn’t tell you,” Carinthia said as she turned and crossed her arms.
 
   His automatic response was to cross his arms too. Instead he stared at her with the kind of expression he hoped would relay how angry he was.
 
   “She’s not who you think she is,” Carinthia pointed out as she sighed, took a step back, and leaned against the table.
 
   Mimi.
 
   This was still about Mimi. Carinthia didn’t give a damn about what was happening to her once-best friend.
 
   Mimi had died – died right in front of him – and all Carinthia wanted to do was turn him against her.
 
   He rounded on her. “I cannot believe—”
 
   “She used her dad to put pressure on the Academy to have all charges against her dropped,” some ensign said.
 
   Josh looked at the guy. “What?”
 
   “We can prove it. We’ve got logs that show Theodore Chester made approximately 50 calls to the Academy high brass after the so-called accident.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything,” Josh laughed his accusation off, “the guy’s her dad. He was probably worried.”
 
   “His company has a strangle hold on Academy procurement,” Carinthia interrupted. “He has enormous influence over their decisions.”
 
   “His company and his role as owner and operator are controlled by galactic corporation law. He cannot apply undue influence to any party, let alone the damn Academy,” Josh snapped.
 
   He was vaguely aware he was acting way out of character. Old Josh hated all companies, and would have been the first to agree that guys like Theodore Chester had way too much influence.
 
   New Josh didn’t care. New Josh saw this for what it was – a coordinated attempt at character assassination.
 
   “It wasn’t the first time she tried to cover up her mistakes,” a random ensign said as she crossed her arms. “We were both working on a project in engineering class, and she totally stuffed up the calibrations. She didn’t even look at the proper safety protocols – she could have got me killed.”
 
   “Really, so who decided it would be a good idea to pick her as the engineer for the simulation with Lilly Williams?” he asked darkly. “If you’re all standing here and telling me she had a history of being unreliable, incapable, and running back to daddy – who exactly picked her for that simulation?”
 
   He was satisfied when an uncomfortable silence spread through the room.
 
   Before he could turn and leave on a high note, Carinthia shook her head. “I picked her. Because, as deluded as it sounds, I wanted to give her another chance. That’s what we’re taught at the Academy – you can’t leave anyone behind.”
 
   Josh shook his head. He was done reasoning – they didn’t want to hear it. They were so trapped by their own warped version of events that no logic could penetrate their fantasy.
 
   “She blamed us,” Carinthia now spat.
 
   Right. Now they’d gotten to the reality – they were hurt because Mimi had pointed the finger right back at them. And with good reason, apparently.
 
   He was looking at a room full of people who could not accept their own guilt. They were twisting themselves into ever more complicated knots, just so they didn’t have to turn and face the true reality.
 
   Each and every one of them had a hand in the accident. Rather than acknowledge the blood on their fingers, they were fixated on Mimi’s instead.
 
   “During the investigation, she turned on us. Loyalty meant nothing to her – she told the Academy Board we’d been negligent and, ultimately, responsible,” Carinthia hissed.
 
   Josh slowly lifted his gaze to meet Carinthia’s. He had her now – or so he thought. “And tell me, Carinthia, was that before or after you turned on her?”
 
   “Before,” Carinthia answered with conviction.
 
   Josh hadn’t expected that. He blinked, his surprise unfortunately obvious.
 
   Carinthia mistakenly took it as a good sign, and pushed away from the table, taking a step towards him. With searching eyes, she softened her gaze. “Immediately after the accident she pointed the finger at us. She turned on us,” she repeated.
 
   Josh swallowed uncomfortably. He wanted to say something – he wanted to cut Carinthia’s ridiculous defense down before she could go any further. But he couldn’t think. His mind was stuck on one fact: she’d ratted them out.
 
   He shook his head, trying to shake away his thoughts.
 
   “She named each and every one of us,” Carinthia continued, “before the dust even had a chance to settle.”
 
   “… And what about herself?” Josh finally countered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Did she name herself? Did she confess her own sins?”
 
   “… She diluted her responsibility by implicating us,” Carinthia rallied.
 
