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            Part I

            Through the Wormhole



            Space Age Slip N� Slide
I leaned back in my seat, my heart beating to its own personal fiesta while the rest of my body was on cruise control. The whole situation was surreal. In a very short couple of hours, I had gone from a janitor and maintenance worker on a government-contracted mining vessel in deep space to a fugitive on the run with an undiscovered life form that had the ability to shapeshift.
�Ay, you guys remembering to breathe back there?�
My gaze turned to Gonzales, who had turned the pilot seat around after putting us into autopilot. Or at least I hoped she put us on autopilot. Otherwise, our escape would be a short one.
�I do not necessarily need to breathe,� Mimic said flatly.
�I�m fine,� I answered just as shortly. �Just catching up with everything that�s happened.�
�Right? It�s been a bit of a rush, hasn�t it?�
Alerts suddenly sounded and I looked to the flashing lights. �What does all that mean?�
�Nothing good,� Gonzales answered tensely, whipping around to grip the controls with pale knuckles.
Ciangi cleared her throat and her bright eyes flicked back to Mimic and I. �Now, I could be wrong, but that sound usually means that we�re being targeting by another vessel.�
�I�m guessing you don�t mean targeted with hugs and good times?�
�No�not quite.�
�Great.�
There was a ripple in one of the displays and then a brilliant beam of green cut through the utter darkness of space. Our little stolen vessel tilted to the side, away from the onslaught, but not before it scored our underbelly.
Alarms went off in earnest, and what little calm was in our merry band of misfits fled immediately. Bahn unbuckled himself and ran over to the meager weapons array and Ciangi turned herself to the controls that handled�I didn�t know what. But it was something important, I was sure.
�They�re rounding for another fire!� she said, reading off a display that I couldn�t make heads or tails of.
�They�re certainly choosing a strange movement pattern. They definitely could have blown us out of existence about three times over.�
�That�s because they don�t want to blow us up. They want Mimi,� I said, using the nickname I had given her.
�That is unfortunate,� the alien said dryly. �I do not want to be wanted by them.�
�Don�t worry, we�ll make sure they never lay a hand on your again.� I assured, patting her shoulder.
�It is not their hands I am worried about. I have read much during my time in your quarters. I have learned what terrible, malicious things your species has done to those that are different, in the name of science or progress. You�ve killed your own planet, and now you trawl through space looking for new worlds to destroy.�
�Wow, harsh,� Gonzales grumbled instead of the several expletives it looked like she wanted to say as the ship dodged yet another blast.
�Apologies. I know that you the individuals had no hand in it. But you, the human race, most certainly did. Your language doesn�t seem to have much of a way to easily say which one I mean without some sort of drawn-out explanation.�
�That�s Common Tongue for you. There�s twenty words for what you�d never care to say and only one word to mean twenty different, important things.�
�Could we put the linguistic discussion on hold until after we survive this, if we survive this?�
�Oh right. That�s probably a good idea.�
�They�re closing in! I think they�re going to try to drill us!�
�Are you kidding me? That�s clearly a forth date activity. They haven�t taken me to dinner yet.�
�Gonzales, is now really the time?�
�Why not? If we�re going to die, I want my last words to be a hilarious pun.�
�They�re firing again,� Bahn shouted over the two. �Stop bickering and start with the evasive maneuvers!�
�Nah, I thought I would just keep flying in a straight line,� Gonzales snapped back, jerking the ship downward then into a tight spiral. My stomach churned and I was definitely feeling an uncomfortable mixture of being overwhelmed and terrified. I didn�t know how to fly a ship. I didn�t know how to handle the weapons array. I didn�t even know how to decode the different readings on the dozen or so sensors that Ciangi was staring at.
I was useless, and the only thing I could do was hold onto Mimic�s hand and pray we got through the attack.
But how could we? We were outgunned, out-engined, out-everythinged. There was only one way the battle was ending, and that was with us dead and Mimic in captivity, destined to be poked, prodded and experimented on for the rest of her life�however long that might be.
�Wait!� Ciangi called.
�Not exactly the type of situation where I can do anything remotely similar to waiting.�
�There�s another asteroid belt up ahead, about three times more dense than the one we dug Mimic out of! We can definitely lose them in there.�
�Won�t they just go around them and wait for us to go through the other side?� I said quietly, wincing away as blinding green shot across in front of us, resulting in a wild buck from the ship. �We can�t just sit in there forever. Eventually, they�ll have backup here.�
�That�s true if we were going to stay in the field. But on the other side, there�s a wormhole. One that previous research vessels have studied enough to know that it�s stable, even if they�re not sure where it leads.�
�Are you suggesting what I think you�re suggesting?�
�Impossible,� Bahn said.
�What is impossible?� I asked, feeling completely out of the loop in the daring rescue that I had started.
�She wants us to go through the wormhole. A wormhole, mind you, that no one has ever gone through before,� Gonzales said, jerking the controls again and making us slam against our restraints. �Heck, not even a machine has made it through to the other side yet.�
�Do you know another way to make sure we don�t have our butts handed to us on a deeply fried platter?�
�Is that a custom among your people?� Mimic asked. �I do not recall reading that.�
�It�s a saying,� I clarified.
�Ah, I see. More Common Tongue play on words. One day I will catch on.�
�Yes, you will. But only if we survive this. So, I say if this wormhole is our only hope�even if it�s a super shaky one�I say we grab it with both hands and get us out of here.�
�Fine!� Gonzales snapped. �But everyone better hold onto their giblets, because I�m about to try to navigate am asteroid belt without a kinetic sensor.�
�Wait, this ship doesn�t have a kinetic sensor?� I cried.
�It�s a simple transport vessel. Of course it doesn�t have a kinetic sensor.�
�What is a kinetic sensor?� Mimic asked, head turned towards me curiously. To give her credit, she seemed completely calm about the situation, which was more than I could say about myself. �And why are we saying it so much?�
�It�s a mechanism that�s used for space navigation that involves sailing through large amounts of debris or other possible collisions. Very useful for a mining vessel to have.�
�But not so much for a tiny transport ship.�
�Don�t worry,� Gonzales said, somewhere between sarcasm and blind optimism. �I�ve got this in the bag.�
�What bag?�
�I just� You know what? Never mind. Just hold on!�
I complied, and just in time. Gonzales swooped upwards in a tight circle, giving me a brief feeling of weightlessness, before she slammed downward and to the side.
Large rocks appeared across the windshield, dotting space like little brown flecks that were rapidly becoming bigger. I couldn�t even count half of them before we were past them, more green bolts shooting past us as we delved into the thick of it.
My thoughts couldn�t quite process all the dips, dives, turns and tumbles Gonzales took us through in our wild escape. I didn�t even know how she was managing. Occasionally, we scraped against the side of one of the floating space rocks, causing us to ricochet this way and that, but no one said anything when we did. We were all waiting with bated breath, seeing if we would survive the absolutely impossible.
My fingers wrapped through Mimi�s as we hurtled through. The blasts of the mining ship grew less wide and searing as we gained distance, and as the seconds passed, a tiny sliver of hope began to form in me. Maybe we would make it. Maybe we weren�t about to be forcibly boarded and executed in the name of science.
�There it is!� Ciangi yelled, breaking the tense silence. �One click on your two o�clock! Punch it!�
I looked in the direction of her shaking finger, trying to see what she was pointing out. If I squinted, I could almost make out an area of space that seemed to warp and buckle under its own weight, as if the very fabric of reality itself was being ironed into neat little pleats.
�Here goes nothing!�
Gonzales did indeed �punch it� and we went hurtling forward through the lip of the void.
For a moment, it seemed as if the entire universe halted, just hanging in the balance like someone had pressed pause on a net-flick. And then, just as suddenly as it had halted, everything sprang back into motion.
Stars, planets, and bursts of colors spun by us as we sped through the cosmos. It was almost as if we were caught in some sort of interdimensional slipstream as we rushed through the folds of the wormhole.
I looked over to Mimic, and her features seemed to blur and extend in an impossible fashion behind her, like I was seeing several dozen after-images all stacked on top of each other. Although maybe that was just from the violent rattling of my head from the ship withstanding the force from traveling to�wherever it was we were traveling to.
�I think I see the ending!�
It took all of my effort to turn my head forward and look back out the nav-window. Sure enough, I could see the kaleidoscopic myriad of colors cut off, leaving the cold, dark voice of space beyond the circle. I never thought I would be so happy to see that particular darkness, and yet I was immensely relieved.
�Now, let�s see if we can survive exiting through the event horizon.�
Okay, maybe not immensely relieved.
The rattling grew worse as we approached the circle that was our ticket back to reality. Maybe my brain was going to end up as pea soup before we made it to safety.
Teeth clenched together, knuckles white as I gripped the armrest of my chair, and heart safely lodged in my throat, I held on for dear life as we hurtled forward. I couldn�t tell how much was Gonzales pouring all she could into the engines, and how much was the wormhole forcibly vomiting us forward.
Then, just when I was sure I was going to lose it, we shot out of the other end and into space. A cheer erupted from the others, but I could only breathe raggedly as exhaustion overtook me.
�I can�t believe that worked,� Gonzales said, sagging in her seat like someone had let all the air out of her.
�If you did not believe that it would work, then why did you say that you had it in this bag of which you speak?�
�False bravado,� the engineer/pilot answered honestly, not bothering to lift her head from where it was resting on her arms. �I�m full of it.�
�Amongst other things.� Ciangi remarked, patting the darker woman on her back. �You did good, especially for a weapons engineer.�
�What do you mean especially for a weapons engineer?�
�I mean, we all know the scope for that field of research is much narrower than most of mechanical or nuclear engineering.�
�Just when I think you might have pulled that stick out of your��
I sighed and looked to Bahn. I didn�t have the energy for their semi-playful, semi-spiteful banter. �So, where are we?� I asked him, finally unbuckling myself. I could feel bruises starting to form on my shoulders where the straps had been and knew I would certainly regret those marks the next day.
Bahn didn�t answer, instead crossing over to regard the screens of the nav-station that Ciangi had abandoned to bicker with Gonzales. I watched as he looked from one to the other, and then the other, until he finished examining all of them and returned right back to the first screen.
�Well?�
�We are not anywhere.�
�What do you mean, we�re not anywhere?� Gonzales said, breaking away from her conversation with the other engineer to crane her neck in our direction. �I see stars. I see moons. We�ve gotta be somewhere.�
�Well, if you�re going to argue semantics, then yes, we�re somewhere. The issue is, this somewhere is not anywhere on our maps.�
�What? That�s impossible!�
�And so is sailing through the eye of an unexplored, unregulated wormhole in a transport vessel, and yet here we are.�
�So, what?� Ciangi asked. �We�re just lost in sp��
�Don�t finish that,� I said, cutting her off. �Let�s not jump to conclusions. Maybe we�re just in a really obscure system that�s buried in the database.�
�Perhaps. Let me search now.� The taller of the coin twins quickly punched in a code and started what I recognized was a coordinate search. I had seen one run before back during my very first job when a virus had infected the autopilot and caused the ship to fly to a paradise-resort planet without the proper authorization. We had thought that we were lost at first then too, but had quickly discovered the error.
Maybe this situation would be solved just as easily.
Several more moments passed before Bahn finally sighed and sat down.
�Nothing,� he said, gesturing at the array in disappointment. �Not a single map, constellation match or even similar system. Wherever we are, no one has ever been here before.�
�So, you�re saying that we somehow shot to a part of space that is completely undiscovered?�
�Looks like it.�
I sat back into my chair, my legs growing weak in awe. Although humans had only had long distance space travel for a little over a hundred years, our telescopes, satellites and drones had been busy mapping the known universe for nearly five hundred. We had charted out lightyear after lightyear of space, even ones we wouldn�t explore for another one hundred years.
And yet�here we were. Someplace we couldn�t possibly be.
�Higgens?� Mimic asked quietly, her small, delicate fingers resting on my arm once more.
�Yeah?�
She looked to me with a worried, and slightly guilty, gaze. �I think I�m hungry.�
Oh dear.



            Some Semblance of a Plan
�First thing first, we need to wait here until the coast is clear, and slip right back through the wormhole so we can get you some food.�
�Well, what were you feeding her when she was in your care? You were hiding her on the ship for a while, right?�
�Just a couple of weeks from start to finish.�
�And what did she eat then?�
�I am sitting right here. You can direct your questions about my care toward me.�
�Alright then. Alien, what did you eat?�
�Mimic,� she corrected. �And several different things, ranging from several recycled blaster cores to the nuclear energy created by your system.�
�Wait, you were that weird energy dip?�
�Yes. What I was able to absorb there allowed me the energy to take on a form similar to yours.�
�Similar to? You look pretty human to me.�
�There are a few unfortunate flaws in your anatomy that I edited out. Namely the redundant organs and excretory system.�
�Oh, uh, that�s good to know. I guess,� Gonzales said. �So, um, I�m sure we could find some sort of energy for you to��
�Apologies, but that is not what I require now. Those meals were to expand my mass to the point where I could shift into the larger form I wanted. Now I need actual sustenance. The minerals and other compounds that allow me to be, well, me.�
�And what exactly are those?�
�I do not know what you call them. Merely that they were plentiful in my home. Perhaps if you had some scrap left from what you destroyed, that could sustain me until we�re able to return home.�
�Unfortunately, anything we smashed up was sucked into the tubes and into the processers or recyclers.�
�So, what you�re saying,� I said slowly, realization dawning on me slowly, �is that there�s nothing for Mimi to eat until we get her home.�
�Um, yeah. I�m afraid so.�
�Might I point out,� Bahn said slowly, �that if she starves to death, it would make our entire risking of our lives rescue mission an exercise in futility.�
�We�re not going to let you die,� I assured, holding her hands once more. �We�ll get you back home in a few hours and find a nice, uh, comet for you to munch on.�
�There might just be one hang-up in that plan.�
I couldn�t help but sigh in aggravation. My nerves were stretched thin as it was and I certainly wasn�t feeling up to more friendly back and forth. �What is it?�
�It seems going through a wormhole was pretty hard on our engine. As in�we might have burnt out the crystals that give it power.�
�Then use the reserve fuel.�
�Burned through that too.�
�Nuclear energy?�
�This is a simple transport craft. There�s no nuclear back up or dampener. Right now, we�re stuck on impulse and that�s not going to get us home any time in the next billion years or allow us to survive the shake-up of going into the wormhole.�
�You have got to be kidding me,� I groaned, head in my hands. �So we�re stuck out here?�
�Stuck? I wouldn�t say stuck,� Ciangi said softly. �You�ve got three of the brightest engineers in our generation. I�m sure we can whip something up?�
�With what materials?� Bahn questioned. It wasn�t an aggressive objection, but a practical one. �We have only the basics here, and they won�t be enough.�
�The scanner works, right? Let�s check the celestial objects around us to see if they�ve got anything we can synthesize into the crystals that we need.�
I let out a breath, feeling the panic that was tight in my chest begin to relax slightly. We had a plan. That was good. If we had a plan, that meant we had hope and that we were moving forward.
