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        Mimi Chester

      

      

      She was going to die again. Goddamnit, she was going to die.

      Those were the only thoughts shooting through her mind as she reached for him and the air sucked her through into the vacuum of space.

      This was it.

      This was frigging it.

      Somehow she reached him. Somewhere in her muscles, she found her last reserve of strength. She pushed her arm forward, splayed her fingers wide, and caught his hand. He locked onto her grip, and with a scream that echoed through the last traces of atmosphere, he tugged her back.

      The hallway depressurized, and soon the inexorable pull of gases draining into space stopped.

      She’d been saved from the vacuum, but she wasn’t safe yet. She couldn’t breathe.

      He grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her. His armored forearms pressed into her back, locking her against him. Then, without pause, he moved. Still pinning her to his chest with the help of his armor, he sprinted through the corridor, his movements a blaze of desperation.

      She couldn’t breathe, yet that wasn’t the thought that ran through her mind. It was him. These could very well be her last moments, but that didn’t matter. All she could think of was Josh. All she could do was stare at his helmeted face as he carried her forward.

      Things became a blur. She started to black out, but she focused on his helmet and the light glinting off it from the various sparking conduits and panels. Just as she thought she’d black out entirely, he managed to get her into a sealed room, and he placed her on the floor.

      God, air.

      She wheezed. She could feel her chest punching out as she sucked in life-giving breath after breath.

      He kneeled next to her, both hands pressing into her shoulders as his visor loomed over her face. He let his helmet recede back into his collar, his head protected by a shimmering blue force field that sent a crackling glow over his worry-marked face. “Mimi?”

      At first his voice sounded far off. As she sucked in gulp after gulp and finally started to regain her senses, everything came into focus. “I’m okay,” she managed through a half wheeze.

      He ducked forward, brought her up, and hugged her. Maybe it was sudden – a spontaneous act driven by desperation and panic – or maybe he’d always wanted to do this.

      She let her hands grip his back. Even though his armor was smooth and she couldn’t get any purchase, she still dug her fingers into it, trying to be comforted by the man she knew was underneath. She pressed her head against his shoulder.

      She wanted to stay like this forever.

      She couldn’t.

      The red alert was still blaring through the ship, a small line of lights along the ceiling and floor blinking with a fearsome rapidity. The ship shook too, lurching chaotically as some level below or above was breached by the Rebuilders.

      She nuzzled her head further into his shoulder. She didn’t want to face this anymore.

      She closed her eyes. Then she felt him pull away.

      “Mim, we have to go. We have to get out of here. The ship is lost. We have to get to an escape pod.”

      “No, we have to get to navigations. We have to stop them,” she said as she clutched hold of his arm.

      He paused as he stared at her. So much emotion crossed through his eyes, it was as if he lived a lifetime in just a few seconds. “Mim,” he said in a choking, low rumble, “we have to get out of here. This ship is lost. There’s nothing we can do for it now.”

      “No. I won’t give up. I won’t give in to them,” she said, her voice coming out in short blasting puffs of air.

      He kept two hands on her shoulders and helped her stand. Staring at her the whole time, he shook his head. It was such a final move that she realized he’d made up his mind.

      It was time to leave.

      She looked past his shoulder to a window that showed space beyond. The dark expanse was littered with chunks of the Chronos, floating Rebuilders, and even bodies.

      “If we don’t stop them now, they’ll keep going,” she said in a haunted tone as she stared at the bodies tumbling and drifting through space.

      “We’re going to stop them,” he promised as he grabbed her hand and led her forward. “Not today, not now, but soon.” With that, he reached up to the side of his neck and let the shield protecting his head flicker off. Then he unclipped the small section of armor that produced his helmet. It fell off into his hand with a click before the shield around his head reinitiated with a blue crackle.

      He handed her the small metal brick. “This will help you breathe out in the corridor. We’ve got to traverse a short section of it before we can get to the escape pods on this level. It’ll be cold, but I’ll carry you as fast as I can.”

      She looked up at him sharply and let her gaze travel over his worried but determined expression. “… Okay.” She grabbed the small brick, tapped it against her collar bone, and took a deep breath as the thing marched over her skin and formed a perfect helmet over her head.

      They nodded at each other and then ran, hand-in-hand, until they reached the door.

      He picked her up as the door opened before them.

      It was freezing out there.

      It didn’t last long. Josh was right – they didn’t have far to go. He sprinted with her tucked firmly in his arms until they made it to another closed-off area with atmosphere.

      She was frigid, but as soon as he set her down, they ran together. The tortured corridors became a blur. Twisted metal, broken panels, and corpses.