   “And you dilute yours by blaming her,” he said darkly.
 
   “Josh, she’s disloyal. She’s untrustworthy,” Carinthia lost her confidence, and sharp emotion muddied her once controlled tone.
 
   “Just get over it,” he suddenly snapped. “It’s in the past. Christ, move on.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me – move on.”
 
   “She got someone killed,” Carinthia countered.
 
   “And you think I’ve never done that?” He challenged. The blood had drained from his face – he could feel how cold his cheeks and forehead were. His hands were stiff too, stiff like vises as he curled his fingers hard enough to cut through his palms and right down to the bones.
 
   “… Josh.”
 
   “What? You’re standing here trying to get me to hate her because of what she has done. But you’re forgetting I’ve done worse – far worse. If she’s irredeemable, Carinthia, so am I.” With that, he turned so sharply his shoe could have fallen off. He stormed towards the door, opened it, and stalked out.
 
   Carinthia was wise enough not to follow.
 
   As Josh walked back along the hallway, he fumed. The anger felt like it was rising off him in waves.
 
   It wasn’t just Carinthia’s nerve at trapping him into this meeting – it was that he couldn’t brush it off.
 
   His brain kept fixating on one fact – Mimi wasn’t loyal. Mimi had turned against them.
 
   He tried to tell himself that any rational person would have done the same. Everyone in that room was to blame – they all had a hand in it, whether they wanted to admit that or not. Mimi had been right to rat them out.
 
   ….
 
   And yet he couldn’t shrug off the fact she’d done it.
 
   Once upon a time loyalty hadn’t meant anything to Josh. Loyalty had been a game you played to keep your troops in line. It was a mask you could shrug on or off depending on your mood.
 
   To the Coalition, loyalty was everything. It was the glue that kept it together. It was also the first thing he’d learnt upon joining.
 
   You could trust the people around you – really trust them. They weren’t going to stab you in the back or sell you out, because you were all on the same team.
 
   Loyalty was even stronger than rules and laws – it alone kept people fighting for the same cause.
 
   So the fact Mimi had turned away from that loyalty … it got to him. It shouldn’t, but it did. And no matter how many steps he took towards her door, the sinking, disappointed feeling in his gut wouldn’t disappear.
 
   When he reached her corridor, he stopped.
 
   He wanted to see her, but at the same time, he didn’t.
 
   Something was haunting him. If Mimi had ratted out her class mates and friends, then what would it take for her to turn against someone like him?
 
   He knew the thought was irrational, and yet it wasn’t. Because he had a history worse than anyone at the Academy – he had genuine skeletons in his closet, skeletons who’d died at his own hands.
 
   Josh stopped and stared at the floor. Her door was only ten meters away, but he found himself turning.
 
   He’d been convincing himself recently that he’d changed. That his brief time with Mimi had pushed him even closer to the straight and narrow. But what if it was all a lie?
 
   Had he really changed?
 
   He lifted his chin to look at her door.
 
   The new Josh wanted to believe Mimi accepted him, or at least understood him. The old Josh knew that people only ever acted in a way that benefited them. Mimi would keep him around for as long as it served her, then dump him when she could.
 
   He shook his head. He tried to tell himself to stop – that he was getting too worked up about this, that he should just turn and continue to her door. But he couldn’t; his legs just wouldn’t work.
 
   He found himself taking a step back, then another.
 
   If she could turn on her friends so easily, then she could turn on him in a heartbeat. A man with his history engendered no loyalty.
 
   Cold, sick, and confused, Josh Cook turned and walked away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Mimi ran. She didn’t stop running; she couldn’t.
 
   The enemy were right behind. She could hear them scattering over the hill.
 
   Another battle was about to begin.
 
   With a scream that echoed over the howling, scratching wind, she rolled to the side. Just as she did, a cluster of ten robots soared towards her. Their distinctive white metal bodies glinted crimson red.
 
   She punched her gun out, firing two rounds, then a third. She managed to shoot most of the robots – their bodies exploding in a ball of sparks and shrapnel. But two remained. They hit the ground, scattering in opposite directions, moving with all the chaotic, frantic energy of manic spiders.
 