�I�ll go through the rest of the ship and see what I can scrounge up.� My hand went to my belt. �Thankfully, I brought several of my tools along when I went to rescue Mimic, so I�ll make any repairs if I come across something that needs repairin�.�
�I will accompany you,� Mimic said, standing as well.
�Alright, everyone break to your respective tasks at hand and we will meet up later at the food processor.� She paused and squinted at the console. �Uh, this ship has a food processor, right?�
�Yes, they�re standard issue.�
�Whew. Good. I�d hate to have to end up eating each other for sustenance,� Gonzales laughed
�You wouldn�t do that,� Ciangi countered with a snort.
�Oh yeah?� Gonzales said with a wry smirk. �Glad you�re so sure because I�m not. You coin twins have some lovely legs there.�
Now it was a hair past awkward even for me. �Alright, Mimi and I are gonna go now. Later.�
�Later.�
I rushed out, even though my knees were still shaking a bit from the adrenaline dropoff, and didn�t stop until we were well away from the cabin.
I leaned against the wall, breathing hard and letting myself collapse into a pile on the floor.
�Are you alright?�
�Yeah�� I answered after a couple of very deep breaths. �It�s just all catching up to me at once.�
�That was a very stressful string of events, wasn�t it?� Mimic said, patting my head in a borderline mechanical way. I appreciated the gesture, however. I knew she was still learning much about intrapersonal interaction. �But come, let us take care of the task at hand.�
I allowed her to pull me up, which she did with surprising ease, and then we were off again.
Sure, the situation wasn�t the best, but I needed to have faith in my friends who had been willing to risk their lives to save us. They hadn�t failed us then and they certainly wouldn�t fail us now.
I would just have to do my best by them.
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I guessed that about three more hours passed before the five of us joined each other at the food processor, each punching in different codes for the meal we wanted. Except for Mimi, of course, who just looked at our plates with a vague sort of disinterest.
The ship turned out to be even smaller than I had expected. Containing only two floors and no elevator, it was definitely meant for short crews on short trips. All of the sleeping quarters were bunk style, and arranged on either side of the engine room with the communal bathroom at the very back. The top floor, where the cabin was, also had the cafeteria, the weapons room, and a mini-medbay.
�So, what�s the verdict?�
�It�s not just the engine crystals that were burnt out, but somehow we overloaded the safety failsafe and fried about a quarter of the capacitors. I found enough materials to make a sort of bypass around the fried ones, but nothing for the crystals themselves.�
�I mean, we expected that,� Gonzales said, biting into her burger with relish. �But good work on the capacitors. Ciangi? I�m guessing you two spent most of the past three hours together?�
�Actually, I was checking the circuitry and outputs. I think if we cut life support to all but the most necessary rooms when we make the jump, it will give us just enough leeway so we don�t fry ourselves into crispy little bits. I�ve got to do some rewiring and preprogramming to make sure that doesn�t put the ship into lockdown, but I could do it in the next day or so.�
�Fantastic. And you, Higgens?�
�I found a few buckled parts of the hull and managed to reinforce them. Thankfully, there wasn�t much damage to the infrastructure. I took the time to refill all of the coolant vats that deal with fire damage and set the shielding mechanism to recharge for the next few hours.�
�Alright, great. Great. We�re all on the right track.� She took another bite then swallowed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. �So, the scanners are still going, but preliminary results are pretty encouraging. A moon about an hour or two away from here has a fairly large deposit of one of the compounds we need to synthesize the crystals.�
�What about lifeforms?�
�I dunno, man. I can only do one thing at a time on this janky ol� pile of scrap.�
�Maybe we shouldn�t insult our only chance at surviving the wormhole jump back home.�
�Why? You think the ship is going to hear me and get all offended?�
�Who knows? We have a shapeshifting alien in our crew and hyper-jumped to an unknown part of space. Skepticism is out the window at this point.�
�Can�t argue with that logic.� Another bite, another swallow, and then she was leaning back to the machine and punching in another code. For a moment, I was distracted from the stressful situation at hand to be impressed by her voracious appetite. �Gimme another two hours or so on the scanners and we�ll plot a course to all the stops we need to make. I recommend everyone getting what rest they can. It�s going to be a very long couple of days. You gonna make it, Shifty?�
�It�s Mimic.�
�Right. I�ll take that as a yes.� She nodded before digging into her next burger. �Good meeting, team. I say we finish up here and then we�ll meet at the cabin later.�
I finally took a bite of the thick pasta I had requested. Thankfully, it was still warm and delicious, a tiny slice of comfort.
And I needed all the comfort I could get.



            Touchdown
I wish I could say that I caught forty or so winks and felt both alive and refreshed when we all met up yet again to hear what the scanners had discovered, but that definitely didn�t happen. Instead, I laid in one of the stolen bunks and stared at the ceiling, Mimi curled into my side with her eyes closed.
I couldn�t tell at the time if she was sleeping or not, but when my data-log beeped that it was time to get up, she had risen instantly and had started walking. Perhaps she had only been laying down with me for my own comfort. I was sure that she could tell how stressed I was, and it was sweet that she wanted to help, but as the five of us stood in the bridge, I felt all that anxiety sweeping back to me.
Could we go back to when I was the know-nothing maintenance guy who just patched pipes? My life was much simpler then. Dirtier. But simpler.
�So, what�s the verdict?� Ciangi asked, leaning over the console to stare at the screens.
�A collection of two moons and one planet have all the compounds we need. It will take us a solid day to swing by all of them. If you figure an average of four hours per mission, then a day to get back, then another day to piece everything together, we�ll be out of here in a jiffy. Can you last that long, Shif� I mean, Mary?�
�It�s Mimic.�
�Right. I knew that. But can you?�
�I will have to, will I not? There is not much of an option besides that.�
�Unless any of these planets have something that you might be able to use as sustenance?�
�Most likely not, but if you have a handheld scanner, I can punch in the atomic structures I need it to look for,� Mimic said matter-of-factly.
�I�m sure I can dig one of those out of the medbay. If not, Bahn could probably whip one up for you.�
I looked to him with an eyebrow raised and he shrugged. �When I have anxiety attacks, I like to disassemble instruments and put them back together. Sometimes I combine them. A standard communication pod and a data-log with a molecular node make an excellent scanner.�
�Good to know,� I said, trying not to sound sarcastic because I certainly wasn�t. �You�ll have to show me sometime.�
�Yes. It would be a handy skill for a worker such as yourself to have.�
�Speaking of which,� Ciangi interjected. �I need some extra sets of hands to begin arranging the medbay how I need for our little construction venture, so you and Mimic are with me.�
�Can do.�
�The first moon is that same one I mentioned earlier, which I already plotted a course to before we started talking. Make sure to shower, eat, and do whatever it is you need to be refreshed, because we�re all going to have to be on guard. With no prior knowledge of this planet, its flora or its fauna, we need to be prepared for everything.�
�Righto.� Ciangi stretched and let out an egregious yawn. �Well, I�m going to take a shower before this all goes to hell in a hand basket in some way that we haven�t anticipated. Anyone want to join me?�
My eyes went wide, and Mimic just shook her head in a bored manner while the other two laughed.
�Guys, there are like seven stalls in there. I didn�t mean it in a salacious way.�
�We know you didn�t. But that didn�t stop it from being hilarious anyway. Come on, I could use a good wash-up too and I don�t know where they�ve crammed the towels on this tub,� Gonzales said with a laugh.
�Towels?� Ciangi echoed as they walked off. �What kind of ancient setup do you think they have here? They have an air-whicker just like a standard vessel.�
�Huh, color me surprised.�
Mimic and I watched them go, then Bahn excused himself quietly. I didn�t know what he was up to, but I didn�t feel the need to question him either. I was still a bit intimidated by the taller of the coin twins, even if he had been consistently polite.
�Higgens?�
�Huh?� I jolted as Mimic�s cool hand rested against my arm. �Oh, sorry. What�s up?�
�I will be honest that I am�worried about what could happen on these missions we are about to embark on.�
�Yeah, they sound like they could be pretty dangerous.�
She nodded. �I was hoping you wouldn�t mind helping me with something.�
�Of course not. What d�you need?�
�I� I hope you do not perceive this as defeatist, but I feel like I must be practical and admit that there is a chance one, or all, of us could end up not coming back. I would like to make some recordings, and file samples, of myself so that�should I meet my end on these planets�I will not be forgotten.�
�Oh geez, Mimi.� I pulled her into a hug, and I felt her form ripple slightly. A few moments later, I felt several of her black and spikey limbs form around me. It was a bit of d�j� vu, but it was nice to see her original form again. �That�s the absolute least I can do. Come on, I think we can find everything we need in the medbay.�
Her form reassembled itself into her human-esque shape and she nodded. Together, we walked off.
It felt good that she trusted me on something so obviously important to her. After all the important engineering chatter from the brain-trio, I was feeling next to useless.
But it didn�t matter to Mimic that I wasn�t brilliant, or that I understood physics on a ninth-grade level. What mattered to her was that I was her friend, and she knew I would go to the end of the universe and back to make sure that she was safe.
And hopefully that would be a literal journey, very, very soon.
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�Is your helmet secure?�
�Yes.�
�How about your gloves?�
�Yes.�
�Is your suit-environment pressurized?�
�Yup.�
�What about��
�I got it!� I interrupted gently. �It�s okay, Gonzales. I know how to put on an enviro-suit.�
�Okay. I know. It�s just� This is my first actual ground mission. I�m a little nervous.�
�Wait, really? This is your first?�
�Yeah,� Ciangi answered, struggling with the seal on her boot. �It�s all of our first times.�
�How is that possible?�
Bahn shrugged as he approached. �We�re engineers. Our jobs require us to stay in the ship usually. You�re maintenance. Why do you have enviro-suit experience?�
�What do you think I wear when I�m cleaning bio-hazards or any sort of space-rift? I�ve even had to clean drill-bit sludge off while tethered to the ship.�
�You clean�� The blonde blinked at me incredulously. ��outside of the ship?!�
�Not very often, thankfully. But yes.�
She let out a long breath. �I did not know that. You do not get paid nearly enough.�
I snorted. �You got that right.�
Prepare for orbital entry in one minute.
�That�s our cue. Everyone buckle up.�
�Yeah, because safety harnesses are going to be so useful when we burn to a crisp upon reentry.�
I smirked wryly. �Do you think we all use sarcasm as a way not to say something that could be misconstrued as incorrect due to a lack of knowledge?�
�Hey, who gave you permission to moonlight as my therapist?�
Ciangi let out a long sigh as she buckled herself into a chair. �I remember therapy. I miss it. Remind me to go back if we ever make it to Earth as non-fugitives�
�You can introduce me to them,� Bahn said. �But first, we need to find these compounds. Everyone fully harnessed and ready for orbit?�
�Yessiree.�
Ten seconds until reentry.
�I would like to note that this is the tiniest ship that I have ever entered a planet on, so if I piss myself in terror, I don�t want to hear about it,� Gonzales said dryly.
It took all of my strength not to laugh outright. It seemed, after so much time holding them in such high esteem, it made me feel a bit better to have them be so nervous about what was just a matter of course for me. I guess it made sense that, despite all their knowledge and expertise, they probably had very few assignments that ever had anything to do with eviro-suits or dangerous maneuvers on small vessels.
I just hoped they held it together for when we were planet-side.
Orbital reentry imminent.
The voice of the helm clicked off and then the ship began to rattle.
Strangely enough, it wasn�t as bad as the wormhole. In fact, it was almost downright pleasant.
I could feel the ship�s auto-nav trying to fight the urge to skip across the atmosphere like a stone, and see the nose of our little vessel turn scarlet red with flames and heat, but other than that�it was relatively peaceful.
I heard a very small whimper from Gonzales, and I glanced to her white knuckles gripping her armrest like a lifeline. It seemed maybe my co-conspirators were not having as easy a time as I was, but they would be fine.
Or at least I hoped so.
The helm was prattling on some countdown about our descent, but I didn�t pay much heed. Instead, I watched the surface of the moon as it slowly became more and more detailed. It looked a lot like a forest, albeit a forest filled with wildly colored foliage and flora like I had never seen before.
The rattling slowed and the others let out a collective breath. I tried to see if I could catch any wildlife as we settled at the base of a mountain, but as far as I could tell, there wasn�t anything around. No birds taking flight as we settled down onto several trees, no frightened roars from beasts whose home had been destroyed.
Just�quiet.
The landing gear came down and we finally settled against the ground. There was a moment of silence, before Gonzales let out a whoop.
�We made it!� she said, leaning over to high-five Ciangi.
I did allow myself to smile at their earnestness as we all unbuckled and headed toward the exit, where our supplies were already strapped and waiting for us. �I knew we would,� I said honestly.
�Glad there was one of us.� She took a long breath to compose herself then squared her shoulders. �Are we all ready for our first off-world mission?�
�Technically, being sucked into your ship after you murdered my entire family was my first off-world mission,� Mimic mused, the very corner of her lip raising in a smirk.
I could tell that Gonzales was struggling not to roll her eyes. �I suppose that�s true. Is everyone ready for what is most of our first off-world mission?�
�I am.�
�Guess so.�
I nodded toward what seemed to be our de facto leader. �Let�s do this.�
�Let�s.�
She hit the button to release the airlock, and the door slowly began to open. According to our readings, the atmosphere was similar enough not to mean sudden death if there was a puncture in our enviro-suits, but there was enough of a difference to lead to nausea, shortness of breath, and other uncomfortable complications�something we wanted to avoid if at all possible.
The door finished rising and the ramp started to extend. With another look at each other, we ventured into the outside world.



            The Great Unknown
It was bright. So very bright.
I squinted against the harsh sun as we walked down the ramp, my eyes struggling to adjust to the blinding rays.
�Geez, why don�t these enviro-suits have sunglasses?�
I reached over and pressed one of the buttons on Bahn�s chest. Almost immediately, his helmet began to darken with a UV filtering tint.