      Devastation.

      Finally they reached the escape pods.

      She didn’t want to leave, and yet she knew she had to.

      This ship was lost.

      
        
        …

        Joshua Cook

      

      

      This ship had minutes. Josh’s body knew that. Every limb was heavy with that awful certainty.

      When they reached the escape pods, he had to brace himself for the sight that welcomed them. Various crew members were piling toward the pods, and all were shocked. The Chronos was one of the flagships of the fleet, and she was about to fall.

      Bodies he could deal with. A once pristine ship ripped to shreds he could manage. But their expressions – the loss playing through every terrified, grief-stricken gaze – it was harrowing.

      “The captain has told us to evacuate,” one officer said to Josh as the guy ran past and directed a few ensigns to get into the nearest pod. “She’s gonna blow it up.”

      Josh nodded, the move stiff, his neck feeling like a trunk resisting the wind. He didn’t want this ship to fall, but the captain was right. There was no saving the Chronos now, and they had to contain the Rebuilder outbreak. You couldn’t have a massive ship like the Chronos fall to them. There was so much technology on-board, so much metal – it would add to the Rebuilder ranks and make them an even more formidable foe. Plus, the Chronos was still in orbit around Omacka Four, and the last thing you wanted was for the Rebuilders to claim the entire ship and then turn their attentions to the planet.

      Just as that thought chilled him to the bone, he realized that was likely the Rebuilders’ plan. Maybe they were going to make a play for the Black Mass – using the Chronos to bolster their numbers before they made an assault on that First Age ship.

      He didn’t have time to think about the possibilities now. They had to evacuate.

      He wanted to keep hold of Mimi, but soon she pulled away.

      She kneeled down and helped an officer with a badly broken leg into the nearest escape pod.

      It was only when every other person in that section of corridor had made it to a pod that she turned to him. Without a word they nodded, and they entered the last escape pod together.

      Josh had only ever had to use escape pods a couple of times. It was pretty rare these days for a Coalition ship to be overrun, especially a heavy cruiser. Sure, you faced resistance in this modern galaxy, but a heavy cruiser was enormous. It had so many defenses that it would take the most powerful of enemies to bring it down.

      Josh had no idea how the Rebuilders had gotten onto the ship, but now wasn’t the time to speculate. When they made it to the planet – as long as no Rebuilders got into their escape pod – he’d ask his questions. He’d stare up at the blazing sky as the Chronos self-destructed, and he’d let his thoughts blaze with her. Then he’d have to figure out what to do next….

      For now he sat in one of the escape pod seats and leaned over, helping Mimi with her magnetic harness. Only when he was satisfied she was buckled in tightly did he turn around. With a few taps on the nearest console, he confirmed hull integrity and made damn sure there were no Rebuilders on board. Then he jettisoned the pod.

      Two bright blue shields flickered into place in front of the hatch. With a rush of air and a crunch of metal, the pod let go of the ship, and they shot backward.

      There was the tiniest view screen on the console in front of him, and he watched it with wide-eyed, cold fascination. It showed a view of the ship as they were jettisoned from it. She was mauled. It was the only word for it. Chunks of engine lay hanging off. Hull plating drifted into space. There were holes and gaps everywhere.

      He could only pray that most of the crew got out.

      Mimi suddenly leaned over and took up his hand in hers, collapsing her fingers tightly around his gauntlet.

      Immediately he twisted his hand around and laced his fingers through hers before slowly turning to look at her. Staring at her face was the only thing that could stop him from fixating on the view – on that tiny little screen that showed a Coalition flagship being overrun by one of the most insidious, powerful enemies in the galaxy.

      Nothing would be the same now. The Milky Way was about to change in the most violent of ways.

      He found himself closing his eyes. When he opened them again, she was still there, still smiling at him despite the situation.

      He leaned forward. He didn’t know what she was doing until she reached a hand up and placed it on his cheek. She looked right into his eyes, and he looked into hers.

      It took the edge off the desperation, off the fear still pumping in his heart and burning through his veins. Staring into her eyes somehow made it seem like everything would work out, like there was light at the end of the tunnel because it was sitting right next to him.

      Maybe he should have kissed her. Maybe she wanted to kiss him, and that’s why she’d reached up to place a hand so tenderly on his cheek. But they didn’t. They just stared at each other as their pod punched through the atmosphere and sailed down to the planet.

      He had no idea how long it took. He couldn’t estimate time. It flitted past him, dancing out of his reach until finally he heard the pod beep. “Approaching land. Prepare for landing,” it advised them.

