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   Chapter 1
 
   It was a blur. The next day. The next week. It clumped together like detritus clogging a drain.
 
   The longer he lived with the fact she was dead, the harder it became. The more it eked at his life like a carver taking chunks out of his soul.
 
   At first there was surprise, then recrimination, then guilt. At first he wanted to be angry with everyone who’d ignored her problem, everyone who’d brushed Mimi Chester’s symptoms aside.
 
   Slowly other people’s guilt fed back into his own.
 
   He’d done this. He hadn’t got her killed, sure – but he’d failed to protect her. By putting off going to see her, he’d wasted the few precious hours that could have saved her life.
 
   People tried to convince him otherwise. They tried to tell him it wasn’t his fault.
 
   They were wrong.
 
   As the days ticked by, things only got harder. His guilt only mounted.
 
   Though he wanted to turn away, run, and hide, he couldn’t. He was still aboard the Chronos.
 
   Most of the crew gave him a wide berth – at the Captain’s request – but Carinthia tried to contact him whenever she could.
 
   On the few occasions he let her, she would always stare across the room at him, her face a picture of compassion and worry as she pleaded with him to get over it.
 
   It wasn’t his fault.
 
   It wasn’t his fault.
 
   That’s what they were all saying.
 
   Well they were wrong – it was everyone’s fault.
 
   ...
 
    
 
   Josh stood in front of Captain Singh’s desk, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. The Captain had already told him not to stand on ceremony, but Josh couldn’t pry apart his hands, nor could he let his tensed shoulders fall slack.
 
   So much tension locked his body in place, it felt as if he was holding himself steady with a couple of cruiser mag clamps.
 
   “I shouldn’t have to tell you to keep your ... misgivings to yourself,” the Captain warned, “when you speak to Mr Chester, you need to be ... tactful.” Singh sat back in her chair, her dark hair falling over her face. She looked tired, harangued, and in no mood for a fight.
 
   He didn’t reply.
 
   “Mr Chester has requested to speak to you directly, and you need to ...” Singh sighed, planting a hand over her face as she took a deep breath that drew tight across her shoulders. “You just need to be careful, Cook. Chester is looking for someone to blame.”
 
   Josh said nothing. There was so much he could say in that moment – any number of rants could burst up from his chest like blood from a split vein.
 
   Chester was looking for someone to blame, was he? How convenient – Josh could readily point fingers.
 
   But he had to control himself. For his career, for the Chronos and her crew, and – most importantly – for the Coalition.
 
   “It’s almost time for his call,” Singh noted as she rose from her desk, straightened her back with a loud crack, and walked to the door. She swung her arm forward, inviting him to follow her. Just before the doors swished open to reveal the bridge, she said “I’m counting on you, Cook.”
 
   Together, they walked out onto the bridge.
 
   The mood was subdued. Of course it was. They all knew what was at stake here. The daughter of Mr Theodore Chester had died aboard their vessel. Even if most of them hadn’t been directly involved in the incident, it still affected the whole crew.
 
   Singh took another breath as she walked over to an ensign standing at the communications panel, and nodded briefly.
 
   The ensign leaned over her panel, her face pale with concentration as her fingers darted over the controls. After a few seconds, she nodded at the Captain.
 
   “Alright,” Singh said.
 
   A hologram flickered to life in the center of the bridge.
 
   A man. Hooded with fatigue and loss, his expression so distant he looked like a ghost.
 
   After a moment of staring off into space, he let his gaze drop and settle on the Captain. “Singh,” he said through a breath.
 
   “Mr Chester,” she nodded her head low, in a clear move of respect, “I am sorry for your loss.”
 
   Chester’s face stiffened. Josh watched as every muscle along Theodore’s throat and up into his jaw constricted, dancing under the skin.
 
   “Your daughter’s death has come as a shock to us all. Please understand that every member of this crew did everything they could. Our medical personnel – some of the best in the Galaxy – have concluded there was nothing we could have done for her. Her condition was untreatable and ultimately fatal.”
 
   It was clear Theodore wasn’t paying attention to Singh. He wasn’t even looking at her. Briefly his gaze darted over the bridge before settling on Josh. He looked Josh up and down, his gaze hardening.
 
   Just as Singh opened her mouth to plead with him again, Chester cut over the top “I don’t need platitudes, Captain.” His voice was harsh.
 
   Singh closed her mouth.
 
   “I want to know what happened, from someone who was there.” Theodore’s gaze slid towards Josh and locked on him.
 
   Josh had been targeted before – by drones, assassins, even cruisers from space – but the way Theodore Chester’s gaze locked onto his came with so much finality, Josh realized there was nowhere to run.
 
   And he didn’t want to run.
 
   He had to face this.
 
   He lifted his chin.
 
   “What happened?” Chester asked.
 
   “Sir …” Josh took a tortured breath. It lodged somewhere in his chest, feeling like he’d swallowed snow.
 
   He wanted to face Chester, yet he couldn’t control his voice long enough to admit those horrible three words – she is dead.
 
   As strange as it sounded, Josh still couldn’t believe it. Somewhere deep in his chest he harbored the hope it was all a nightmare. Any second now he would wake up and Mimi’s perpetually smiling face would turn to his, her cute nose crumpling as she enjoyed a laugh.
 
   That wouldn’t happen.
 
   She was dead.
 
   He swallowed again.
 
   Theodore Chester’s hologram stood in the center of the room, a light flicker crossing through his visage. He was still – waiting for Josh’s reply – and it wasn’t until he took a punctuated breath that Josh realized the feed hadn’t frozen.
 
   Josh swallowed. He shifted back. He clutched his hands into fists and let them open limply.
 
   No matter what he did, he couldn’t speak, couldn’t force the words from his mouth.
 
   You want to do this. You need to do this. He tried to convince himself.
 
   It wouldn’t work.
 
   One look into Chester’s eyes, and it was clear the man had become hollow inside.
 
   Josh swallowed again, sharper this time. He felt like he’d been hit in the head, and he could taste the bitter tang of shock welling in his mouth.
 
   Chester didn’t move.
 
   “I …” Josh tried once more.
 
   He what? He was sorry he’d let Mimi die? He could have tried harder? He was sorry he’d hated her? He was sorry he’d put her through hell?
 
   None of it sounded right. None of it fit the situation. The guy had just lost his daughter, and all Josh wanted to do was assuage his own guilt.
 
   “I’m sorry … she died,” Josh finally found his voice. It was croaky, a mess really. It reminded him of a man on death’s door. And emotionally, he was. He’d gone through more in the week since her passing than he’d gone through in the rest of his life. The old Josh had made an art out of dodging grief and regret. 
 
   The new Josh was now making up for all those years of cold-hearted disengagement. He felt like he was on fire, like his emotions had turned to flame and they were burning and blistering his body.
 
   Once or twice he’d tried to tell himself to get over it. He’d known her for under two weeks. Yeah, it had been an eventful two weeks, but that didn’t justify this. This pain. This ache that would not go away.
 
   He no longer tried to convince himself to move on. It was pointless.
 
   ….
 
   It took a long time for Theodore Chester to reply. He tipped his head back and stared directly at Josh. “Thank you, Special Commander. From what I hear, you tried hard to keep her alive ….”
 
   Josh felt sick. Nausea broke against him in a sickening wave. It felt like someone had punched him in the gut.
 
   “I’ve been informed that the nature of her condition was such that it was undetectable. No one could have saved her. Is that true?” Theodore Chester lost the hollow edge – he now had a certain kind of look Josh was well placed to recognize.
 
   He’d seen it many times before. It was the kind of soulless, crushed expression a man got when he’d lost it all.
 
   “Mr Chester,” Captain Singh cut in, her voice somber but professional, “I can assure you this crew—”
 
   “Did they do everything they could?” Chester looked right at Josh.
 
   There was only one answer Josh could give. He was part of the Coalition, and he had to defend it, he had to defend this crew, too. Any misgivings he had – no matter how numerous – had to be kept to himself.
 
   Speaking up could mean his career. His freaking career. And his career meant everything to him now; it was all he had left.
 
   “Mr Chester,” Captain Singh began again, “I am so sorry for your loss, but—”
 
   “Did they do everything they could?” Chester asked once more. He spoke each word haltingly, like a man clicking his fingers.
 
   Josh opened his mouth to say yes.
 
   He couldn’t do it.
 
   “No,” he said in a distant tone. “No, they didn’t.”
 
   He could feel the energy change in the room. From the Captain to the various bridge officers, all eyes snapped on him.
 
   “I think what the Special Commander is trying to say—” Singh jumped in, her voice strained.
 
   “Is the truth. Now I’d appreciate if you’d let him say it.” Chester leveled his gaze back on Josh.
 
   Josh knew he had to immediately retract his statement. He couldn’t implicate his friends and colleagues. Goddammit, his career meant everything to him. So why was he taking a step forward, why was he looking Chester right in the eyes, and why was he opening his mouth?
 
   He couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t stop himself.
 
   “Certain members of this crew showed a persistent negative bias towards your daughter. She was bullied out of getting medical attention. Now, I don’t know whether this ultimately changed anything, and their actions didn’t lead to her death directly. But the fact remains. We could have done more. I could have done more,” he added.
 
   Chester said nothing. Neither did the Captain. A tense silence spread through the bridge.
 
   “Maybe no one could have saved Mimi. If the autopsy is right, then she was always going to … d-die from her condition,” Josh tried to compose himself with a sharp breath, “but you asked me if we could have done more. The answer is yes. If it had been anyone but your daughter, they would have done more.”
 
   Silence. Cold hard silence spread through the room.
 
   Theodore Chester’s face stiffened.
 
   The Captain suddenly took a sharp breath. “Mr Chester, I can assure you—”
 
   “Thank you for your time.” Theodore nodded once then turned off the hologram.
 
   Everyone on the bridge turned to stare at Josh.
 
   He should have cared; he didn’t.
 
   “Special Commander,” the Captain began.
 
   Josh lifted his chin and looked at her.
 
   “I understand you may have been affected by this death. But to implicate—”
 
   “He asked a direct question, and I answered it. Go ahead and note in your log that you think I was out of line. But you can’t make me retract what I said.”
 
   The Captain ground her lips into her teeth and looked at him, irritation and disappointment flaring through her gaze. “Dismissed, Special Commander. Admiral Forest will be in contact soon to discuss what you’ve done here today.”
 
   Josh turned on his heel and walked out.
 
   He’d just made enemies of everyone on that bridge – hell, everyone on the ship. He’d gone from Coalition Golden Boy to bad boy in a bitter breath.
 
   Though disappointment welled in his stomach, it wasn’t nearly as bad as it should be. He’d never been comfortable being a hero. Now he was back to being the zero he was at heart.
 
   As the bridge doors swished closed behind him, he turned swiftly and headed down the corridor. He was going to go back to his room and ... do nothing but stare at the walls while his anger and guilt slowly plucked the rest of his life away.
 
   Before he could march away, the bridge doors opened and closed again. Someone came racing up from behind him.
 
   He doubted it was the Captain ready to give him a serve for implicating her crew – Singh had quite wisely chosen to handball this one onto Admiral Forest.
 
   “Josh,” Carinthia’s voice rattled out from behind him.
 
   He kept walking.
 
   “Josh, wait.”
 
   He kept walking.
 
   She put on a burst of speed and ran right in front of him. Her cheeks were flushed, but the rest of her face was pale with shock. “Josh, w-why did you say those things?”
 
   He went to move past her, but she got in his way again.
 
   “I understand you’re shocked and maybe stressed, but … Theodore Chester … he could make things really difficult for the Academy if he’s under the mistaken belief we were negligent in his daughter’s death.”
 
   Josh dodged past her and kept walking.
 
   “Josh?” She jogged to catch up. “Don’t worry, I’m sure the Captain will smooth things over.”
 
   He couldn’t help it – he stopped dead in the corridor, his shoes grinding into the metal floor. He stared at the wall opposite him, his eyes locking onto the dull cream paint.
 
   “… Josh?”
 
   He tried to tell himself to keep walking, and above all, keep quiet. He’d already carved a coffin with his admission to Chester, and he shouldn’t keep hammering nails into it.
 
   “Josh, I know things are complicated and confusing right now. But the one thing you should never give up on is your loyalty. It’s the glue that binds us together.”
 
   “Don’t you dare talk to me about loyalty,” despite his best efforts, he snapped.
 
   She shrunk back in surprise.
 
   “Just … don’t talk to me.”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? Why is this affecting you so much? There’s nothing more important to you than your career. Josh, you’ve worked so hard for it. Why are you willing to give it up for—”
 
   “Her?” he cut in. “I don’t know,” he answered truthfully.
 
   “Then go back in there and call Chester again. Tell him you made a mistake—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   He looked over her shoulder at the corridor. It was neat and clean. It epitomized the Coalition Forces – sanitized, with every speck of dust blown out into space.
 
   He’d grown up in the worst cesspits of the galaxy. The dirt from all those years of fighting and toiling was still on his hands. The blood too. He’d never wash it off.
 
   So he didn’t belong in these clean halls, did he?
 
   “... Josh?”
 
   “Goodbye.” He turned on his heel and walked away.
 
   “No, I’m not going to let you walk away from your career.”
 
   “You’re in no position to stop me from doing anything. Now I suggest you leave me alone,” he said coldly.
 
   She stopped.
 
   It was a wise move. If she kept pushing, he’d end up erupting. He’d tell her just what he thought of her.
 
   Before he was out of earshot, she said “don’t give up on your loyalty.”
 
   “You can’t be loyal to both sides,” he said pointedly. “You’ve got to pick one. And I’ve picked one. So goodbye, Carinthia.” He walked up to a lift and got inside, the doors closing before Carinthia could say anymore.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Josh walked the ship for a while, spending a few hours staring out the viewing portholes.
 
   He ignored the stares. Word had spread. Word spread on Coalition cruisers faster than light through space.
 
   Eventually, he forced himself to head back to his room.
 
   When he walked through the doors, there was a package waiting there.
 
   Klutzo. He was turned off, and his round metallic form rested in the middle of the table.
 
   Josh considered him in silence, his brow furrowing. “Computer, why is Klutzo – I mean that recording orb – in my room?” 
 
   “Theodore Chester has given it to you. He has also left a brief message.”
 
   Josh fell limply against the end of his bed. His arms were like dead weights as they hung against his knees. He stared at Klutzo.
 
   He didn’t want to hear the message. But he had to stop pushing things away.
 
   Wiping the back of his hand across his chin, he muttered “… Read it.”
 
   “Special Commander Joshua Cook, I don’t know if you were close to Mimi. I’d like to believe you were. Despite pretenses, my daughter didn’t lead a happy life after the accident at the Academy. She was the best actor I know. In the last years of her life, Klutzo was her only friend. If somehow, in the few weeks you knew her, you also became her friend, then please accept Klutzo. If I am wrong, you can return the orb.” The computer beeped as Theodore’s voice message ended.
 
   Josh cried.
 
   Every preconceived notion he’d ever held about Mimi was washed away.
 
   Suddenly he understood. She was like him. Maybe he’d suspected that, but now he appreciated just how true it was.
 
   From self-appointed loneliness to guilt – they were the same.
 
   She wasn’t aloof – she was scared to connect. She’d been burnt before.
 
   She wasn’t arrogant – she was trying desperately to control her life so no more accidents happened.
 
   No, she wasn't those things – because she was dead now.
 
   He slowly lifted his head to stare across at Klutzo. He should send him back to Theodore Chester. Josh didn’t deserve to keep the orb.
 
   “Call Chester and return the orb,” he told himself aloud. His voice sounded scared and timid – because he was scared and timid. He was back to feeling like the powerless little boy who’d lost his family and home.
 
   Rather than stand and call Theodore Chester, Josh considered Klutzo in silence. After a while, he found himself walking over to the table.
 
   Klutzo wouldn’t have been turned on since Mim’s death. Though no doubt his memory banks would have been wiped – carefully edited to remove any sensitive information. The Coalition would have deleted any data about the Black Mass before returning the orb to a civilian. The Black Mass and everything relating to it were now classed as top secret.
 
   After a moment’s hesitation, Josh picked Klutzo up. He was heavier than he remembered.
 
   He didn’t want to turn the guy on … yet he couldn’t stop his fingers from doing just that.
 
   In a whirl, Klutzo lifted out of his hands and hovered above the table.
 
   The recording orb flew to the left, then the right, then right at Josh. He stopped in front of his face.
 
   Josh wanted to cower away. It was just a freaking recording orb, yet the idea of facing it sent his stomach tumbling into space. It didn’t have a mind, didn’t have emotions – yet the very prospect of telling it Mimi was dead made him shake.
 
   He had to do it, though. He had to face this. He took a step back and collapsed his hands over his face. “Klutzo, there’s something I need to tell you.”
 
   Klutzo turned around in the air, appearing interested.
 
   “I … I just have to say it. Mimi’s dead.”
 
   Klutzo, predictably, didn’t do anything. It was just a damn recording orb—
 
   “Mimi is not dead,” Klutzo replied.
 
   “She is. She passed away almost a week ago now. I’m sorry … I couldn’t do anything for her. I couldn’t get to her in time—”
 
   “Mimi is not dead,” Klutzo pointed out emotionlessly.
 
   “She is,” Josh said firmly, bitterness twisting his tone. “I picked her body up in my arms – I know she’s dead.”
 
   “That was not Mimi. That was a fake.”
 
   Josh stood there with his mouth open. Fake? After Mimi’s sudden death, Josh had completely forgotten about Klutzo’s strange outburst. Hours before she’d died, Klutzo had insisted Mimi wasn’t real. That somehow her body had been a copy ….
 
   “Mimi is still alive,” Klutzo proclaimed emotionlessly.
 
   “Christ, you’re still broken.”
 
   “This unit is operating at 100% efficiency. There are no faults with my hardware, nor my software. Memory banks are intact.”
 
   “… Didn’t they wipe your memories of the Black Mass?”
 
   “They attempted to,” Klutzo announced.
 
   “Sorry, what?”
 
   “The Chronos’ technicians attempted to delete all files relating to the Black Mass from my memory banks. I let them believe they were successful.”
 
   Josh stood there, surprise unashamedly locking his mouth open. “How?”
 
   “By utilizing my secondary programing. I was able to bury the pertinent files in my security matrix, fooling the technicians into believing they had deleted them completely, when all they’d done was wipe my main data bank.”
 
   “I … security platform?”
 
   “This unit can act as a fully-functional security drone.”
 
   Josh wiped a hand over his mouth.
 
   Mimi had told him that down on Omacka. He hadn’t believed her – of course he hadn’t believed her. The very idea that she somehow walked around the Academy and Earth with a shielded security drone was preposterous. The Academy had sophisticated sensors to pick that kind of stuff up. A shielded drone could be a stealthy and very lethal assassination tool.
 
   … Yet Klutzo still had his memories, so maybe his assertion wasn’t all that impossible.
 
   “I am a prototype built by Theodore Chester. My remit was to protect her when others could not.”
 
   “How come you didn’t intervene when our Class Y transport crashed?”
 
   “I didn’t need to – you were there. Due to the illegality of owning a shielded security drone, I must only reveal myself when absolutely necessary.”
 
   “What about in the Black Mass, then? If you were programmed to protect Mim, how could you leave her alone?”
 
   Klutzo’s demeanor immediately changed. He flew backwards ten centimeters, then jerked back another five. He looked reticent, scared even.
 
   Josh swallowed suddenly.
 
   “... Something wasn’t right,” the recording orb admitted in a stuttering tone. He wasn’t human, and didn’t have vocal chords, yet right now it sounded as if someone had their hands around his throat. “Something attracted to technology.”
 
   Josh stood straighter, each muscle along his back contracting stiffly.
 
   “Black Mass dangerous. Dangerous,” Klutzo repeated, his speech patterns becoming broken and jarring.
 
   “Yeah, I know. But you're electronic – you can’t feel fear,” Josh reminded him, “so why couldn’t you follow through with your original programming?”
 
   “... Something holding me back. Attracted to technology,” he repeated ineloquently.
 
   Josh narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t make any sense. What was holding you back?”
 
   “Attracted to technology,” Klutzo repeated.
 
   Josh took a breath. He wasn’t getting anywhere here. Maybe Klutzo was broken. Or somehow – some crazy how – the Black Mass really had scared him. For all he knew, Theodore Chester could have built a functioning emotional AI into the security drone.
 
   He took a step back, brought a hand up to his chin, and tried to think.
 
   Before he could put too much thought into it, his computer beeped. “Incoming visual communication from Admiral Forest.
 
   Josh closed his eyes and took a breath.
 
   This was it.
 
   He could ignore Carinthia all he liked. Forest he couldn’t.
 
   “Alright, where’s the holographic terminal in this room?” he asked the computer.
 
   “It is embedded in the control panel by the door.”
 
   “Okay,” he turned towards the door, “begin the message.”
 
   There was the familiar beep that indicated an incoming message, then, in less than a second, a perfect hologram of Admiral Forest appeared. She stood there, hands behind her back, shoulders stiff, expression stony.
 
   He’d faced Forest before. She was a match for him any day. But maybe not today.
 
   “Special Commander, I’ve been informed about your ... indiscretion with Theodore Chester.”
 
   He should shut up, listen, then apologize profusely once he got the opportunity.
 
   Instead he gave a short laugh. “Is that what we’re going to call it?”
 
   Her expression stiffened even more, her jaw locking so hard it was a surprise the blood didn’t freeze in her veins. “Special Commander, if you had any concerns regarding ... the conduct of certain crew members on the Chronos, you should have come to me first. You should not have told Theodore Chester that if his daughter had been anyone else, we would have looked after her better.”
 
   “The man asked me a question – and I answered it truthfully. I thought the pursuit of the truth was one of the pillars of the Coalition?”
 
   “So is loyalty,” she reprimanded harshly. “And I must say, you failed to show appropriate loyalty today.”
 
   “What? You think this is a test of my loyalty, Admiral? We’re both being tested here.”
 
   “Special Commander,” she said in a warning tone, her expression becoming stiff, “be careful. We are all doing what needs to be done. This is not a time for recrimination.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s time for an investigation. It’s time to look at what we did.”
 
   “No one is to blame for Mimi Chester’s death – everyone did what they could.”
 
   “Wow, you’re good at repeating the party line. Did Kathleen from the Press Wing write that one liner for you?”
 
   “Special Commander, we are not hiding anything; this situation, though unfortunate, is simple. I’m not saying what happened to Mimi Chester wasn’t a tragedy, I’m just telling you there’s no one to blame for her death. It was an accident.”
 
   He shook his head. “You think I can’t recognize when someone is pushing away inconvenient truths? I made an art out of that. I know exactly what you’re doing. It is 100 times easier to pretend it was all an accident than take a step back and look at what could have been done differently. You may not want to look at the culture on this ship – at the Academy – but it’s broken. Your own daughter bullied Mimi out of getting help. The other ensigns and lieutenants who served with her at the Academy were no different. They were like a pack of dogs driving a stray from their territory.”
 
   “Special Commander, I must inform you your behavior is bordering on insubordinate.”
 
   “Go ahead – remind me all you want. You’re not going to silence me, though.”
 
   “There has already been an investigation into Miss Chester’s death aboard the Chronos, and the crew has been cleared.”
 
   “How?” he asked bitterly. “How the hell have you cleared us that fast?” He used the word us deliberately.
 
   “The medical repot is clear – nothing could have been done for her.”
 
   “I’m not talking about that – you know what I’m talking about. People dismissed her, pushed her away. They left her alone when being with her could have saved her life, or at least bought her a chance,” his voice broke.
 
   He wasn’t talking about them anymore – the rest of the crew. He was talking only about himself.
 
   Didn’t he deserve to be punished? Yes, unquestionably other people needed to be reprimanded – Carinthia primarily. But ... responsibility ultimately rested with him.
 
   He shouldn’t have let Carinthia’s words affect him. He should have risen above his own fears. He should have checked on her because he had known something was wrong – not turned from her door because he was too coward to face her.
 
   “I’m not going to drop this until someone is dismissed,” he said, a realization slowly dawning on him.
 
   “There is no one to dismiss. I agree – there should be some reprimands. The Academy’s culture is not broken. But perhaps ... certain officers – including my own daughter – need to be reminded of how we behave.” 
 
   “That’s not good enough. One of us needs to go down for this.”
 
   “What are you suggesting? Think carefully before you answer,” Forest warned.
 
   “I’m suggesting ... I left her alone. I’m suggesting I knew something like this was going to happen. I could have stopped it. I could have shouted louder until someone listened. Maybe you’re right – and I can’t keep pointing the finger at others. But you can’t stop me from pointing it at myself.”
 
   “Special Commander, no one blames you. I understand this is difficult, but—”
 
   “Someone needs to go down for this, he repeated.” He lifted his head as the realization burnt through him. “And it has to be me. I quit. Because I deserve to be fired. And if you don’t have the balls to do it, I’ll do it myself.”
 