�Whoa, we can do that?�
�Only you and Bahn. Ciangi and I have slightly older models.�
�Bummer,� the blonde remarked before looking to Mimic. �Are you sure you don�t need one?�
�I am fine, I assure you.�
�Alright, good. If you say so, I guess. You did live on an asteroid with no atmosphere for�how long have you been alive?�
Mimic shrugged. �That is unknown. My kind does not keep track of time in the same way you do.�
�As in your kind doesn�t keep track of time at all?�
�Yes.�
I turned away to glance out at the landscape. It certainly was breathtaking, with over-saturated blues, pinks, and yellows surrounding us. �Where did our sensors say they wanted us to go?�
Gonzales consulted her data-log before pointing to a narrow grove between thin, twisting trees. �That way.�
We headed in that direction, taking on the standard formation I had been taught in my orientation when I was brought onboard my first government vessel. I was surprised that the engineers hadn�t had the same basic training, but I guess whoever had set orientation up had decided it wouldn�t be necessary to their jobs.
An oversight, in my opinion. But what did I know? I was just a janitor who had managed to find alien lifeform and then commit high treason.
�Does anyone else find it eerily quiet around here?�
�That usually means one of two things,� I murmured quietly. �Either there is no flora roaming around here, or��
�Or what?�
�Or we�re in a predator�s territory and all the prey animals know not to go near it.�
�Right. Well, let�s hope it�s number one then.�
�It�s never number one,� Bahn whispered. �Be on your guard.�
And so, we crept forward, coming ever closer to the coordinates on Gonzales�s array. My senses were all on high alert, my eyes scanning the foliage around me in sweeping arcs.
I wished I had time to appreciate the beauty of it all, but I couldn�t risk being caught unaware. I needed to focus, to make sure that nothing got the drop on us. To�
�We�re here.�
�What?�
I looked to Gonzales, who was standing in the middle of the clearing we had reached. �We�re here. These are the coordinates.�
�Then what are we looking for?�
�I don�t know. It wasn�t like the sensors came with a sketch of the exact materials we were looking for. Just that they were here.�
�I guess we�ll have to use our handheld to scan everything one by one until we find what plant or rock we need.�
�Fantastic. That sounds like a great use of our time.� She sighed and pulled out one of the scanners Bahn had fabricated for us. �But it�s not like I have a better idea, so hold on. And watch out for carnivorous plants. I�m still not settled about this whole silent thing. Mimic, you still focus on trying to find yourself something to eat.�
�Will do, human friend.�
�It�s Gonzales.�
�I doubt I will remember that, but thank you.�
I swallowed a snort of laughter and went about scanning the nearest plants. There were violently purple flowers with orange speckles along the hand-sized petals, the twisting, winding roots of the trees towering above us. Rocks that were a sparkling blue or a light, shimmering gray.
We spent what felt like ages quietly roaming around the clearing, scanning one by one by one. It was tedious, it hurt my lower back, and I couldn�t help but feel that there was danger just lurking over my shoulder.
�I think I might have found it!�
We all stood and looked to Bahn, who was standing over a fuchsia plant with strange looking pods dotting it. Almost like one mind, we rushed over to his side and read the output of his scanner.
�That looks like it to me,� Gonzales said with a smile. �Let�s all take a sample just to make sure.�
We did, and after a few minutes, telltale beeps sounded from our devices.
�This is it! Everyone load up as much as you can into your enviro-packs, and then we�ll get this to quarantine to make sure it�s safe. Any luck on your end, Mimic?�
My shifter friend held up a singular pebble no bigger than an ancient earth quarter. �This has a few trace elements of the compounds I need. It is better than nothing.�
�Here,� I said, extending my hand to her. �I�ll make sure it gets into the enviro-pack for you.�
�Thank you, that is much appreciated.�
We shared a smile then I tucked it away. We couldn�t risk it getting lost. Even if it was the equivalent of a single bite of food, I couldn�t stand the thought of her losing it.
�Alright, let�s get out of here before our luck runs out.�
�Hear, hear,� I agreed, turning back toward the direction we came from.
We got a total of about six steps before I heard a low, ominous growling.
�Did anybody else��
�Yes,� Ciangi whispered tersely as we froze in place. �We all heard it.�
�So, what�s the plan here? Make a break for it, walk calmly and hope it leaves us alone, or fight it with our blasters?�
�Considering only two of us have blasters, I don�t think that�s the best idea.�
Surprisingly, it was Mimi�s calm voice that answered.
�The four of you will make a break towards the ship. I will follow close behind.�
�What, are you serious��
�Now!�
Her harsh order jolted us into action and we raced forward.
It was difficult to run in an enviro-suit, the thick material making undue friction between my thighs and under my arms. But none of us were letting that stop us, and we raced as hard as we could toward the ship.
That ominous growl turned into an outright roar, and I heard something erupt from the trees behind us. Despite knowing better, I glanced over my shoulder to see what was chasing us, and immediately wished I hadn�t.
It was a creature, alright. One with a strange mix of fur and gelatinous-looking skin. It had six legs that it ran on, catching up to us way too quickly for any of us to get away, and spiked tentacles whipping around on its back. When it opened its mouth to roar again, I saw several rows of sharp, jagged teeth that looked like they still had bits of flesh tucked between their serrated edges.
I kept running, but I felt utterly mesmerized by the sight of it as it crouched, then sprang forward. It sailed through the air toward us, its shadow sweeping across our running figures, and that was when I knew this was the end for us.
But before it could land on us and eviscerate our comparatively tiny bodies, something slammed into its side.
The two creatures went tumbling into the foliage, breaking branches and trees alike until they skidded to a stop.
As much as I wanted to look at the strange beast that had saved our life, we couldn�t stop running.
�Was that�Mimic?� Bahn asked breathlessly as we raced towards the ship.
�I think so?� I answered. �Otherwise, the timing is awfully convenient.�
�Well, remind me to thank her if she gets back on the ship.�
�When,� I said firmly. �When she gets back on the ship.�
�Right, right. Of course, that�s what I meant.�
I probably would have argued further, but the ramp we had descended came into view, sunlight glinting off the metal surface. I risked another glance behind to see the great monsters still going at it, snarling and slashing and biting.
I could only make out flashes of whatever Mimic was. She had oily-green skin that glimmered rainbow when the light hit it just right. Instead of front arms, or legs, her front limbs just had scythe-like claws.
All in all, it was a pretty terrifying spectacle and I could only hope that we all survived it.
We reached the ramp and everyone sprinted up it, racing to get to their seats in the cabin and start up the ship. I, however, stopped at the top of the slope and looked back.
�Mimi!� I called.
I wasn�t sure what I expected. I just wanted her to know that we were safe and she needn�t risk her life anymore. I didn�t even know if she would hear me over the clamor of the battle she was embroiled in.
The oily monster�s head craned towards me, and its two scythe-appendages slammed into the front of the furred creature, sending it flying backward. Turning tail, she ran toward me, form shrinking and morphing as she went.
I felt the rumble of the engines come to life below me, but it wasn�t enough to distract me from the bizarre and horrifying transformation of the beast to Mimic�s much more human form.
Its arms went first, shrinking from deadly weapons into pale, borderline scrawny limbs. Then the head shrunk, growing hair as it went.
By the time she reached me, she was almost human. Her skin was still largely the wrong color, and she had four eyes instead of two, but it was enough for me.
�She�s safe!� I cried, pulling her in and slamming the console that retracted the ramp and closed the hatch. �Punch the engines!�
�Gotcha. I�d recommend holding onto something.�
I didn�t take the warning lightly and hauled Mimic back toward our seats. I had just about enough time to strap her in before the first engine kick rattled us and I felt my balance quickly shifting.
There was no way I would have time to get to my own seat in time. My eyes flitted around, trying to find some sort of solution. But instead of straps, or seats, or buckles, I felt several tentacles wrap around me.
My first response was to jerk away in fear, but I felt Mimic rest her head against my chest.
�I have you, friend. Do not worry.�
I wanted to tell her that even if she did suddenly have twelve arms, it probably wasn�t going to be enough to hold onto me during an atmospheric exit, but there didn�t seem to be much of a point. So instead, I wrapped my arms around her too and held on for dear life.
The ship bucked and kicked as we skipped across the forest floor, trying to gain momentum. While I was no engineer, I knew enough about ships to know that general transport vessels were not meant for atmospheric entry and escape in a short period. And yet that was exactly what we were doing.
It was d�j� vu all over again as my head fought to whip this way and that. I tucked my chin down to my chest and tried to focus on not biting my cheeks or tongue into oblivion. I had never been one for the taste of blood and I certainly wasn�t going to start enjoying it now.
�Gonzales, are you trying to take us on a tour of the landscape or are we going to actually get altitude at some point?� Ciangi asked, stress apparent in her voice.
�Do you wanna drive this thing?� she snapped. �Because I assure you, it is not as easy as it looks!�
Ciangi opened her mouth like she had a reply, but then suddenly we were jettisoning over the side of a cliff and all that made it out was a shaky scream.
Our nose began to tip forward and for a split-second, I was sure we were about to fall to our deaths. But then, something shifted, and all the air below us seemed to balance out the ship. Then, against all odds, we were ascending. In a wide angle at first, then slowing becoming more and more steeply until we were practically vertical.
Atmospheric exit in ten seconds.
I assumed this was normally when Gonzales would have some sort of snarky quip for the computer, but the gravitational force of it all was keeping all our jaws locked tight.
More rattling, more shaking, and yet Mimic held onto me tightly. My back popped several times, and my feet lifted from the ground, but she never wavered for a second.
And then, out of nowhere, we settled and my teeth stopped vibrating out of my skull. I blinked blearily, and Mimic slowly disentangled herself from me, panting slightly.
�That was difficult,� she murmured breathlessly.
�I bet. But thank you.�
�Any time,� she said, shooting me a weak smile. �But now I am very hungry.�
�Sorry about that.�  I felt guilty. How much energy had she expended in saving our sorry hides?
�Wow,� Gonzales said, unbuckling herself and slowly getting to her feet before discarding her enviro-suit. �I�m beginning to think that I might be pretty amazing.�
�You know what?� Ciangi said, following her example. �I�m inclined to agree.�
The dark-skinned woman gave the blonde a wink before getting right back to business.
�Alright, you twins go work on the wormhole jumper while Higgens and I are going to try to set up a workspace for you.�
�Me?� I asked, suddenly paying acute attention to the conversation.
�You see anyone else around here who can be an ionic-wrench monkey?�
�Well, no, but��
�Then come on, buddy boy. I�ve got the autopilot set for our next location and we don�t have a second to waste.�
She threw an arm around me and led me out. I took one last glance over my shoulder at Mimic, but she just waved weakly from her chair. She was trusting all of us to save her life, and that quelled whatever trepidation was in my middle.
After all, we had one material down, but there were three more to go.



            Old Dog, New Tricks
�Pass me the spectral reader.�
I looked at the vast array of tools in front of me then identified the right one and handed it to Gonzales from where she was under one of the medbay consoles.
A day had passed since we had scrambled onto the ship in our frantic escape, and the coin twins were still busy fabricating the contraption we needed to jump through the wormhole again. Meanwhile, Gonzales and myself bounced between setting up other equipment for them or repairing damages to the engines and crystal modules as Bahn pointed them out.
At first, I had thought I would be completely useless, merely a mobile shelf for the brain-trust, but Gonzales seemed determined to have me be useful. We had spent the first hour with her simply explaining the name of tools and then quizzing me on them. From then, whenever she asked me to hand her one, she would either explain its purpose and why she was using it or ask me what it was used for if it was something she had already explained to me.
I was aware I was being educated, but it seemed natural and purposeful, which suited my mind just right. I knew she used the ionic welder to seal tears within any sort of metal component. The silicon injector was used for covering gaps in wiring or fixing tears in protective casing and buttons. The ionic wrench was used to magnetically remove sealed bolts or other fasteners with a chromium component. The list went on and on and on.
It reminded me of all the training I had to do when I was first interested in facilities. I had enjoyed it then, and it was all coming back to me.
Maybe I wasn�t as dense as I had been led to believe.
Perhaps that was a little audacious to think after just under twenty-four hours of assisting the obviously gifted Gonzales, but she never spoke to me as if I was an idiot or wasting her time. It made me feel good. Less like a useless janitor being hounded by someone over the comm at all hours.
�Thanks. Next, I�ll take the��
Attention: Orbit at destination will be reached in one hour.
�Looks like that�s our cue,� she said, sliding out from underneath and flashing me a bright smile. �You ready for another outing?�
�Not particularly,� I answered honestly, thinking back to that furred monster and shuddering.
�Aw, relax!� she said, clapping my shoulder. �I�m sure this one will go much better. Now let�s hop into our enviro-suits and see what this chunk of the universe has waiting for us!�
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It did not go better.
Granted, it didn�t seem to go worse either, but our second outing was definitely just as stressful.
But this time, instead of giant alien monsters looking to make a snack of us, there were tiny little goo monsters that dissolved inorganic things on contact. We found that out because one landed on Bahn�s scanner and it quickly melted in his grasp.
From that point, there had been more running, more screaming, and frantically scanning the area for the minerals we needed followed by a mad dash back to the ship. Mimic handled herself beautifully considering we found nothing for her to eat, but I was beginning to worry about her. Her once adorably full, pixie-like face was growing gaunt, and I often caught bits of her warping and fading in the corner of my vision.
But she never complained. Not once. Not even when we visited the third planet that happened to be completely covered in something similar to water and we were almost swallowed by a giant beast. Not even when I rolled over at night and saw her reverted to her black form, only considerably smaller and shaking from hunger.
Her bravery, her refusal to show weakness, made me that much more resolved to get us home and get whatever it was she considered food in her belly. She deserved the best, and that determination helped me through our fourth and final destination, which happened to pass without incident.
We had boarded the ship more than a little perplexed at how easy the mission had been. After too many hair-raising adventures, we were used to a little more adversity.
However, we didn�t let that surprise faze us for long, and quickly got busy with the final preparations for our jump.
Except�that wasn�t working out so well either.
�Gosh diggity darn it!� Ciangi snapped as something crackled and she yanked her hand back from a port she was trying to repair.
�Really?� Gonzales said, tossing the blonde engineer a med-kit. �That�s your idea of a curse?�
�Well, pardon me for not wanting to use foul language. There are young minds present.�
�What? Like who?�
�Mimic is only a few weeks old at this point,� Bahn said quietly. �You wouldn�t swear around a baby, would you?�
�I especially swear around babies. They don�t understand and they have an affinity for puking on my clothes.�
�If it makes you feel better,� Mimic said from the corner of the room where she was curled in a pop-out chair. �I�ve read much worse on what you call the �net�.�
�See? I�m not corrupting any innocents here.�
�Well, in any case,� Ciangi said, returning to her work. �I�ll stick to my creative expletives, thank you very much.