      It was the hardest thing in the world, but he tugged his gaze off her, and she let her hand gently fall from his face. He plucked it up in his own before using his free hand to key something into the panel. “Hold on to the railing,” he warned. “Sometimes escape-pod landings can be pretty rough.”

      She nodded and grabbed onto the railing with her free hand.

      Then, with a shake and a resounding metal clunk, they landed.

      They both stood up together at exactly the same time. Despite the situation, he was afforded a brief moment of realization. They’d fought well together, brilliantly in fact. And here they were practically in sync. To think Mimi Chester – the woman who’d once got on his nerves so badly he’d been willing to throw her out an airlock – was now the same woman who stood next to him. She was staring at him with a soulful somberness, but one touched with hope.

      “It’s okay, Josh; we’ll find a way,” she promised.

      He lingered there, staring at her, feeling comforted by that spark of hope in her eyes.

      When the moment passed, he tugged his head around, pressed his lips together, closed his eyes, took a breath, and commanded the escape pod to open. As he did, he reached for the gun in his holster, commanding the shield to form over his head again. He’d let it go briefly in the escape pod, but now he needed it back. They may have landed, but he had no idea what he’d face out there.

      The escape pod wasn’t beeping to warn him that any enemies were about, but he had to be cautious. So he approached the hatch carefully as it sprang open with a hiss. It was the only sound as he dampened the noise of his armor and carefully walked toward the open door.

      Then he saw it. The sand. Yellow, stark, reaching out toward the horizon. It was dotted with junk – escape pods, chunks of metal, and the unrecognizable remains of a once grand ship.

      But there were also people pulling themselves out of their own pods, standing there in complete surprise as they stared from one another then slowly up toward the sky. They were waiting for the second the ship would explode, and they didn’t have to wait long.

      Barely a minute later, she did. It was an enormous flash of light, like a star suddenly appearing in the sunny blue sky. It grew and grew before subsiding in a blue flash.

      He pressed his hand up and over his face to protect himself from the glare. Then he let his eyes close, long before the sonic boom shook the land – the sound of the explosion thundering over the desert like a scream.

      He kept his eyes closed until he felt Mimi walk up beside him. She secured her hand around his, and he felt her turn around and stare at him.

      Eventually he opened his eyes and looked at her.

      The Chronos was down and she’d taken an unknown number of crew with her, but Mimi still managed to let her lips part as she whispered, “It’s okay.”

      He wanted to laugh bitterly and ask how the hell it could be okay. The ship was down, and who knew how far the Rebuilder infection had spread? Maybe a few escape pods had been compromised and the Rebuilders were down on the planet with them.

      That thought shook through him, and he held his gun tightly in one hand as he scanned the desert for any flash of writhing metal.

      There was nothing. That didn’t put his mind at ease. Nothing would. Because this was war. No, worse than war – total destruction.

      The other survivors started to band together. They didn’t form a group on top of a sand dune with a good vantage. They gravitated his way as if he was in charge, or worse, as if he could fix this.

      At first he didn’t know what to do or say. All he could do was stare at the shock engraved in everybody’s faces. No matter their species, this horrible sense of astonishment reverberated through the group. It sat heavily in the air, far denser than any storm cloud.

      He took a breath, but before he could say anything, the words became trapped in his throat.

      He knew he should tell them to be on guard and to look out for more Rebuilders. He should separate them into groups, give them different duties, and find any medical staff amongst them and tell them to take care of the wounded. He should also identify security officers and get them to scour the desert for weapons.

      But this was beyond him. He’d quit the Coalition two damn years ago, because deep down Joshua Cook had never been a golden boy. And he couldn’t rise to the occasion now.

      Or could he?

      Mimi pressed her lips together, a few tears trembling at the sides of her eyes, but a growing determination stiffening her features nonetheless. She leveled her chin and gazed at him. “We’ll follow your lead,” she promised.

      No one argued with her.

      With one look at the rest of the assembled crew, they all appeared to share her sentiment.

      He swallowed hard. This time the words found themselves, pulling their way out of his confusion and grief. “We’re not down,” he promised. “We’re not dead. And we’ve got a job to do. There’s a strong possibility that the Rebuilders made it down to the planet with us. Even if they didn’t, who knows how the Chronos became infected? We need to prepare for an attack. Organize yourselves into your designated groups. I want any security to come with me.”

      He continued to give orders, managing to damp down on that part of his mind that told him he was a fraud and he had no right to do this.