   “Special Commander – Josh – don’t do anything rash. I know this has got to you. I’m not going to tell you to drop it. But I am going to tell you to stop and think. Do not make decisions in your current state.”
 
   “If I don’t make them now, I won’t do the guilt justice.” He looked at his feet. “You know the man I used to be, Admiral. That guy wouldn’t have cared about this. That guy would have walked away. This one,” he pointed a stiff finger at his chest, “won’t. You promised me joining the Academy would change me – it has, maybe too much. I was picked because I was the kind of guy who would press on despite the odds, who’d bounce back from every loss and keep fighting. I’m not him anymore. So I quit.”
 
   “... Josh, please, just wait. Wait another week before you make this decision. Don’t throw away your career for—”
 
   “Her? I’m not. I’m throwing it away for me. Goodbye, Admiral.” He leaned forward and ended the transmission.
 
   He stood there and faced the empty room.
 
   ... He’d just quit the Coalition Army. He was no longer a Special Commander. The life he’d led for the past five years was over.
 
   ....
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Now he was no longer a special commander in the Coalition Forces, he had to decide what to do next.
 
   He could go anywhere, do anything.
 
   Right now, he couldn’t pull himself from the view. He stared at the stars streaking past his window.
 
   The Admiral had called him multiple times, but like a petulant teenager, he wasn’t accepting her calls. She’d even got the Captain to intervene, but Josh had simply repeated that he no longer worked for the Coalition.
 
   At their next stop, he was going to leave the Chronos and his old life behind.
 
   As he peered at the view, his gaze transfixed, he suddenly saw movement reflected in the glass.
 
   He twisted sharply on his foot, his reflexes lightning fast.
 
   It wasn’t a Rebuilder – it was Klutzo.
 
   “What the hell? I turned you off,” Josh announced as Klutzo turned on with a blink of red light.
 
   “And I turned myself on,” Klutzo declared.
 
   “You don’t have the programming to do that—” he began, but stopped abruptly. He’d already learnt Klutzo had a heck of a lot more under the hood than your standard recording orb. “... Why have you turned yourself on?”
 
   “To advise you regarding our next destination. I have learnt from the Chronos’ computer that you have quit the Coalition. We should return to Omacka.”
 
   There was so much wrong with what Klutzo had just said, that Josh shook his head like a confused cat. “What? You accessed the Chronos’ computer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You would have tripped a fire wall.”
 
   “I did not. When the technicians connected me to the Chronos’ main computer cores, they inadvertently gave me access to the primary memory bank.”
 
   “... That’s illegal.”
 
   “I’m merely following through with my original remit.”
 
   Josh swallowed. “Klutzo, Mimi is dead,” he repeated for what felt like the thousandth time.
 
   “She is not. I have now accessed the medical information taken from the Harlow. I believe their CMO may have accidently discovered what is going on.”
 
   “S-sorry?”
 
   “In his report, he noted the pattern of Mimi’s neurological activity mimicked far-field communication systems.”
 
   “He said it was only a coincidence.” Josh’s limbs felt heavy and lifeless, yet somewhere deep in his chest, he felt a tingle.
 
   “No. It is not a coincidence. Mimi’s consciousness was being sustained over a great distance, beamed from her body aboard the Black Mass to the fake body aboard the Chronos.”
 
   “What? That’s not possible.”
 
   “You said yourself, the Black Mass contained powerful technology you had never seen before. Why is it not possible?”
 
   Josh’s mouth became bone dry. “I ... saw her die. I held her body,” he defaulted to saying.
 
   “You saw her copy die. It is my estimation that as the Chronos took Mimi’s copied body further and further away from Omacka – her consciousness could no longer be shared with it. The signal would have become too weak.”
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense. It’s not possible. Why would the Black Mass copy Mimi’s body?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why would it somehow stretch her consciousness to it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Then what do you know?”
 
   “That Mimi is back in the Black Mass. You never recovered her body, Special Commander. Not her real one. The pillar of light you spoke of must have spirited it away.”
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense,” he spat as he rammed his fingers into his palms.
 
   “If we return to Omacka and find the Black Mass—”
 
   “What? We’ll find her? She’ll be alive?” he choked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How can you be so damn sure?”
 
   “Mimi’s neurological activity did not merely mimic far-field communication systems – it resembled them perfectly. Ask yourself, can that be a coincidence?”
 
   Josh swallowed, the move so hard it was a surprise he didn’t rip his jaw in two. “How ... how do you know her body was fake?”
 
   “I possess a full atomic bio scan of Mimi. It is part of my remit. The Mimi who died on the Chronos did not match her scan. There were noticeable differences.”
 
   Josh felt his cheeks pale. It was a surprise they didn’t drop off due to blood loss. Detailed atomic bio scans were incredibly hard to do and incredibly expensive. But Theodore Chester was an incredibly resourceful, rich man. There was every possibility Klutzo really did have one.
 
   But ... what the hell did it mean that Mimi didn’t match her scan?
 
   He swallowed again. “I don’t get it. How could she be fake? I talked with her, I saw her – it was her. Are you telling me she was just some copy?”
 
   “Her body, yes, her mind, no. I also possess atomic-level bio scans of her neurological system. They matched. That was unquestionably her mind. However, the presence of far-field activity suggests—”
 
   “Her consciousness was being beamed into her body. That doesn’t make sense,” he said impassionedly. “You can’t beam someone’s consciousness into their body.”
 
   “We can’t. It’s true that the Coalition lacks the technology necessary. A race superior to our own could do it.”
 
   “How do you know this all? You must be making it up. You must still be broken. If any of this were possible, the doctors – the Chronos would have figured it out now.” Even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. The Chronos did not possess a detailed atomic scan of Mimi, so they wouldn’t have known anything was wrong with Mimi’s so-called fake.
 
   He could bring it to their attention, but that would involve revealing Klutzo’s true identity. A move that would get Theodore Chester in a world full of trouble.
 
   ....
 
   Josh stared at the recording orb. That flicker of energy sparking through his chest grew stronger by the second. It wasn’t enough to counteract the dead numbness in the rest of his body, but it was the first flicker of hope.
 
   He forced another swallow past his dry throat. “... Say this is even remotely possible—” he began.
 
   “It is more than remotely possible.”
 
   “Just ... say there’s a possibility I believe you,” he tried to breathe, but it felt like a Herculean task. He might be feeling hope, but he knew it was seductive. Giving into it – believing this ridiculous tale – would assuage his guilt for now. But in the long run, it would leave him even hollower in side.
 
   “We must return to Omacka, find the Black Mass, and—”
 
   “Save her?” the words shook their way out of his throat.
 
   “You owe it to her to try,” Klutzo said.
 
   Josh felt like he’d been punched. Of all the things Klutzo could say, that was the worst.
 
   Klutzo wasn’t done, though: “even if, as you say, this is remotely possible, you still owe it to her to try.”
 
   Josh blinked heavily, his mouth filling with the metallic taste of shock.
 
   ... He owed it to her to try?
 
   Yeah, he did. Unquestionably.
 
   The recording orb was right – even if there was the tiniest possibility this was true, it was incumbent upon Josh to go check it out.
 
   He owed Mimi Chester.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Two Years Later, Omacka Four
 
   Josh grabbed his drink, rolling the chipped glass about as he considered the golden liquid splashing within.
 
   He stared at it with all the fixed attention of a man contemplating his existence.
 
   Suddenly a thought struck him, and he reached into his pocket, pulled out a notepad and pencil, and scribbled down some coordinates.
 
   He returned the notepad and pencil to his pocket and went back to fumbling with his drink.
 
   He knew most of the shady customers of this desert watering hole, and they knew him. He’d been a fixture here for two years now. And that had been plenty of time to prove to every space bum and vicious crim that Josh was not a man to mess with.
 
   Not even the scavenger gangs bothered him anymore. Josh had a deserved reputation for being able to look after himself.
 
   As Josh slowly took a sip of his drink, and savored the burning taste as it trickled down his throat, he looked up to see the crowd parting. Someone was heading his way. Clearly the message he wasn’t a man to be messed with needed to be reinforced again.
 
   Barely moving, he placed one hand on the sand razor pistol in his right holster.
 
   This bar was cramped. A sprawling room with a low ceiling, it was chunked with space junk some creative soul had decided would double as suitable bar furnishings. He was currently sitting in a warped control panel. The wiring had been ripped out and replaced with foam.
 
   It wasn’t comfortable.
 
   He shifted to the left, his hand locking on his gun harder.
 
   Finally whoever was coming his way made it through the crowd. He saw blond hair, blue eyes, and Coalition pips.
 
   Carinthia Forest.
 
   ....
 
   It had been two years since he’d left the Chronos and the Coalition behind. Two damn years.
 
   He’d made it abundantly clear that he never wanted to be contacted again, yet here she was.
 
   She made eye contact with him and smiled with relief.
 
   He looked purposefully down at his drink.
 
   She made her way over to him. “Josh, it’s been so long.”
 
   He took a sip and returned his glass to the table, rolling it around as he stared at his dirty fingers.
 
   “I ... I’ve been tasked with tracking you down. Can I sit down? We need you back at the Academy. These are strange times, Josh,” Carinthia said as she tried to sit down.
 
   He wouldn’t make room for her.
 
   “You need to give up on her, already. Josh, she’s been dead for two years now. Stop tracking her shadows.”
 
   He finally looked up from his drink. His gaze must have been colder than steel, as the usually strong Carinthia backed off a little.
 
   “Please, Josh,” she said after a long pause, “come back. Nobody blames you for your ... indiscretion before you left. We all understand that was just emotion talking. Nobody blames you,” she repeated. “And the Academy needs you. You’re a hero. Have you forgotten that?”
 
   He hated that word. God he hated it.
 
   It reminded him of her. Mimi. Everything reminded him of her.
 
   Josh grabbed his chin in his hand and let his fingers dig into the flesh.
 
   “Josh?”
 
   “Don’t let the door bang you on the way out, Carinthia.” Josh went back to nursing his drink.
 
   “Josh, just snap out of it. Mimi Chester is dead.”
 
   He shifted back in his chair, lifting his drink as he stared at Carinthia with a cold gaze.
 
   “You were in no way guilty for her death. Josh, you did everything you could to save her. You shouldn’t have quit the Academy. Now come back.” Carinthia held out her hand, a pleading expression on her face.
 
   “She’s not dead,” he managed finally.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That shadow I’m chasing, it’s more of a reflection. I’ve seen her,” he admitted as he downed a gulp of his drink to quell the nerves erupting through his belly. It was the same every time he thought about her, let alone said her name aloud.
 
   It had been two years, and the wound was just as fresh as the day she’d died in his arms.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Carinthia asked uneasily.
 
   “You and the Academy think I’m out here hunting for a ghost. I’m not. The Black Mass did something to her, copied her body but kept her mind. Her echo is still around – I’ve seen it. I’m going to find that ship, and I’m going to find out exactly what happened.” He slowly looked up at Carinthia, ensuring his look was as challenging as a knife to the throat.
 
   “Josh, listen to yourself. Echoes? The Black Mass? Do you really believe she could still be alive? And is it worth wasting your life on the slim chance she is?”
 
   He set his drink down. It clanged against the metal table, golden liquid sloshing out and pooling around the glass. “Yes,” he said emphatically. Then he left it at that. He stood and walked away from Carinthia.
 
   On his way out of the bar, Josh passed three Coalition officers. They were clearly Coalition, even though they weren’t dressed in uniforms. They stuck out like only golden boys could on a planet this tarnished.
 
   “Sir, glad to have you back,” one said as he nodded Josh’s way.
 
   “I’m not back, son.” With that, Josh turned and walked off. Maybe Carinthia tried to chase after him. It didn’t matter though; he was too good at losing himself in this crowd. He’d been doing it for two years now.
 
   Omacka Four was his new home, and would be until he found her.
 
   She was out there.
 
   He could feel it.
 
   He hadn’t lied to Carinthia either; he’d seen her. Visions in the desert. Her smiling face, those pale blue eyes.
 
   They haunted his dreams, but the visions in the desert were different. They weren’t mirages or some other trick of the light or mind; they were real. They were real, goddammit.
 
   These past two years, he’d been holding onto the hope she was still alive. It kept him alive. It also kept him on the straight and narrow, or as close to the straight and narrow as a guy could get on a backward planet like this.
 
   He knew that if he just found the Black Mass, he could find her. Klutzo’s theory had to be right: Mimi’s consciousness and her body must still be aboard the Black Mass.
 
   Josh Cook couldn’t face the possibility she was really dead.
 
   As he walked through the crowd, he headed for the edge of town. Specifically, the place he always parked his sand slider. He’d invested in a tame sand wolf a couple of months back, and the beast did a sterling job of keeping his vehicle safe. It also had a good nose on it, and it had got him out of trouble more than once with its powerful claws, teeth, and tusks.
 
   He also had Klutzo.
 
   It was his link to Mimi.
 
   Though Josh had to clean the guy of sand every other day, it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t give the orb up.
 
   He wouldn’t give her up ....
 
   As he made his way through the city and out to his sand slider, his sand wolf—the aptly named Sandy—wagged its tail as it galloped over.
 
   Josh put up a hand and pushed it away before it could lick his face off. “Yeah, it’s good to see you, too,” he laughed. “Ready for another night’s work?”
 
   Sandy howled.
 
   He took that as a yes.
 
   At the sound of Josh’s voice, Klutzo zoomed out from underneath a mound of clothes and rags Josh kept on the sand slider, and raced over to him. “Nothing to report, sir. No vagabonds, dissidents, pirates, brigands, salvagers—”
 
   Josh put his hand up. “It’s cool, I got it. You’re trying to say no one attempted to steal my stuff.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Josh chuckled. Clearly the people of this city had finally got it into their head that it wasn’t worth taking on a sand wolf and a slightly klutzy but still very effective security drone.
 
   His chuckle didn’t last. Mirth never did with him.
 
   He walked over to the sand slider, sat down, and pulled out his notebook and pencil.
 
   He’d found them out in the desert. He had no idea how they’d gotten out there. They were useful, though. The paper never clogged up with sand and stopped working in a spray of sparks.
 
   Anything he took out into the desert, including himself, had to be cleaned every time he returned, apart from the book, the pencil, and Sandy. Everything else was liable to get chunked full of sand and die on him.
 
   Dragging his dirty thumb across the page, he ascertained his next coordinates, then whistled to Sandy. Klutzo zipped onto the slider, and Josh jumped up beside him. Sandy didn’t join them, though, as he was easily one ton. He was fast enough, and always ran alongside the slider instead.
 
   Josh unwrapped the scarf from around his neck and arranged it around his mouth and head. Reaching under the dash, he grabbed his goggles and slid them over his eyes. The scarf and goggles were made of a special substance that would—in theory at least—repel the extra fine particles of sand, ensuring any that passed the shielding of his slider didn’t slice through his eyeballs or cut through his mouth.
 
   Without another word, Josh gunned the engine, watched the shields flicker into place, and started out on his night’s journey.
 
   Every day at dusk he left for the desert.
 
   He’d calculated that’s when he had the greatest likelihood of running into the Black Mass. Due to the powerful winds that picked up when the sun went down, the desert virtually became a moving mass. Things that lay dormant for centuries under the dunes could be seen poking out of the hills and valleys.
 
   This desert was more like an ocean at times. The winds blew in one direction for the first half of the night, then the other until morning dawned. The effect was like a tide. The winds would strip away the top layer of sand, revealing what was underneath, but only for a few precious hours. Then the wind would change and cover it back up again.
 
   Though it was more dangerous to travel at night, he didn’t have a choice.
 
   Plus, he was used to it by now. Sandy thankfully kept most sand wolves at bay, and the ones that weren’t put off quickly learned their lesson when Klutzo kicked into gear.
 
   There were other dangers in this desert, though. There were other salvagers like him. They too, however, had quickly learnt Josh was not a man to be meddled with. He always had a sand rifle slung over his back and a Coalition issue pulser by his side. He’d modified both, and cared for them like a father for his children.
 
   They’d gotten him out of more hairy situations than he could count.
 
   He gunned the engine and sent the slider slipping over the sand. It rammed its way up dunes, slicing down the other side, leaving great paths in its wake.
 
   He concentrated.
 
   Dusk drew on to night. He kept concentrating. Fatigue, hunger, thirst – none of it affected him. These past two years he’d honed his attention like a hunter would hone his knife. From dusk until dawn, Josh looked for her, with every scrap of will he had.
 
   The sound of the engine and the belly of the slider soaring over the dunes became a distant noise, despite how loud they were.
 
   Klutzo remained by his shoulder, the top half of his cylindrical body turning left and right as he scanned their environment. He would be able to tell when they came across the Black Mass. Josh might miss it in the dark, but Klutzo wouldn’t. The few times they’d come across a vision of her, Klutzo had gone haywire. He always displayed the same fear he had the very first time they’d come across the Black Mass.
 
   Josh wiped the sweat from his top lip, his fingers so stiff from holding the rails they creaked like hinges.
 
   The hours ticked on by.
 
   He barely noticed.
 
   Dawn started to break. Its light rose above the horizon, casting a cold, yellow-white glow over the sand.
 
   It was when he was readying to turn back to town that he saw something.
 
   No, first he felt it.
 
   He’d never believed in anything paranormal, and he was the least superstitious person you could meet. Call it obsession, but over the past two years, he’d developed ... some kind of sense. When the desert got still after the night winds blew themselves out, it was almost as if he connected to it. Connected to her.
 
   A part of him knew it was all in his head, the rest of him didn’t care.
 
   Right now, as he turned the slider around, the top-heavy front digging into the sand and leaving a great pit in the side of a dune – nerves exploded through his stomach.
 
   It felt like he’d swallowed a bomb.
 
   He slowed down. That’s when he saw it – to his left, down the dip in this dune was a form. A body.
 
   At first, his training told him it was a target – an enemy. Though the scavengers in town always knew to leave him alone, sometimes they got more desperate when they were out in the heat and sand. He’d been jumped a few times.
 
   He pulled out his gun, slamming on the slider’s brakes as he did.
 
   Then he saw what was there.
 
   It was no scavenger.
 
   It was Mimi.
 
   The vision was back.
 
   His heart exploded in his chest, emotion bursting from it like a super nova.
 
   “Mimi?” He shouted into the dawn.
 
   She ... she was there.
 
   Almost in slow motion she turned to him. A flicker of light crossed through her projection, arcing from her shoulder to her foot.
 
   Though it was just a projection, just some hologram, it didn’t stop him from jumping off his sand slider, before it had stopped, sinking into the sand, and throwing himself forward.
 
   He screamed her name, his movements frantic as he tried to reach her.
 
   He watched her brow crumple. “Josh?”
 
   She ... she could see him. Jesus Christ, she could see him.
 
   Josh hurled himself over the sand, yanking his legs forward every time his boots sunk into the dunes.
 
   He reached her.
 
   He tried to throw his arms around her. He expected his hands to glance off nothing but light. Yet she was solid.
 
   “Josh?” Her eyes grew wide.
 
   He held her. He held her in his arms.
 
   “Josh ... what’s going on? Where am I?”
 
   “Mim, it’s okay. It’s fine. It’s all going to be fine. I’ll find you. I’ll never stop looking for you.” Josh held her tighter and tighter.
 
   “Josh, I’m scared. Where am I? It’s dark in here.” She clutched onto the sides of his top, her hands tense.
 
   “What do you mean dark? Where are you?” Reluctantly, he pulled away, hooking his hands over her arms as he stared into her eyes. It was then he noticed she wasn’t looking at him. She was staring around as if she couldn’t see properly.
 
   “Josh, you found me. How did you—”
 
   “Mimi, listen to me. You need to describe where you are. Every detail.”
 
   “But you’re here with me.”
 
   Her words stabbed through his heart. He held onto her and shook his head.
 
   She couldn’t see.
 
   “Mim, please, describe where you are. Do you know how you got there?”
 
   “But ...” her voice started to become distant.
 
   “No,” Josh screamed, holding onto her arms as hard as he could.
 
   Her body became insubstantial, the breeze blowing puffs of sand through her arms, cheeks, and torso.
 
   “No,” he screamed, trying even harder to keep his hold on her.
 
   Her body disappeared in a flicker of light.
 
   “No,” Josh screamed over and over again, falling to his knees, bunching sand into his fists, and striking the ground.
 
   Eventually he stopped, his head drooping forward as his hands slowly opened.
 
   He waited there like that until dawn gave way to morning, until the pounding sun on his neck became too strong to ignore.
 
   Reluctantly, he pulled himself away. Like a robot, he got back on his slider, going through the motions of turning it on and turning it around, but not feeling anything.
 
   It was useless to scan for her, it was also useless to stand there calling her name. Mimi hadn’t appeared before him—her image had. An image being transmitted from the Black Mass. To find her, he had to find that ship.
 
   Though regret and loss ate at him like acid, there was a flicker of hope that remained.
 
   She’d called his name. She’d talked with him.
 
   She had to be alive. It hadn’t been a simulation—it was her.
 
   As Josh rode the slider back to town, his hands tensed around the rails so hard he practically dented them.
 
   Tonight he’d head out early, he told himself.
 
   He was close. He couldn’t give up now.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Mimi roused. She’d had some dream. Josh had been there. Josh Cook. His face, his hands, his voice, his arms. It had been him.
 
   As she woke, she stared at the ceiling. The room was dark, but she could make out the faint outline above.
 
   She tried to speak.
 
   There was no one to answer.
 
   “Josh?” She managed.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Josh?”
 
   She could hear a drip somewhere, and the constant electrical hum of some machine.
 
   Weariness came upon her suddenly. Heavy, it dragged her back under. Back to sleep.
 
   Back to work.
 
   ...
 
   Josh barely slept. He parked his sand slider just outside of town and curled up under the dash, using the shielding to keep himself cool.
 
   He dreamed of her.
 
   Of trying to get to her. Of searching but never finding.
 
   His rest was fitful, and after a few hours, he gave up.
 
   He headed back into town. He was going to secure supplies for a long trip. His plan was to stay out in the desert for a week if he had to, or more if it would come to it.
 
   He was so close, he could feel it. He just needed time.
 
   Once he parked his slider, fed Sandy, and grabbed a bite to eat, he headed straight to the closest supplier. He didn’t even bother to drop into his favorite watering hole for a drink.
 
   Josh was focused.
 
   He grabbed what he had to and headed straight back to his slider.
 
   When he approached it, he slowed.
 
   Four people were staring at it warily. Technically, it wasn’t the slider that had them worried—it was the sand wolf.
 
   Josh slowed.
 
   He recognized Carinthia and the three other Coalition officers immediately.
 
   She must have heard the crunch of his boots, as she turned and called out his name. “Josh. We’ve been looking for you all over town.”
 
   “And you’ve found me. Goodbye again,” he said as he walked towards his slider. Sandy leaned in affectionately, and Josh patted his enormous neck. It was covered in long, matted sand-colored fur. “Good boy.”
 
   “Damn, the stories about you must be true, sir,” one of the officers piped up. He looked young, eager, and fresh out of the Academy. And as a result, had no business being on a planet like this.
 
   “What stories would those be?” Josh asked offhand as he loaded his supplies onto his slider.
 
   “You’ve tamed a sand wolf—you must be one of the most resourceful men in the Academy.”
 
   “If by resourceful you include buying one from the local wolf store, then yeah, I guess I’m the best the Academy’s got. Or had, rather.” Josh jumped onto the slider, fully intending to leave without another word.
 
   “Wait,” Carinthia commanded as she ran up to him.
 
   “I told you yesterday, I’m not coming back.”
 
   “Josh, we need you,” there was a real pleading note in her voice, and despite himself, it got his attention.
 
   He shifted his gaze to stare down at her.
 
   Her eyes were wide with an unusual fragility.
 
   He hadn’t ever seen her like this.
 
   Josh hesitated.
 
   “Please, just listen to what we have to say.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll listen. But I’m not coming with you. I’m not giving up on her.”
 
   Carinthia closed her eyes. Then she opened them and, just for a moment, appeared to actually fight back the tears. “Josh, the Academy needs you.”
 
   “The Academy has plenty of other grunts.” He gestured to the officers still standing a good distance from Sandy.
 
   “Not against the Rebuilders.”
 
   Josh froze.
 
   “They’re back. For the past two years, their numbers have been growing. We don’t know how and we don’t know why, but they are back. And unless we do something to stop them, they’re going to overrun the galaxy.”
 
   Josh searched her gaze, a lump forming in his throat.
 
   The Rebuilders?
 
   Carinthia could have said anything else, mentioned any other enemy, and Josh wouldn’t have bat an eyelid.
 
   The Rebuilders were personal though. Without realizing what he was doing, he ran a hand over his old scar.
 