�You�re welcome.�
�Whatever.� She rolled her eyes but continued to concentrate on her work. �Give me that mini-field generator please.� I passed her the tools she needed then returned to my station where I could run to any of the three in just a few short steps.
�Crap!� This time it was Bahn who was reeling back from his post, a small, blue fire bursting into being on the crystal adaptor he was working on.
I was over in less than a blink, whipping out my pocket extinguisher and spraying the blaze until it was no more. After that, it was my coolant cleaner that quickly dissolved the thick white foam that the extinguisher produced. Once I was sure everything was copasetic and not combusting, I returned to my post.
�This isn�t working,� the taller of the coin twins said, pulling at his long ponytail. �We shouldn�t be getting this many overloads just doing simple re-specs. We haven�t even gotten to a propulsion test yet. Or the dampeners!�
�Do you have a suggestion?� Gonzales asked, for once not snarky as she stood as well, wiping engineering lubricant from her hands. �Because my specialty is so far away from this, it might as well be on the other side of that wormhole. The only thing I�m good for right now is following directions.�
�By all means, this should be working,� Ciangi said, setting down her tools as well. �I just can�t figure out why we�re getting so many sparks. I feel like once we build the dampening system, it will fix this issue, but we can�t build a dampening system if we can�t even get the adaptors to work.�
The three of them stood there, contemplating, while I looked between the three of them, uncertain if they were serious. After a few stressful seconds, I cleared my throat tentatively.
�What�s up, Higgens?� Gonzales asked, eyes looking to me curiously.
�Uh, if I�m understanding you all correctly, the only issue is that the current power level is too much for the repairs to handle until the whole system is in place?�
�That�s the current theory, yeah.� I looked around one more time, sure they were playing some kind of trick on me. �What is it? You�ve got a funny expression on your face. Well, funnier than usual.�
�Gonzales, be nice.�
�What? He knows I�m just playing around. We got that repartee, ya know.�
�It�s just, I, uh... If that�s the issue, why don�t we just, uh�shut off the power?�
�Shut off the power? But without that, there won�t be any life support, or gravity field, or anything really.�
�So?� I shrugged. �I know I�ve read about engineers working in space before. This would essentially be the same thing, wouldn�t it? An artificial vacuum is still a vacuum.�
The three were silent for a long moment, exchanging glances that I couldn�t interpret.
�I believe I have also read about such things,� Mimic added softly. Soft was about the only volume level she could generate anymore. �It is how space stations tend to outer damage of ships, if I am not mistaken.�
�Yeah, and it also happens to be incredibly dangerous and require two years of schooling and internship in addition to what we went through as mechanical engineers.�
�Then again,� Gonzales said, eyeing me with a smirk. �It�s definitely a valid option. And perhaps the best one we�ve had about the problem.�
�We�ve only been discussing the problem for three minutes. Perhaps we should spend a bit more time researching before jumping to the most dangerous conclusion?�
�Discussing it out loud,� she corrected. �But you know it�s been in the back of your mind ever since we started synthesizing the crystals we need.�
�That isn�t necessarily true.� Gonzales raised an eyebrow and crossed to my side. After just a few beats, Ciangi sighed. �Alright. So maybe it was a couple of hours after the first time my hair caught fire. But still, I�m not sure that this is the best course of action.�
�That�s alright,� I said, holding my hands up in a sign of peace. �We�re civilized people here. How about we compromise? Take a few hours, maybe even sleep on it. If you can think of a better idea, let�s do that first. But if you can�t��
�Then it�s time to make an artificial vacuum!� Gonzales said, probably a bit too cheerfully.
Bahn nodded, coming up beside his shorter counterpart. �That sounds like a fair compromise to me.�
�Good. Then let�s all take a break for now.� I held out my hand to Mimic, who slowly shuffled over with me. �Of course, if any of you decide on something before tonight, feel free to speed along the process. We don�t have much time.�
�Of course. Stay by the comms, everyone. Hopefully, this will be our last night floating in this nowhere land.�
�Be safe, everyone.�
And with that, we all parted our separate ways, busy with our own thoughts. Mimic and I headed back to our room, where she laid down with a rasping gasp.
�I�m worried about you,� I murmured, sitting in the chair across from her bunk.
�I am fine.�
�I know that you�re not.�
�I know as well, but I have read that a specific response is not what is expected upon such an inquiry, but rather a general assurance of positivity.�
�I guess usually, yeah, but I mean it. I�m worried about you. I see the pain you�re in.�
�Unfortunate. I was trying not to telegraph it.�
�You don�t have to hide it, though. That probably takes even more energy. You don�t have to pretend to be fine.�
�I� I will try to keep that in mind.�
�Good. You should get some rest while you can.�
�And what of you?�
I smiled and pulled out my data-log. �I have some research to do.�



            Creating a Void
�Higgens!�
I groaned, unwilling to open my eyes or lift my head.
�Higgens! I don�t know what you�re doing in there, but I�m about to break the door down myself if you don�t get up and let me in!�
That sounded serious.
Groggily, I lifted my head and tried to take inventory of my surrounding. I was still in the bunk that Mimic and I had claimed for ourselves, where apparently, I had fallen asleep sitting up and slumped forward against the wall. My shapeshifting companion had once again reverted to her black and spikey self, taking up one of the bunks in its entirely.
She needed all the rest she could get, so I knew I needed to get to the door before whoever was banging on the other side woke her. Since when had I locked it anyway? I didn�t remember doing so.
�I�m coming!� I hissed, fighting my way to my feet. My head spun for a moment, but I managed to recover and make it to the door before anyone could do any kicking in. I blinked in confusion as I saw the engineering trio on the other side, looking bright-eyed and in agreement.
�What�s going on?� I asked quietly.
�We�ve made up our minds a little early, and there�s no time to waste.� Gonzales grabbed my wrist and pulled me out into the hall. �So, rise and shine, sleepyhead, it�s time for your very first try at engineering in a vacuum!�
I tried to verbalize objections, but my brain wasn�t quite keeping up with the situation. I had never been much of a morning person, and I was even less of a four-in-the-morning type of person.
�But if we�re killing the power and life support to the whole ship, don�t we need to wake up Mimic?�
�There�s plenty of preparation and suiting up that has to take place beforehand, so we thought it best if she rested while she could. Don�t worry, we�ll take care of her once it�s time.�
�Okay, that�s good. But can we stop for some coffee along the way?�
�Really? I never thought of you as much of a java drinker.�
�I�m not. Sleep is always superior, but when it�s in short supply, I�ll take caffeine as a substitute.�
�Gotcha. Well, I think we can arrange that.�
They changed our course toward the cafeteria, and a few minutes later, I had a steaming cappuccino right in front of me.
The hot drink did indeed help, soothing over my frayed nerves and overworked synapses. I felt myself start to feel less dead and ready to do the impossible.
Well, impossible for me. Apparently not so much for my engineering friends. And yet, they felt that they needed me, so there was that.
I didn�t have much time to contemplate whether I was overestimating my worth or not, because soon they were hauling me toward the engine room. From there my day devolved into a frenzy of sealing leaks, setting up oxygen tanks and emergency suit repair kits. From there it was making sure that our enviro-suits had every possible nick or tear patched up and reinforced.
By the time we were ready for the big shutdown, it was somewhere around ten o�clock and I was excited and nervous and all sorts of conflicting feelings combined into one little body.
Or maybe that was the caffeine. I had never been allowed to have it when I was younger and now I remembered why. It made me�twitchy. Like all of my nerves were standing on end and my fingertips were about a half inch longer than they should be.
�You wanna go get your BFF, or shall I?�
I looked up from the gap I was sealing to see Gonzales standing over me with another coffee in hand. �You sure?�
�Yup. Grab both your suits and haul your hindquarters down to her. Once she�s in here, we�ll do the final seal and then turn off the engines and have a go at this very dangerous plan of yours.�
�I don�t know about it being my plan.�
�Hey, take credit for your accomplishments,� she said, helping me up and handing me the warm drink. �This is a good idea, friend. And one we probably wouldn�t have thought of on our own. Sometimes you need to think outside the box and that�s exactly what you did.�
�You really think so?�
�Of course. I never say what I don�t think. That�s why I have eleven write-ups on my record and get paid ten thousand credits less than the coin twins.�
�That seems excessive.�
�And so is my attitude, apparently.� She patted my back while simultaneously shoving me out of the room. �Now go, get sleeping beauty and make sure she�s suited up before she withers away. I�ve always wanted to save a damsel in distress, and this is the closest chance I�m ever going to get.�
�I wouldn�t be so sure of that,� I murmured before turning and going to do as she said.
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�Are we ready?� I asked, probably for the fifteenth time as the five of us stood in a semi-circle, the engine controls in front of us.
�I mean, as ready as we could ever be. You�ve got the most out-of-ship experience of any of us,� Gonzales said.
�Yeah, don�t remind me of that. I�ve been on a handful of hull cleanups and that�s it. I haven�t even repaired a rupture from the outside.�
�Shush, positivity only please.�
�Actually, we want to retain a neutral state as much as possible, lest we spark some sort of reaction in our vacuum,� Bahn laughed.
Gonzales sighed. �Your puns are as amazing as ever, Bahn. At least if we all die in a horrible explosion, I will never have to hear one again.�
�Just for that, I�m specifically going to haunt you.�
�Does it work that way? If we�re both dead, you can�t, like, attach your spirit to mine, can you?�
�I don�t know. I haven�t spoken to many dead people.�
�Guys, back on topic.� I took another deep breath. �Ready?�
�Ready. Kill the power, Higgens.�
I reached over to the side of the console that was my responsibility and turned several dials to the settings Ciangi had made sure were drilled in my head. The rest of the team did so as well, with only Mimic not participating.
No, she was strapped down in a corner with several fire extinguishers beside her in case of an emergency. I hoped that she didn�t feel left out, but she was so weak, and so tired, we thought it was the best way to keep her both occupied and safe.
I felt my weight start to shift almost immediately. It wasn�t full-on, gravity-less floating, but there was a certain feeling of constantly tipping forward. I also heard the fire doors closing all around us, sealing off the engine room from the rest of the ship.
And finally, there was the steady hiss of air as Bahn set the environmental controls to flush the atmosphere of the room.
We stood there for several moments, waiting for everything to be just right before we moved into action.
Once our feet did start to lift from the ground, Ciangi hit a button on the large countdown holo-screen we had set up on one of the data-logs, and we got to work.
First was pressing the code into our enviro-suit�s number-pad on the arm which would engage the magnetic function of our boots. Once we were all safely adhered to the floor, we went about doing our parts.
For once, I didn�t let my anxiety or self-doubt distract me. I had a job to do and I was not going to be swayed.
�Welder.�
I crossed to one of the tool stations we had set up, grabbing the tool and getting it to Gonzales as quickly as I could. She took it and started setting one of the capacitors, the tip glowing ionic-blue.
�I need a sprocket clamp.�
I bounded over to the table once again and fetched that tool too.
�Welder done.�
Back to Gonzales to grab the tool and put it on the table for the next person who needed it.
The next five hours dissolved into a sort of dance as I moved between the three. I had to be careful not to knock anything or get them the wrong tools, lest someone make a mistake that ended with the death of everyone.
There wasn�t any talk beyond the orders for tools and various swears as close calls or drops happened. It was tense, it was nerve-wracking, and I couldn�t wait for it to be over.
I nearly jumped out of my skin when Bahn uttered an actual sentence. �Did you finish the dampener installation over there?�
�Just completing it now,� Ciangi answered, standing up from where she had been crouching.
�Gonzales, how are those sprockets coming along?�
�On the last one now.�
The tallest of the engineers took a deep breath, then nodded. �I�I think we�ve done it.�
�What? Really? You finished installing all the new crystals and making sure the system hasn�t rejected them?�
�So far, all of my tests are coming back successful. The only thing left to do is power the system and see if it works.�
�Really?� I asked worriedly. �Just power on the system? Isn�t there a safe way to go about this that doesn�t involve all of us exploding?�
�Sure, but usually it requires remote activation while we stand on the deck of a comfy space station. You see any of those around here?�
�Unfortunately, no.�
�Right. So, this is a kind of do-or-die thing, but I�m putting my money on the do part.�
�That�s an easy bet to make. If you lose, no one can collect the bet from you.�
�And that�s the beauty of it, isn�t it?�
�Alright then,� I said, cutting into what I sensed was another round of banter. �Let�s bring the systems online.�
�Right-o.�
The four of us lined up in the same order that we had started this whole project with, each pressing the dials, punching in the codes, or raising the levels of whatever it was our responsibility to do. I watched the others out of the corner of my eye and I had to admit that I had never felt so much like part of a team. They really had needed me for their plan to work. Well, my plan, apparently.
But still, even with those pleasant feelings and affirmations flowing through me, I couldn�t help but feel like we were counting down to our possible demise as soon as a single spark of energy shot through our jury-rigged system.
What happened before played in reverse, with our weight returning to us in waves, air hissing back into the room, and then the fire walls slowly sliding up until the engine room was back to its proper state.
�Should we be raising those so soon?� I asked. �Seems a bit self-assured, don�t you think?�
�Can�t help it. In order to bring this room back to its status quo, we have to pull them up. They�ll come back down if they need to, but there�s not going to be any reason to. Right, guys?�
�If you say so,� Ciangi answered with a shrug. �I prefer not to jinx things, so I will just say that our preparations should be adequate.�
�That�s a fantastic assurance,� I remarked before crossing over to Mimic�s chair and unbuckling her. �You ready to go home?�
�Yes, very much so,� she said, voice low and warbling, as if she was a sim that�s memory crystal had been corrupted.
�Then let�s go to the bridge,� Gonzales said, coming up on the opposite side and draping one of Mimic�s arms over her shoulders. �We�ve got a wormhole to jump.�
We made our way down the hall and sat ourselves right back into our flight formation. Mimi and I in the back, Gonzales at the helm, Ciangi on the scanners and Bahn on the navigation array. We were silent yet again as we prepared to put our work to the test, and I gripped Mimic�s hand tightly.
�Here goes nothing,� Gonzales muttered, putting in the engine codes and gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles.
Like usual, there was a beat of quiet while we waited for the mechanic parts of the ship to catch up. That second seemed to stretch on forever, containing both our salvation or our deaths at the head of a pin.
And then�the engines hummed to life and we were gliding forward, whipping through space like we hadn�t just been floating listlessly for over a week.