   She danced backwards, not fast enough as one of the robots skidded through the sand, digging into her boot.
 
   With a scream, she felt it rip through, smashing its claws into the flesh of her foot.
 
   She doubled over it, ripping it free with a powerful move, before throwing it into the air and shooting it.
 
   Though her foot throbbed and ached, blood oozing out of the holes in her boot, she turned and ran. Pushing into a roll that saw sand scatter down the back of her top, she pushed into a jump and threw herself at a man-sized robot about to attack one of her comrades. She wrapped her arms around it, just as one of the other soldiers shot it in the chest.
 
   The robot let out a metal groan, then toppled over.
 
   Mimi landed and kept running.
 
   As one, the soldiers moved through the wave of robots. They protected one another and fought the enemy with ceaseless courage.
 
   It didn’t matter how many robots rounded the hill, the soldiers continued to fire.
 
   Mimi hardly remembered anything else save for the battle. Not her childhood, not her father, not the Academy. Even Josh was a bare hint that seemed further away than the sun itself.
 
   There was no time to think or concentrate on him – there was only time to fight.
 
   She pushed up a dune, her boots sinking into the sand and sending it washing down behind her in a scattering cascade.
 
   She crested the hill to stand beside the incandescent blue woman. She might have had a name, but Mimi didn’t know it. Nor did she need to. Names were irrelevant – only protecting the group mattered.
 
   As she stood beside the woman, Mimi looked out at the view.
 
   She saw the desert stretch out beyond them. In the distance, collecting along the horizon, she saw another wave. White metal glinting in the sun. More robots, headed their way.
 
   The blue woman shifted her gun up and positioned it on her hip. “Ready?”
 
   Mimi opened her mouth to answer an emphatic yes. But she stopped. She heard something.
 
   ….
 
   A beeping.
 
   As she shifted her head to the left and right, she couldn’t find its source.
 
   All of a sudden she felt something behind her. It was hard, like a floor.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   She could feel her hair bunched over her face, even though it was tied tightly behind her.
 
   The beeping grew more insistent.
 
   She blinked her eyes. In a flash, she saw her room. It brought her memory flooding back.
 
   She took a jerked step backwards, bringing her gun up and screaming when she realized what it was.
 
   The blue woman jumped towards her, locking a hand over her shoulder. “Push past it.”
 
   “What? What’s happening to me?”
 
   “You’re leaving that life behind. That body has served its purpose.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re getting too far away from the source. Your consciousness can’t stretch any further from your real body.”
 
   “Wh-what are you talking about?”
 
   “They’ll think you’re dead. That’s what it wants. That way no one will come looking for you.”
 
   “I … what do you mean?”
 
   “The machine – the ship. The mother. It’s got you. The real you. And it needs you – we need you. We have to keep fighting.”
 
   Mimi stood there petrified. She couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t speak.
 
   She didn’t understand what was happening to her.
 
   The blue woman kept a hold of her shoulders. Those luminescent white eyes stared into hers. “You’re here now. Here to stay. We need you. We all need you. If we don’t hold back the wave – all die. This is your life now. Forget that other one.”
 
   Mimi’s lips dropped open.
 
   Before she could beg or scream or cry, she felt the ground shake. She turned towards the horizon to see the machines flooding over the desert.
 
   They were back.
 
   The battle would begin anew.
 
   Though the desperate, desperate fear filled her up, that didn’t stop her from lifting her gun.
 
   It didn’t stop her from firing.
 
   Once. Twice. Three times.
 
   She started to forget.
 
   The fear of losing her life, her body – it ebbed away.
 
   The fight replaced it.
 
   She ran forward, all fear forgotten.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   He couldn’t take it anymore. He went to her room. He’d avoided her for several hours now, but he was done running.
 
   He’d confront her. He’d look her in the eye and ask her if she’d really betrayed her friends and colleagues. And maybe he’d even have the balls to ask her if she’d betray him.
 
   He was filled with a terrifying mix of disgust and anticipation as he jammed his thumb into her intercom.
 