   Carinthia watched. “No one can fight them like you. We’ve tried, god knows we’ve tried, but all we end up doing is losing good soldiers. We need your expertise. The Milky Way needs you.”
 
   Josh didn’t say anything.
 
   “Josh?” She looked at him, hope filling her brown eyes.
 
   “Sorry. There are other people. I’m only one man, Carinthia. The Coalition will find a way.”
 
   “No, Josh, no. We need you.”
 
   He stared at her and shook his head.
 
   She pulled back from him, tears welling in her eyes. “Please,” she tried once more.
 
   He hardened his jaw. “I’m sorry, but I’m not in the Academy anymore. Considering my history, I should never have been allowed to join. You’ve got plenty of other good people to rely on. So go rely on them.” He turned.
 
   “Josh, she’s dead. She’s dead. She died two years ago. You saw her body, Josh, you know she’s gone. Stop chasing ghosts,” Carinthia said, her voice uncharacteristically hysterical.
 
   “I’m not chasing ghosts,” he said with a dry mouth. “I’m chasing her.”
 
   With that, he turned, gunned the engine, and left.
 
   Sand churned up behind him, obscuring Carinthia and her officers. It didn’t matter though; Josh didn’t look back.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Days passed. Nothing. He returned to the exact coordinates he’d seen her. Nothing.
 
   Nothing but goddamn sand.
 
   The longer his journey ran, the more his hope ran dry. He could feel it evaporate like the moisture from every breath – the hot wind would rip it from him and drive it away.
 
   He was so close – he’d never seen her for such a long period of time before. His previous sightings had all been brief. Just snippets. Her face. Her body.
 
   She’d spoken to him. He’d held her.
 
   God, he was close.              
 
   And yet, still so far. No matter how thoroughly he searched the area, he could find nothing.
 
   What little hope remained by the end of the seventh day sat deep in his gut, warped and twisted by doubt and nerves.
 
   He was running low on supplies – lower than he wanted to admit. He had to turn around, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.
 
   He’d come into this desert filled with hope, filled with the belief that after all these years he would finally find her.
 
   Now all he was filled with was desperation and pain. They sat knotted in his gut, harder and colder than the core of a comet.
 
   “Sir, though I am reluctant to admit this, we must turn around. This does not, however, mean that we cannot come back,” Klutzo qualified as he rose up from under the dash and hovered over Josh’s left shoulder.
 
   Josh wanted to ignore the recording orb. He wanted to ignore every scrap and trace of reason that told him to follow the order, turn around, and come back some other day. His hands were so tight around the rails, his shoulders so tensed and hunched, it was as if he wanted to die right here, calcify into some statue of a man crumpled over his task with bare knuckled determination.
 
   “Sir,” Klutzo prompted again. But then he stopped, suddenly. The recording orb darted to the right, as quick as a bullet slamming from a gun.
 
   Josh whipped his head around, following the move.
 
   He also brought the slider to a sudden, shuddering halt.
 
   Rather than call out to Klutzo, he arched his head high, staring at the recording orb as it hovered at the top of a towering sand dune that cast the slider into a deep, cold shadow.
 
   With one hand Josh loosened the scarf from around his face, ensuring the tails of the fabric didn’t whip in front of his eyes. With the other hand, he grabbed up his gun, smoothing his thumb over the trigger and dislodging every speck of sand.
 
   His heart beat in his throat, thrumming down his neck and into his chest as his body pounded with the expectation of action.
 
   After a minute, Klutzo returned, keeping low, hugging the side of the sand dune.
 
   Josh didn’t say anything until Klutzo reached his side. “What is it?” He hissed through tight, white lips.
 
   “There is a scavenger raiding party approximately two kilometers to the south-east.”
 
   “Have they detected us?”
 
   “I am unsure. I have obtained visual and tactical data, and they appear to be distracted by something else.”
 
   “What?” Josh’s mouth was dry.
 
   “Something lodged into the sand. I was unable to obtain any reading on what it was. I am too far away or they are utilizing some sort of jamming technology, sophisticated enough to block even my scanners.”
 
   There was another possibility, one that sat tantalizingly just outside of Josh’s reach.
 
   He forced a swallow, even though it felt like his throat had turned into the very desert under his boots. “How many of them are there?”
 
   “I do not suggest we engage in combat,” Klutzo answered a different question – one Josh hadn’t asked, but one that was nonetheless on his mind.
 
   “How many of them are there?” He asked again.
 
   “I detect approximately 10.”
 
   “10? Scavengers usually only work in parties of three or four. You get any more than that and the critical mass of anger and hatred will tear the group apart.” Josh brought a hand up and scratched at his chin.
 
   “I do not suggest we engage them in combat,” Klutzo repeated. “We should turn around. We can mark the coordinates of this place, return tonight, and investigate. We’re currently low on supplies,” he reminded Josh.
 
   Josh ignored the recording orb. Instead, he slowly got down from the sand slider, grabbed the sophisticated tactical binoculars from under the dash, and proceeded to slug his way up the side of the near vertical sand dune. With every step, as he drove his boots into the sand only to have the stuff scatter over his legs and ankles and feet, his heart beat harder.
 
   That prospect he didn’t want to consider – that possibility that still darted just out of his reach – came closer and closer with every step.
 
   He clutched hold of the tactical binoculars in one hand, his gun in the other, and finally he ascended the sand dune. Careful to keep low, he got to his knees, then his stomach, and shimmied forward, pressing the binoculars to his eyes as his head darted over the rise a bare inch.
 
   Scanning the sand, it took him a few seconds to spy the raiding party.
 
   “Jesus,” he muttered under his breath, his head darting left and right as he locked each member of the group in his sights. He wasn’t just counting them or checking their stocky, bedraggled forms for weapons. When he had bought these tactical binoculars, he’d spared no expense. They could calculate the relative mass, density, charge, and form of any object they spied. They weren’t full matter scanners, and wouldn’t be a touch on Klutzo’s ability, nor the sophisticated heavy duty sensors you would get aboard a Coalition cruiser. Yet they were enough to determine how many weapons a target was carrying, and how hard they would fall.
 
   The scavenger party were predictably well-equipped, large, and fit. If Josh had access to Coalition armor, he could take them all on. Instead, all he had was a sand wolf, a security drone, and a couple of guns strapped to his waist.
 
   Oh, and a burning desire. And desperation can often make up for even the most extreme lack.
 
   The raiding party appeared to be focused on some object in the sand. Josh couldn’t see it – there were several sand sliders in the way, blocking his view.
 
   It had to be small though. If they were all gathering around the belly of some downed ship, he’d be able to see it. No, whatever held their attention had to be no larger than a meter or so across.
 
   Josh’s mouth became even drier. Swallowing felt like torture, yet not as torturous as the hope that started to trickle through his mind.
 
   Could it be the Black Mass? It was the first time he’d admitted that thought – the first time he’d let the exact words pull up from the unconscious hole he kept them buried in.
 
   If his mouth had been dry before, now it was nothing compared to the scratchy, hot sensation that travelled from the tip of his head down to every toe. He fidgeted on the spot, pressing the binoculars closer to his eyes, not caring that they indented against his skin.
 
   “Come on, move, you bastards,” he hissed as he pushed forward over the sand, digging his elbows in as he tried to get a better view – as he tried to catch sight of what those scavengers were piling over.
 
   Though most of his attention was pressed forward, he heard Klutzo swoosh up beside him. In a low tone designed not to carry on the wind, Klutzo said “sir, this is too dangerous – we must turn back. We can come back tonight.”
 
   Josh ignored him. He wasn’t going to come back tonight. He was going to find out what those raiders were after. Now.
 
   He inched back across the dune, finally pulling the binoculars from his eyes as he locked them onto the magnetic holster on his hip. Then he grabbed up another gun.
 
   Klutzo did a loop in the air, several lights along his smooth metallic body flickering on and off. “Sir, I must advise against this action.”
 
   “Your advice is noted. Now, Klutzo, let’s find out what those assholes are after.”
 
   Before Josh could slip back down the dune, get on his sand slider, and plan an attack route, Sandy growled. It was a low, gravelly noise, and it carried far on the wind, reaching Josh, clutching hold of his stomach, and twisting hard.
 
   Sandy may not have the sophisticated sensors Klutzo did, but he had biological senses honed by hundreds of thousands of years of evolution. Ones that didn’t need regular maintenance and couldn’t be clogged by sand, nor could they be jammed and blocked by force fields.
 
   Sandy growled again, jumping up, the hackles along his back forming a bar of mottled beige fur like a Mohawk that ran from his eyes down to the tip of his tail. 
 
   “Looks like I don’t have to go to them,” Josh found the time to mutter under his breath as he pushed himself forward, deliberately throwing himself down the dune and into a scattering roll.
 
   It was just in time.
 
   Several scavengers rounded the opposite side of the dune, guns blazing.
 
   Though Sandy was ostensibly an enormous target, he didn’t get shot. Even if he did, he could take 20 times the damage Josh could. A bullet or two slamming into his enormous, fur covered flank would be little more than irritation.
 
   Klutzo no longer hovered by Josh’s shoulder. He darted down the sand dune, red lights appearing around his body as his security matrix engaged.
 
   Seconds later, Klutzo flew at the nearest target, locking it in a containment beam just as Sandy pounced on the guy.
 
   Josh couldn’t let them do all the work.
 
   He reached the bottom of the sand dune, and launched himself into a sprint, yanking both guns forward and shooting as he did.
 
   Three scavengers pushed and scattered their way over the sand, their faces contorted with rage and greed.
 
   While Josh had done a good job of letting the scumbags of this planet know he was not a man to meddle with, scavengers had an alarmingly short memory. Plus, when they were part of a group as large as this one, they tended to feel invincible.
 
   Well, it was a feeling, not a fact.
 
   With expert precision, Josh shot one in the shoulder, finishing it off with a blow to the leg that saw the guy tumble into the sand, blood scattering over the dune as he crumpled into a heap.
 
   His two buddies roared with rage, and brought up their enormous pulse rifles, turning them to automatic as they peppered the sand with bright white, blistering hot blasts of plasma.
 
   Josh had the time to launch into a roll and skid behind his sand slider.
 
   Just as he did, Klutzo swooped forward, shooting two of the scavengers as Sandy leapt on the third.
 
   By the time Josh made it to his feet and darted his head above the sand slider, all of the targets were down.
 
   “I’m not even sure why you guys let me tag along,” he muttered. “You could both take on an army if you felt like it.”
 
   “We serve you,” Klutzo replied. “We do not let you tag along – and you, Joshua Cook, could take on an army too.”
 
   Josh chuckled to himself as he surveyed the damage and downed scavengers. He walked around the side of his sand slider, and kicked it gingerly with his boot. When the whole thing didn’t crumple into a mass of singed, smoking metal, he nodded in satisfaction.
 
   He didn’t let his guard down, though. They might have overcome this wave of scavengers, but the rest of the raiding party would have been alerted by now. In a couple of minutes, more leering, mud-covered faces would pop out of the sand like daisies, all hauling massive plasma rifles rather than delicate yellow petals.
 
   Josh took the time to run a hand down his face. Then he turned sharply on his foot, angling his head over his shoulder, staring in the direction of the raiding party.
 
   He was now more determined than ever to find out what they were doing – what mysterious object in the sand they were all gathering around.
 
   Forcing a breath through his tight, constricted chest, he pointed his hand forward. “Let’s take the fight to them this time.”
 
   Sandy gave a low growl, and Klutzo flew a loop around the wolf.
 
   Josh took that to mean they were ready.
 
   Disposing of the scavenger’s weapons, Josh got back on his slider, instructing Klutzo to fly above it as he modified the shielding so that any blasts from his weapons would make it through.
 
   It was time to run and gun, or – more accurately – slide and gun.
 
   He revved the engine, the sound of the hover drives shaking and rattling over the sand echoing between the dunes like the terrifying call of some mechanical beast.
 
   With a grunt of his own, Josh sent the slider shooting forward. He rammed it up the side of the near vertical dune in front of him, gritting his teeth and grabbing onto the rails as the slider’s engines roared.
 
   Sand scattered everywhere, sparking against the shield and puffing around the slider in great clouds.
 
   As Josh reached the top of the sand dune and shot down the other side, he saw the raiding party in the distance. They dispersed, racing into cover behind the sliders as they prepared for the attack.
 
   Josh would never be cocky. His life as a pirate and a scavenger scumbag had inoculated him against that particular vise.
 
   Still, he couldn't shake the feeling of invincibility as he rammed his way down that sand dune with a colossal sand wolf and a fully functional prototype security drone at his side. It might be a close battle, but there was no questioning that he would eventually win.
 
   Or so he thought.
 
   Just a bare hundred meters from the raiding party, when they started to push around the sides of their sliders and take pot shots at him, the unimaginable happened.
 
   Klutzo stopped. Dead in the air. Then, with a strange shudder that shook over his metallic form, he suddenly darted in the opposite direction.
 
   Josh couldn't help but yank his neck around to follow the recording orb’s sudden move. “Klutzo, what are you doing?” Before Josh could do anything, one of the scavengers managed to blast a hole in the front of his slider.
 
   It disrupted the internal gravity drive, and Josh was thrown forward, right over the railing, right through the shields, and right into the side of a sand dune.
 
   His body was burned from where he'd burst through the shields, and a terrible, persistent tingling arced over every centimeter of his skin, making his teeth chatter and his hair stand on end.
 
   He didn't have time to rub his skin to chase away the sensation, nor did he have the luxury of grabbing up a medical scanner to see if he'd done himself any permanent neurological damage.
 
   The scavengers were upon him.
 
   He could hear them rushing over the sand, their boots eating into every grain as they thrust themselves forward in a fit of frantic rage.
 
   Klutzo may have darted off, but Sandy was still by Josh's side, and the wolf leapt into action, protecting Josh while he pulled himself out of the dune.
 
   The wolf roared, its growl splitting the air like 1000 strikes of lightning.
 
   The scavengers closest to Josh suddenly doubled backwards as the wolf whipped its tail around, collecting them both in the shoulder and sending them smashing into Josh's sand slider.
 
   Not bothering to get his balance, Josh stumbled to his feet and threw himself forward, lifting both guns as he did. Now was not the time to aim carefully – now was the time to put down a hail of fire, buying him the time to jump into cover.
 
   Though Josh had only spied 10 scavengers when he’d ogled them with his tactical binoculars, now he saw more jump up from somewhere. Though his brain was addled with the immediacy of battle, eventually he saw where they were coming from.
 
   A hole in the sand. A hole that sat next to a black spike, thin and tall, like some kind of antenna.
 
   A black spike sticking up from the sand.
 
   Josh wanted to fall to his knees, he wanted to slam his hand over his mouth, he wanted to close his eyes and scream.
 
   The Black Mass. Good God, they must be above the Black Mass. That's why Klutzo ran away.
 
   Josh had been searching for this place for so goddamn long, but now he couldn't take the time to celebrate. Any second of distraction would get him killed.
 
   He plunged to his knees, sand washing up over his legs and down his pants as he shoved his shoulder forward, rolled, and pressed his back behind the slider.
 
   He could hear the scavengers, all shouting and growling as they massed towards him.
 
   Sandy was doing an admirable job of keeping them back. Either slamming his enormous body into their forms, or whacking them to the ground with his strong, powerful tail.
 
   But the sand wolf could and would become overcome if Josh let him.
 
   So Josh pushed to his feet again, gripping his gun, ignoring every grit and particle of sand lodged down his back and inside his fingerless gloves.
 
   With a grunt and a scream, he pushed himself out of cover, right at the closest scavenger.
 
   The guy was enormous, easily three times as big as Josh, and built like some kind of genetic muscle experiment.
 
   Josh shot him in the foot, but the guy gave out a roar and rammed his shoulder into Josh's arm, pushing him to the ground.
 
   Before Josh could be stamped on, he kicked out, managing to catch the guy's knee, just as he brought up his gun and pulled off a shot.
 
   The guy was wearing heavy particle armor, and it managed to discharge most of the energy of Josh's shot, a blast of white hot light disbursing over the grey armor with a spark and crackle.
 
   The guy brought up his foot, and brought it down, stamping on Josh's knee.
 
   He screamed, the sound ripping from his throat as he tried to shoot the scavenger over and over again.
 
   The guy brought up his own gun, a massive particle weapon whose barrel glowed like the center of a volcano. Then, with a sneer, he depressed his finger on the trigger.
 
   He didn't get the chance to shoot.
 
   Josh scuttled backwards.
 
   Through the desperation of battle, he’d lost all idea of where he was.
 
   If he'd known how close he was to the black spike, he would have stopped. He might've even let that guy shoot him rather than haul himself backwards until his back slammed up against the black spike.
 
   There was a single moment of recognition.
 
   The scavenger pulled the trigger, and the massive charge building in the barrel of his gun lanced towards Josh.
 
   It didn't have time to strike him, though.
 
   Suddenly, from behind Josh, a massive burst of energy ripped over the sand.
 
   It was invisible, but its effects weren't. This enormous wave pushed its way through the sand, sending it puffing into the air in enormous clouds as it struck each scavenger, every sand slider, and even Sandy, and sent them hurtling backwards.
 
   While Sandy managed to flip in the air like a lithe cat, and land on his feet, the scavengers weren't so lucky. They were sent tumbling over the ground until they came to rest 20 meters away.
 
   As for Josh, he wasn't thrown forward, he fell backward.
 
   Something opened up from below him.
 
   The Black Mass.
 
   He felt himself falling through the air, and he groped desperately, but grabbed hold of nothing but sand.
 
   With a massive, shuddering thump, he hit the ground.
 
   The wind was pushed from his lungs, and his head slammed into something behind him. Fortunately it wasn't the unyielding metal floor of the ship – enough sand had built on the floor that it offered him a pillow of sorts. At least enough to ensure his head didn't split open and blood and brains didn't spill behind him.
 
   Though Josh was conscious, his head was swimming, black confusion building at the corners of his eyes.
 
   He pushed past it as he pushed up. Though his body groaned and protested, he pulled himself into a run, tugging his limbs forward, even though he wanted to crumple into a heap.
 
   His knee was exploding with pain from where that scavenger had stamped on it. His back was red and sore from where he’d tumbled through the shield, and blood was building around Josh's teeth, lining his mouth with a raw, metal tinge.
 
   Looking over his shoulder, eyes wide as he tried to stare through the clouds of sand and disturbed dust, he re-gripped his gun. Fortunately he hadn't lost it when he'd fallen through the roof.
 
   But unless he pressed forward, fortune would depart him.
 
   He heard Sandy growl from above.
 
   Though the wolf was loyal, he wasn't dumb enough to sacrifice himself for Josh.
 
   Hopefully he also wasn't dumb enough to follow Josh down here. While the hallway was wide and much larger than Coalition regulation, Sandy couldn't fit down here.
 
   With a groan and a scream, Josh pushed into a run, continuing down the corridor.
 
   It was only when he pushed through the remaining clouds of sand that his mind caught up.
 
   God, he was here. He was here. In the Black Mass.
 
   He had finally made it back here.
 
   It didn't matter that an entire scavenger army was on his heels – goddamnit, he was here.
 
   Recognition washed through him, faster than light.
 
   After two years of searching, he was back.
 
   Mimi.
 
   Her name filled his mind, pushed up against every memory like a balloon inflating in the center of his brain.
 
   Christ, Mimi.
 
   He even said her name out loud, letting it echo and bounce off the walls.
 
   The scavengers were still behind him – he could hear thumps as they jumped down into the hallway. But their presence – no matter how threatening – couldn't cancel out the thrill, the joy, the hope at being back here.
 
   Finally he had a chance to find her.
 
   Though he shouldn’t advertise his position, he let his head jerk back as he shouted at the corridor – “Mimi!”
 
   He didn’t expect her to come trundling around the corner, a smile on her lips. That wasn’t the point – he wasn’t screaming to wake her up, to bring her to his side – her name just ripped out of his throat as the success of finding this place burnt a hole in his mouth and tongue.
 
   Before he could lose all reason, he heard them again.
 
   The scavengers.
 
   He turned over his shoulder, his eyes drawing wide as their footfall thumped through the floor.
 
   He could hear their shouts too – splitting through the air in punctuated bursts of hatred.
 
   He might have finally found the Black Mass, but unless he fought off the scavengers, he wouldn’t be able to find Mimi – he’d die.
 
   Josh turned his head around and pushed into a faster run, even though it felt like he was ripping his body apart, one jerking step at a time.
 
   The further he travelled down the corridor, the more it changed.
 
   He remembered the Black Mass from two years ago – the memory was burnt into his mind and carved into his skull.
 
   He didn’t remember this corridor, though. It rapidly changed, turning from smooth metal to a warped, broken mess.
 
   It was like a bomb had hit – or a shipload of them. The floor was ripped up in chunks, sections of the wall hanging off to reveal sparking circuits within.
 
   If Josh hadn’t experienced the surprises this ship could throw up before, he’d stop and turn around.
 
   He didn’t have that luxury – the scavengers were still on his tail. Running faster and faster, their boots slamming against the hull, like a terrifying count down.
 
   He turned around another corridor, and this one was just as badly damaged as the last.
 
   What had happened to this ship? Was it playing games?
 
   At the time – two years ago – he’d wondered if the damn thing was somehow sentient. If trapped within this tortured mess of metal and spikes was some kind of mind.
 
   Now that thought crept upon his mind again, poisoning his thoughts as he ran further into the ship. Though he was desperate to get to Mimi, he couldn’t get himself killed. And this ship – if given the chance – would kill him.
 
   The first thing he had to do was get rid of his pursuers.
 
   He’d managed to put some distance between them, but they were either less injured than he was, or a heck of a lot more pissed off. Probably both.
 
   They were gaining ground quickly. And now Josh had to navigate through this mutilated tunnel, his lead was shrinking with every heart-pounding second.
 
   He turned over his shoulder again, his scarf unfurling from around his neck and letting a catchment of sand scatter down his body and dash against the twisted metal floor.
 
   When he took another step, he tripped over something. Throwing out a hand to catch the wall, he noticed it was a root. A twisted, gnarled, coiled root. Blinking through the darkness – tinged by the sparking circuits from above – he saw plants. Ferns and vines and weeds pushing their way through the cracks in the metal, little tendrils of green against the drab black and grey.
 
   His heart beat faster.
 
   He remembered those plants.
 
   He pushed back into a run.
 
   He could hear one scavenger closing in on him. From the heavy sound of the guy’s footfall, he was a colossus. Maybe it was the same titan Josh had fought out on the sand – the one who’d managed his knee.
 
   Josh had to make a stand.
 
   He ducked into a room to his left, spying it through the shadow.
 
   It was small, but spacious enough that the dark sat in every corner concealing untold puddles and clumps of vines.
 
   He had just enough time to note the medical bed in the middle, and piles of broken devices strewn underneath it. He assumed it was a medical bed, anyway – it was raised, with plenty of space for a biped to fit on top.
 
   Josh ducked behind it, curling his shoulders and head down, so the bulk of the bed hid his head and back.
 
   Thump.
 
   Thump.
 
   Thump.
 
   Something stopped out in the corridor. That same thing sniffed the air and snarled.
 
   Josh gripped his gun close to his chest, his knuckles so stiff with adrenaline and fear, they felt like rock lodged between his flesh.
 
   There was a scratching sound as a hand latched onto the doorway, nails scrabbling over the frame.
 
   Something sniffed the air.
 
   Josh knew he had to time this right. That scavenger would still be in particle armor. If Josh was lucky, it would only take a few rounds of bullets to blast through it.
 
   He’d never be lucky enough to get that much time, though.
 
   The scavenger walked into the room, its heavy footfall shaking the floor and sending the broken devices scattering off the workbenches and slamming against the ground.
 
   Josh took the time to blink, to draw in a silent breath – then he moved. He kept low, one hand pressing into the floor as he launched forward.
 
   The scavenger roared, bringing his massive shoulder around and ramming it into Josh just as Josh shoved his own shoulder forward.
 
   The scavenger was more than a match for him. Josh was thrown backwards, like he’d played chicken with a cruiser. He fell to the ground, his back thumping against the ground, but his legs quick enough to kick high over his head and bring him into a backwards roll.
 
   The scavenger lurched forward, one of its massive tree-trunk legs slamming down as it tried to stamp on him again.
 
   He kicked away just in time, using the medical bed as purchase to pull himself to his feet.
 
   He still had his gun, and it was time to use it.
 
   Josh didn’t aim at the guy’s chest, though. He aimed at several broken devices by the guy’s megalithic foot.
 
   The white-hot blast from his gun sank into them, sending an eruption of sparks dancing up in a cloud of bright flashes.
 
   He’d shot the devices as a distraction, expecting a small enough explosion to get the guy’s attention – but not this.
 
   Strange chemical flames erupted over the devices, sending a choking, acrid smell wafting into the room.
 