�Woohoo!� Gonzales yelled, kicking her feet against the underside of the console. �We did it!�
�I wouldn�t celebrate just yet,� Bahn countered. �We still have to make it through the wormhole itself.�
�Don�t worry about it,� the weapons engineer said with a manic grin. �I�ve got a good feeling about this. But just in case, everyone should hold on real tight.�
I didn�t need a second warning, bracing my feet and clasping the armrest with my free hand as we burst through the horizon of the fold in space.
Just like before, we were enveloped in an acid-induced collection of colors and lights, all winding around us like a child�s finger-painting that had radiated with neon and some other nuclear material. The swirling brightness of it all hurt my eyes, and I turned my head away only to see Mimi struggling in her chair.
Her face was shifting and warping before my eyes, bones rearranging themselves around her face in real time. It was certainly startling, but most of all, it was worrying. Was she okay? I couldn�t read her expression through the quickly changing landscape of her face and she wasn�t making any sound to indicate whether she was in pain or not.
I tried to open my mouth to call to her, but I couldn�t get my jaw muscles to cooperate. There was too much force exerting itself on my face. I could feel my skin pulling back and my eyelids struggling to even blink.
My whole world was reduced to trying to keep my skull from batting back and forth on my headrest, and my neck was screaming in protest. It did not appreciate the sudden and intense workout, but there wasn�t much I could do about it.
And then it stopped.
There was no warning, no automated voice from the computer to tell us that we were about to have a reprieve, just one moment we were in the most realistic rollercoaster sim of our lives, and then we were being shot into the unnatural calm of space.
Granted, that lasted all of ten seconds before we had to dodge an asteroid.
Gonzales set out a string of curses that I hadn�t ever imagined before, gripping the controls of the ship and piloting us through the suddenly very crowded sector of space we had shot into.
We probably should have remembered how close our little wrinkle in the fabric of reality was to a potentially lethal asteroid field, but we all make mistakes from time to time.
Hopefully this one wouldn�t kill us.
However, compared to the violent, nerve-wracking experience that was wormhole jumping without the appropriate tethering technology, the field passed quickly and easily, only one managing to lightly score one of our sides. Gonzales killed the power when we were on the other side and let out a long breath.
�That was fun,� she said, shooting a shaky smile to the rest of us.
�Yes, it was,� I replied. �Now let�s go get Mimic something to eat.�



            Bon Appetite, it�s Dinner and a Show
It didn�t take us long to get back to a bit of space that had chunks of what had once been Mimic�s home floating through it. Seeing the bits and bobs of people-sized chunks of rock reminded me just how much we had chewed up and processed what might have been a flourishing civilization. Sure, they were primitive in the fact that they didn�t seem to have a concept of time, or aging, or technology, or tools, but they definitely knew they were alive, and they had a community enough for Mimic to say we had killed her family.
They were a people and we had basically drilled them to bits for our own greed.
�Get me to the airlock,� Mimic whimpered, her voice a lilting sigh.
I obeyed instantly, unbuckling her from the safety restraints and helping her to her feet. I could feel her shaking through my grip as I guided her to the airlock at the back of the ship. By the time we reached it, she was practically vibrating in my arms, not unlike our ship going through the wormhole.
�Stand back,� she murmured, trying to press me to the wall. �I�ll be all right.�
I wanted to tell her that I could protect her, but I needed to trust that she knew how to take care of herself. I stepped to the side, wrapping my arm through one of the safety straps attached to the wall.
With a strength I could never fathom, Mimi slowly peeled her enviro-suit off, placing it in one of the lockers before walking to the edge of the lock. With a pale, trembling hand, she pressed the button that opened the seal and she was yanked into space.
I had to bite back a shout of worry. She knew what she was doing. She knew what she was doing.
But as much as I repeated that mantra to myself, the five or so seconds it took the cabin to completely depressurize had me riddled with worry about whether she was safe or not. As soon as the insistent yanking ceased and I was returned to my feet once more, I walked to the edge of the lock and peered out.
She was in one piece, thank goodness, albeit not a human piece. I watched her, black, spikey and shifting, jump from rock to rock, boring into the celestial objects and taking out whatever nourishment she needed.
I could almost see her regaining strength with every passing moment. Her angles grew more angular, her edges sharper, her inky, depthless blackness more and more black. And suddenly, all the pain, all the fear, all the running for our lives was worth it.
Mimic was safe. Mimic had food. We could continue on our journey to find the rest of her peop�
�Uh, Higgens, where�s Mimi?�
�Out in space, feeding. Why?�
�Get her back on the ship right now.�
�What? Why? She�s hardly had enough time to feed.�
�Yeah, I get that might be the case, but guess what�s big and bad and just showed up on our scanner�s screen?�
�Giomatti?�
�I�m afraid so.�
�Are you serious? So he just kept the whole crew floating in space for a whole week without calling in backup?�
�Well�now that I look at the readings, according to this solar calendar, we�ve been gone a day and a half.�
�What? How�s that possible?�
�I dunno. Folds in space, time is relative, the unexpected repercussions of untethered wormhole travel, you tell me. Point being, we lucked out that he hasn�t had enough time for backup to get here, but we�re going to be decidedly unlucky if he catches us with our airlock open and Mimic out playing with the rocks.�
�Right. I�ll try to grab her attention.�
�Good. And I would hurry.�
I knew that calling out to her wouldn�t do any good. It wasn�t like sound traveled through space very well and my older series of enviro-suit didn�t exactly have a speaker system built into it.
So, I tried waving emphatically, moving my arms about my head like a maniac. When that didn�t work, I decided to take a leap of faith, as it were.
It was impossible to take a running jump with the magnetic boots, but I did my best. With all the effort I could muster, I launched myself into space.
�Mimi!�
My shapeshifter of a friend jerked up, and I swore she was looking at me. The next thing I knew, she was bounding across the rocks until I was caught between her tines, then I was quickly shuttled right back to the airlock.
Mimic shifted back into the form that I had come to know, but much brighter-eyed and blushing. She slammed the button to close the door and re-initiated the pressurization of the cabin.
�What�s going on?� she snapped as soon as there was enough atmosphere in the room to carry her voice to me.
�Giomatti�s here,� I answered, finally taking off my enviro-suit�s helmet. �But I think I might have a bit of a plan.� I looked down at my hands where I was holding the cherry-red piece of equipment. �I probably shouldn�t have taken this off.�
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I had never really understood the phrase �sweating bullets� before. They were solid, metal projectiles used by ancient Earth to maim and murder. That didn�t seem to have anything to do with sweating.
However, as I looked at all the displays, buttons, bits and bobs in front of me, I suddenly realized exactly what it meant. I was definitely in a cold sweat, my heart pounding a mile a minute while I rehearsed the steps of my plan again and again in my head.
It was crazy. Impossible, really. Yet I believed in it, and that was why I was sitting in the bridge of our little stolen ship, waiting for the message that I knew Giomatti couldn�t resist sending.
It came as soon as he was within range, his face showing up as the holo-display activated. It wasn�t pleasant seeing his visage again, even if it was slightly purpled from when I had given him what he had coming. His brows were furrowed with the rage that he was so comfortable with and I could practically feel his spittle as the holographic versions of it tried to spray into the room.
�Well, well, well, and you thought you were so clever that you could just steal government property and get away through one of the most dangerous sectors of space without any damage.�
He was speaking, of course, about the readings his ship was getting about ours. Environmental power was at a minimum, only thrusters were engaged and there were no real engine capabilities. Granted, he didn�t know that all of that was intentional, but I wanted to keep it that way.
�What�s that? Too much of a coward to show your face. I suppose that�s the best I can expect from a janitor and three idiots who somehow went through finer education without learning what the word treachery means.�
I responded quickly, pressing a couple of buttons and punching in an input code. Looking down at one of my screens, I could see the image that we were relaying to them. Gonzales was sitting in the pilot�s chair, as usual, and everyone else was seated towards the back.
�We surrender,� Gonzales said, sounding utterly defeated. �We�re out of food, we�re out of supplies, we�re out of power. You get it? You win. Now come board us and take your prisoner. We just ask that our trials be quick.�
�And what�s to prevent me from blasting you to bits the moment you�re in custody?�
�Look, we can blow up the ship now and take your precious, shapeshifting paycheck down with us. Or, you can be a decent human being for once and take us into custody so you can go down in history books as the amazing man who discovered new life. We�ll even back you up with some story about how you found her and we were jealous of your payday or something. You�ll be so much more credible with some good ole bad guys in your story.�
�Fine. Prepare for boarding.�
I cut off our video feed and got up, quickly running back to the airlock. Slamming the button, I let it suck me out into space just like it had done to Mimic an hour earlier.
I floated listlessly for a moment, and it was peaceful in the utter quiet of the void, but then I realized I had a job to do and I engaged the thruster pack Bahn had Ciangi rigged for me, flying behind the largest asteroid that we had left in Mimic�s belt.
I killed my speed once I reached the shelter and was instantly greeted by my four companions.
�Good job,� Ciangi whispered through our comms. �Still don�t know why you insisted on being the one to stay behind and play the video, but not bad.�
�Because,� I answered slowly, peeking out from behind the other side of the rock, �if something were to go awry, you three could still get Mimic to her people. I�m expendable.�
�I don�t really agree with that,� Bahn said. �But I sense that this is not the time to address that. According to my sensors, the ship is approaching.�
�Alright, engage thrusters but make sure to keep your speed natural. We want to guide this rock to where we need it, not obviously scoot it into their sensor range.�
We all shared a nod, then we were moving forward.
My heart was pounding in my ears as we pushed, our thrusters propelling us forward. It was slow, but it was a natural movement, and one we needed for cover to get close enough to Giomatti�s ship. If we tried to fly for it outright, we would be picked off one by one with blaster bolts. Ergo, our rocky disguise.
I watched as Giomatti�s ship approached ours, locking on with a short-range tractor beam and sending out several ships not too different from our own stolen one. They converged on it, then I saw little dots beginning to do their own spacewalk to try and board our vessel.
�Alright, kick it into overdrive now. I�m sure they�re distracted.�
We all punched our thrusters to full speed and rocketed forward. We said nothing as we quickly approached Giomatti�s ship until we were finally close enough to ditch our cover.
�Now!� I ordered.
As one, we all pushed ourselves upward, and for a moment, we were completely unattached to anything, just free-floating through space with only our momentum to propel us.
But then we collided with the side of the ship, and I gripped one of the handholds before pulling myself to a maintenance hatch. With bated breath, I punched a code to the door. If Giomatti was smart, he would have deactivated each and every code I had been given for taking care of the ship.
But, as the door beeped then popped open, I realized that Giomatti wasn�t very smart at all.
�Everyone in,� I ordered. �We�re almost to the end of all this.�
�From your word to God�s mouth,� Gonzales murmured, diving in and catching the ladder into a pressurizing room.
A few minutes later, we were all inside and I closed the hatch, which allowed us to bring the atmosphere back into the room.
�So, everyone ready for their next parts?�
Ciangi nodded emphatically, her curls bouncing around her head now that she was freed from her enviro-suit helmet. �Bahn and I will go set up the countdown, you and Mimic handle the broadcast and Giomatti. Gonzales will arrange the escape pod.�
�You know when you say it like that, it sounds so easy,� the weapons engineer said with a smirk. �But in case I never see any of you again, it�s been great.� She gave a little bow then shimmied down the opening in the floor that lead to what had once been my floor. The coin twins gave Mimic and I a reassuring pat before exiting as well.
�You ready?� I asked.
�Yes. I�m quite anxious to get this over with before it backfires.�
�What, you don�t think my plan will work?�
�No, I have the greatest of faiths in you. I just do not trust our luck.�
�I dunno, we made it to the end of the universe and back without too much trouble. I would say our luck is pretty amazing.�
�Yes, but perhaps we have used up too much of it.� She shucked the last of her enviro-suit to the side. �Come. We have a genius plan to enact.�
I allowed myself a dry laugh before following her out. Together, we found the right maintenance tunnel and crawled in. Speed was of the essence. If my estimate was right, the crew that had been sent to board us was reaching the entrance hatch of the ship. From there, it would take them about a minute to walk to the bridge, and then five maximum to weld through the thick, fireproof doors that were currently enclosing the room that we were supposed to be in.
If our plan didn�t finish before then, the jig was up.
Which was troubling considering everything hinged on Giomatti assuming we were never going to be a problem again and hadn�t bothered to seal off the same hatch that let me sneak onto the bridge when I had rescued Mimic the first time.
I didn�t try to think about it as we crawled along. He was an arrogant man, and had seen us escape into certain death. There was no way he would have the foresight to take precautions to make sure that we couldn�t pull the same move twice.
We reached the junction in question and sure enough, there was nothing there.
�You were right, he didn�t fix it.�
�Hold on,� I warned. �This could be a trap.�
�It could. But we won�t know until we try.�
�Fair enough.�
And so, we kept crawling forward, going as quietly as possible until we were just on the other side of the hatch. I could hear him talking emphatically about what he was going to do to us, which meant he probably wasn�t alone.
�Let me handle this,� Mimic said, squeezing past me to press herself against the panel. �You might want to scoot back a bit.�
I did, and she began to shift almost immediately. Her form began to melt, expanding down the very narrow maintenance tunnel until there barely was enough room for me.
Then she struck with full force, bursting from the door with a virulence that I couldn�t hope to match. I heard blaster fire, screams, and a shout for the alarms, and then sudden quiet.
�You can come out now. It�s safe.�
Carefully, I crawled out of the tunnel and took inventory of the bridge. There were three men, including Giomatti, all unconscious and looking quite battered.
�They are alive,� Mimic said calmly, crossing to the console.
�That�s good to know.�
�Can you hold Giomatti up for me? It will be easier with such a close example.�
I did as she asked, supporting the short, portly man. In a gross display of moving flesh, Mimic�s features began to rearrange until she was an exact replica of what had to be the most unpleasant boss I had ever had.
�Make sure you�re out of view,� she said in a perfect match of Giomatti�s voice. �Hopefully, Clairbella and Due will sound the alarm at any moment.�
�Who the hell is that?�
She looked at me blankly, which was a disturbing look coming from my ex-boss�s face. �You have been on a ship with them over a week. They are the siblings that do not share features.�
�Oh, you mean the coin twins?�
�Ah yes, I believe that is what you call them.�
Before I could go into a long explanation about given names, figurative twins, or anything else, an ear-splitting alarm cut through the air. I resisted the urge to clap my hands over my ears and dragged Giomatti�s body out of the way of the holo-reader while Mimi walked over to stand in front of it.
With the ease of someone who had been doing it for years, she activated the machine and soon was projecting Giomatti�s face through the entire ship.