   He wanted to push the disgust away, but it was still stuck like glue to the bottom of his gut. No amount of reasoning would dislodge it. He had to confront her instead.
 
   As for the anticipation … he didn’t understand why that was there. Maybe somewhere it felt as if this was about to change him. He was either about to find out the ugly truth about Mimi, or get over it, and get over himself in the process.
 
   Maybe he was about to turn a corner, maybe he was about to really change. Maybe none of this was about Mimi and it was all about himself.
 
   He kept his thumb jammed into the intercom button, but she didn’t answer.
 
   “Mimi?” he called.
 
   No response.
 
   “Mimi?” he asked, voice more insistent.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   He took a sharp breath.
 
   She wasn’t hiding in there, was she? She hadn’t found out that he knew about her ratting out her friends, had she? She wasn’t ignoring him because she didn’t want to face him, right?
 
   Though his questions were truly stupid – and a part of him appreciated that – he couldn’t stop them from sinking through his reason. They plucked at his logic, replacing it with an irascible anger.
 
   Again, if he’d had the mental energy to spare, he would have realized the anger was directed at himself. Yet right now it felt like Mimi was to blame.
 
   Because right now the old Josh was back.
 
   “I can’t believe this,” he huffed as he finally pulled his finger from the intercom. “Open up already.”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “Fine,” he snapped. He overrode her door, and stalked in.
 
   The room was dark.
 
   He turned to her bed. She wasn’t there.
 
   He tried to maintain the frown on his face, but a kick of fear ignited in his gut.
 
   “Mimi?”
 
   No answer.
 
   He took another step into her darkened room, and the door swished closed behind him. “Lights,” he snapped.
 
   The lights turned on in an instant, bathing the room in a bright white-blue glow.
 
   He twisted his head, trying to find her.
 
   “You aren’t hiding from me, are you?” Even as he asked it, he realized how stupid it was.
 
   In fact, as he stood there, reason came back to him.
 
   Why the hell would she be hiding from him? Was he out of his mind?
 
   “Hey, Mimi, are you here?” he turned to walk towards the bathroom. The door was wide open, and as he popped his head in, he quickly confirmed she wasn’t there.
 
   Maybe she’d gone somewhere on the ship?
 
   But where? If there was one thing Carinthia’s little display had taught him – other than to be paranoid – it was that Mimi was not popular aboard this ship. So he doubted she was wandering the corridors or sitting in the mess hall.
 
   That left the med bay.
 
   He turned.
 
   That was when he saw it.
 
   A flash of hair.
 
   Behind the couch.
 
   His world stopped. It ground to a halt. All thoughts of anger fell from him like a mountain breaking under itself.
 
   His heart in his mouth, he walked around the couch.
 
   She was on her stomach, her head at an odd angle, her hair a mess around her cheeks and neck.
 
   She was still, like stone, yet her eyes were open wide as if someone had glued them there.
 
   He fell to his knees. “Mimi?”
 
   He laid a hand on her, expecting her to snap out of it, expecting her to jerk awake. Instead his fingers rested against her stiff, cold back. There wasn’t a trace of warmth left, nothing to indicate she was still alive.
 
   Fear exploded through his mind and he jerked his hand back, thumbing his wrist device. He tried to use it to get her vitals, but it wouldn’t work.
 
   She was so cold. She wasn’t breathing either.
 
   Special Commander Joshua Cook started to shake.
 
   “Mimi, Mimi.”
 
   No matter how loud he shouted, she couldn’t hear him.
 
   “God,” he pushed up, now shaking so badly he could barely stand. Forcing his muscles to comply, he stumbled over to the computer panel on the wall and called the med bay. “Medical emergency, medical emergency,” he said, his voice a mess.
 
   “Whoa, slow down. I’m not picking up any medical emergencies,” the on-duty nurse said in a calm tone.
 
   “I’m in Mimi Chester’s quarters, she’s ... Jesus, I don’t know. Set up a medical transport now.”
 
   “... The sensors aren’t picking up any medical emergencies in your area. Your bio sign readings are normal, sir.”
 