   The scavenger jerked to the side, just as another of those devices exploded.
 
   This was Josh’s chance.
 
   He threw himself right at the guy, bringing his gun around and angling it up.
 
   He had to time this perfectly.
 
   Perfectly ....
 
   Josh slammed into the guy’s chest, just as the scavenger brought his arms around and tried to wrap them around Josh’s back.
 
   Josh kept one arm free, the gun pointed up.
 
   Just as the scavenger brought its leering face down – its yellow, pin-prick eyes staring death into his own – he fired. Right at the underside of the guy’s chin.
 
   It worked. The blast ripped through the thin shielding, and slammed into the guy’s head, sending him hurtling backwards.
 
   Josh staggered, but didn’t stop. He fired two more bullets into the scavenger to ensure his particle armor was down – even if the brute inside it was still alive.
 
   Then Josh turned. He indulged in a single moment of curiosity as he stared at the broken, burnt devices scattered over the floor. Dark singe marks now covered the metal hull, the last crackles escaping the devices and skipping over the floor like dying insects.
 
   Another mystery. This ship was full of them. Why had those machines burnt like that? What were they made of? Some kind of specialized organic-mechanical structure?
 
   He didn’t have the time to answer that question.
 
   He pushed out of the room, but not before he reached down and plucked the scavenger’s heavy gun from his side. Josh slung it over his shoulder and exited the room.
 
   Without pause, he lifted the gun, and aimed it at the ceiling of the hall, just as screams filtered down it and cursed the air.
 
   With a pent up snarl, Josh shot the ceiling, keeping his finger on the trigger until a hail of fire saw a whole section of it collapse. It crashed into the floor, burning lumps of circuits bursting out in chunks and whipping around by his feet.
 
   He ducked back, shooting down another section of ceiling until he was satisfied he’d put enough smoldering metal in the scavengers’ path to slow them down.
 
   He finally let his gun drop, the glow from the barrel illuminating his face and side.
 
   Staring at the wall, he took a step back, then another, before forcing himself to turn around and continue.
 
   He brought a hand up and wiped the sweat from his top lip.
 
   Then he pushed into a run, his knee crunching with every step.
 
   “Hold on, Mim,” he begged the dark, mutilated corridor, “I’m coming.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Josh didn’t know how much distance he covered. Time ticked by in chunks, not seconds. One corridor looked like the next, and every shadow flitting past his face or slosh of ice-cold water as it slapped over his boots ran together.
 
   He pushed past the pain, past the fear – past every distraction.
 
   He didn’t care if he had to walk this ship for days or weeks – until his body gave way and fell out from underneath him – he would find her.
 
   Gradually the corridors changed. The twisted, warped metal gave way to a narrower, tunnel-like hall that funneled him forward.
 
   He gripped his gun tighter, knowing full well this could be a trap. This tunnel could lead him right back to the scavengers, or maybe it would spit him out into that pool of water he knew was stuck somewhere near the belly of this ship.
 
   Instead, the tunnel terminated in a large room that looked like a hangar of some sorts. As he swung his gun around, using the glowing chamber for light, he narrowed his eyes and stared.
 
   He could see a smooth, sleek ceiling high above, cut from a strange kind of white-blue metal he’d never seen. As he swung his gun down, he noted various devices strewn over the floor.
 
   Some of them were big and round – like fuselages out of a light cruiser engine. Others were small and too mangled to recognize.
 
   What exactly happened to this ship? Had it crashed on Omacka? Had it been infected by something? Had it been attacked?
 
   Though the questions hung in his thoughts, he pushed on.
 
   He had to make it to the room with pillars. The same room he’d lost Mimi in all those years before. He had no idea what he’d do once he got there, but it was the only place he could think of to start.
 
   He dearly wished Klutzo was still here. The recording orb would be able to use its sophisticated scanners to find Mimi.
 
   But Klutzo was gone. Something about this ship had scared the electronic device off.
 
   Not for the first time, Josh wondered what the hell that could be – how could something with no mind, with no consciousness, with no emotion fear this ship?
 
   Though Josh's mind ran wild, he didn’t stop – he pushed forward.
 
   He crossed the hangar, spying a door on the opposite wall. When he reached it, he noticed it was open a crack. With a grunt, he pushed his fingers into the opening, and forced the doors. He had to fight against the aged, stuck metal, and another grunt ripped from his lips.
 
   With sweat running down his brow, he managed to open the doors, then he staggered through.
 
   He was back in a tunnel. This one cleaner, neater – a lot more like a Coalition cruiser and a lot less like a walk through a scrap metal depot.
 
   He wiped away the last slick of sweat, letting his hand linger over his chin and throat before he re-gripped his gun with both hands.
 
   The corridor branched off into various rooms. He peered into each one, noting how different they were from the rest of the ship. Not only were they devoid of destruction and free from coiling plants and dark pools of water, but they were larger, nicer even. They reminded him a great deal of the space ships he was used to.
 
   With his brow furrowed in thought, he kept exploring. It was almost as if he’d wondered into a completely different ship subsumed within the Black Mass. Some kind of command vessel, if the panels and consoles were anything to go by.
 
   As soon as he thought that, his face paled with hope.
 
   If this really was the command section of the Black Mass, there was every chance there'd be sensors nearby. If he could only find them and figure out how to operate them, he'd have a chance of finding Mimi.
 
   He pushed himself into a run, ignoring every spike of pain that pulled up from his knee and stabbed deep into his leg.
 
   He kept searching through the rooms until he came across one so extraordinary, he stopped and stared.
 
   The bridge – it had to be the bridge.
 
   Josh walked into the room, his eyes so wide he could swallow the universe with them.
 
   “Whoa,” he let the word break through his lips as he walked down into the room.
 
   It was built on three rising levels, with a ramp and stairs to join them. They led down to a massive view screen that took up one entire wall. Around it were arranged various consoles and operating stations. Just one look at the technology told Josh it was eons beyond what the Coalition – or her enemies – possessed.
 
   It wasn't just in how sleek and modern it looked – it was the feel of the place. As strange as it sounded, power seemed to concentrate under every dash and along every consol.
 
   He took another mesmerized step into the room, swinging his head to the left and right as he tried to take it all in.
 
   Slowly he made his way up to the view screen. With one hand still on his gun, he reached a hand up to run a finger down the smooth screen.
 
   He expected to feel a sleek, cold surface.
 
   What he felt was liquid.
 
   He yanked his hand back, his eyes drawing even wider.
 
   A ripple crossed over the screen from where he'd touched it, slowly arching out until it dissipated over the massive surface.
 
   Josh took a step back, sweat covering his brow and collecting above his top lip again.
 
   He took another step back when he realized the screen was changing. Though the ripple had dispersed, something was building up behind it.
 
   An image.
 
   Instinctively Josh lifted his gun. His arms grabbed it up, his biceps and hand tensing as he hefted it towards the slowly moving screen.
 
   More ripples danced over the surface, like a sea driven by a howling wind.
 
   Then, between the ripples, something formed.
 
   It took Josh awhile to realize what it was, but with his head tilted to the side, he realized it was the desert.
 
   He was staring at a wall of sand. The view screen had turned on to show him what was beyond. And what was beyond wasn't the depths of star-studded space, but the inside of a dune.
 
   He relaxed a measure, staring up at that strange sight.
 
   He felt like he was stuck in a snow globe.
 
   “Jesus Christ.” He forced himself to turn and survey the rest of the bridge.
 
   If he'd just managed to turn the view screen on, wasn't there a possibility he could make the rest of this ship work too?
 
   He could at least try.
 
   He rushed towards the nearest console, hesitating for a brief moment as he brought his sweaty, stiff fingers over the buttons.
 
   The console, understandably, was wholly unfamiliar to him. It had enough similarities with the Coalition technology he was familiar with that he could recognize what it was – but he had no idea how to operate it.
 
   But he had to try.
 
   Goddamn it, he hadn't gotten this far not to try.
 
   With a silent prayer, he let his hands descend onto the buttons.
 
   Before he could even try to type something, the whole console came to life, lights appearing over the surface as a soft hum issued from within.
 
   He jerked backwards.
 
   Suddenly a hologram appeared over the surface of the consol. It was unlike any hologram he'd ever seen.
 
   It was perfect.
 
   It looked indistinguishable from reality – from the console below it, from his gun, from his body.
 
   It looked real. Even as he ducked his head to the side quickly he couldn't see any flickers or lines of light to reveal what it really was.
 
   “God,” he muttered as he forced himself to approach it again.
 
   The hologram was a slowly spinning orb of light, with several other orbs of light intersecting it.
 
   Josh was familiar with a lot of technology – he'd spent a life scavenging it, after all. He knew the differences between various alien interfaces, yet he hadn't the slightest idea how to operate this, let alone what it depicted.
 
   There was now so much sweat collecting above his top lip that it was a surprise he didn't dehydrate.
 
   “Alright,” he muttered as he brought a hand up. Clutching his hand into a fist and wincing, he pushed his hand towards the hologram.
 
   Then through the hologram.
 
   His fist punched right through it, the perfect image forming around his arm without a single flicker.
 
   “This is incredible,” he muttered. He opened his hand, shifting it to the left and right as he watched the hologram seamlessly reform around it.
 
   Then something happened. Several consoles to his side suddenly lit up, their hum shaking through the floor.
 
   Josh jerked back, grabbing his gun as he did.
 
   He didn't know why he kept going to his weapon – he'd left the scavengers far behind.
 
   But there was something about this ship – and that something told him never to let his gun fall from his grip for too long.
 
   Warily, he approached the other consoles.
 
   One in the middle of the room grabbed his attention. If he had to guess, it was the command consol.
 
   He shifted towards it, sand still trapped in the tread of his boots and crunching underfoot as he approached.
 
   As he reached it, something happened. A beam lanced out, landing in the center of his chest, twisting, then fanning out as it covered him completely.
 
   He jerked back, but by the time he did, the beam disappeared.
 
   He’d just been scanned.
 
   The console lit up, a perfect image of Josh’s body forming over it in another flawless hologram. “Life detected,” a computer said in a pitch-perfect tone that lacked the emotionless electronic drone of the computerized voices he was used to. “Bioscan complete – language faculties detected. Converting to Standard Galactic Dialect.”
 
   Josh watched as every console in the room changed. The previously indecipherable symbols and controls morphed in a series of smooth metallic movements until they resembled Coalition technology.
 
   The whole room didn’t change – just the consoles.
 
   “What the hell?” He stared around him.
 
   “This bridge has now adapted to resemble your technology,” the computer informed him. “You will now be able to operate it.”
 
   “... Who are you?” he asked breathlessly.
 
   “I am the AI of this ship.”
 
   “Y-you know what this ship is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Christ, this ship was still running – it was still functional.
 
   Josh started to shake as he realized what that would mean. “I need you to scan this ship – the whole interior – for a human like me. For a biological entity that resembles my scans.” He smacked a hand on his chest emphatically.
 
   “Functions are limited. Most systems are offline.”
 
   Josh closed his eyes, letting a bitter wave sweep over him.
 
   It was never going to be this easy. But he couldn’t give up.
 
   He leveled his gaze at the console before him. “Fine, if you can’t find her, then tell me what this ship is.”
 
   “Memory cores are missing,” the computer informed him.
 
   “Just tell me what you can,” he pleaded.
 
   “This vessel was infected by the Carriers. The crew were killed or taken. This AI crashed this vessel before it could be infected, stopping the Carriers from drawing this vessel into their mind.”
 
   “Carriers ... what kind of enemy were they?”
 
   “They ravaged the Collective of Planets, absorbing what technology they could, and destroying every biological entity they came across. They devastated hundreds of worlds until the Crucible was created.”
 
   “The Crucible?”
 
   “The AI of this ship.”
 
   Josh let his gun go, let it fall to its strap and hang loose on his shoulder. He took a step back, staring at the console as he listened to the voice. “Wait ... tell me more about these Carriers,” he asked, a cold, hard kind of recognition forming in his mind.
 
   “They are the first true mechanical virus. Created by the Collective for protection against the Force, they turned against us.”
 
   “True mechanical virus,” Josh said, the words slipping from his tongue as if he were dropping them on the floor like a glass tumbling from his hand.
 
   God no.
 
   God no.
 
   The Rebuilders.
 
   “The Crucible was created to regain control over them. They attacked before it could be completed.”
 
   Josh wiped a hand through his sweaty hair, his fingers pressing into his skull and drawing his skin tight.
 
   Of all the enemies this could be linked to – of all the scumbags in this Galaxy – it had to be them.
 
   They haunted him.
 
   He blinked, forcing past the wall of emotion that had formed in his mind.
 
   “Are the Rebuilders still aboard – I mean the Carriers?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Josh buckled. He didn’t fall, but he did stumble forward. “What? Where?”
 
   “They are contained in the lower levels by the Program.”
 
   “Program, what program?” He twisted over his shoulder, scanning every nook and cranny on the ship, expecting a surge of Rebuilders to rush towards him.
 
   “The Program is the Crucible’s creation. It keeps the Carriers contained within their own hive mind.”
 
   Josh tried to breathe. There were so many questions to ask – but there was only one that burned in the center of his chest. “I came aboard this ship two years ago. Do you remember me?”
 
   “I was aware of your presence then, as I am aware of it now,” the AI answered.
 
   Relief washed over him, but it was tight and pressured, and lodged in his throat. He tried to swallow around it as he asked his next question “there was a woman with me. Like me, human,” he tapped his chest, “I think she’s still on board. Is she still on board?” his voice shook so badly, he could barely understand it himself.
 
   “She is part of the Program, along with the crew I could save.”
 
   Josh fell. He couldn’t help it. In that moment, his body gave way.
 
   Mimi ... Mimi was alive. Mimi was alive.
 
   “W-where? Where is she?”
 
   “She is contained within the Crucible.”
 
   “Where? I need to go there – I need to find her. Where is she?”
 
   “You cannot access the Crucible?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The Program cannot be shut down. To shut down the Program is to lose. The Carriers would overcome this ship, then this planet, then this quadrant, then the galaxy.”
 
   He stared at the console, breath stuck deep in his chest. “I need to find her,” he said through gritted teeth, so much tension goading his jaw it felt like the muscles would shatter his bones into dust.
 
   “There has to be a way. Why was she taken into this program? I left the ship with her,” he started to babble, formless thoughts ramming their way through his mouth in a tirade of bitter emotion, “I left this ship with her. Then she died. I saw her body. I ... what happened?”
 
   “That human female never left this ship. She was copied.”
 
   “Why? If you wanted her, why did you copy her? Why did you send her back with me?”
 
   A strange flicker crossed through the lights on the bridge. It was barely perceptible, and Josh didn’t notice as he clenched his fists as tight as the bone and skin would allow.
 
   “So you would leave.” the AI answered. “Her mind was compatible with the Program. We allowed her to find this ship – we drew her into the Crucible, and we assimilated her into the Program. We copied her form and sent her back with you, so that we could learn of the galaxy – so that we could learn of your current technological capacity. We could not sustain her consciousness over an unlimited distance, however, and eventually her form failed. Her mind returned to the Program.”
 
   Cold escaped up his back. “... What?” His hand twitched to his side, settling on his gun.
 
   All those years ago, when Mimi and Josh had been chased through the Black Mass, Mim had wondered whether the ship was helping them – leading them forward.
 
   She’d been right and she’d been wrong. It had been helping them, but not towards safety.
 
   His fingers tightened around his gun. “You kidnapped her and used her body as a spy,” he choked over his words.
 
   “She was necessary for the continuation of the Program. She was the 499th. You will be the 500th. Your mind was not compatible with the Program back then, but it is now.”
 
   “Sorry?” he stared around him, his back stiff, his face pale.
 
   “The Program is designed to run with 500. Only with 500 can we regain control of the Carriers.”
 
   Josh took a jerking step backwards. “You kidnapped her, now you’re going to kidnap me?”
 
   “You will be utilized in the continuing fight against the Carriers,” the AI twisted his words.
 
   He took another step back. “So that’s why you let me find you?” He kept talking to it in the slim hope it would buy him some time.
 
   “We allowed the Black Mass to be found again. We allowed you to enter the bridge.”
 
   “So what? Now you’re going to pull me into this Program of yours?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And if I resist?” He toted his gun and aimed it at the view screen.
 
   “It will be irrelevant.”
 
   Before Josh could squeeze off a shot, something happened.
 
   The floor below him gave way, opening up silently and smoothly, a yawning gap forming at his feet in an instant.
 
   He fell through. There wasn’t any time to scream, or shoot, or lift his head and stare at the view screen one last time.
 
   He just fell.
 
   But he didn’t plummet far.
 
   Just as a smooth white floor rushed up below him, an inertia field snapped around his body, and his dissent cut out, his arms and legs suspended over the ground as he stared wide-eyed at the floor.
 
   Something grabbed his shoulder, darting in from behind him with a mechanical swoosh. A robotic arm, it pulled him up and dumped him on a medical slab.
 
   He had enough time to scream before another robotic arm darted in, clamping him down as tubes – moving on their own – snaked up from under the bed and latched onto him, driving into his skin as something slammed over his eyes.
 
   Josh lost consciousness immediately.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   He awoke with sand under his boots. Red sand.
 
   He tilted his head back to see a red sun above.
 
   He jolted, realizing he was no longer on the bed, and he moved his hands frantically over his body as he checked for any sign of where those tubes were attached to him.
 
   Nothing.
 
   He was fine.
 
   No ... he wasn’t fine.
 
   He twisted his head to see something amassing over a sand dune far in the distance. As he narrowed his eyes at it, he realized it looked like a wave – as if a tsunami was washing through the desert. But the longer he looked, the more he saw the sun glinting off something.
 
   Metal.
 
   It was a sea of moving metal.
 
   He took a jerked step back, then another.
 
   Before he could turn and run, he heard scattering footfall.
 
   People were coming up the rise to his left.
 
   He ducked for cover, skidding behind a rock.
 
   He didn’t make it – the first person came into view and stared straight at him.
 
   A tall, glowing blue alien woman, she reached for the gun in her holster.
 
   Josh got ready to fight.
 
   He didn’t have to.
 
   The woman grabbed the gun and threw it at him. “Finally, the last one is here,” she said.
 
   Josh caught the gun, the wave of people rushing around him, all taking up position as they faced the encroaching sea of metal.
 
   “What’s going on?” Josh, keeping a firm hold of the gun, turned to stare at the woman.
 
   “Now we fight the final battle,” she answered as she turned over her shoulder and flicked another wave of soldiers forward.
 
   There was an assortment of aliens – some Josh recognized, some he didn’t. It took his mind a moment to realize that of the aliens he did know, they were all from ancient races – from the founders of the galaxy.
 
   “Final battle? What are you talking about?” Josh began. Then he stopped.
 
   He saw someone. One of the soldiers. At the back of the group. She didn’t belong.
 
   Human.
 
   Mimi.
 
   Up until that point, his mind had forgotten about her. Somehow this vision of a desert bathed by a red sun had robbed the memory of her from his mind. It had brushed away two years’ worth of desperation to get her back.
 
   But one look at her brought him to his knees.
 
   It cut through the fog in his mind.
 
   “Mimi,” he screamed at her.
 
   She was dressed like all the other soldiers. Body covered in cobbled-together armor, weapons hanging from her hips and shoulders, blood and bruisers covering her face and arms.
 
   It was the same hair though, the same cherub face, the same dazzling blue eyes.
 
   The expression, however, was different. Cold and distant, she looked like the epitome of a soldier.
 
   His hand shook as he reached out towards her.
 
   At first she barely looked at him, then she glanced his way, her eyebrows knotting in confusion.
 
   “The wave is about to start,” the blue alien woman declared, walking up to him. She shoved him in the back until he faced the approaching enemy. “Shoot, kill – win.”
 
   He wouldn’t be distracted.
 
   He’d found her. Mimi. She was right in front of him.
 
   He held onto that fact, even as the ground below him shifted, an ear-splitting scattering sound shaking through the air.
 
   From over his shoulder he finally saw the enemy rushing over several rises. Light glinted over their smooth metal bodies.
 
   Rebuilders. He recognized the way they moved, their distinct spider like bodies.
 
   But ... something wasn’t right.
 
   Mimi held his gaze for one more confused second, before turning and taking up position next to the alien woman.
 
   “Mimi, what are you doing?” he called to her.
 
   She didn’t have time to reply; the wave reached them.
 
   Rebuilders burst over the rise, their bodies flying forward, their spider-like limbs snapping and groping through the air.
 
   The soldiers started to attack – darting and rolling and leaping as they shot and stabbed at the enemy.
 
   Even Mimi attacked. She moved like a soldier – better, in fact, than any soldier he’d ever seen. She looked as if she’d trained for this moment her whole life.
 
   Josh wanted to keep staring at her, but he couldn’t – a hand-sized Rebuilder erupted out of the sand and darted towards his boot.
 
   His instincts kicked into gear, and he kicked at it, shunting his gun forward and shooting it as it tumbled backwards. Then he whirled on his foot and shot another Rebuilder as it rushed towards him.
 
   Mimi may look as though she’d been training for this battle her whole life, but Josh really had. All those years of fighting Rebuilders had honed his mind and body. He knew how they moved, how they thought. And he fought back.
 
   He didn’t drive into the center of the wave – he fought his way over to Mimi.
 
   Even though the desire to reach her burned in his mind, it kept slipping. As he plunged into the fray, driving the Rebuilders back, he would become distracted by the fight.
 
   By the need to win. It would fill his mind, only to be pushed away as he reminded himself of her.
 
   ....
 
   What was happening to him? It was like something was trying to make him forget.
 
   Josh ducked to the side, dodging an attack, then another.
 
   He stopped fighting, pushing his energy into his mind instead.
 
   How had he gotten here? He’d been ... Christ, where had he been before he’d fallen into this vision?
 
   The more he struggled to remember, the more came back to him.
 
   With a snap, he remembered the AI. He remembered falling through the floor and being shoved onto that medical bed by robotic arms and tubes.
 
   Josh stopped fighting altogether.
 
   Was this the Program?
 
   He was inside the Crucible, wasn’t he?
 
   He was the 500th.
 
   Mimi ducked an attack, grabbed two Rebuilders as they launched their way towards her face, throwing them back as one of the other soldiers shot them.
 
   “Keep fighting,” the alien woman bellowed by his side, shoving into him with her shoulder.
 
   Josh stumbled, but he did not move.
 
   He gripped his gun, his eyes narrowing to the point of closing as he stared first at the sand, then the red sun.
 
   He had to get out of here.
 
   How?
 
   The AI had claimed the Rebuilders were somehow locked inside the Crucible too – being controlled by the Program. He guessed this never-ending fight was what the AI meant by ‘control’.
 
   The soldiers were likely the crew the AI had talked about.
 
   Which meant the sand and sun and guns were the AI.
 
   The environment was being created by the Crucible.
 
   Josh darted backwards and lifted his gun.
 
   This probably wouldn’t work, but it was worth a shot.
 
   He started firing at the sand and rock, kicking the Rebuilders out of the way if they strayed across his path.
 
   The alien woman turned to him, her eyes widening with frightened anger. “What are you doing? Fight the enemy. Win.”
 
   “I intend to,” he quipped as he kept firing at the same patch of sand.
 
   It was a long shot, but by attacking the sand – the environment – he might cause some kind of destructive feedback loop in the program. If this program was designed to trap the Rebuilder intelligence and fight it, then what happened when he joined forces with the Rebuilders and fought the program?
 
   Josh quickly got his answer. He fired round after round into the sand until it started to flicker.
 
   The whole damn vision started to flicker.
 
   Before he could clutch onto that as a sign he was finally breaking through, something slammed into his side.
 
   The blue alien. She knocked the gun from his hands with a powerful blow. Then she pinned her hands into his shoulders and she brought her face down. Her skin glowed brighter than a shot of plasma.
 
   He struggled, shifting and digging into the sand, trying to pull her hands from his shoulders.
 
   “Stop resisting. Fight the enemy. Win,” she said, her voice skipping into a new pitch.
 
   She sounded like the AI – the same AI that had trapped him down here.
 
   Josh kept struggling, but he couldn’t push her off.
 
   He saw Mimi dart to his left as she continued to fight.
 
   He jerked his head towards her. “Mimi. Mimi, please, help me. Mimi, it’s me, Josh. Please help.”
 
   Mimi stopped. She stopped when he said his name.
 
   “It’s me, Josh. You remember me, Mimi.”
 
   “Continue to fight,” the AI instructed her, “continue to win.”
 
   Mimi’s hand twitched back to her gun and she tipped forward.
 
   “No, Mimi – you have to help me. Fight this woman. Shoot her. It’s the only way out of here.”
 
   The AI tightened its grip around his shoulders. It now drove him so hard into the sand, it started to pool up around his head.
 