�Attention crew, I have received an alert from the engine room that our ship has been compromised from previous interference by the traitors. We�re going to have to evacuate to the ships currently apprehending them. Everyone get to the escape pods; the readings are giving us less than three minutes.�
Just as I predicted, pandemonium erupted on the ship. Mimic didn�t seem to pay it much attention, however, and was already shifting to a new, beefier form.
�I�ll take these guys to an escape pod,� she said, piling them onto what had previously been a meal cart. �You get the ship ready.� She paused at the door and sent me a smile. �And be safe, of course.�
�I�ll try my best.�
She disappeared through the door and I ran to the console. We were down to the last few minutes we had before our cover was blown. Once more, I was sweating those proverbial bullets as my stomach went through multiple aerial maneuvers.
�How�s it going up there?� I nearly jumped out of my skin as a coin twin�s voice crackled through our personal coms. �I�m guessing you heard we did our part.�
�Mimic is taking a trip to the escape pods. She�ll tell us when the last one has exited and we�ll make our jump.�
�You know we only have about a minute at most before they get into our old bridge and know that something�s up.�
�I�m aware.�
Then, thankfully, Mimic�s voice came over the comm. �It is done. I just sent them off to our old ship�s coordinates.
�Then what are you waiting for? Punch it, broom-boy.�
�Brooms haven�t been used in general maintenance work in several centuries,� I corrected, pressing the buttons like I had been taught, engaging the engines and gripping the flight controls. �I�ll give you a whole history on it when this is all over. But for now�� I slammed on the accelerator controls and we shot forward at an impossible speed. �I would recommend holding on.�
I couldn�t resist a whoop as we leapt forward into space. We had done it! Against all odds, we had hijacked one of the biggest mining vessels and were now rocketing through space.
I kept all of my concentration on flying until a gentle hand patted my shoulder. I jumped, before realizing it was Gonzales coming to take over.
�You are amazing,� she said, sliding into my seat as soon as I stood.
�Thanks.� I looked to the door to see Mimic standing there, back in her typical human form. �We did it,� I said quietly, almost unbelieving as I saw her looking both refreshed and triumphant.
�You did it,� she said, walking forward to take my hand. �I thought finding other sentient life was amazing, but it turns out that pales in comparison to finding you. You have done so many impossible, amazing things.� We both turned to look out of the nav-window, eyeing the beauty and terror that was space. �And you will continue to do even more amazing things.� She squeezed my hand. �If anyone will get me home, it�s you.�
�I�m glad you think so.�
�Of course. I believe in you, Higgens. And that�s what friends are for.�



            Part II

            The Journey Home



            Waking Up Lonely
I woke up in my own bed in what felt like the first time in forever.
In reality, it had been just under a week, but what a terribly long and draining week it had been. Between jumping through wormholes, planet hopping and the like, I was sure that I would never see my little home away from home again.
And yet�here I was.
I looked to my empty bed then the empty floor, sighing when I realized that Mimic was nowhere to be seen.
She must be out eating again.
Ever since they were sure that they were in the clear, she had been exiting the ship every few hours to gorge herself on whatever it was she actually ate.
I couldn�t blame her, though. After what we had been through, it was completely apparent that she had been at starvation�s doorstep. If I was her, I would do much of the same.
Still, I couldn�t help but feel a bit nervous that she was out of sight. Getting dressed, I headed out of my room and went straight to the lift.
The ride was silent, but when the doors opened, Gonzales was standing there, dressed in civvies.
�Hey there, friend! I was just coming to get you.�
I blinked at her, not nearly awake enough for this strange change-up. With all the upheaval in my life, I liked a little order, and seeing her out of the mandatory uniform of the mining shaft was making me uncomfortable.
�What? Why are you staring at me like that?�
�Uh, I, uh� What are you wearing? It�s different?�
She tilted her head back and laughed. �That�s right, you�ve never seen me in my civvies.� She spun in a circle, showing off her tank top and athletic pants. �I figured there are no more regulations, so I�m not going to be in that stiff, rough jumpsuit unless I�m doing some sort of actual physical work.�
�Oh, that makes sense.�
�Yeah! That�s my point exactly. It just makes sense. Why don�t you dress in your civvies too?�
I blinked at her, my brain trying to catch up with everything that was happening. I guessed I really had been much more wiped out from our cross-universe trek than I had thought and it was taking me a bit to shake off the last dregs of grogginess. �My civvies?�
�Um, is there an echo in here? But yeah, I feel like I only ever see you in your jumpsuit or enviro-suit. Now�s your chance to relax, man.�
�I, uh, I don�t have any civvies.�
Now it was her turn for her eyes to go wide. �You don�t have any civvies?�
I shook my head. �Just my pajamas, and I�d rather not run around in those. That would definitely confuse my brain.�
�Dude, I do not believe that. I�ve seen you in a tank top before!�
�Well, yeah,� I answered, unzipping the top of my suit a bit. �I wear them under here with my boxers. Sometimes I like to pull the top half down and tie the arms around my waste. But mostly, I like the feel of it being all the way up.�
She looked like she was having trouble comprehending what I was saying. �You�like the feeling of the jumpsuit?�
�Yeah,� I said, not sure if I should tell her anymore, afraid of her judgment. She looked at me like she was waiting for me to finish my sentence so I did.  �It�s very secure. And if I get anxious, I can just rub my fingers along the different textures of it and it really helps ground me.�
�I see.� She continued to stare at me for a couple more moments before nodding. �People like what they like, I guess, and there�s nothing wrong with that. Anyway, the whole reason I�m down here is I thought you might want to see what your girl is doing. It�s pretty darn adorable.�
�She�s not my girl, and where?�
�Really? You guys act like it. And she�s in space, of course, but the best place to see is the officer rec-room. Come on.�
She grabbed my wrist and I let her tote me off. �We don�t act like anything other than friends. I never understood why people always have to turn everything into a romance like it�s the only important type of relationship there is.�
�Whoa, okay there, Socrates. Didn�t mean to imply that regular ol� friendship was lacking. After all, we�re friends, right?�
I smiled softly. �I�d like to think so.�
�Rock on.�
She finished leading me off to the rec-room and they stopped in front of a long line of windows. Sure enough, Mimic was outside, happily hopping from comet to comet. And, considering that these were full, un-mined comets that were nearly the size of an entire town, that was no small feat. I supposed it helped that she was back in her original black and spikey form.
I never thought I would come to identify a featureless, undulating, angular mass as adorable, but there was no other way to classify how its little limbs wiggled and danced while it rolled and ran along the hole-riddled surface of these celestial floating masses. They were full and they were happy, which filled me with a resolute sort of satisfaction while they played.
We watched for much longer than we should have, and eventually, I wondered if we were being vaguely voyeuristic. But in the end, I figured it was more like we were proud older siblings watching our little sister have fun after fighting through some tough stuff. Yeah, that was a much better way to put it.
�Higgens?�
I tore my eyes away from the window to see Gonzales looking at me quite seriously. So much for my theory that we had both been raptly watching Mimic.
�What�s up?�
�Have you ever thought about pursuing engineering seriously?�
I scoffed, her suggestion coming completely out of left field. �Why would I have done that? Even if I could afford it and wasn�t currently a traitor to our race, I would never make it through the program.�
�What? Why do you say that?�
Why was she making me say all this? It should be obvious! �Um, because I�m too stupid. I barely got through the maintenance vocational school, and that�s supposed to be where losers go when they don�t want to be a complete drain on society!�
�Whoa,� the engineer said, holding up both of her palms in what looked like genuine surprise. �I don�t know who drilled that self-hatred into you, but in no way are maintenance workers inferior or stupid. They�re a vital part of the ship. Besides, you�re not dumb! Not that that would affect your value as a person anyway, but I just want you to know you�re not.
�When we were stranded in that other dimension, you picked up the job of wrench monkey faster than anyone I�ve ever seen. And you came in with several ideas right in the clutch. I don�t even think we�d be here if it wasn�t for you.�
�Well, yeah, in several different ways.�
She playfully punched me in the arm. �That�s not what I mean. You know that.�
I shrugged. �I just� I guess� I don�t think I did anything that special.�
She made a clicking sound with her tongue. �Here you are, willing to go to the end of the universe for a friend, but can�t even give yourself a single compliment. You�re a strange one, Higgens.�
�I know, everyone tells me that. It�s one of the reasons Giomatti said he hated me so much.�
�Giomatti was a miserable jerk. You�re fine, Higgens. And nice to boot.�
�Whatever you say.�
�Well, I say that you should look into pursuing an engineering vocation. I think you have a knack for it.�
�I�ll�keep that in mind.�
�Why do I get the feeling that you�re just saying that to be polite and get me off your back?�
�Probably because I am.�
She sighed, but it was tinged in a small bit of laughter. �Fine, be stubborn then. Oh, by the way, did you want to see the progress the twins have been making on the scanner?�
�Of course! And should we still be calling them the twins? They�re not technically related.�
�You picked up on that, huh?� She laughed again as we strolled off toward the engineering bay that the two had taken over. I had gotten the distinct impression that they had mostly been confined to the readout or engine rooms while they were working, so they were relishing having command of all the build-space in the ship. �And I think a long time ago, they might have liked it to stop,� she said, referring to Ciangi and Bahn, �but now it�s become part of their identity. They�re another couple where it�s hard to tell if its friendship or romance. Sometimes I waffle between being sure of both in a single day.�
�You have an unhealthy preoccupation with pairing up your friends, you know that?�
�Hey, what can I say, I�ve been single for four years and I like to think I see love in the strangest of places.�
I glanced over at Gonzales once more, vastly confused by that statement. From what I could tell, she was a brave, fearless, intelligent, beautiful woman with a banging paycheck. People should have been lining up across the cosmos for her. �How is that possible?�
�How�s what possible?�
�That you�ve been single for so long if you don�t want to be.�
She shrugged. �You know how it is, a lot of people want their honey to be on the same planet as them. They want nightly snuggles, and a girl with long flowing hair who doesn�t beat the crap out of punching bags when she�s angry.�
�That�s ridiculous.�
�Is it? I can see the need to not want your lover lightyears away, facing unknown dangers and possibly never returning.�
I shrugged. �I guess so. I just wasn�t aware love was so conditional.�
�Everyone has a right to be picky with what relationships they choose to settle into.�
�Fair.� Finally, we reached the engineering room and all the complicated talk of romantic entanglements fell away.
�Hey, guys!� Gonzales said, practically vaulting into the room. �How are my favorite twins?�
Only Ciangi was visible at first, dressed in what looked like a soft summer dress that might have once been a pale lilac but was so spattered with different engineering liquids that it was now somewhere around gray. Her thick curls were pulled into what looked like attempts at pigtails, but looked more like tightly coiled buns.
�We�ve got a good plan in place. I think it�s promising. Right, Bahn?�
In a weird sense of d�j� vu, the taller of the twins rolled out from under a console. Did he just like to live under technical spaces or did I just have uncanny timing?
�Let�s not get ahead of ourselves. But I am�hopeful.�
�Wanna let us in on what has you both thinking positively?�
�We just think we�re going to be able to rewire this to some spare crystals we synthesized to boost the power enough to search for Mimic�s genetic makeup. We�ve taken several samples from her which are currently being deconstructed by the analyzer, and Bahn set up a program that should be able to auto-generate much of the algorithms needed for the scanner.�
�That�s fantastic! So once this is all done, you�ll be able to scan whole chunks of space for anything like Mimi?�
�That�s the plan.�
I smiled and nodded, feeling like we were finally progressing. �Awesome. Anything that I can help with?�
�Yes, actually. There are about seven hundred and twenty different wires we need to either remove, repurpose, or reroute, so I was wondering if you wanted a bit of a crash course.�
My eyes went wide and I couldn�t help but notice the satisfied smirk on Gonzales�s face. �S-sure. If you think I�d be useful.�
�You�re always useful, Higgens. Now grab a data log, you�re gonna want to write some of this down.�



            Progress is Progress
I had read plenty of novels on the net in my time and I was always aware of the trope of the narration summarizing highly technical or monotonous endeavors as to not bore the readers. As I cut wire after wire, then dutifully did the readings that the twins needed after every move, I found myself wishing that someone would do that to my own life.
At first, I had been so nervous, terrified of doing something wrong. But after the initial dozen or so cuts, it went right into the mundane.
Mimic sat by dutifully, however, asking questions and listening whenever I grew too bored, and then Ciangi and Bahn both would stop by occasionally to make sure I was on track and didn�t need any help. Our days blended into a bit of a routine, and not an unpleasant one at that, which left me looking less at the calendar and more toward space.
I supposed I should have kept an eye on the alerts just in case Giomatti managed to catch up with us, but that was near impossible. Even if he had somehow convinced his crew to take off after us, they didn�t have the supplies or the means to do anything to the massive mining ship. It wasn�t like they had the advantage of surprise or a shapeshifter like my group had, not to mention that the engineers had taken the time to boost the defenses of the mining ship when they weren�t busy working on the scanner.
�What are you thinking about?�
I finished cutting the wire I had between my fingers before I looked at Mimic. She was wearing a large, baggy shirt courtesy of Bahn, and tight, synthetic leggings from Gonzales�s collection with the ankles rolled up. I kind of missed her in my oversized jumpsuit, but it seemed I was the only one who liked the thick, durable fabric.
�Nothing important,� I said, handing her the wire then taking the power-cap she handed to me.
�I think everything you worry about is important.�
�That�s because you�re still very new to this whole bipedal, human-esque thing. Everything is fascinating to you. Even things that are not.�
�Perhaps. Or maybe you all have just become too numb to the wonder of�well, everything.�
I laughed lightly. �I guess there�s no way we�ll ever know.�
�Perhaps not,� she murmured. �But I would still like to know your thoughts.�
�Just thinking about Giomatti and how mad he must be.�
She smiled at that, her small face taking on a mischievous expression. �Certainly very angry. He was not a nice man.�
�No, he was not.�
�Higgens?�
�Mimi?� I replied, raising my eyebrow at her.
�We have been friends a good while now, yes? And have survived many things together.�
�Yes, I would say that�s accurate.�
�Then you would answer a question honestly, even if it was uncomfortable?�
�Mimi, what are you getting at?�
�I just�� For the first time in a long while, she seemed at a loss for words. �I�ve read many amazing things on the net interface your kind created. But I have also read many terrible things. Things I still do not want to believe. Wars, and explosions, and murder of millions. I thought perhaps those were just rare tragedies that were not to be expected.