   “Not mine, hers. She’s lying on the floor of her room. I have no idea how long she’s been there. But she’s ... she’s not breathing. Transport her to the med bay, now.”
 
   “The scanners aren’t registering another bio sign in those quarters, sir, alive or dead.”
 
   “They’re wrong. Now transport her immediately.”
 
   “We can’t transport without a biosign lock.”
 
   Josh jerked back from the wall. Without thinking, he plunged down to his knees and lifted her up. He had no idea what was wrong with her, but as he hefted her, he became acutely aware of how still and cold her body was.
 
   He pelted for the door, commanding it to open before he reached it.
 
   Her head lolled against his shoulder as he ran.
 
   People stared at him. He shouted at them to get out of his way.
 
   His heart pounding harder and louder than his footfall, he got her there.
 
   He burst through the doors, muscling a surprised officer out of the way.
 
   Josh screamed at the room – screamed at every nurse and doctor. “Help her,” he begged, “help her.”
 
   They took her off him, took her to a bed.
 
   Josh stood there, cold and alone as he watched them work.
 
   He wanted to scream at them to work faster. He wanted to ask how, in god’s name, the medical watch hadn’t picked up her condition – how, in god’s name, the scanners hadn’t been able to lock onto her body. How, in god’s name, this was happening ….
 
   He stood in the middle of the floor until he was forcibly led away. “She’ll be fine,” a nurse assured him in a shuddering tone, “but you need to leave, Special Commander. Go back to your quarters. We’ll contact you when she comes around.”
 
   Though it felt like hell, he allowed himself to be led away.
 
   Never in his life had he felt more alone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   He stood, ramrod straight, in the middle of his quarters. He stared at the door. He waited. Waited for her to walk through, that smile on her lips. Waited for a nurse to walk in and tell him she was fine.
 
   Waited for something … anything.
 
   The minutes ticked into hours.
 
   He was going through hell, and he deserved it.
 
   He had no idea how long she’d been lying there behind that couch, but one fact stood – he could have got there sooner. He had turned away from her door, his mind filled with Carinthia’s stupid lies, and that may have cost Mimi her life.
 
   Josh could barely feel his body – everything felt numb.
 
   Suddenly, he received a call. He jerked as he brought his wrist device up.
 
   “The Chief Medical Officer requests your presence in the medical bay,” an automated computer voice intoned.
 
   Josh swallowed.
 
   He ran for the door. He didn’t stop running until he stormed into the med bay.
 
   The CMO – a tall, willowy alien – was standing in the middle of the room, clearly waiting for him.
 
   Josh approached with caution, his breathing so strained it was a surprise the med bay’s scanners didn’t go haywire.
 
   He reached the doctor.
 
   “Doctor, tell me she’s okay,” Josh begged in a croaky voice.
 
   The CMO – Doctor B’Na – wouldn’t make eye contact. The lanky alien instead shook his head.
 
   “Doctor?” Josh felt his world crashing down around him. “Mimi, she’s fine right? You’ve figured out what’s wrong with her.”
 
   “I’m sorry to tell you, Commander, Mimi has passed away.”
 
   Josh blinked.
 
   He breathed.
 
   He stared.
 
   But he didn’t understand.
 
   He couldn’t.
 
   She ... she couldn’t be dead.
 
   “We didn’t find her in time,” the doctor continued. “For some reason, her bio signs dropped off our scanners, and the medical watch … didn’t work. There was a glitch in the system. We were not alerted of her true condition until it was too late.”
 
   Josh’s mind slowly shut down around him as one phrase repeated in his head: we didn’t find her in time.
 
   He’d turned away from her door, too disgusted by the possibility she’d been disloyal to face her.
 
   In doing so, he’d let her die.
 
   “Special Commander, I can see that you were close to Miss Chester. I will notify the Captain, and you will be placed on bereavement leave. You have my condolences. I’m very sorry for your loss.”
 
   Josh stood there. Colder than an ice core. Stiffer than steel.
 
   She was dead.
 
   Mimi was dead.
 
   End of Episode Two. Episode Three is currently available.
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