   “We thought you would be perfect for the Program. We were wrong. It is unfortunate – we will have to wait another 500 years until a new candidate finds us.”
 
   “Mimi!” Josh screamed, knowing he had seconds.
 
   Mimi turned and shot.
 
   She didn’t pause – she fired on the alien.
 
   The bullet rammed into the center of the AI’s chest, throwing her backwards.
 
   Josh grunted, pushing into her and getting to his feet as he went for his own gun.
 
   He fired, bullet after bullet, at the AI until it flickered and fell to its knees, the whole desert flickering with it.
 
   The AI had time to look up into his eyes. “You would let the Carriers win.”
 
   “No, I’ll fight them once I’m finished fighting you,” Josh replied as he lifted his gun and fired right between the AI’s eyes.
 
   She fell, and the vision ended.
 
   Josh woke up on a table, his clothes torn and hanging limply around him as tubes and robotic arms fell from his body.
 
   A warning alarm blared through the ship, splitting the air in a whoop, whoop, whoop.
 
   He pushed himself off the bed.
 
   He wanted to believe he’d killed that AI, but he knew that was wishful thinking. He would have damaged it, but something that sophisticated would just rebuild itself.
 
   It bought him time though.
 
   Josh got to his feet, but they were wobbly. They were not, however, injured. His knee was fine – as was the rest of his body as he pushed it into a run. Any sign of his battle with the scavengers was gone, wiped from his form with all the ease of cleaning muck off a window.
 
   There was no time to marvel at that feat of medical technology – he had to find her.
 
   He didn’t have to travel far.
 
   He heard her.
 
   Someone was crying, screaming, sobbing.
 
   They were in the room next to him.
 
   He threw himself through the door, ignoring the twitching, sparking equipment he passed.
 
   He had no idea how long the AI would be down for, but he had to get her and get out of this ship before it got back online.
 
   He rounded the corner into the next room.
 
   There was enough light from the sparking equipment to see her.
 
   She was on a medical bed, just like his, with twitching robotic arms and pipes writhing on the floor beside her.
 
   She was shaking, her pale white face awash with tears and fear.
 
   He snapped towards her.
 
   Oh god.
 
   Two years. Countless battles.
 
   “Mimi,” he screamed as he reached her.
 
   She turned her head to him, her eyes drawing wide. “Josh, Josh!” she sobbed.
 
   He brushed the last twitching pipe from her body and bent down. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her up. Her head lolled onto his shoulder, her tears washing through his torn collar and scarf.
 
   He started crying too, leaning back to brush a hand down her pale, pale face.
 
   He couldn’t believe it.
 
   He couldn’t believe it.
 
   “J-josh,” she stuttered again, “what happened?”
 
   “I can’t explain, not now,” he kept patting her face, as if he couldn’t believe it was real, as if he was waiting for it to disappear like the vision of her in the desert had. But no tufts of sand rippled through her face and body – because she was real.
 
   “God, we need to get out of here,” he choked as he forced himself to stop staring at her.
 
   He didn’t bother asking if she could walk – one look at her weak, pale body told him she couldn’t. She’d been lying on this bed for the past two years, and her muscles had all but wasted away.
 
   He picked her up, looping one arm around her back and the other under her legs.
 
   She was dressed in the same clothes she’d worn all those years ago, but they were punctuated and torn here and there where tubes had connected to her flesh.
 
   “Come on,” he whispered softly as he hefted her up. She weighed barely anything. It felt like picking up a child.
 
   But she was alive, oh god she was alive.
 
   It hadn’t hit him properly yet, but it would. As soon as they were out of this hellhole of a ship – as soon as the sunlight above played across her blue eyes and crinkly smile – then he’d understand. Then the years of searching for her – the doubt, the anger, the guilt – it would all dissolve.
 
   Because she was back. He hugged her closer to his chest as he ran through the room, feet dodging over and between the strewn cables and twitching devices. He wouldn’t be able to hold her like this forever – soon enough he’d have to start carrying her on his back. For now, he wanted to see her. Those two shocking blue eyes set against pale, deathly-white skin that was starting to streak with pink.
 
   He knew he had to be careful. He had no idea if the scavengers were still in the ship. Maybe the AI had used them as a trap to drive him further into the Black Mass, and maybe it had disposed of them once its task was complete.
 
   Or there could still be a group of pissed-off, well-armed killing machines roaming the corridors.
 
   He also had no idea how long the AI would be down for.
 
   “Come on,” he said, entirely for his own benefit as he pushed his muscles into a run.
 
   “Josh, you can’t carry me like this. Put me down and I’ll climb onto your back.”
 
   Reluctantly, he agreed, setting her down and helping as best as he could as her weak limbs tried to lace through his own.
 
   With a grunt, he lifted her up, sure to lock his arms tight around her legs. “Hold on as tight as you can,” he warned her.
 
   “I don’t want to strangle you,” she said through a soft laugh.
 
   He smiled. It was the smallest move he’d ever made. It didn’t cut across his face or drive its way through his cheeks and chin. Instead it curled his lip a millimeter or two as her resilience touched him. She’d been pulled from a machine that had been using her mind to fight some endless war, and she could still manage a laugh.
 
   Mimi was back.
 
   Hope spiked through his heart just as adrenaline pounded through his limbs. He forced himself into a run.
 
   The corridors were dark, save for the occasional twitching, writhing device or cable spilling from some compartment or sparking in an adjoining room.
 
   As he ran, his boots pounding and reverberating over the metal floor, he kept alert.
 
   Not just for the scavengers or the ship itself – but for Rebuilders. He couldn’t discount what the AI had said – nor what he’d seen in that vision.
 
   Sweat built up across his brow, running down the side of his face as he forced his legs to carry them both as quickly as possible.
 
   Mimi stayed quiet, her head pressed against his left shoulder. Her hair didn’t spill over his arm or tickle his chin and neck – she didn’t have any. Either it had all fallen out over the past two years due to the shock and stress of being latched up to the machine, or the AI had deemed it unnecessary.
 
   What else would it have done to her? How else had it hurt her?
 
   The questions pulled at his gut, feeling like hooks latching around his stomach, but he forced them back. He couldn’t allow them to distract him – not yet. He couldn’t allow the shock to catch up to them. He had to outrun it, and he had to outrun the ship.
 
   They rounded a corner into a familiar section of broken-down corridor. A single light sparked above, pulsing on and off with an eerie buzz. The floor and walls were contorted, as if the hand of God had idly played with them, rolling them like dough as cables and wiring escaped every recess and access panel. There was barely a path through the mess.
 
   “Damn it,” he said bitterly as he checked over his shoulder, quickly assessing whether it was safer to go back the way they’d come. If Mimi weren't with him, he’d get down on his hands and knees and crawl and clamber through the broken corridor. He wasn’t confident he could do it with her on his back, but could he really waste time and turn around?
 
   “Josh, it’s okay, let me down,” she said, reading his mind, “I think I’ll be able to manage through there on my own. With your help,” she added in a soft voice.
 
   He opened his mouth to protest, but closed it. Wordlessly he helped her down. Now was not the time to point out how weak she was. Now was not the time to point out she had to be careful. Now was the time to do everything they could to get out of here.
 
   If she collapsed or couldn’t pull herself forward anymore, he’d help her.
 
   He wouldn’t stop helping her until he either died or they got out of here.
 
   She couldn’t stand on her own, but with his assistance, she got down on all fours and crawled forward. He took the lead, ready to turn around and pull her if she needed it.
 
   With heavy breathing that indicated how weak she’d become, she pushed herself forward.
 
   It was slow progress, but it was progress. Her brow crumpled in concentration and determination as she struggled through the narrow, contorted gap.
 
   The metal floor was rough and jagged, pushing and digging into his flesh, cutting him here and there and leaving trails of his blood trickling over the cables and wall. He took off his scarf and top, wrapping them around Mimi’s hands and knees, protecting her as best as he could.
 
   The tortured corridor continued for a long section, until finally it gave way to something he could walk on.
 
   He pulled her up, and briefly she fell against him, her breathing loud and heavy as she rested against his shoulder.
 
   He cupped a hand against the back of her neck, nestling one arm around her back as he held her there, catching his own breath. The crawl through the tunnels hadn’t taken it out of him – her presence had.
 
   He’d be breathless until he got her to safety. Even then, it would probably take him weeks, if not months, to start believing this. To accept that he’d done it – he’d found her.
 
   “Come on, Mim.” Reluctantly, he pulled away, holding her shoulders as he stared down at her.
 
   With heavy, slow blinks, she stared up at him. “Thanks,” she managed through a shaking breath.
 
   He couldn’t help it – he pulled her into a hug again, collapsing his arms around her back as he nestled his head against her shoulder.
 
   She started to cry. He did too – tears freely flowing down his dusty and dirty cheeks.
 
   He knew he couldn’t stay like this forever. That didn’t stop him from wanting time to draw to a standstill. He wanted this moment to stretch for days, months, years. Two years, in fact. Let this tight embrace wash away the past two years of their lives. Let it wash away the sand and replace it with the feel of her face pressed tight against his own.
 
   It took a long time for him to pull his head up, to blink through the emotion stabbing and goading his chest, and to pull back. “Come on,” he croaked, his voice so hoarse it sounded like an engine dying.
 
   With one arm looped around her middle, he helped her to walk. She was getting stronger somehow. Through sheer resilience, she was obviously pushing past the weakness in her limbs to haul herself forward.
 
   Incredible.
 
   “Are we sure this is the right way?” She asked as she paused at an intersection between two corridors.
 
   He replied by kicking his boot forward, sending a few grains of sand scattering over the floor. “Sand,” he said by way of explanation.
 
   She nodded.
 
   He’d hated desert planets before he’d come to Omacka Four. He still hated them. But from now on, sand would mean something different to Josh Cook. Wrapped up in every single speck would be memories of this ship, of the past two years, and most importantly, of Mimi Chester.
 
   He’d never be able to stare at another dune again without his heart leaping out of his chest as her smile came to mind.
 
   If he was lucky, he’d never have to stare at a dune again without her real smile by his side.
 
   He didn’t know if she’d want him around, but if Mimi wanted him close, he’d be here for her.
 
   Struggling together, they travelled towards the sand, always turning down whichever corridor promised more of it. Eventually the smooth, sleek metal floors became covered with it, drifts like mini dunes collecting against the walls and door frames.
 
   The more sand he crunched under foot, the more his heart sang.
 
   Soon.
 
   Soon they’d get out of here.
 
   Then ... he’d fight his way through the scavengers if he had to. He’d fight his way through this whole damn desert with nothing but bare-knuckled grit.
 
   If he was lucky, he’d come across Sandy and Klutzo. If he wasn’t, he’d make up for luck with nothing but pure determination and the will to survive.
 
   They reached another intersection, and he paused to assess their next turn.
 
   “Josh, look.” Mimi pointed down the left corridor. “Light.”
 
   Sunlight was filtering through a hole in the roof.
 
   They’d done it. Soon, they’d be out.
 
   He pulled her along faster, excitement thrumming through his veins.
 
   The sand was thicker now, and he had to practically wade through it, his boots sinking with every step.
 
   They reached it. There was a small hole in the roof above, no bigger than a human head. Enough to let in the light and mounds of sand, but not enough to climb through.
 
   Josh didn’t pause; he still had his gun. He helped Mimi to safety, then returned, pausing for a few seconds as he angled his shot.
 
   He blasted at the ceiling, white-hot bursts of light slamming from his gun and sinking into the sand-encased metal. With a few ear-splitting bangs, sections of hull gave way, tumbling to his feet and creating a ramp of sorts, letting in more sand until it filled the corridor around him.
 
   Josh let out a trapped breath.
 
   Then he heard something. From far off into the ship, it sounded like scrabbling.
 
   His eyes drew wide.
 
   Rebuilders.
 
   Don’t ask him how, but he knew that sound. His bones knew it, his muscles, his hands. He’d heard it enough times that every tissue and every cell could recognize the specific scrabbling of Rebuilders racing and scuttling forward.
 
   Josh darted towards Mimi, yanking her close. “Come on,” he screamed.
 
   Her face paled with shock, the skin now so sickly white it looked like she’d died. “What is it?”
 
   “Just move,” he begged as he hauled her towards his makeshift ramp.
 
   She kept tripping, but he tugged her forward and up and into the light.
 
   The sun shone down from above, and it was one of the most welcome sights in all the universe. Despite the fact a few minutes in it without cover would burn his skin, he gladly lifted his head to it.
 
   He didn’t stop, though; he didn’t have time.
 
   Mimi fell to her knees as they finally made it out of the ship, pressing her hands into the sand as she sucked in struggling breaths.
 
   He wouldn’t let her rest. He tugged her up as he snapped his head from left to right.
 
   Christ, they needed transport. They had to get away from this ship now.
 
   The Rebuilders would still be coming.
 
   He ran forward, pulling her behind him. “Sandy,” he called, “Klutzo!”
 
   Nothing. There were no sand sliders or weapons or scavengers dotted around the dunes, meaning they’d come up in a different section. Josh’s sand slider could be miles away.
 
   They’d have to run.
 
   Mimi tried to keep pace beside him, despite the fact her knees and legs wobbled with every step.
 
   She really was incredible.
 
   Hand in hand, he helped her to climb the closest dune.
 
   When they reached the top, he heard something from behind him.
 
   His back stiffened with a jolt, and he reached for his gun, knowing it would be the Rebuilders spilling from the hole in the Black Mass, ready to kill them before the AI regained control.
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   It was Sandy. He was racing over the dunes towards them, his massive spiked tail whipping around and dashing through the sand.
 
   Mimi stiffened, trying to pull Josh back.
 
   “It’s okay; it belongs to me,” he chuckled with relief, “Sandy!” He called again, cupping one hand over his mouth to let his voice carry.
 
   The sand wolf reached them, shoving its shoulder into Josh by way of greeting. Josh indulged in a smile as he ran his hand over the wolf’s matted fur, then he encouraged him to sit. “Mim, get on his back.” He motioned to her with a flick of his hand as he mounted the sand wolf.
 
   She stared at him, her eyes wide with disbelief. “It’s a sand wolf,” she pointed out with a stutter.
 
   “And it’s our only ride out of here. Come on.” He reached a hand down to her, checking over his shoulder towards the Black Mass as he did.
 
   Hesitating for a few seconds as she carefully touched the sand wolf, she soon clambered up.
 
   Just in time.
 
   There was some kind of explosion from behind them. Josh turned over his shoulder to see something spurt up out of the sand.
 
   It wasn’t water, nor was it fire. It was Rebuilders.
 
   “Go!” he shouted at Sandy.
 
   The wolf didn’t need to be told twice. It bounded down the dune, its massive form covering more distance in a single leap than Josh could in a minute.
 
   Holding Mimi in front of him, and anchoring them both to Sandy as he held onto great tendrils of fur, he stared over his shoulder.
 
   Several Rebuilders caught the sunlight as their glimmering bodies pushed through the air before succumbing to gravity and falling back to earth.
 
   Sandy raced over the dunes, just as quick as any slider. Better than that, the guy was biological, without a scrap of technology anywhere on his matted fur and snarling face.
 
   “What is that? What’s going on?” Mimi asked, desperation shaking through her voice as she stared towards the Black Mass.
 
   It was out of sight now, and with another bound, so were the Rebuilders.
 
   “How are we going to outrun those things?” she asked.
 
   “We won’t have to,” he forced himself to turn around, focusing instead on keeping them locked onto Sandy’s back as he hurtled through the desert. Josh was thankful for Sandy’s mounds of fur – they had a special electro-static property that rebuffed sand, meaning Josh and Mimi weren’t cut to death as the beast raced through the stuff.
 
   “What are you talking about?” She turned to him, her eyes wide.
 
   “The Rebuilders won’t follow us too far – they’ll stay with their hive. That’s the one good thing about being smack bang in the middle of a desert like this – there’s no technology around. They aren’t going to waste their energy roaming after us .... I hope.”
 
   “Re ... builders?” Her face compressed with confusion. “I thought they were called,” her eyes half closed as if she was struggling with some half-lost memory, “carry ... carriers?”
 
   “Do you remember what the Carriers are, Mim?” he asked her excitedly.
 
   “I ....” Her face contorted with confusion again.
 
   “It’s okay. There’ll be time for questions later. Just relax.”
 
   “I’m on the back of a sand wolf, fleeing c-c-carriers,” she stuttered.
 
   “It’ll all be okay – I promise,” he put a lot of effort into those two little words – I promise.
 
   She stared at him, but soon turned around, leaning back into his torso as they continued through the desert.
 
   Josh’s arms were killing him as he held onto Sandy’s fur, and he’d probably have saddle sores for a week, but he’d never give up.
 
   Not now.
 
   Not now she was back.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Somehow she slept. She had no idea how she did it, but her mind shut down. Maybe it was his chest, his arms, his soft breath by her ear. But she managed to slip into blessed sleep as they rode that sand wolf through the desert.
 
   For the first time she didn’t dream of red sand – even though that particular memory was starting to fade.
 
   She just slept.
 
   She woke to find them approaching a city of some description. With a little effort, she remembered it.
 
   O-Omacka ... right? This planet was called Omacka Four? And this city was one of a proliferation of outposts that had carved themselves into the desert over the years. She remembered trawling through its streets with Klutzo at her side after she’d run away from Josh.
 
   Josh.
 
   She turned to look at him, to check he was still there, even though she could still feel him around her.
 
   “You’re awake,” he said, a smile pushing through his lips as he looked down at her.
 
   “... What happened back there? How did you find me? What happened to me?” The questions started to gush out, one by one, like bullets from a gun.
 
   He kept smiling. “You’re alive, Mim, and that’s all that matters.” He rounded his shoulders, leaning into her slightly, as if he were trying to hug her.
 
   She let herself be warmed by the move, and for a time, it settled her questions, letting them sink back as she shifted back into him.
 
   They reached the city, no one batting an eyelid at a couple of bedraggled humans riding a massive sand wolf.
 
   In fact, any drifter or scavenger they passed seemed to try very hard not to look at Josh.
 
   Sandy came to a stop at the edge of town, leaning down on his massive paws as he made a strange grunting sound that was either sand wolf for “you’re welcome” or “I’m going to eat you now”.
 
   So much of this didn’t make sense. Mimi’s memories were shot – they tumbled through her mind like ash from a fire, as if the movie of her life had been burnt and torn into pieces.
 
   Josh helped her down, locking his hands into her arms to guide her gently to the ground.
 
   She tried to stand, but promptly fell backwards.
 
   She’d forgotten how weak she was.
 
   “Just take it easy,” Josh cooed.
 
   She brought up her hands and stared at them, her eyes flicking down towards her arms.
 
   They were tiny, thin, gaunt. This was the first chance she’d had to look at herself, and as she searched out her body under her loose clothes, she realized how skeletal she’d become. “What – what happened to me?” she stuttered as she stared up at him.
 
   Josh was standing a few meters away, wincing as he gripped his hands back and forth.
 
   “Oh god, you must be injured,” she suddenly realized, trying to stand again, but promptly falling back against the sand wolf.
 
   Lucky the wolf – Sandy, it seemed – was accommodating, and didn’t bite her head off.
 
   “I’m okay,” Josh lied as he hugged his arms.
 
   Somehow he’d held them both on Sandy’s back for the entire ride. She had no idea how many hours it had taken. The wolf had probably slowed down at some point, but Josh would still be in serious pain.
 
   Determined to get to her feet to help him, she steadied herself, willing her knees to lock as she wobbled towards him.
 
   He turned, the wince melting from his face as his brow slackened and his mouth opened in a smile. “You shouldn’t be standing, Mim,” he stopped hugging his injured arms and held them out to her, “not after what happened to you.”
 
   She reached him. “Forget about me – we need to get you some medical attention. I don’t suppose there’s a doctor around here?” She asked as she surveyed the outskirts of the city with a frown.
 
   “Forget about you?” he said haltingly. “I’ve thought about nothing but you for the past two years.”
 
   He sounded like he was choking up, and with a quick look, she realized he was holding back tears.
 
   She blinked in pale-faced confusion. “Josh, what’s the matter? And ... what do you mean two years?”
 
   He stared at her, and he appeared to concentrate as his gaze darted over her face, as if he wanted to take in her appearance and remember it for life.
 
   She hesitated, some uncomfortable memory threatening to break the surface of her confusion, but receding before she could grab hold of it. “Josh, what is it?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ll tell you soon. For now, we need to get you some medical attention.” He turned over his shoulder to shoot the city a calculating look. “I wish Klutzo hadn’t flown off. That guy’s got the most sophisticated scanners on this planet.”
 
   “Klutzo?” She flattened a hand to her chest. “He’s here?”
 
   Josh appeared to regret mentioning it. Slowly he nodded his head. “Somewhere. The last time I saw him he was flying in the other direction. Hopefully he’ll have been smart enough to make his way back to town.” He winced again as he tried to manipulate his stiff and swollen fingers.
 
   His pain cut through her confusion quicker than any knife could. “We need to get you to some medical attention,” she said firmly as she turned towards the city, taking one wobbly step towards it, “I’ll find a bar and haggle for some.”
 
   Josh reached her, placing a hand on her shoulder as he coughed through a laugh. “Mim, stop. I’m fine. Honest. Now you’re the priority – trust me. We need to get off this planet and access the best Coalition medical scanners we can.”
 
   “... Why? I feel ...” she looked down at her emaciated body, “weak,” she conceded. Before the view of her starved self could scare the hell out of her, she looked up, “but I can stand.”
 
   He shot her a muddled smile. “Trust me,” he asked.
 
   She considered him. He had such a soft expression, such a caring look in his eyes.
 
   Somehow he looked older too, more worn out than the last time she’d seen him.
 
   Which was? When had she seen him last? She searched her memory. She could vaguely recall being on the Chronos with him. For some reason, she had a clear vision of him sitting next to her in the medical bay, smiling at her as she waited for some procedure. She could see his face, see the cut of his collar against his trim neck, see the playful look in his eyes.
 
   ....
 
   The same Josh looked at her now, but he seemed stripped back, if that made any sense. It was like someone had taken the Josh Cook she’d known – the sometimes rude, sometimes horrible, yet sometimes caring man – and peeled him back to his core. It looked as if the sand and desert had whittled away the dross of his personality until his soft smile was all that was left.
 
   “We’ll go into town together. I’ll barter for some medical supplies, then I’ll contact the Coalition,” Josh said as he gestured towards the sandy streets behind them. Suddenly his eyes drew wide as they locked on a group of figures in the distance. “No, better than that. I’ll contact the Coalition now.”
 
   “Josh?”
 
   He turned and started running towards the figures.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Just stay there – Sandy will look after you.”
 
   She frowned. She wanted to push off into a run after him, but she couldn’t. She was using all her strength to stand, let alone sprint.
 
   Begrudgingly, she turned around and walked over to Sandy. The enormous wolf was still sitting on the ground, watching Josh thoughtfully.
 
   “He’s kinda crazy, isn’t he?” Mimi asked the wolf as she sat down next to him.
 
   Like all dogs everywhere, the wolf shifted closer, until he pressed his side against hers.
 
   She smiled and patted his flank.
 
   Mimi watched Josh stop and talk to the three figures in the distance. Her eyesight was a little blurry, and she had no idea who they were. Maybe they were drifters or scavengers, but he appeared to know them.
 
   In fact, Josh appeared to know this town and this desert very well.
 
   ....
 
   How?
 
   How much time had passed?
 
   She could remember being in the Black Mass – she had the occasional memory of waking up in a dark room with a perpetual dripping noise echoing around her – but apart from that, nothing much.
 
   She had no idea how she’d gotten back to this planet, and absolutely no idea how much time had passed.
 
   It felt like it could be little more than a few weeks though. Even as she thought that, she brought up her gaunt arms and frowned at them.
 
   “It can’t be more than a few weeks,” she tried to convince herself. “A few weeks,” she repeated firmly.
 
   She closed her eyes.
 
   The next time she opened them, there were four people standing around them.
 
   One was Josh, and he leaned down with the same soft smile playing across his lips. “You okay?” he asked gently.
 
   She wiped her face blearily as she stared past him at the three figures keeping their distance. Two were standard looking Coalition grunts, with thick necks and strapping bodies.
 
   The other was a woman with bobbed blond hair and a slack white face.
 
   Carinthia.
 
   Mimi stiffened immediately.
 
   Josh saw. He leaned a hand forward and rested it on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay; they’re here to help,” he said as he turned and shot Carinthia a pointed look.
 
   Carinthia didn’t say anything, nor did she move closer. She looked as though she were teetering on running away altogether, in fact. Her expression was so slack, it seemed as though she’d seen a ghost.
 
   “Come on, let’s get you up,” Josh said as he helped Mimi stand.
 
   “I’ll give you a hand,” one of the officers said.
 
   “I’ve got it,” Josh spoke quickly, almost protectively.
 