�But then, that man, Giomatti. He was cruel. He wanted to ruin me for profit. He felt absolutely no remorse for the death of my family. He didn�t even seem to realize we were a people, even if we were so different from his own kind. �
I looked to her earnestly, giving her my full attention. I still didn�t know where she was going with this, but I wanted to listen. It sounded like it was important to her, whatever she was formulating. �I think you�re right.�
�Thank you. But that affirmation is not what I need. I know Giomatti is a selfish man. A myopic one, even. And I know you are a good man. Incredible, even. You were willing to give up everything to help me, a stranger, what might have even looked like a monster to you when we first found each other.� I blushed a bit at the praise, but she continued. �But what I need to know is if most humans are like you, or are most humans like him?�
Oh.
Oh.
That was a question indeed, and one that I hadn�t been anticipating. �I� That�s really hard to say. I�ve been told my whole life about how I�m weird, but I don�t know if that�s what makes me kind, or if it�s something else.�
�I understand if you cannot answer with resolute conviction, but I want to know your opinion. I have always valued it and always will, even when I didn�t know enough of your language to communicate that to you.�
�Right. Well, uh, I guess I would say that the majority of people are average. Not necessarily good, not necessarily bad. Just people, doing their best to get by and that�s it. They have the capacity to do great things, but most likely they will not. And then, a much smaller fraction is like Giomatti. They tend to cling to power and do terrible, horrible things in the name of progressing their own means. Then, there�s people like me. We�re not particularly special either, but when we see someone hurt, or when we know that someone needs help, we do everything in our power to aid them. It�s like a scale, where the three of us all balance each other out.�
�So, you�re saying for every Higgens, there�s a Giomatti.�
�I guess so.�
�That�s�terrifying.�
I paused, surprised by her reaction, but then I thought it through. It was pretty daunting to think that for every single selfless, helpful person in the world that there was a person waiting in the wings to take advantage. But then again, for every person who would hurt another for gain, there was someone who wouldn�t stand for injustice right behind them. It was like a cosmic scale of checks and balances.
�I guess it all depends on how you look at it.�
�Or who you choose to surround yourself with,� she countered. �I think I just happen to have lucked out to have run into four very good people.�
I blushed again. �Well, good is subjective, but thank you.�
�Of course, Higgens. You are my friend. I have read that lavishing compliments about positive traits is productive to keeping friends both happy and healthy.�
�Well, it�s safe to say that being your friend makes me very happy.�
�Excellent. Now for the next wire, are you removing it, splicing it, or repurposing?�
�Splicing.�
She nodded and reached to the tray next to her, handing me an ionic welder and then a simple pair of wire-snippers. �Splice away, then.�
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�Do you think we did it?�
�I don�t know. You guys are the experts. Do you think we did it?�
�I don�t want to jinx us.�
�Human friends, it has been just over a month since our escape from Giomatti. I think perhaps the best way to find out if we have indeed done it is to power up the scanner and see if it works.�
The four of us looked at Mimic, who was standing to the side and watching us intently. I had to hand it to her, she certainly was keeping her calm for someone who might or might not be on the edge of being reunited with her people.
�Right. Starting it up. That would be a good way to get this going.� Ciangi took a deep breath. �Bahn, do you have the algorithms loaded?�
�I do.�
�Gonzales, you said the initial power tests went well?�
�Check, my friend.�
�Higgens, you loaded all of the samples into the analyzer?�
�Just like you showed me.�
Ciangi nodded, her small mouth pursing as she went through another mental checklist. It was funny how she had seemed to have taken over as the de facto leader of their little scanner project, as Gonzales had taken over during the planet-hopping section of our journey.
�Okay. Got it. I�I think we�re ready. Bahn, add the power.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
The taller of the coin twins reached over to the console and punched in four simple digits that would reveal if all the work we had put in was fruitful or a complete waste of time.
The room filled with whirring and popping as our machine came to life. We all held our collective breaths as we waited to see if it would all end in a fiery explosion.
But it didn�t.
Things lit up and the scanner menu booted just fine on the console, with the loading bar proceeding right on task. It was a tense five minutes, but then, finally, the computer let out a ding.
Calculations Completed.
Then, in a glorious moment of relief, a map of the system we were in projected itself into the center of the room.
Possible matches found within one thousand clicks. Estimated arrival time: nine hours.
�Oh my gosh!� Ciangi cried. �We did it! We actually did it!�
�We�� Mimic�s voice cracked a bit. �We found my people?�
All of our smiles were ridiculously large as I pulled my friend into a hug. �Yeah, Mimi. We did. You ready to go home?�
She let out a long, shuddering sigh and I was pretty sure it was the first time I had seen her show such emotional vulnerability. Or perhaps she was just learning to show her emotions as we did. �Yes, more than anything else.�
�Then let�s take you home, friend.�



            Over-hyping the Finale
I had a strange combination of emotions as we flew in a beeline right toward the scanner�s destination. A bit of it was a surreal level of accomplishment. After everything that we had been through, some dumb janitor who was born on a backwater colony had managed to not only discover our first definitive proof of alien life, but to reunite her with her people after wrongfully destroying her home.
But at the same time� I was realizing that we were about to drop my best friend on a planet that might not support human life. After all, we weren�t nearly close enough to get an actual reading on its atmosphere. I couldn�t go home either, so was I just going to be stuck in an orbit life, only to occasionally drop down to visit Mimic planet-side with all of her shifter friends? Would she even want to be friends when she was with her people again?
The knot in my stomach only grew as we navigated closer, with more and more worrisome thoughts cropping up. Such as, what was I going to do with my life, would there be room for us on Mimic�s new planet, and what would we do if the scanner turned out to be incorrect and we had to recalibrate?
When it was time to sleep that night, Mimic and I both curled up in my bed, me cocooned in blankets and her just lying there, completely motionless as she always was when she rested. She was looking a little softer these days, less whittled down by the unforgiving clutches of starvation. I found myself staring at her, taking in each and every feature. It was probably a silly thing to do considering her face could change into whatever she wanted at any time, but it didn�t matter. Mimic had changed my life. In no small way either. And now that we could possibly be parting ways, I found myself worrying that I would never see that face again.
But still� I was supposed to be happy for her, right? And I guessed I was, but that happiness was having a hard time keeping up with all the worry and fears. I had spent so much of my life being friendless, and now that I had stalwart companions, I didn�t want to let a single one of them go.
Oh well. It wasn�t like I was going to come to any sort of definitive conclusion before our sleep cycle. We would be arriving at the planet in another four hours, and then the short-range, planetary scanner would find us a landing spot and any preliminary information about the environment that we might need to know.
Once we woke up, it would be the grand finale of our little journey.
�but what if I didn�t want it to end?
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�Everyone ready?� Gonzales asked, her fingers hovering over the controls of the landing ship. It was just different enough from the other vessel we had been stranded on for a week for everything to be uncomfortable, like someone had come into my room and moved everything an inch to the left.
�Ready,� Mimic said, practically bouncing in her seat. At least she was happy, and her obvious excitement made me smile as well.
�Alright, shape-shifty-Mcgee, let�s go say hi to your people.�
The engines hummed and then we were gently flying out of the hangar bay. It was certainly much different than our last frantic escape from the ship, but my heart wasn�t beating any less hard. What was waiting for us on this strange new planet?
I supposed I was going to find out very soon.
For the first time since we had met, our flight was neither hurried, tense or fraught with danger. We descended through the atmosphere without trouble and landed right where the nav had set out for us.
Once the ship was settled, Gonzales hit the proper sequence for a landing rest and then we were all suiting up for our exit.
�I am confused,� Mimic said as the rest of us donned our enviro-suits. �I thought the scanner said the atmosphere was quite livable for humans. Why are you putting on such protections?�
�The atmosphere is livable, but the foliage or fauna could be less than pleasant. You remember that nasty creature you fought off during our first visit? Who says there aren�t bigger ones here?�
�I doubt there are. My people deal with predators�remarkably well.�
�Really?� I asked. �I was under the impression that your people were entirely peaceful.�
�We prefer it that way, but when life does not give us a choice, we will defend ourselves. It�s always a last measure, of course. Mostly, we�re happy if we can just eat. Before I met you, eating was ninety percent of my daily function. The other ten percent was thinking about eating.�
�I can identify with that,� Gonzales said. �Last night, I had this amazing dream about tostones made from Earth-grown plantains. That�s pretty much all I�ve been able to think about today. Oh, and uh, getting you back to your people, of course.�
We all laughed at that before Mimic gave a dutiful nod.
�Yes. It is time. Come, my friends, let�s take this final step of our journey together.�
In a bittersweet gesture, we all joined hands. Standing in a line, the five of us waited for the hangar door to slide open then the ramp to descend before walking forward into the light.
The planet was beautiful, that was for sure. Much different from the comet home we had originally pulverized. It reminded me of pictures I had seen of Earth, lush and green and full of all sorts of animal sounds. Far different from the colony I had been raised on.
�Wow,� Mimic murmured. �This is nothing like my last home.�
�I guess your people have gotten a bit of an upgrade.�
�Maybe one day, thousands of years ago, one of our space colonies was knocked out of orbit and landed here. My people do not have any form of inter-celestial object communications, so we would have never known. Never�cared, really.�
That last part seemed to bother her, but I wasn�t about to let her put a damper on what should be one of the happiest moments of her life in recent memory. �Hey, none of that now. You�ve found your people. This is a happy day.�
�Right. Supposing I actually find them.�
We looked around, unsure of which direction to go. �Well, east or west then?�
Mimic craned her neck, her eyes flashing several different colors. I guessed that maybe she was changing their structure to view the world in different ways, but she didn�t explain one way or the other before taking off to the east.
We followed her without question, our eyes all busy surveying the area while our hand-held scanners were set to find deposits of minerals that Mimic could eat. We figured that if her people were anywhere, it would be near food.
We trudged on for hours, saying nothing, seeing everything. The plants were truly beautiful, and my scanner beeped occasionally about edible ones. At least if we were stranded here in permanent exile, we would have plenty of different options for building our own sustainable farm.
I could see it now. The four of us settling into everyday life as we invented different things to make our own mini-colony, visiting Mimic and her shapeshifting relatives at least once a week while we ate totally non-compatible dinners. It was a nice vision, and I couldn�t help but find myself wishing that was exactly how all of this would pan out.
�There!� Mimic cried suddenly, tearing me from my reverie.
I blinked and turned my head to see that she was suddenly dashing off, disappearing between thick, flowered vines. The four of us exchanged looks before tearing after her.
I had no idea where we were going, or what she had seen, but I trusted her, so I sprinted along blindly, enviro-suit squeaking as I did.
But then, as suddenly as our chase had started, it ground to a halt and I barely had time to kill my speed to avoid crashing into a suddenly very still Mimic.
�What�s going on?� I asked her.
But her eyes were affixed on something ahead of her. Squinting, I looked into the distance to see some sort of black cliff, shimmering in the light. It was only after several steps that I realized it wasn�t the rock itself that was ebony, but rather the light glinting off of hundreds of thousands of little mimic bodies.
�My gods,� Bahn breathed. �It�s them.�
Mimic let out a screech that sounded like it might have been something in her own language, and ran forward again, arms outstretched. She shifted as she went, until she was once more the large dog-sized version of her dark, miasmic, spikey self.
She reached the base of the mountain in just a few short seconds, us following behind her with massive grins. I could hear her excited chirping even from where I was, while she danced in a small circle. Her joy was obvious, even in such an alien form, and it was entirely infectious.
Except�none of the mini-mimics reacted.
As the four of us humans drew closer, I realized just how small they were. Even smaller than Mimic when I had first met her. They just continued on, marching in a very dedicated line toward something that we couldn�t see.
Joy quickly turned to worry, then to heartbreak as Mimic�s cheerful cries slowly lowered in tone until they were nothing but a shaking warble. I wanted to intervene, but I also knew it wasn�t my place until I was invited.
After several tortuous moments, Mimic slowly shifted back into her human form. �They�they won�t answer me,� she murmured, eyes red with withheld tears. Since when had she learned to cry? What a horrible lesson to have to learn.
�It�s okay,� Ciangi soothed, coming up alongside the alien woman and gently rubbing her arm. �Maybe you guys speak a different language? You said they could have crashed thousands of years ago, right?�
�Yes, but it is like they don�t even see me. They should have some sort of reaction. Even when I couldn�t understand a word of what Higgens was saying, I still knew that he was some sort of strange and terrifying living creature!�
�You thought I was terrifying?�
�Of course. You were a massive giant inside of an even bigger giant that destroyed my home.�
�Fair enough.�
�Maybe it�s not intentional?� Ciangi offered, still trying to be supportive.
�Why don�t we do a cognitive test then?� Gonzales said, picking up a stone before aiming carefully. With a flick of her wrist, she sent it sailing toward a chunk of the mini-mimics a few feet up the mountain.
The rock crashed into them, sending a few scattering, but mostly they just went around it or over it, never questioning what had sent the missile in the first place.
�Yeah, either they�re not capable of recognizing stimulus or they are actively deciding to ignore everything. I�m not sure which is worse.�
�I don�t understand,� Mimic whispered, her voice cracking. �Why are they doing this?�
We didn�t have an answer, but seeing her like this was awful. I walked forward and pulled her into a sturdy hug, wishing her all the happiness that she�d had just moments earlier. �I don�t know, sweetie. But I�m sure this is just a temporary thing. We�ll get you both on the same page, I promise.�
�Perhaps the best solution to see what they�re all so mindlessly progressing toward,� Bahn said, looking in the direction the little shapeshifters were dutifully marching.  �Perhaps they have evolved some sort of hive mentality and our answers will lie at the epicenter of all of this.�
�That�s definitely a theory,� Gonzales said, nodding hopefully. �I like it.�
Mimic nodded, wiping her face before pulling herself from my arms. �Thank you. That sounds like the best idea considering the situation. Let�s go.�
And so, we were marching again.
It was slightly disturbing to walk straight through the mini-mimics, but they paid us absolutely no heed. We could nudge them aside with our shoes, even give them a little air with a gentle scoop with the toe of our boots, and they would pay us absolutely no mind. As soon as they were back on their feet, they would continue their persistent trek upward.
None of us said anything, but perhaps that was because none of us knew what to say. What was there that we could say? After so much work, all the danger we had survived and impossible odds that we had beaten, we had finally found Mimic�s people, only to have it be the most disappointing turn of events since I had learned that Colony Claus wasn�t a real person and didn�t deliver presents to all the good little girls and boys at the solar eclipse.
The sun had sunk far into the sky by the time we reached a large, craggy opening of a cave that all the mimics were pouring into.
�Is it just me or does this seem straight out of a horror sim?� Gonzales asked, dubiously eyeing the dark entrance.
�I�m pretty sure I�ve seen this exact scene,� I answered, raising my arm to press in the code for my head-light to illuminate.
