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        Joshua Cook

      

      

      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 hacked 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’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 into his quarters, 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.

      
        
        …

        Joshua Cook

      

      

      Josh stood in front of Captain Singh’s desk, his hands clasped 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 on her face as she took a deep breath that drew tightly 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 – 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. They all knew what was at stake here. The daughter of 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 appeared. Hooded with fatigue and loss, his expression was 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 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 in 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 toward Josh and locked on him.

      Josh had been targeted before – by drones, assassins, even cruisers from space – but the way 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 had died.

      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 gone forever.

      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 clutched his hands into fists and let them open limply.

      No matter what he did, he 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 at 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, just a mess. 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 as if 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.”

      Nausea broke against him in a 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 again. 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 himself.

      “Certain members of this crew showed a persistent negative bias toward 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.

      Singh 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 might 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, to 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 any more.
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      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 burned 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. 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 – or rather, carefully edited to remove any sensitive information. The Coalition would have deleted any data about the Black Mass before returning the orb to her father. The Black Mass and everything relating to it was now classed as top secret.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Josh picked Klutzo up. He was heavier than he remembered.

      Josh 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.

      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 programming, 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 matrix?”

      “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 back ten centimeters, then jerked back another five. He looked reticent, scared even.

      Josh swallowed.

      “… Something wasn’t right,” the recording orb admitted in a stuttering tone. He wasn’t human and didn’t have vocal cords, yet right now it sounded as if someone had their hands around his throat. “Something was 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.

      Josh 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 toward 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 looked like the blood froze 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… the 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 cowardly 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.”

      “No one blames you. I understand this is difficult, but—”

      “Someone needs to go down for this,” he repeated. He lifted his head as that realization burned 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 my 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.
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