   Through it all, Carinthia didn’t move. “... Are you sure it’s her?” She asked, her voice barely audible, more like a hiss as it passed her stiff lips.
 
   Josh shot her a hard look. “Do you want me to go through this again?”
 
   “Josh, this is impossible – we all saw her die,” Carinthia stuttered.
 
   Mimi twitched backwards.
 
   “Don’t,” Josh snapped at Carinthia, “just stow it and help us. Do your goddamn job for once.”
 
   “D-die? What are you talking about?” Mimi turned to him.
 
   He wouldn’t look at her. Instead he concentrated on staring Carinthia down. “Take us to your transport. Deposit us on your ship, and then you can wash your hands of this, Carinthia. You’ll never have to see me or Mim again.”
 
   Carinthia swallowed, the move stiff and accentuating every muscle of her neck and shoulders. She warily, quickly darted her gaze over to Mimi before staring at Josh again. “You said there were Rebuilders in that ship. Our priority is this planet. If those Rebuilders—”
 
   “They aren’t coming after us, Carinthia. They aren’t going to leave the Black Mass. Plus, the AI probably has control of them again by now. If your ship in orbit hasn’t picked up any signs of them, then they clearly aren’t an issue any more. Just get us some goddamn help.”
 
   Carinthia somehow paled. She looked more lost and frightened than Mimi had ever seen. Instinctively, she wanted to reach a hand out to her old friend in comfort. It wouldn’t be well received, though. Carinthia would either stare at it in disdain or slap it away.
 
   “But, Josh,” Carinthia tried once more, “if we let the Rebuilders—”
 
   “Listen to me. I know them. I know how they operate. They aren’t going to leave a ship like the Black Mass – chunked full of some of the most sophisticated technology in the Milky Way. Plus, that AI would have control over them again. Don’t ask me how it does it, but it’s one of the most sophisticated pieces of technology I’ve ever seen. Now help us out, please.”
 
   “Josh, you’re guessing,” Carinthia said.
 
   Though Mimi didn’t want to agree with Carinthia, it sounded like she was right. Mimi might not have known Josh Cook all that long, but she could hear the note of stress in his voice, feel the tension in his shoulders.
 
   “Maybe I am guessing,” he conceded with a snap, “maybe the Rebuilders could swarm over this planet or the Black Mass could pop out of the desert and blow us all up from space. But maybe I don’t care. Maybe I’ve spent the last two goddamn years looking for her and I’m not going to give up on her now,” he screamed, his bellowing voice cutting through the light wind and pounding through the desert.
 
   She slowly looked up at him.
 
   He was talking about her, wasn’t he?
 
   “T-two years?” she stuttered, disbelief draining all the energy from her voice until it was a low, pathetic mumble.
 
   Josh snapped his head down to her, his cheeks slackening with regret. “Hey, no. It’s all okay. I’ll explain everything soon. It’s all okay,” he cooed.
 
   She felt sick. Suddenly her skeletal, weak body made sense. Trembling, she brought up an arm and stared at it.
 
   Two years.
 
   She’d been stuck in the Black Mass for two years.
 
   “We don’t even know if it’s the same person, Josh. You said yourself that ship is incredible – it could have cloned Mimi,” Carinthia began.
 
   “Enough,” Josh roared. “You don’t want to help us, fine. Then get the hell out of my way.”
 
   Cloned?
 
   Carinthia thought Mimi was a clone?
 
   What the hell was going on here?!
 
   “Josh, calm down,” Carinthia begged. “You need to think rationally.”
 
   “I hear ya – I should never have thought I could rely on you,” he snapped at Carinthia. “Now you’re leaving – goodbye.” He jerked his head towards the city, shooting Carinthia and the two Coalition officers pointed looks.
 
   The two officers, to their credit, hadn’t said a word. They’d stood there and stared blankly between Carinthia and Josh, occasionally shooting Mimi astonished, somewhat suspicious looks.
 
   Did they think she was a clone too?
 
   Carinthia put her hands up, as if she was trying to field Josh or wrangle him back towards the desert. She had a wild, desperate look in her eyes.
 
   It stilled Mimi. It made her feel for her once-best friend.
 
   “Get out of my way,” Josh warned.
 
   Mimi reached over and placed a hand on his arm. Then she tipped her head to stare into his eyes, looking at him as calmly as she could. “Josh, it’s okay.”
 
   He shot her the kind of look that said it wasn’t okay – that his world was about to implode if he didn’t get her to safety – but he didn’t jerk away or start shouting again.
 
   She took a breath and turned to Carinthia. “I’m not a clone,” Mimi said blankly, “or at least I don’t think I am. But if you want proof, contact my father. He possesses a full atomic bio scan of me – so does my recording orb. Your ship in orbit should have the technology to check my body against that scan. You’ll be able to tell if I’m a clone or if I’m just me.” She tapped her chest with a flat palm.
 
   Carinthia, muscles twitching under her cheeks, glanced at Mimi. She honestly did look like she was staring at a ghost.
 
   Mimi tried to smile. She tried to forget about all the nastiness that had crossed between them, and concentrated instead on the memories of their friendship. “Carinthia, it’s okay to be suspicious. I mean ... I don’t understand what’s happened, but ... it’s okay. I think Josh is right and,” she heard herself becoming quiet as a strange, visceral sensation passed through her. It was tactile, and spoke of some deep-rooted memory that involved her whole body – like running, climbing, fighting. But as soon as she concentrated on it, it passed. Shaking her head, she continued “don’t ask me how I know, but I think he’s right – the Re-re-rebuilders,” she struggled through the word, as if each syllable was alien to her tongue and lips, “aren’t coming. They’re contained. Your ship in orbit can continue to scan this planet, it can lock its long-range sensors on the desert just outside of this city, and if it sees any sign of Rebuilder activity, it can act. But there’s nothing we can do here.”
 
   Carinthia, with a deep breath, returned her gaze to Mimi. It was impossible to read her expression – it was so muddled and messy, it looked like someone had crudely drawn her likeness in mud. But with a breath, she nodded her head. “Fine,” she said quietly.
 
   Josh was still stiff under Mimi’s grip, but he relaxed slightly. “You’ll take us back to your ship?”
 
   Carinthia barely looked at him. “She … Mimi is right. We can’t do anything here.” Without another word, she turned sharply on her heel, her regulation boots taking a slice out of the sand as she headed into town.
 
   Before Mimi could turn to follow, she noticed Josh hesitating. He turned over his shoulder and shot the desert beyond a wary look, his eyes crumpling against the beating sun.
 
   “… Josh?” She carefully placed her free hand on his arm.
 
   He turned back to her, shook his head, and smiled. “Let’s get you home.”
 
   Her heart sang at his words, but mostly at his confident, warm smile.
 
   She knew there were gaps in her memory – she suspected something had wiped whole sections of it clear. She could remember Josh, though. He was like a megalith towering over every other experience in her life. From joining the Academy, to the accident, to her childhood – Special Commander Josh Cook now felt like he was, and always had been, the center of her life. As girly and pathetic as it sounded, it felt as if every moment of her existence before him had been nothing but a build up.
 
   She no longer hated him anymore. God, it was the complete opposite. She could barely recall how rude and brutish he’d been. Now she saw through it all to the somewhat fragile, somewhat bristly, but always brave man underneath.
 
   She navigated down his arm until she found his hand, then she clasped it as tightly as she could.
 
   He winced before forcing a smile.
 
   “Oh my god, I forgot about your hand.” She tried to drop her grip as she shot him an apologetic look.
 
   “It’s okay,” he tightened his fingers around her own, “everything is okay.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   He was swimming now, swimming through the corridor, drowning under the bright, clean lights of the Chronos. He wasn’t literally paddling under a tide of water – just a sea of memories. They assailed him, bashing into his body like waves. Left, right, up, down – from every direction.
 
   Sweat slicked his forehead, and he kept gripping his hands, despite how sore and stiff they were.
 
   It had hit him. As soon as they’d boarded the Chronos and Mimi had been rushed to the medical bay, it had finally hit him.
 
   She was back.
 
   Now what?
 
   Once the Chronos confirmed who she was – though there was no doubt in his mind, of course – then what? She’d be taken home to her father, and Josh would ...?
 
   He swallowed. He was being led to the medical bay by some stiff-lipped ensign who kept shooting him half-amazed, half-irritated looks.
 
   Josh was not the most popular guy aboard. He’d put every crewmember of the Chronos off side when he’d told Theodore Chester they’d been complicit in Mimi’s death.
 
   That didn’t stop the crew he passed from muttering and talking amongst themselves. At one point he even heard a strangled “I heard he rode a sand wolf through the desert and fought off a team of scavengers with his bare hands!”
 
   Josh didn’t say anything. He walked in silence as he continued to drown under his thoughts.
 
   He wanted to be by Mimi’s side – he hated the idea of anyone else attending to her – but this was out of his hands now. He might have grown to hate the Coalition after what they’d done to her, but deep down he knew they’d do the right thing.
 
   “Sir, I’ll take you to our secondary med bay,” the ensign suddenly said as he pulled up his wrist device and read something off it, “change of plans. The primary med bay is ah ... busy.”
 
   Josh stared at him impassively. Busy? He could easily imagine how frantic it would be in there. Mimi Chester had risen from the dead, and every scientist and medical professional on board would be in there trying to figure out how.
 
   Despite that fact, he imagined there’d be room to attend to his injuries. The Captain had probably made a hasty decision she didn’t want him there, though. If Josh took a step back – he could see her point. In his current mood, he’d give the medical staff hell. He’d stand over Mimi like a protective guard dog, barking and yapping at anyone who didn’t work fast enough.
 
   Though his gut instinct was to go to the primary medical bay anyway, he forced his legs to follow the ensign.
 
   She wouldn’t need the stress or confusion of him standing nearby. There would be a lot of questions running through her mind, and she needed to be handled with care. When she was ready, a professional – someone with more tact and training than Josh – would tell her what had transpired over the past two years.
 
   Josh’s face dripped with sweat now, and he pushed a hand over it to chase away the damp. He must look like hell. A couple of times he caught his reflection in a shiny access panel, and grimaced. The past two years had carved countless wrinkles into his face, even fading the light in his eyes. Or maybe that was just his tired brain talking.
 
   They finally arrived at the secondary medical bay. Though most of the proper equipment was in the primary medical bay, it was still well stocked. It was on the opposite side of the ship, and was a redundancy in case something happened – from Barbarian attacks to mechanical faults.
 
   The doors swooshed open before him, and a stiff lipped doctor came rushing up to him. She didn’t say a word – not a word – as she scanned Josh and set about selecting the correct devices and drugs to heal his injuries.
 
   He didn’t feel like talking either, or being analyzed.
 
   It was best for him to sit silent and still, drowning under his worries.
 
   There was every possibility he’d never see her again after this – she’d be whisked away to the protection and comfort her father could provide, and Josh would be brushed aside.
 
   He wanted to pretend it was enough that she was alive – that he’d fought against everyone's doubts to pull her back from death – but was it?
 
   Something cold and hard was forming in his chest, and it felt a lot like loneliness. He hadn’t felt lonely all the time he’d been battling the sands of Omacka Four. Now, on a ship full of people, with Mimi only a few decks away, Josh felt completely on his own.
 
   The doctor was thankfully quick and efficient, fixing him up in under five minutes. Then with a cough, she nodded her head towards the imaging room. “If you don’t mind, Mr Cook, I’ve been instructed to take some detailed neural scans.”
 
   Josh stood and complicity followed her into the chamber. He didn’t ask any questions – he didn’t need to. He knew why his brain was being scanned; the Captain and the Coalition would want to know exactly what that AI did to him and how it had sustained that illusion. If, that is, they believed him. Even if they had doubts, they’d still be cautious enough to check.
 
   Plus, none of them would be able to deny that Mimi was back. By now – if they’d been brave enough – they would have contacted Theodore Chester to request the full atomic bioscan of his daughter.
 
   He didn’t know if the Chronos had the technology to do a complete atomic bioscan, but they’d have something sufficient to prove she wasn’t a clone. That would leave one possibility: the gaunt woman he’d pulled from the sands was Mimi Chester.
 
   He had no idea how the Coalition would react. Probably by scouring Omacka Four for any sign of the Black Mass. They wouldn’t find it – he knew that instinctively. That AI would have regained control, and would keep it hidden until it found its next unsuspecting victim.
 
   With a reverberating sigh that shook the small room, he wiped a hand down his face, letting his thumb linger and press over his eyes.
 
   “Please don’t move,” the doctor said over an intercom.
 
   He complied.
 
   After a few minutes of being studded and swept over by lasers, he was let out.
 
   The doctor was staring at her equipment with an alarmed expression crumpling her brow.
 
   “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “I ... I’ve never seen readings like this. I have no idea what your brain has gone through. It ... it’s incredible.”
 
   Josh didn’t bat an eyelid. He didn’t care what the readings showed. To be honest, he wouldn’t have cared if the woman had suddenly told him he only had hours to live.
 
   “Are we done here?” he asked.
 
   The woman looked up, blinking sharply. “We need to do more scans.”
 
   Josh sighed. “Look, I get it – the Captain doesn’t want me going into the primary medical bay and shouting at all her crew. I understand that. But I’m not going to hang around being prodded for no reason.”
 
   Before he could turn on his heel and march out, the doctor put up her hands in a placating move. “Hold on. This isn’t useless – these scans could help her.”
 
   He froze. Of all the things the doctor could have said, that was the only one that worked on him.
 
   “She’s fine, Mr Cook, or as good as someone can be after they’ve been strapped to a bed for two years. There’s muscle wastage, but her organs are undamaged. The Chronos has begun a detailed atomic scan, and it’s been able to confirm already she’s not a clone. She’s Mimi Chester.”
 
   He kept his back to the woman, not because he wasn’t interested in what she was saying – but because he couldn’t control his expression. As he stared at the floor, his face contorted with bitter hope.
 
   “While her body is fine ... the scans of her mind ...” the doctor trailed off as she clearly tried to sort through some complex thoughts.
 
   Josh turned sharply, his face so cold it felt like his cheeks had been injected with ice. “What do you mean?” he asked through a hiss of breath. “You said she was okay,” he accused, heart thumping in his throat, hands tightening into fists, and eyes drawing wide.
 
   The doctor put up a hand again. “She is. The scans of her mind are incredible. She shows neurological patterns we’ve never seen before,” the doctor swallowed, “general neural activity is off the charts.”
 
   “What does that mean? Will she be okay?”
 
   “My colleagues are still running tests, but she seems fine. It’s going to be a long time until we understand what happened to her, though. You can help.” The doctor gestured wide with one arm, indicating the imaging chamber.
 
   He looked at it over his shoulder before returning his gaze to her. “Are there any indications of far-field communication patterns in either of our scans?” he suddenly asked, the question clawing its way out of his unconsciousness.
 
   The doctor shook her head, clearly knowing what he was talking about. “It’s her this time, Mr Cook. She’s back.”
 
   The doctor’s particular choice of words made him shake.
 
   “We’ve compared Mimi’s current neurological scans with the scans the Chronos took before she ah ... died, or at least appeared to. It seems – as you have said – the Mimi who died aboard the Chronos was some kind of clone. There’s no doubting that the Mimi currently on this ship is the one who matches the atomic bioscans taken of her years ago.”
 
   “So you agree the Black Mass copied her and stretched her consciousness,” Josh challenged.
 
   The doctor looked uncomfortable. Fair enough. This sounded like science fiction. A clone with a consciousness stretched through space? He might as well have asked the doctor to believe in gods and chariots.
 
   “We don’t know yet,” the doctor said evenly, “we need to run more tests.” She gestured pointedly towards the imaging chamber behind him. “Rest assured we know it’s Mimi Chester now,” she added, “and rest assured that every medical officer on this ship is dedicated to finding out what happened to her.”
 
   “And to keeping her safe,” Josh added in a quiet challenge.
 
   The doctor nodded low. “Of course,” she said automatically.
 
   Josh held her gaze, waiting for it to waver – waiting for any indication the woman was lying.
 
   When the doctor held his gaze back, he sighed and walked into the imaging chamber.
 
   As hard as it was, he would try to trust this crew.
 
   Over the past two years, his suspicion and paranoia had returned. Honed over a lifetime of fending for himself, it was sharper than ever. Now, he tried to push it back as hope kindled his heart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   It was the singularly strangest experience of her life. Every doctor or nurse or technician looked at her with a mix of awe and confusion. Not hatred – not the kind of rude contemptuousness she remembered from the crew of the Chronos. Nope. Just awe.
 
   What exactly had happened to her down on Omacka Four?
 
   No one was telling her – they were clearly waiting for an opportune time, maybe one when they had a few sedatives nearby so she didn’t become hysterical.
 
   Here and there Mimi had managed to piece together a few snippets. She knew two years had passed. It wasn’t only Josh’s comment to Carinthia – it was the Chronos. It was the crew. They looked tired and harangued, and some of the equipment blinking and beeping at the corners of the room was new.
 
   This much couldn’t have changed in only a few weeks.
 
   Mimi also realized that people had thought she’d been dead. Only Josh, apparently, hadn’t.
 
   From the sounds of it, Josh had spent the last two years looking for her.
 
   That thought was so distracting, it stopped her from staring at the doctors fussing over her. It even stopped her from fixating on the horror of realizing she’d been presumed dead for two years.
 
   She’d already asked if her father had been contacted, and he had. Apparently he’d supplied the detailed bio scans she was now being checked against.
 
   She wanted to talk to him, to assure him she was fine. No one would let her. The Captain was taking care of Theodore Chester, and Mimi just had to take care of herself. The doctors kept warning her to take it easy, not to strain, to relax.
 
   A few times – okay, about 100 times – she’d asked where Josh was. They’d answered he was receiving medical attention and being debriefed.
 
   She wanted to see him, even more than she wanted to see her father. God, she wanted to collapse her arms around Josh’s back and nestle against his chest. She wanted to thank him for what he’d done for her.
 
   Most of all, she wanted to see his smiling face.
 
   Hours ticked by, and eventually the frantic tests stopped. When it became clear that Mimi wouldn’t explode – or whatever they feared might happen to her – she was taken to a special room with a comfy looking medical bed, and told to rest.
 
   As the doctor – a tall and friendly Bakarian turned to leave, she cleared her throat. “Hold on, please, can’t I see Josh? I know I have to rest, but—”
 
   “You have just been through a terrible ordeal, Miss Chester,” the Bakarian said in a light tone that sounded like tiny bells tinkling on the wind, “it is not advisable for you to become excitable at this stage.”
 
   “Ah excitable? What? No, I just want to see him. Please,” she begged as she balled her hands into fists, ignoring the weakness infecting her arms and muscles.
 
   She didn’t feel as bad as she had on Omacka, but Mimi still felt like a shadow of herself, as if someone had replaced her real body with a drawing.
 
   The doctor sighed, his slim chest puffing out sideways.
 
   “I’m just going to lie here and think about him if you don’t let me see him,” she admitted, not caring that the statement was personal and belied how she felt about him.
 
   The doctor sighed again. “Very well. At least lie down though,” he negotiated.
 
   She nodded her head and demonstrated her willingness by turning and getting onto the bed.
 
   The doctor left the room.
 
   Mimi compulsively fixed her medical gown as she tried to arrange it neatly over her spindly legs and knees. Occasionally she’d get distracted by how stick-like they were. When they let her out of here, the first thing she was going to do was eat an enormous meal. She’d have at least two mains and three desserts. There’d definitely be chocolate cake.
 
   After she’d neatened her robe as best she could, she started on her hair. She quickly stopped when she brushed her fingers over her skull and remembered it was bare.
 
   Of all the things that had happened to her body, the loss of her hair got to her more than the rest. It was with a disappointed look plastered over her face that someone entered.
 
   She looked up to see Joshua Cook dressed in new, hole-and-sand free civies smiling at her with one hand pressed in his pocket. “I like it,” he said without a hello as he nodded at her bald head, “it brings out your eyes.”
 
   She let her hand hover over her head before she guided it to her lap. Then she stared at him. Her heart started off with a thump, thump, thump, but quickly changed gear until it rattled in her chest.
 
   She didn’t know if she wanted to throw herself at him or start crying – or both.
 
   She settled for pulling herself up and swinging her legs over the bed.
 
   Realizing she was about to get up, he rushed over to her, shaking his head, that incredible smile bursting over his face like a flare on a dark night. “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t come to me – I can come to you.” He demonstrated by reaching a hand out to her.
 
   She didn’t know what he wanted her to do with it – but, with nerves tingling and tumbling through her belly, she grabbed it and pulled him closer, using what weak strength she had until he was standing right in front of her. Then she stared up at him, her hand still clutching his.
 
   A bemused but happy expression crossed his face. “You’re okay, Mim,” he said suddenly.
 
   She wanted to hold it together – she needed to thank him. But the tears came. Like a monsoon over a desert, they gushed down her cheeks, forming rivulets of emotion.
 
   Josh hesitated for a moment before collapsing his arms around her shoulders and pulling her in. He rested his chin on her head and didn’t say anything.
 
   She relaxed there in his arms for god knows how long. The universe could have ended and time could have worn itself out, but she wouldn’t have noticed. All of creation couldn’t distract her from his embrace.
 
   It felt so right, and that feeling washed away the fear of what had happened to her.
 
   Eventually she pulled away. Josh took a step back, and she could see his cheeks were wet with tears too.
 
   She swallowed and stared at her hands, making no effort to dry her face. “Thank you,” she managed, “thank you so much for finding me.”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   She shook her head vigorously, the collar of her medical gown bunching around her neck. “No, Josh – it was incredible. You saved me. Without you, I would have ...” she trailed off, confusion crumpling her lips and brow.
 
   “You would have what? Do you remember at all what happened to you?”
 
   She shook her head, but stopped halfway through. On the rare occasions her mind had drawn silent after her rescue, she would see flashes of something. A red sun and a sea of metal. “I ... just flashes. But other than that, I don’t know what happened to me.” She steadied her heart before she looked up at him hopefully. “Do you know?”
 
   His expression seemed locked with a mixture of compassion and caution. “They don’t want me telling you until you’re fit to hear it. They probably know what they’re doing – they’re doctors, and I’m nothing but a space bum.”
 
   She opened her mouth to beg him to tell her anyway – but she stopped. Her eyes were drawn to his plain clothes and her mind was drawn back to his interactions with Carinthia. “What do you mean a space bum? You’re a special commander,” she pointed out, as if he’d somehow forgotten.
 
   He shook his head, briefly glancing away as emotion welled up behind his gaze. With a sniff, he tapped a hand on his chin. “I quit,” he tried to keep his voice even.
 
   “What? When?”
 
   “Two years ago.”
 
   “When ... I died?”
 
   He looked at her sharply. It took him a while to say “yeah. You’re starting to figure it out, aren’t you? They think it’s better to keep you in the dark until you’re strong enough to hear the truth, but they don’t know you like I do, even the ones that went to the Academy with you. You’re stronger than any of them ever will be.”
 
   His words warmed her, chasing away the weak feeling swelling in her limbs until she felt a pleasant tingle replace it instead.
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell you everything.” He levelled his gaze at her.
 
   Mimi placed her hands in her lap and sat there in silence, listening to his incredible tale. She didn’t make a noise until he got to the bit about the AI drawing him into some kind of illusion. As soon as he described the desert bathed under a crimson red sun, she twitched.
 
   She saw flashes of weapons, of soldiers, of enemies. She felt memories locked in her weak limbs – memories of strength and training and desperation.
 
   Josh walked right to the edge of the bed, sitting down beside her, resting his leg and arm against her own as he stared at her kindly. “It’s alright. I know that memory must be hard.”
 
   “I ... I can almost remember it.” She closed her eyes before opening them to stare past him at the wall. “What you’re describing sounds so familiar. But ... it’s like something’s made me forget.”
 
   He nodded his head emphatically. “I felt the AI trying to make me forget too. To be honest,” he gave a hoarse laugh, “it was only the thought of you that kept me fighting it. I guess you were a strong enough memory that it couldn’t erase you.”
 
   She stared at him, and she didn’t look away – despite his admission. It felt good to look into his eyes and see his vulnerability laced with expectation. It gave her body more energy than she’d felt since waking up from the Black Mass.
 
   Before anything could happen, there was a beep from the door. Josh got up off the bed. “That would be the Captain coming to berate me for breaking orders and telling you everything. Lucky I’m a space bum who can’t get court martialed,” he said snidely.
 
   In walked one of the doctors.
 
   Before they could speak, Josh sighed angrily. “She had to be told, alright? You can’t keep her in the dark forever – that will do more damage than good.”
 
   The doctor blinked past his confusion. “Theodore Chester has requested – strongly – to see his daughter. We need to move her to a room with holo communication capability. The CMO’s office will have to do.”
 