      Soon enough the assembled crew disbursed, all doing what he’d told them to. He was afforded a brief opportunity to stand there and stare at them all in turn, the sun catching their pips and glinting off their shiny boots.

      “We need to figure out why the Rebuilders attacked the Chronos,” Mimi said from his side.

      He jumped, not expecting her sweet voice to break his reverie. She’d been standing next to him the whole time, and she hadn’t walked off with the rest of the crew. Still, as he’d watched them all stride off into the desert, he’d been sucked into his thoughts.

      “I think I have an idea,” she continued.

      He shook his head before finally catching up. “Wait… what?”

      “I think I might know why the Rebuilders attacked the Chronos,” she continued, her sharp gaze locking onto his.

      He swallowed. It wasn’t just the promise of her words – it was the intense quality of her gaze.

      It reminded him not of the awkward, often irritating Mimi from several years ago, but the one he’d seen in the corridors of the Chronos. The one who’d fought the Rebuilders like a seasoned soldier.

      “What is it?”

      “What if…” she trailed off as she let her gaze dart over the desert. It looked as though she was searching for something.

      The Black Mass? Was it still lodged in her consciousness somewhere? That damn AI had presided over Mim for the past two years. Who knew how deep its influence had run?

      He found himself shivering.

      “What if it was because of me?” she finished her question.

      He jolted as if someone had shot him. “What are you talking about?”

      She let her gaze slowly draw back to him. It was as if it disengaged from the desert, as if the pull of the Black Mass subsided for just a second as she stared his way. “I was the 499th, right? That AI kept the Rebuilders back, didn’t it? What if me leaving the program—”

      “No,” he snapped before she could finish.

      There was so much anger and desperation in his tone, she shifted back in surprise.

      He took the opportunity to move a step closer, his brow clamping hard over his eyes. “Mimi, you did nothing. You were trapped. That wasn’t your fault.” He pointed one finger up, and despite himself, he couldn’t keep it steady.

      She didn’t flinch back from him. Her eyes grew wider. She didn’t look like she was on the edge of tears. Yet there was still a deep, powerful sadness growing in her gaze.

      “Hey,” he reached her and let his hands drop onto her shoulders, “no, no. This isn’t our fault.”

      Our fault.

      Ours, or his?

      Maybe Mimi’s loss from the program had affected the Rebuilders, but Josh had to face one fact: he’d pulled her from that program. He’d momentarily disabled the AI. If anything had led to the Rebuilders’ attack on the Chronos, surely it was that.

      Maybe Mimi sensed something, because her pale, smooth brow dented with confusion. “… Josh?”

      He controlled himself – drawing on all those years of training. He forced a sure smile to crunch over his lips. “It’s no one’s fault.”

      “I shouldn’t have left the program. Maybe if—”

      “Mimi, I took you from there. It kidnapped you. Stole you away…” he trailed off, the words ‘from me’ ringing in his mind.

      The AI had taken Mimi away from him. Stolen her before he’d had any idea he couldn’t live without her.

      She gave a small shiver, and it made Josh realize she was still weak. The desert around them was pretty hot, but with one look at her frail form, he realized she needed help.

      Without a moment’s pause, he stepped in close and wrapped an arm supportively around her shoulders.

      He enjoyed her look of shock as she blinked at him in surprise. Why? Because he couldn’t ignore the nervous, expectant edge to it – the way her eyes widened as they fixed on him.

      He cleared his throat. “You’re still weak, Mim. We need to get you some help.”

      “No,” she protested immediately. “We can’t afford to waste the time or the resources. Look around – other people are far more injured than I am.”

      He wanted to protest.

      He didn’t.

      A badly burned ensign walked past, dragging their injured, bleeding leg as they helped an officer move a section of a broken fuselage.

      Everyone was doing their bit, no matter how hurt they were.

      “Josh, I don’t want to be treated any differently. Nor can I afford to be. If we want to live through this, we all have to pull together. I know what the Rebuilders can do.”

      He turned to her, the hair along the back of his neck standing on end.

      It was her tone. There was something haunting about it. The look in her eyes only served to accentuate that feeling as she shot the desert dunes a mournful look.

      “Right. But take it easy. You were incredible fighting those Rebuilders on the Chronos,” he said in a subdued tone, “and we might have to call on your skills again.”

      It was strange pointing that out. He was still adjusting to what had happened to her – how the irritating, weak, accident-prone Mimi Chester had turned into a hardened warrior.

      He instinctively knew there would be more to adjust to. This wasn’t over.

      He tipped his head back to stare up at the sky.

      The true war with the Rebuilders was just beginning.
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