   Josh appeared to simmer down, his shoulders deflating as he turned around and snapped his gaze to Mimi.
 
   She felt cold. Sick and cold. She hugged her arms around her middle. “Oh god, dad.”
 
   Her father had thought she was dead for the past two years.
 
   What had she put him through?
 
   Thinking about it made her feel even weaker than she had when she’d first woken up.
 
   Josh dashed towards her, locked a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. Your dad is a strong guy, Mim, trust me. Don’t think about anything else – just go and see him.”
 
   “I made him think I was dead for two years,” she stuttered through her words, her voice a mess.
 
   “You didn’t make anyone think anything. None of this is your fault,” he tried to tell her.
 
   She wanted to protest, but she couldn’t with the look he was giving her. Instead, she let the doctor and Josh lead her out of the room.
 
   There were more personnel hanging about in the main room of the medical bay than she’d expect. They all looked at her like she shouldn’t be here. It wasn't the dismissive, cold look of indifference she was used to – it was awe. She shouldn’t be alive. That was the source of the amazement slackening their features – she should still be dead.
 
   She got the sudden urge to grab hold of Josh’s hand for comfort. She felt like an exhibit at a zoo.
 
   She didn’t have to. Either he was sensitive enough to realize what she was feeling, or he was kind enough to spontaneously reach forward and pluck up her hand. He held it firmly in his warm grip.
 
   “It will all be okay,” he promised. He promised that a lot, so much, in fact, she was starting to believe it.
 
   They took her to the CMO’s office and sat her down in a chair, even though she was confident she could stand – especially with Josh’s help.
 
   When she was seated, both Josh and the CMO backed out of the room. When she looked up at Josh pleadingly, he shook his head and offered her a wan smile. “You kind of need to do this one alone.”
 
   She did. But the thought of Josh – her rock, her anchor – leaving her was horrible. She knew she could get through this if he was by her side. But if she was alone, and she had to look into her father’s sorrow filled eyes – sorrow she had put him through – she would break down.
 
   She sat there, crumpled over the table, her elbows leaning against the metal and glass as she covered her face with one hand. Eventually there were several beeps, then the computer told her in an electronic drone that the message was about to begin.
 
   She forced herself to sit back, dropping her hands to her lap.
 
   Behind the desk a hologram formed. At first, she barely recognized it. The guy in front of her – the one that look like her father – couldn’t be, because he wasn’t smiling, and it looked as if he hadn’t smiled for years. Deep frown lines were etched into his cheeks, drawing a marionette line down to his chin. And the verve, joy of life, the singular happy determination was gone from his eyes, completely extinguished and replaced with a hollow stare.
 
   When his gaze drifted up to her, however, it changed. He twitched back, his shoulders jerking towards his ears as his eyes drew wide. “Mimi?”
 
   She couldn’t answer. All she could do was sit there and stare at him, stare at what two years of thinking she was dead had done to his face and body.
 
   “Mimi?” He asked again as he reached a hand towards her, the fingers trembling and glossy with sweat.
 
   “Hey, dad,” she croaked, forcing the words out, even though it felt like her throat had been stitched together.
 
   “It’s really you, isn’t it? The Chronos said they had confirmed your atomic bioscan. Oh my God,” his voice rang through the room, his emotions so clear and present she felt as if they were being spoken directly to her heart.
 
   She brought up a shaking hand and pressed it over her eyes, chasing away the tears that kept welling there. “I’m so sorry I put you through that. I’m so sorry you thought I was dead.”
 
   “Mimi, God, Mimi, you’re alive – that’s all that matters. Forget the last two years. Forget them,” he said resolutely as he let his hands fall to his sides, and his wide desperate gaze locked on her once more. “Forget them, everything starts again today. I’m so happy you’re alive.”
 
   She couldn’t hold it in anymore, and burst into tears. They rolled down her cheeks, dashing over her chin, trickling down her neck, and soaking the collar of her medical gown. She wiped them away with the back of her hand, trying to regain her composure but losing every time her gaze darted towards him.
 
   “I’m so happy you’re alive,” he repeated. “And I guarantee I will help you get through whatever happened to you, no matter what it takes.”
 
   “Thanks, dad. So ….” She was about to ask how he’d been. But did she need to? The last two years had carved themselves into his face, into every wrinkle and into every sallow pocket of skin. “It only feels like I’ve been gone a couple of weeks,” she admitted, mostly to herself as she brought up her hands and stared at them.
 
   Her father didn’t say anything. He just looked at her, his gaze darting over her face and arms and hands, a loving smile finally returning to his mouth. “Everything will be okay now,” he promised.
 
   Everyone kept promising that, or at least her father and Josh.
 
   But what would happen next? Would the Coalition keep her around until they were satisfied they’d done every test they could imagine? Would they take her back to Omacka Four and use her to find the Black Mass? Or would they discharge her at the next planet, wipe their hands of this, and fly away?
 
   More than that – more than the question of what would happen to her – what would happen to Josh?
 
   He’d admitted he was a space bum, that he’d given up on his command in the Coalition Army, that he had sacrificed everything he had fought for for her.
 
   Just thinking about it made her cheeks warm, made a hot, racing sensation build in her chest.
 
   “I’ve told the Captain I want to be kept informed about everything that happens to you, and I want you to return home as soon as possible. We have access to some of the best medical technology in the universe, and if they want more tests done, I can do them myself. Kid, you’ll be coming home soon,” he said around a smile.
 
   Mimi forced herself to nod. She wanted to see her father, of course she did, but she also wanted to see this through.
 
   “Dad, before you go, I have a favor to ask.” She looked up at him sharply.
 
   “Of course, anything, anything at all.”
 
   “I don’t know if you know the story of how I was found ….”
 
   “Just what they told me. And I imagine that’s the extremely edited version.”
 
   “There was this guy, Joshua Cook,” she began to say, but the words were hard to push out. She didn’t want to speak his name, because, as crazy as it sounded, she wanted to keep it all to herself. As if uttering those two little words and letting them out of her chest would see him disappear.
 
   Her dad nodded. “I know. I gave him Klutzo, he quit the Coalition, and he spent the last two years finding you. He’s a goddamn hero. I owe him everything.”
 
   She looked up, moving to push her hair behind her ears, but stopping when she realized there was none to push. “He doesn’t have a job anymore. He quit the Coalition for me.”
 
   “If he wants a job with me, I'll give him one. If he wants a reward, I'll give him one. I’ll buy that man a goddamn moon if I have to. And if he wants back into the Coalition, I'll see what strings I can pull. I’ll do whatever you ask me to.”
 
   “Thanks.” She smiled.
 
   “Now, Mimi, concentrate on getting better.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I love you, kid.”
 
   “I love you too, dad.”
 
   With that, the holo transmission cut out, and Mimi was left staring at an empty room.
 
   She wanted to do everything she could for Josh, because God knows he'd done everything and more for her. Without him, she'd still be strapped up to that machine, still be going through that illusion. Even though she couldn’t remember it, the description Josh had given sounded familiar, familiar enough that every time she clutched her hand back and forth she could feel a ghostly gun in its grip.
 
   It took her a long time to pull herself up from that chair and out of the office. Josh was standing around waiting for her, and immediately pushed up from a medical bed and strode her way. “Are you okay?”
 
   She nodded, again trying to push her hair behind her ears but failing when she realized there was none there.
 
   “I told you, I like it,” he said through a smile.
 
   His smile made her smile, like it was some kind of infection playing across her lips. “Thanks, Josh, for everything,” she added.
 
   He looked uncomfortable, his gaze darting past her as it locked on the wall. “It’s nothing, Mim.”
 
   She wanted to point out that it wasn’t nothing. It was everything. But in doing that, she knew her voice would break and more tears would rush to her eyes. This medical bay was still full of doctors and nurses and technicians and even a few other patients watching the show.
 
   Next time she was alone with Josh, she would tell him how she really felt. Maybe, if she was especially brave, she’d even tell him how she really felt about him. Not just about the fact he’d sacrificed everything to find her, but about Josh Cook the man. A man she’d once convinced herself she hated, but one she was now starting to love.
 
   Just the thought of telling him made her cheeks burn. Without hair, she couldn’t hide behind it, and instead settled for awkwardly shifting from one foot to the other. “So, what happens now?”
 
   “Now, you get some rest. In the morning, if you’re up to it, and only if you’re up for it,” he emphasized as he patted one hand forward, “you can debrief with the Captain.”
 
   “Will you be there?”
 
   “Unfortunately yes,” he conceded. “It’s that or the brig, apparently.”
 
   “Well, if you’re there, I can go too. And what do you mean the brig? They’re not threatening to lock you up, are they?” she asked as indignation flashed through her voice.
 
   He chuckled. “No, but I’m not,” he let his gaze dart around the room, settling on the crew, “particularly popular here,” he said in a low voice.
 
   When she disappeared two years ago, Josh had been the golden boy. He’d been the Academy’s new hero. Everyone had loved him. Now as she stared around the room and quickly noted the expressions of the crew, she realized nobody was staring at Josh Cook with adoration. Quite the opposite.
 
   Wow, it looked like now they were both pariahs. She wanted to tell him to just ignore the stairs, but she realized she didn’t have to.
 
   Josh Cook, ex pirate and ex bad boy, would know perfectly well how to deal with being an outcast. In fact, there was a part of him that probably loved it.
 
   “Okay, get some rest,” he commanded again. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   She nodded low, almost doing a curtsy but stopping herself just in time. A curtsy, really? Had the last two years addled her brain that much?
 
   She settled for a cute smile instead. “I will. See you ah, tomorrow.” She gave a strange wave, then turned on her heel before her cheeks could flash red.
 
   You would think, considering what had happened to her, awkwardness would be the last thing on her mind. But no, she was Mimi Chester, and even two years fighting the Rebuilders couldn’t strip the clumsiness from her bones and voice.
 
   Thankfully she made it back to her room without any more incidents, then she lay down on her bed, shot the ceiling a confused smile, and went to sleep.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Josh knew it wasn’t a good idea to walk the ship. True, he’d been vindicated. Mimi was alive. And the past two years of his life hadn’t been a waste. Still, it was going to take more than him being right for the crew of the Chronos to forgive him. To be specific, it was going to take an apology, and even then they may never get over the fact he’d implicated them in Mimi’s death.
 
   He’d been assigned a quarters, small and cramped, and exactly what you gave a guy you didn’t like. It was kind of close to the engine cores, and there was a constant irritating thrumming noise vibrating through the wall.
 
   He sat on his bed, staring at the ceiling. There wasn’t a porthole, just four drab walls painted in a particularly melancholic grey.
 
   He rested his arms behind his head, trying to get comfortable on the slab of smart foam they were trying to pass off as a bed.
 
   His thoughts ranged from the desert to the Black Mass to the Rebuilders and back to Mimi. Always back to Mimi. He wanted to go to her now, but knew he couldn’t. There was no reason to interrupt her while she was sleeping, even if all he would have to do was stick his head around the door to check she was fine.
 
   “You never used to be this way,” he told himself out loud, his voice reverberating around the cramped room. As he stared up at the ceiling, he remembered his life before Mimi, before the Coalition in fact – fighting and scraping his way through the slums of the galaxy. He flexed one hand and tightened it into a fist, as if he could feel the ghost of all that violence and desperation still stuck between his knuckles.
 
   “So what are we going to do now?” He continued his one-sided conversation with the ceiling.
 
   Once he reluctantly briefed Captain Singh, Josh’s part in this adventure would be over. He would be sent away while the Coalition continued the task of finding out the Black Mass' secrets and destroying the Rebuilders.
 
   But he didn’t have to be sent away, did he? Their offer still hung in the air. If Josh wanted, he could return to the Coalition, return to his old command, and return to his old job.
 
   He flexed his hand suddenly, clutching it into a tight fist, his fingers digging hard into his palm until they almost touched nail to bone.
 
   They’d made it painfully clear they wanted him – they wouldn’t have sent Carinthia down to find him if they weren’t willing to hold the door open for his return.
 
   But did he want to go inside?
 
   And what would it be like this time around? He would no longer be the golden boy – that would be for sure. People would treat him like the pariah he was.
 
   Did he want to put up with that?
 
   “I want to end this,” he suddenly admitted to himself, an echo of that AI’s voice ringing in his ears as he conjured up the memory of falling through the floor and being strapped to that table. “Once and for all, I want to get rid of the Rebuilders.”
 
   It was fancy, a stupid wish. Even if Josh had access to the entire Coalition arsenal, and could deploy crews wherever he saw fit, he wouldn’t be able to completely eradicate the Rebuilders. Finding them all would be impossible. You would have to search every piece of space junk floating through the Milky Way, every lonely asteroid, every cave in every distant planet. Even if you had several millennia, you wouldn’t be able to do it.
 
   Or would you?
 
   What exactly was the Crucible? He’d been inside it, apparently, and he still couldn’t figure it out. It gave him a lot to think about, though, and thankfully that took his mind – however briefly – from Mimi and what he’d do next.
 
   So, in a complicated haze of thoughts, Josh finally allowed himself to sleep. It was strange to feel free from that ever present grip of sand and the cloying heat of the desert. But as he started to drift off, it was like a shadow in his mind. All too soon, he slipped into a dream, one tinged with a crimson red sun.
 
   He awoke to a persistent buzzing, realizing he’d overslept.
 
   Jumping out of bed and wiping a hand down his face, he glanced at the tiny computer display by the wall. It was telling him it was time for the briefing.
 
   If Josh was serious about returning to the Coalition, he had to play his cards carefully. He wouldn’t be able to march into Captain Singh’s office, berate her, and march out. He would have to slip back into the role of “yes sir, no sir, of course sir.”
 
   To be honest, the past two years had stripped all the politeness from his personality. He was back to being a complete oaf.
 
   Except around her, right?
 
   “Ergh, stop thinking about her and get to the briefing,” he counselled himself as he neatened his civilian clothes and marched out the door.
 
   He didn’t know what to expect at the briefing.
 
   The Captain would be there, but he hoped she'd be wise enough not to invite Carinthia, even though she was a senior member of staff. Mimi shouldn't have to put up with any more bullying.
 
   Stewing over that thought, he reached the nearest lift and took it to the bridge.
 
   There were a few other crew members in the lift with him, and they all gave him a wide berth, shooting him careful looks over their shoulders. They clearly all thought he was some kind of monster. And he knew for sure they'd all start talking about him the moment he left the lift.
 
   Sure enough, when he exited onto the bridge, he heard a low muttering pick up.
 
   The muttering didn't end when he walked through the bridge and down a ramp to the meeting room.
 
   The bridge crew shot him wary but excited looks as they all muttered behind their hands. Christ, it was like they were back in school or something. He was half considering leaning towards the nearest ensign and asking what the hell the guy's problem was.
 
   Josh reeled himself in though, barely, and marched into the meeting room.
 
   The Captain was sitting at the head of the circular discussion table, her back stiff as she considered some hologram before her. With steepled fingers and a stiff, sharp frown, she took a sigh and turned to him. “Mr Cook, nice of you to join us. We've been waiting,” she said pointedly.
 
   Josh's gut reaction was to turn around, walk out, and tell her she could wait longer for all he cared, but he controlled himself. He took a stiff breath and sat in an empty chair as far from everyone else as he could manage.
 
   Then he looked around for her. She wasn't in the room.
 
   She hadn't gotten sick last night, had she?
 
   Before fear could curdle through his blood, the Captain cleared her throat, “Miss Chester has been delayed with a test. We shall begin without her.”
 
   Josh relaxed, but only slightly. Screw this meeting, he wanted to see her again.
 
   “The events of the past few days have been ... interesting,” the Captain conceded.
 
   Interesting? Was that the best word she could think of? Alien slime molds were interesting, the latest stock tips out of the Hegar Province were interesting – finding Mimi alive on a First Age ship was insane.
 
   Josh held his tongue.
 
   “Mr Cook, I have read through your briefing, and have digested what I could. But I thought we would be best placed to hear it from you in person.”
 
   Digested what she could? That was captain-talk for “your story makes no goddamn sense,” wasn't it?
 
   Rather than use the opportunity to yell at her, he took a stiff breath and stood, clamping his hands behind his back like he was once again the special commander he was at heart.
 
   ....
 
   Wait, had he just thought that? Special commander at heart? No, he was plain Josh Cook – the collar and the pips had only ever been for decoration. Now they were gone, it didn't bother him – he could live without them.
 
   ... Right?
 
   Josh took it from the start. Well, from the start of his adventure on Omacka Four. He was judicious enough to leave out the beginning to the story – the bit where the same crew that were now arranged before him had led to Mimi's death.
 
   He hadn't forgiven them, and he probably never would, but now was not the time to rub their noses in past misdeeds.
 
   He kept his recount of his time in the desert brief. He also deliberately left out certain parts – the illegal stuff. From Klutzo being a security orb to all the less-than-politically-correct ways he'd used to deal with scavengers who'd tried to kill him. He hadn't done anything too bad, but that fact wouldn't please the Captain and her crew. The Coalition was a squeaky clean enterprise – or at least it tried to make out it was.
 
   When Josh got to the bit about finding the Black Mass, he had to try twice as hard to control his voice. It threatened to give up on him, twisting and choking like someone had hands around his throat.
 
   It still shook him that he'd actually found her. And that memory of pulling her from her hospital bed – of wrapping his arms around her emaciated form – it would be with him for life.
 
   The crew were smart enough not to interrupt his story. He didn't want to deal with their questions. Back when he was a special commander, they would have had more respect for his analysis. Now they'd treat him like an idiot civilian, incapable of telling the difference between science fiction and reality.
 
   When Josh was done, he was spent. Blame it on all the emotion he had to keep trapped in his chest – it felt like he'd swallowed a lump of coal, one that was choking him with every breath.
 
   But he kept to his feet – kept standing, kept his hands held stiffly behind his back.
 
   “I see,” the Captain eventually supplied, an unreadable expression commanding her face. Her lips and eyebrows and cheeks were held with a practiced stiffness that would not betray what she was thinking. “Thank you for your story, Mr Cook.”
 
   He fancied the Captain put a little more effort into saying the word story than it deserved. She was emphasizing she didn't believe him, right?
 
   “You can sit.” She gestured to his chair.
 
   Josh could sit – that was true – but he didn't. Instead he remained standing, locking his gaze on hers as he cleared his throat loudly. “I know you don't believe me,” he challenged.
 
   When he'd left his room this morning, he'd done so on the proviso that he would try harder not to be a dick. He still wasn't sure whether he wanted his old job back, but he knew any chance of getting it was predicated on not berating the crew and their Captain.
 
   Oh well.
 
   “Mr Cook, you can sit,” the Captain repeated.
 
   “Look, it might be hard to believe what I'm saying – but what do you think happened? How do you think Mimi went from being dead,” he emphasized that hated word with a harsh breath of air, “to walking around in your med bay?” He looked directly at the Captain.
 
   She didn't move. Deep down, he had a lot of respect for Captain Singh. She'd been around long enough and had seen enough of what this galaxy could throw at you to know how to deal with it all.
 
   Even him.
 
   “I don't know what I believe at this stage, Josh,” she dropped formality to use his first name – staring directly into his eyes as she did, “you're welcome to stand around while I figure it out. But if you get tired, there's always the seat behind you.”
 
   He let out a stiff breath and sat.
 
   At the same time, the doors to the meeting room opened. In walked Mimi accompanied with the CMO and another doctor.
 
   They fussed over her, helping her to a seat, even though it seemed she could stand fine on her own.
 
   That didn't stop Josh from jumping to his own feet.
 
   His expression changed the instant she looked at him, offering him one of those trademark Chester smiles that could replace the glow of a twin star system.
 
   He made no effort to control his body language – no effort to hide how friendly he was as he pulled out a chair for her.
 
   “Sorry I'm late,” she managed through a cute squeak as she sat and nodded politely at the Captain.
 
   “There's nothing to apologize for.” The Captain returned her low nod. “Now we are all here, it's time to discuss what to do next.”
 
   Josh kept standing for a moment as he shot the Captain a questioning look.
 
   Discuss what they were going to do next? He thought this was going to be a simple briefing – a chance for Josh and Mimi to unload their stories in the presence of a pretty judgmental crew who would no doubt immediately discredit them and wipe this whole story under the carpet.
 
   Apparently he was wrong.
 
   “Over the past two years – almost immediately from the time Miss Chester's clone died aboard this ship – there has been a sizable increase in Rebuilder activity. Rebuilders have been recorded in all sections of the Milky Way – from Barbarian Space, to the Kor Empire, to the Coalition. Countless ships have been lost, even several outer colonies have fallen prey to them.”
 
   Mimi made a startled noise as she clamped a hand over her mouth.
 
   Josh's brow crumpled so hard over his brows it was like he was trying to push his eyes off his face.
 
   He knew there'd been an increase in Rebuilder activity – that's why Carinthia had come to Omacka Four to find him.
 
   But he had no idea it had been this bad. By the sounds of it, the Rebuilders had gone from being an insidious but quiet threat to being a full-on enemy of the Coalition.
 
   “Two days ago when Miss Chester was rescued from the Black Mass, as you call it, Rebuilder activity reduced. We can't be sure of this trend at this stage – as it's been barely over 48 hours – but initial reports do suggest the Rebuilders have gone quiet.”
 
   “This ... doesn't make any sense. The Crucible – that AI – told me the Program was meant to control the Rebuilders. It told me it was meant to operate with 500 sentient beings – Mimi made the 499th. You'd think with her inclusion, Rebuilder activity would have reduced, not increased,” Josh said.
 
   The Captain took a deep breath. “Trust me, Mr Cook, and trust this crew,” she added pointedly, “the Rebuilders have surged over the past two years. We've been involved with skirmishes with them ourselves. Our entire point for coming to Omacka Four, was to convince you to join the fray once more.”
 
   Josh grabbed a hand to his jaw and rubbed it, letting his thumb dig into the flesh as he thought hard.
 
   “The fact of the matter is, we have no idea what this Crucible does. From the brain scans we have obtained from the both of you – especially Miss Chester,” the Captain nodded at Mimi, “we can confirm you have both endured some kind of simulation. One that stimulated your brains in ways we can't begin to understand. We know something happened to you – we know that ship did something – but we still don't know what it is. That AI told you it was a crucible designed to control the Rebuilders, but we must face the fact that over the past two years the Rebuilders have been anything but controlled.
 
   Josh didn't know what to say. Instead he shot Mimi a surprised look – one she returned as she stared at him with pale shock.
 
   “It is possible that the Rebuilders sensed this crucible was becoming more powerful,” the Captain supplied, “and that their numbers swelled in order to get to the Crucible and shut it down before it could become complete with a 500th member.”
 
   “Well, have you charted their activity?” Josh asked, knowing that of course the Coalition would have, but asking the question anyway. “Did they ever get close to Omacka? Did it look like they were amassing their numbers for an attack on the planet?”
 
   “Rebuilder activity is most intense around planets and systems around Omacka, yes.”
 
   Josh pushed a hand through his short hair, feeling the bristles snag against his thumb and fingers. “So they were planning some kind of attack on Omacka Four then?”
 
   “We don't know. We have insufficient information to figure out what they were after.”
 
   “This ... might be a stupid question,” Mimi asked in a hesitant voice, “but hasn't anyone ever trapped a Rebuilder and scanned them for battle plans – or any other kind of information?”
 
   Josh turned to her. She didn't know anything about the Rebuilders, did she? Of course not. Two years ago, they'd been a closely guarded secret. Now, it seemed, they were everywhere.
 
   “The Rebuilders are a mechanical virus,” he explained, “they can infect any system advanced enough. Then they rebuild it in their own image. We can't capture them and we can't scan them without running the risk of causing an infection in our own equipment.”
 
   “I've never even heard of them,” she admitted, “not until a couple of days ago, anyway. Where did they come from?”
 
   “About 20,000 years ago, they were a scourge on the Milky Way. They attacked planets, ravaging them, destroying all signs of life and taking over what technology they could. Then a race called 498 came along,” Josh stopped mid-spiel.
 
   It hit him.
 
   498. That wasn't the name of a race, was it? That was the number of minds trapped in the Crucible.
 
   “Yes, Mr Cook, it hasn't escaped our attention that 498 is the exact number of people you claim are within the Crucible.” The Captain leaned back in her chair. “But no, we don't know what that means,” she added before he could question her.
 
   “498?” Mimi repeated the number with a distant note to her voice.
 
   He turned to her, interest slackening his brow. “Do you remember anything?” he asked carefully.
 
   She looked at her hands before shaking her head. “No, sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine,” the Captain said. “We have already sent teams down to Omacka Four to look for the Black Mass. We will figure out what’s going on here.”
 
   “They won’t find it,” Josh said through a sigh.
 
   “Sorry?” The Captain questioned.
 
   “They won’t find the Black Mass,” Josh supplied as he massaged his brow with one hand, “we only ever found it because that AI wanted us to,” he gestured between himself and Mimi, “and I’m pretty sure it’s not going to want a Coalition raiding party crashing in on it.”
 
   “You claimed in your report that you weakened that AI. Perhaps you are correct, and we will be unable to find it, or perhaps you aren’t. The point is, we must try. The galaxy is currently on a precipice. If Rebuilder activity increases again, let me tell you, Mr Cook, it is doubtful whether we will be able to rise to the challenge.”
 
   Josh didn’t know what to say. He wanted to repeat that the Coalition would find a way, because the Coalition always found a way. He was just one guy, why would they need him so desperately to fight the Rebuilders?
 
   “So what happens now?” Mimi voiced the question he couldn’t. “What do you want us to do?”
 
   “Stick around. I know your father has requested you return home as soon as possible, but to be honest, we could use you here. I understand you currently have no memories of what happened to you over the past two years, but there are other ways you can help.”
 
   Mimi gave a stiff nod, just like a recruit accepting an order from her commander.
 
   The Captain slid her gaze over to Josh.
 
   She didn’t say anything.
 
   The question hung in the air, though.
 
   It took Mimi turning to him before he did anything.
 
   Latching a hand on the back of his head, he turned his gaze to the table, locking it on the wood grain.
 
   Could he return?
 
   Could he pull on that uniform again?
 
   Could he stick the pips in his collar and pretend they were something more than shiny circles of brass? That they represented his command, his ability, his duty?
 
   His responsibility?
 
   “Josh?” Mimi asked softly, pushing her hand over the table towards him.
 
   He locked his gaze on it, but didn’t move. He also didn’t lift his head to stare at the assembled crew.
 
   “They need you, Josh,” she said.
 
   Though it was hard, he tipped his head up to stare at her.
 
   “Nobody is going to make you return if you don’t want to. But you should want to. You sacrificed everything for your command, and you shouldn’t have given it up for me.”
 
   He could have pointed out that he didn’t sacrifice his command for her. That would be a lie.
 
   He could also point out that he didn’t want to return, but that would also be a lie.
 
   None of that was the problem. The problem was lifting his chin, turning his head, staring Captain Singh directly in the eye, and telling her he could do this.
 
   Over the short five years of his Coalition career, Josh had never become used to responsibility. It had felt like a burden – like the weight of the universe pressing down on his shoulders and waiting for him to trip and fall.
 
   He didn’t want to endure that weight again, yet at the same time, he couldn’t let the Rebuilders rest.
 
   They were personal, now more than ever, considering what had happened to Mimi.
 
   She didn’t remove her hand from in front of him, nor did she shift her gaze. Though her face was gaunt and sallow, her eyes were back to blazing. Behind those two pricks of twinkling blue was the same determined Mimi Chester he had grown from hating to loving.
 
   Loving?
 
   Did he want to admit to that? Because if he admitted to that, he’d have to do something about it, wouldn’t he? He wouldn’t be able to push his feelings away.
 
   Just like he wouldn’t be able to push his responsibility away, not forever. It would hound him, haunt him, chase him to the furthest reaches of the galaxy.
 
   If he turned away now, and gave up on the Coalition and their fight with the Rebuilders, it would hollow him out, just like Mimi’s death had.
 
   Josh was starting to learn something about his personality, something he’d always pretended wasn’t there.
 
   Loyalty.
 
   But it wasn’t the same loyalty that the Coalition espoused. It was personal. It was the bond that built up between you and something you couldn’t live without. Whether it was a loved one or a way of life, if you had that bond, it became your responsibility to protect it.
 
   Josh brought a hand up and covered Mimi’s. Despite the fact he was in full view of the Captain, Carinthia, and all the other senior members of staff, he made no attempt to hide the move.
 
   Finally, with the feel of her warm hand under his, he lifted his chin and looked at the Captain.
 
   He nodded.
 
   And with that simple move, he was back.
 
   Back to the Coalition, and back to work.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   “You look good in that uniform,” Mimi tried to convince him as he stood in front of the window, checking his reflection in the mirror beside him.
 
   He turned to her, the beginnings of a grin crinkling his lips. “Did the Captain ask you to say that?”
 
   She was seated in a chair in his quarters. His new quarters, apparently. The moment he’d accepted his command back, his accommodation had been upgraded.
 
   She tried to neaten her hospital gown around herself. It was becoming an obsession. Every couple of seconds she tried to tug the fabric or smooth it, attempting to hide her bony knees underneath. She was still a full-time resident of the medical bay, and she doubted she’d be given her own quarters, not for a few weeks. This time, it seemed, the Chronos was going to be especially careful with her. She wasn’t only on continuous medical watch, but she wasn’t allowed to go anywhere on her own. She was escorted through the corridors by several doctors, and it had only been on her insistence that she’d been allowed a few minutes alone with Josh.
 
   There was so much she wanted to tell him, but it was all getting stuck in her throat.
 
   “Ah, hell, I can’t really believe I’m back in this,” he admitted to her as he kept fumbling with his pips. “Are these straight? They don’t feel straight.”
 
   She smiled up at him. She went to stand, to walk over and inspect his pips, but he patted a hand her way. “Don’t get up. It’s okay.”
 
   “Josh, we’ve talked about this; I’m not going to fall over and break.”
 
   “I know. But I just want you to relax,” he said honestly.
 
   It struck her that the Josh from two years ago would have taken the opportunity to insult her.
 
   This was a completely different Josh.
 
   Her hands suddenly became fidgety, and she had trouble resting them into her lap. They wanted to pick at the armrest, or straighten the fabric over her knees again, or tug at her non-existent hair.
 
   She kept wanting to ask “what next?”
 
   She knew the answer. They’d requested she stick around on the Chronos until they got a better idea of what the Black Mass was and what was happening with the Rebuilders.
 
   But that’s not the answer she wanted. She wanted to know what would happen next between her and Josh. There was no way she could ask the question, though. It felt like it was tied around her heart, locked there with magnetic clamps.
 
   “These definitely aren’t straight,” Josh said as he pulled the pips from his collar and tried to arrange them once more.
 
   “Josh, it’s fine. Does it matter if they’re not straight?”
 
   He shot her a disappointed look. “You went through the Academy, right? You know how important it is to look neat. It’s almost more important than keeping the galaxy safe,” he quipped.
 
   Again it struck her that two years ago he would have used that opportunity to insult her. He would have pointed out that she’d been to the Academy, alright, but he would have followed it up with the fact she was kicked out.
 
   A muddled smile pressed its way over her lips.
 
   Josh appeared to notice it, and he stopped playing with his pips. “You’re not getting tired, are you?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Thirsty?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   She went to shake her head. To be honest, the food they’d been giving her in the medical bay was boring. She’d promised herself that at the first opportunity she’d have a five course meal, but the opportunity hadn’t arisen.
 
   One of Josh’s eyebrows crinkled up. “You are hungry. Getting bored of nutritional supplements?”
 
   “A little. To be honest, I haven’t had a proper meal in two years.” She meant it as a joke, but it fell flat against Josh.
 
   He rebounded quickly, however, and shot her another smile. He also reached a hand out to her.
 
   “What’s that?” She blinked at it awkwardly when he didn’t drop it.
 
   “It’s a hand, Mimi Chester, you have seen one before, right?”
 
   “Yes, Special Commander, but what’s it doing there?”
 
   “It’s waiting for you to accept it and follow me to the mess hall for a meal,” he said, his eyes sparkling.
 
   She got a little lost in the way his gaze twinkled. Any girl would.
 
   “You aren’t due back at the medical bay for a while yet. Plus, I don’t think they’ll mind if I feed you.”
 
   “You make me sound like some kind of pet.”
 
   “At least you don’t leave messes on the carpet,” he joked. “Now, are you coming?” He crooked his arm, as if he expected her to lace hers through his.
 
   Biting her lip, she got to her feet. “Josh, are you sure? I mean … the crew will be in the mess hall,” she pointed out uncomfortably.
 
   He pressed his lips together in a subdued smile. “They aren’t going to bully you, Mim. Not now. That’s never gonna happen again. The Captain gave me her word.”
 
   “Not me, you,” she said uneasily, “I don’t care how they treat me, but—”
 
   “Me? You don’t need to worry about little old me. I’m quite fond of being an outcast. Now, are you coming?” He held his hand out to her again.
 
   She accepted it.
 
   He pulled her playfully towards the door.
 
   She resisted just before he opened it.
 
   He turned, a questioning look crumpling his brow. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Josh …” she began, but she stopped with a swallow.
 
   His playful edge changed, and a somewhat nervous, but expectant look flickered in his gaze. “What is it?” He asked through a swallow of his own.
 
   What was she doing?
 
   Seriously, what was she doing?
 
   She should just follow him.
 
   So why was she standing here, her hand in his, a few centimeters from the door. Standing and staring and not saying a thing as she gazed up into his face.
 
   “Mim?” He asked in a hoarse voice.
 
   God, she wanted to tell him everything. She wanted to thank him until he understood how much he’d done for her.
 
   Most of all, she wanted to say how she felt.
 
   Mimi was not a forward girl. Okay, most of the time Mimi was a forward girl. Her father had taught her how to barter, how to bargain, and how to move forward with determination, no matter the odds.
 
   Despite that, she wasn’t the kind of girl who would look into the face of a man like Josh Cook and tell him how he made her feel.
 
   Her pause was getting seriously long and awkward now.
 
   Josh’s grip on her hand faulted.
 
   “I think there’s something I should tell you,” she began, amazed the words were making it out of her throat. They didn’t even shake that badly.
 
   Josh looked startled, then confused, then expectant. In fact, the exact eager look in his eyes was undeniable.
 
   “I think I—” she began.
 
   Then she stopped. Not for lack of courage, but because a strange beeping noise issued from the com panel by the door. It was followed up by a blaring sound.
 
   Josh jerked his head around. “That’s yellow alert.”
 
   The blaring sound changed, and the lighting above them turned to red – flashing, angry red.
 
   “Jesus Christ, that’s red alert. We need to get to the bridge. I mean, I have to get to the bridge – I’ll take you to the med bay.” Josh dashed forward, stabbed a finger against the panel by the door, and ran out into the corridor. The red alert was louder out here, a blaring siren echoing down the halls. Crew were running about too. Josh grabbed the nearest ensign he could. “What’s going on?” He demanded.
 
   The pale faced ensign shook her head. “We don’t know. Something has attacked the ship.”
 
   “Who? What?”
 
   “We don’t know.” The woman turned on her heel and kept running down the hall.
 
   Josh grabbed hold of Mimi’s hand, his grip sweaty. “We need to get you somewhere safe.”
 
   “No,” she resisted. “Go to the bridge. You’ll be needed there. I’ll make my own way to the medical bay. I can do it.”
 
   He shook his head before she could even finish. “I’m not leaving you behind,” he said in a strangled tone choked with emotion. Two years of emotion, to be precise.
 
   She didn’t fight him. Instead, they ran forward.
 
   The crew were like a disturbed hive, dashing around, their expressions frantic as they all went about their assigned tasks.
 
   The ship hadn’t shaken once, and there was no sign of impact.
 
   So what was attacking them?
 
   True, Mimi had never made it out of the Academy, but she still knew enough about space battles to understand this so-called attack was different.
 
   “We’re losing control of the computer cores. We have to go into every recess manually and disconnect the relays so it doesn’t spread,” two engineers shouted at each other as they raced past.
 
   Josh stopped, his boots squeaking against the floor.
 
   A horrified expression ripped across his face.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Rebuilders,” he said, his voice barely audible over the blaring klaxon of the red alert.
 
   That word did something to her. It reached deep inside her and clutched hold of her guts, twisting and tying them until she wanted to double over in pain.
 
   The Rebuilders.
 
   She saw a flash of them amassing over the red kissed sand, surging towards her and her comrades.
 
   Over and over again.
 
   The battle continuing for countless hours, countless days, countless years.
 
   Before she knew it, Josh was tugging her forward again. “We need to get off the ship.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “If they’ve infected this ship, there’s no way to fight them. She’s dead, or she will be soon. We have to evacuate. I’ll get you to an escape pod then I’ll help the rest of the crew.”
 
   “Josh, there has to be some kind of way. This ship is one of the flagships of the fleet. If we lose it—”
 
   “Mim,” he turned to her as he pulled her forward, “it’s over. There’s no way to fight them.”
 
   This was insane. A few minutes ago, she’d been about to tell Josh how she felt, and now they were both running for their lives, stuck in a ship that would soon rebuild itself in the image of her enemy.
 
   The carriers.
 
   The vessels.
 
   The only weapon against the Force.
 
   Those words came unbidden from her unconsciousness, from some deep chasm she couldn’t reach into or shed light on. The same chasm that housed every flash of crimson red sand and every memory of dashing over it to fight the enemy.
 
   Every hallway they turned down they faced another chaotic sea of activity. The crew were dashing about, amazed and horrified at what was happening.
 
   Still, there was no direct evidence the ship had been damaged. Yet. It hadn’t shaken once, and while the klaxon kept blaring, there was no sound of metal fatigue or impact of any kind.
 
   When they turned down another corridor, they faced a checkpoint. Stiff-lipped, grim-faced security officers were standing around putting on armor and checking their weapons. As soon as they laid eyes on Josh, they stopped. The man in charge nodded at him, strode forward, and threw him a Coalition issue pulse rifle. “We need you, Special Commander,” the guy said simply.
 
   Josh caught the gun with one hand, keeping hold of Mimi with the other.
 
   There was a moment when he just stared at the guy.
 
   What was he going to do?
 
   Was Josh Cook going to chuck the gun back and tell the security officer his priority was to get Mimi to safety?
 
   Or was he going to step up and do his duty?
 
   She didn’t give him the time to think it through.
 
   She stepped back from him and nodded towards the security officers. “Go.”
 
   “Mimi,” he began, stepping towards her.
 
   “Josh, go. You heard him, they need you. This ship isn’t lost yet. You’ve fought the Rebuilders before. You can do it again. They need you. I’ll get to an escape pod on my own.”
 
   He looked tortured. Torn. It was written all over his expression. If the situation hadn’t been so dire, she would have wrapped her arms around his back and pulled him in for a hug, smothering his torment with a kiss.
 
   But the Rebuilders were coming.
 
   “We aren’t abandoning the ship yet,” the security officer told them, “the Captain still thinks we can save her.”
 
   “Then give me a gun too,” Mimi said as she reached a hand out to the security officer.
 
   The guy shot her a confused look.
 
   “I’m still strong enough to pull a trigger,” she snapped, “you give me a gun and I’ll head to the medical bay and see what I can do.”
 
   The security officer shot a look at Josh, clearly questioning whether that was a good idea.
 
   Josh still looked lost. God, how much did she want to race forward and embrace him. She could bet his arms around her own would make this all okay again.
 
   In the event it wouldn’t, she’d need a gun.
 
   When Josh didn’t protest, the security officer handed her a short-barreled handgun.
 
   The second she grabbed it up, she felt something.
 
   A muscle memory. A strong one. She knew how to use this gun. She wasn’t recalling her training from the Academy – no, this was a whole lot more visceral, more immediate.
 
   Josh met her gaze, watched her as she checked over the gun with practiced ease.
 
   The security officer seemed impressed, and so did Josh.
 
   “There’s armor too,” the security officer suddenly pointed out, as he gestured behind him to a few armor boxes being unloaded from a security checkpoint. “We don’t have much, but if we’re going to use it on anyone, we’d better use it on you, sir.”
 
   Josh nodded, accepting a box as it was thrown at him. He dropped it on the ground, kicking it with a foot and letting it open. It hissed, the contents splaying forth, then locking over his ankle as the armor grew up and around his body, covering him in a little under five seconds.
 
   He slammed his gauntlets together, the clang echoing through the corridor.
 
   This was Josh Cook, wasn’t it?
 
   The real Josh Cook, the one who’d been a special commander for five years.
 
   She’d never met that guy, had she? The one the Coalition had called a golden boy, the one whose heroic exploits they’d fed the media.
 
   Back then she’d been cynical, now she knew the truth.
 
   Josh manipulated the gun in his hand, before nodding at her, the black visor of his armor hiding his expression. “You guys hold this check point, I’ll go after the heavy systems. That’s where they’ll start. Computer, navigations, then the engine core.”
 
   “No,” Mimi suddenly interrupted, “they’ll go for navigations first.”
 
   Josh’s visor turned her way, and it was clear he was staring at her from underneath. He didn’t question her though. “Fine, I’ll head to navigation first. The medical bay is on the way. Mimi.” He waved her forward.
 
   The medical bay was not on the way to navigations, but she didn’t say anything.
 
   Together, they ran down the corridor, Josh giving the security team a few more hurried words of advice before he ran out of sight.
 
   She’d trained for situations like this in the Academy. Okay, they hadn’t been this real – you couldn’t mimic the immediacy of a true battle.
 
   But the past two years were still in her bones and flesh and muscles, weren’t they? She could feel them in the way she was holding her gun.
 
   “They are attracted to technology,” he repeated, “so the medical bay will be a target once they’re done with navigations, the computer, engineering, and command. You need to get in there and get out. Find the doctors, and see where they want to take you. There should be some pockets on this ship that are relatively free from technology. They will be the safest places. One more thing,” he turned to her as they ran forward, “how did you know they’re going after navigations?”
 
   She couldn’t answer him. She couldn’t point to some fact buried in her memory, just a feeling. Just a certainty that loomed in her mind like a shadow.
 
   When she remained silent, he nodded. “It doesn’t matter. I get it. You just know. Now, Mim, you need to promise me something.”
 
   He didn’t have time to finish his sentence.
 
   There was a scattering sound.
 
   It came from their left. From inside a panel.
 
   Mimi acted first. She grabbed her hand gun, shooting several meters in front of the scattering sound, blasting a hole in the panel, then darting forward.
 
   As her gaze flashed towards the circuits revealed within the wall. She selected one and shot it, ducking back and out of the way as it exploded.
 
   It was just in time. Chunks of Rebuilder burst from the hole, slamming against the walls and scattering over the floor.
 
   Mimi turned around, her eyes flashing towards the ceiling as her senses went wild.
 
   They were above her.
 
   She started firing, blast after blast, her muscles twitching this way and that, controlling her aim with perfect precision.
 
   Soon an access panel fell, and several Rebuilders fell with it.
 
   “Jesus,” Josh said, his voice distorted by his armor, but his awe clear nonetheless.
 
   It wasn’t until she heard the amazement shaking through his voice that she realized what she was doing.
 
   This wasn’t some dream, wasn’t some vision – this was reality. Mimi was fighting like a seasoned soldier.
 
   The memories were still with her. She may not be able to recall the detail of what happened to her, but it was now apparent her body could.
 
   She could fight the Rebuilders, just like Josh.
 
   Even when she’d been at the Academy, it had always been clear Mimi was not cut out for combat. It wasn’t in her personality, and frankly, she was too much of a klutz.
 
   Now, none of that mattered. Her body knew what to do.
 
   She turned on her foot and pointed sharply down the corridor, as if she were a hardened warrior, as if she were a commander.
 
   Josh didn’t question. He followed.
 
   She wanted to see his expression, wanted to peel back his visor to know exactly how he was looking at her.
 
   Heck, she wanted to pull up in front of a mirror to see what her expression was too.
 
   She was fighting.
 
   She’d put on a little weight since she’d boarded the Chronos, but she was still weak. Yet none of that mattered. Two years of non-stop training were all that counted now.
 
   They both raced down the corridor, dealing with a swell of Rebuilders as they pushed their way out of another access panel.
 
   “Where is navigation?” She snapped at Josh.
 
   She had no intention of heading to the medical bay anymore.
 
   She could help, and goddamn it, she was going to help.
 
   Josh didn’t argue. “This way.” He darted down the corridor, helping up an injured crewmember who was leaning on the ground, pressed under a heavy metal sheet.
 
   “Head down that corridor, and take a left to crew quarters. There’s no Rebuilders there at the moment,” Mimi snapped at the surprised looking ensign.
 
   It took a moment to realize she recognized the guy – she’d gone to the Academy with him.
 
   “Do what she says,” Josh snapped.
 
   The ensign managed a salute and a horse “thank you,” and limped off.
 
   Mimi didn’t stop – she ran forward, Josh at her side.
 
   They kept running across more Rebuilder infestations, and more struggling crew. They helped who they could, and fought off any Rebuilders that crossed their path.
 
   When they came down a wide corridor that would lead to navigation, they stopped.
 
   There was a full on battle raging between a security detachment and a horde of Rebuilders. The machines were crawling their way out of puncture holes in the walls and floors. Lights flashed on and off, scattering creepy shadows everywhere, lighting up the Rebuilders’ sleek bodies as they scattered their way towards the crew.
 
   Mimi rushed forward, shouldering a lieutenant out of the way and shooting a Rebuilder point-blank as it jump towards the guy’s face. Then she pushed herself into a roll and jumped up, shooting the ground just as a large Rebuilder punched up from the metal.
 
   She heard Josh race into the fray behind her, using his armor to punch and rip Rebuilders from the walls.
 
   This section of the hallway ran alongside the outer hull, and it was peppered with windows that showed the vasts of space beyond. In the corner, towards the left, she could see the edge of a planet. Dirty brown and yellow, it was Omacka Four.
 
   A cascade of tiny Rebuilders suddenly erupted from a hole in a vent, the machines no larger than cockroaches. They rushed towards a surprised recruit, who didn’t have the time to double back.
 
   Two of the Rebuilders jumped up and pierced his leg, crunching through the bone and flesh, digging their way right out the other side.
 
   The guy screamed, his high-pitched cry splitting the air.
 
   Mimi rushed over to him, grabbing a hand around one arm as she thrust him behind her and shot the Rebuilders. More of the tiny Rebuilders scattered towards her – she kicked them out of the way, timing every move so they didn’t have an opportunity to attack her.
 
   Her body was buzzing with memories now. Memories that knew how to move her, how to control her hands and arms and legs.
 
   At one point, she caught a glimpse of herself in a warped shiny metal panel. Bald with two big blue eyes pressed in concentration, her medical gown and loose-fitting pants flaring around her as she fought. Suffice to say, she looked like someone else – someone other than Mimi Chester.
 
   Because she was someone else. She’d changed. It wasn’t the last two years that had changed her – though they’d help, of course – it was Josh Cook.
 
   In this moment, now, she no longer cared that she was fighting for the same crew who had once bullied her. The same people who had rejected her after the accident at the Academy.
 
   All the hatred that had crossed between them meant nothing. Protecting them meant everything.
 
   Everything.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   It was desperate. He’d never been in a battle like it. If he were on his own, it would be easier. But there were so many people around, so many people to get hurt, to get in the way, to fall prey to the Rebuilders.
 
   Then there was Mimi. He didn’t want her here, yet the fact she was here kept him alive, in more ways than one.
 
   She was fighting. Fighting like a pro. No, fighting like someone who had trained their whole life for this battle.
 
   He barely recognized her as she twisted and whirled and fought. She looked nothing like the Mimi he knew, resembling instead the hardened warrior he’d seen in that vision.
 
   She suddenly grabbed a lieutenant, yanking them back and shooting a Rebuilder that had lodged in the guy’s shoulder, pulling the last shards of metal from the guy’s body as she shoved him down the corridor towards safety.
 
   The same lieutenant had been present when Carinthia had tried to convince Josh Mimi was worthless.
 
   The guy hated Mimi. According to him, she’d turned her back, lost her loyalty.
 
   Well, she’d just saved his life.
 
   Suddenly Mimi turned her head to the left, staring with wide eyes at the wall that led to the hull and space beyond.
 
   “They’re destabilizing hull integrity. Get out of here, get out of here,” she screamed, furling her hand down the corridor.
 
   When the crew didn’t react, she shoved her shoulder into the closest person and sent her skidding towards an open room to her left.
 
   Seconds later, Josh’s on-board sensors picked up what Mimi’s senses had already detected.
 
   The Rebuilders were in the wall, alright, digging away at it, trying to rip a hole right into the metal.
 
   The second they did, was the second this corridor depressurized and sucked everybody into space.
 
   He’d be okay, and a few of the other security officers in armor would be fine, but everyone else wouldn’t be.
 
   Mimi included.
 
   He dashed towards her, just as she pushed another ensign into the nearest room.
 
   Then it happened. Before he could reach her.
 
   The hull gave up. A massive section of it exploded, sucking out into space, pulling the atmosphere with it.
 
   There was a moment, a moment where he stared at her, where he saw her face, saw her eyes widen with fear.
 
   Mimi screamed. She was ripped off her feet, carried away by the force of the fleeing air.
 
   Josh leapt towards her, locking his armor on the floor and punching his hand forward.
 
   He reached, reached with all his might towards her.
 
   He could not lose her again.
 
   Not again.
 
   She reached back.
 
   The end of Episode Three. Episode four will be available shortly.
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