The roughly hewn stone seemed to go down quite a far way, but there, just at the edge of my vision, I saw the walls smooth out and fade into something that looked almost jade in nature.
�Come on, guys,� I said, stepping forward cautiously. �This way.�
�Are you sure?� Ciangi asked, her face pale and her cheeks quite flushed.
But Mimic was already striding forward, her lips tight in a grim line. We didn�t need much other discussion beyond that and went right along after her.
Sure enough, while the cave was completely primitive for the first stretch, less than five minutes later, we passed into something that was anything but.
�What is this?� Gonzales asked, running her hand along the metal-like surface.
�If I didn�t know better,� Bahn mused, �I would say it looked like the interior hull of a ship.�
�But this isn�t a ship, Bahn. It�s a mountain.�
�Yes,� he answered with a cool shrug. �But was it always?�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�Exactly what it sounds like. While I agree the idea is improbable, it�s nowhere near impossible. And, as science dictates, once the obvious has been eliminated, the improbable is what to explore next.�
�You know, he has a point,� I said sheepishly, unsure if I should be cutting into all this scientific thought. �Mimi said that what might have happened is one of their comets was knocked into this planet�s gravitational pull and that�s how there are mimics here. What if something knocked into that comet and that�s what caused the sudden change? And, what if that something was a ship?�
�It�s all possible,� Mimic said. �But we won�t know until we go farther.�
�So let�s go farther,� I said with a resolute nod.
The mood grew even more tense as we crept forward. We didn�t want to make too much noise, so that led to another eerie silence as our footsteps echoed through the long, high-tech corridor.
I couldn�t say how long we marched, but time seemed to stretch on forever. We didn�t halt, however, until we suddenly reached a large chamber that was illuminated with a bright, blue light.
We all dropped and crouched instinctively. For being a bunch of eggheads with no military experience, we had some pretty good instincts. Or maybe that was from surviving so many near-misses when we were hopping through the far-side of the galaxy we had accidentally wormholed ourselves to.
The mimics all continued their march past us, continuing up a ramp and finally to what looked like a massive vat not unlike our own mineral containers back on the mining ship. We watched, a bit mesmerized, as one by one they climbed to the top, walked onto a gangway over the vat, and then regurgitated some sort of liquid paste into the container.
�Ew! What the heck!� Gonzales hissed.
�It�s the half-digested form of the minerals we eat,� Mimic explained. �I can smell it from here.�
�And why are we doing that?�
�Normally it is either to offer nourishment to another who is too weak to take in their own food, or to feed younglings. I am guessing it�s neither in this situation.�
Bahn held out his scanner, aiming the reader at the vat. �I think�now, I could be wrong--but this all seems like they�re fueling something.�
�That�s good, right?� Ciangi asked. �Some sort of group effort toward a goal implies sentience.�
�I don�t know�� Mimic admitted, her voice tense. �This is so unlike anything my people would do. I�m afraid I don�t understand. I know evolution is often dictated by environment, but this�this does not seem right.�
Then, as if in response to her comment, a blaring sound ripped through the corridor. All of the aliens froze, including Mimic, shuddering in their spots for the duration of the noise.
I myself had to clap my hands over my ears, the deep, boneshaking siren making my teeth chatter and my head throb. When it finally stopped, I had double vision and had to shake my head vigorously to clear it.
�What was that?� Ciangi asked.
�It was a call,� Mimic answered, eyes locked on something we couldn�t see. �This way.�
Before any of us could object, she was striding forward into the open chamber.
�Mimi! What are you doing?�
�Finding out what�s going on and putting a stop to it.�
Oh. Well, I guessed that answered that.
Unsure of quite what to do, the four of us followed after Mimi, our footsteps much less sure than hers. She strode forward like she knew exactly where she was going, which was as worrying as it was disconcerting.
She didn�t slow even as we exited the chamber, or as we went through another room with another vat that mimics were dumping small, green stones into. And then through more halls and rooms until, finally, she crouched down once more.
�Quiet,� she ordered, finger to her lips.
I didn�t need to be told twice and neither did anybody else on the team. For the second time in a short while, we were creeping forward into the unknown.
My thighs began to ache in earnest, but I couldn�t stand, afraid of giving away our position. All of us sensed that something significant was about to happen, but we weren�t sure if it was good or bad. Any whispered questions to Mimic were only responded to with short shushes. I didn�t know where Mimic had learned that habit either but I wasn�t super thrilled with it.
The hall widened abruptly and we all dodged behind ornate pillars at either side of the opening. Peering past the edge, we saw what basically looked like the shiniest, most holographic bridge I had ever seen.
It was arranged in a circle, what looked like array after array that had once been filled with useful data but were now dark with disuse. A fine layer of dust covered everything, except for a loan figure in the center.
There were no words for what I saw there, and Ciangi let out a short gasp before Bahn covered her mouth.
In the center of the bridge, sitting in a chair that was easily twice my height, was a massive living creature. Somewhat gelatinous in nature, it had rolls and rolls of flesh that dribbled over each other. Its skin was a rotten, sulfurous yellow and the stench rolling from it was just as thick.
I wanted to gag, but I dared not make a noise. Was this the creature who was responsible for the strange antics of the mimics?
It raised a long, claw-tipped hand that glistened with some sort of viscous slime and called up what looked like a holo-display, but it was the wrong color. Slowly, laboriously, it pressed in several sequences. When it finished, it let out a wheezing grunt and there was a moment of silence.
Then the horn sounded again.
My hands went over my ears once more and we all struggled not to make noise. Well, expect for Mimic of course. She turned to look to us, a rage-filled expression on her face.
�We need to get out of here,� she hissed through the cacophonous alarm. �Now.�
�Why?� Ciangi whispered. �What�s going on?�
�Feeding time,� Mimic answered.
�Alright, I don�t need a tutorial on why I don�t want to be around for that,� I murmured. �Let�s go.�
We edged backward, keeping to the sides of the halls. As we went, the horde of mini-mimics we had left behind came skittering along, carrying a huge canister of I-don�t-know-what on top of them as if they were a rolling platform. We didn�t whisper a single word until we were out of the cave.
�Whoa,� Gonzales said, looking down at the mountain.
I followed her gaze to see that what once had been a surging mass of black skittering creatures was now just plain rock. It was quite jarring and it just made the scale of the number of mini-mimics sink in in a way that it probably wouldn�t have otherwise.
�Wait here,� Mimic said, her face grim.
�What do you mean, wait here?!� I objected. I didn�t like the tone in her voice oe the expression on her face.
�Give me five minutes. I need to get something. Oh, and I need your helmet.�
If this were any other circumstance, I might have argued with her on it. Demanded an explanation to make sure she wasn�t doing something ludicrous. But even I knew that now wasn�t the time. There was something in her eyes that said there was no questioning her.
So, I didn�t. I handed her my helmet and she walked back into the cave without another word.
�Well�now what?� Gonzales asked.
�If we�re going to stand here, I�m going to take some readings.�
�Good idea,� Bahn offered. �Maybe even deploy some mobile units if you�ve got them.�
The blond let out an un-adorable smirk. �As if I�d ever go planet-side without them.��
�I dunno,� Gonzales countered, hands on her hips. �I seem to remember an entire story arc where Bahn had to build some handhelds for you.�
�That doesn�t count. I wasn�t probably equipped for all that.�
�You don�t get to just decide what counts and what doesn�t.�
�Says who?�
�Says--�
The engineer was cut off as Mimic stepped back onto the landing. �I have returned.�
�Indeed you have.� Bahn said, eying her carefully. �And you are not alone.�
�No,� she said, eyes hardening. I looked to my helmet in her hands that had been bent entirely out of shape until it was almost like a sphere and something was moving frantically inside of it. �Not anymore.�



            Memories in Gridlock
�So�this is what you looked like?� Gonzales said. �When Higgens first found you?�
�Actually, it was more of her finding me.�
Mimic paid no attention to either of us, staring intently at the mini-mimic she had brought onto the ship. Bahn had it contained in a small field not unlike the containment unit Giomatti had tried to keep her in. I was a bit worried about bringing it onto the ship, but I knew that I needed to trust her. Mimic had put her stock in me for so long, this was the least I could do.
�I need you to put on the ship�s shields,� Mimic said finally.
�Wait, what now?� Ciangi asked. �We�re on the ground. And there�s no one attacking us. And an energy spike like that will definitely alert that alien, goopy thing we saw that we�re here.�
�I need the shields on now,� she repeated, her tone much more tense than before. �I need to talk to it and I can�t since it�s already receiving a signal.�
�Wait, signal? What signal?�
�It�s something I�ve been hearing since I was in that cave. At first, I thought it was the children using a language I didn�t understand. But now I know exactly what it is.�
But Gonzales wasn�t having any of it. �Wait, children? And you know what what is? When did you lose your ability to speak normally?�
�Shields. Now.�
It wasn�t a request and I didn�t think I had ever heard her use that tone of voice before. �Hey, let�s just do what Mimic asks. She�ll explain when she�s ready.�
Gonzales shrugged but thankfully didn�t seem to be in an argumentative mood. �Fine. I just like to know why I�m doing something as I do it. That�s why I�m an engineer.� She crossed over to the console and pulled up what I recognized as the security command board. A few seconds later, I could feel the hum of the engines change and the pitch shifted ever so perceptibly. �The shields are up.�
I opened my mouth to give Mimic the go-ahead, but she was already nearly doubled over, her face almost pressed against the containment field.  She was murmuring something, but her voice was so low and her words were so fast that I didn�t have a hope of understanding it.
�I know that we�ve seen quite a bit in our short time together,� Bahn said, carefully grabbing his data pad from a console and typing something in. �But this strikes me as decidedly odd.�
�Yeah, I�m creeped out a little,� Ciangi admitted.
Then, as if Mimic had been studying comedic timing, her human face melted away, leaving only the black, shiny surface that comprised her true form. Little tendrils spiked out of the darkness, almost like a cross between audio waves and tentacles.
�Okay, change that to creeped out a lot. Is that necessary?�
�I�m sure whatever Mimic is doing needs to be done.�
�What about a tentacle face is necessary in this situation?� Gonzales asked, although she looked more amused than horrified.
�I don�t know, I�m not the shapeshifter. We�ll have to ask her when she�s done� doing whatever it is she�s doing.�
�I�m talking to it.� That was distinctly Mimic�s voice, but there were no lips on her onyx face. No tongue. No eyes. Only the polygonal obsidian and angular tendrils.
�Um, how are you talking to us?�
�Through my mouth, as is customary to your species.�
�Um�where is your mouth?�
�I�m a shapeshifter. It�s wherever I want it to be. I need you all to be quiet, you�re scaring the baby.�
�The bab-- Oh. Right. Shhh.�
We fell into a very tense silence for several moments before Mimic finally began to speak to us again, although I still had no idea where her voice was coming from and I tried not to think about it.
�That creature, the alien we saw, he is part of the reason my people were in space to begin with.�
�Come again?�
�He crashed here, millennia ago, knocking several mountains greater than the one we were on into the atmosphere. A few of my people were on those chunks and I suppose you could say the rest is history.�
�So what, you guys just drifted through space until you were caught in the gravitation pull of that asteroid belt?�
�Yes, it would seem so.�
�And what, that little baby shifter told you all that?�
�Of course not. It has no idea what gravitational pull is. I was merely pulling context from its mind.� She stood, but she kept her fingers splayed out to either side of the containment field, as if still connected to the mini-mimic. �My people have a sort of�communal memory. Some things must be learned, but some things are engrained into our DNA. I can tap into these memories, while this youngling is too premature to do so.�
�But if you have communal memory, why didn�t your people know this?�
�Perhaps they did once, but through the centuries, it proved to be irrelevant to our evolution and was phased out.�
�Wish I could phase out some of my memories,� Gonzales muttered. I sent her a look begging her to lay off the quips for now. She rolled her eyes, but then nodded.
�So, these mimics kept the memories because they were still relevant to them. Which makes sense considering that the alien is still here.�
�And using them,� Mimic continued. �It is�grossly uncomfortable how similar the creature�s story is to our own. After it crash landed on this planet, the crew tried desperately to get themselves back home. But between the predators and weather and entirely incompatible atmosphere, they all died out. Except for one.
�They knew that they would never survive as it was, so they began to make�alterations to their body.�
�Alterations? Alterations like what?�
�I� The little one doesn�t know how to describe it, nor can I decipher it from their fragmented memories.� She tilted her head as if listening harder, and it was uncanny considering she was still completely faceless. �But I do know the alien was a�engineer, of sorts. It fused parts of itself into the ship, changing, improving, re-forging, until it was able to eke out some sort of existence. But there was still the matter of the great beasts that wandered this planet, and how to fix its ship since it no longer was a mobile creature as it had been before.�
�What predators? All I could find on the scanners were lifeforms smaller than your standard human hand.�
�Exactly. From what I could tell, the alien captured one of this guy�s little ancestors and experimented on it. It was able to figure out the sub-harmonic frequency at which we communicate and exploit that. It developed a system where it could issue commands, commands that normally adults would issue and juveniles would follow until they were able to understand their own genetic memory and mimic ability.�
�And what did the adults do?�
A dark expression crossed her face. �They died. The first order the alien gave was for the juveniles to kill all of the adults. The adults didn�t try to resist, and were wiped out within a few weeks.�
�Oh my gosh, Mimi. I�m�I�m so sorry.�
She shook her head. �It�it�s fine. These are just memories; they cannot hurt me. They can�t�� She trailed off, her voice growing weaker until her words weren�t audible at all. Her human face slid into place and when it did, I could see fresh tear tracks down her cheeks. �I can see their pain. They could have easily beaten their children, but they couldn�t bring themselves to do it. They knew they would be murdered but they wouldn�t raise a hand against those they loved.�
I didn�t even have to think about it, I automatically stepped forward and gently pulled her into a hug. She clung to me, burying her head into my shoulder with very quiet sobs.
�The alien enslaved them. All of them. He murdered their parents so he would be the only voice for all their lives.�
�I really, really am taking this emotional moment seriously,� Ciangi said, sounding sheepish but curious. �But if they were juveniles centuries ago, wouldn�t they eventually grow up and stage some sort of rebellion?�
�Much like feral human children who have been denied the proper contact to become functioning adults, these children have all been suppressed. Both mentally and physically. They�re all starving, and their command of our language is�rudimentary at best. The alien uses them to collect the materials it needs to repair the ship and feed it. It is hard to say where one task ends and the other begins, but it�s an endless march.�
�So how do we free them?� I asked.
Mimic pulled away, looking at me with watery eyes. �You want to free them?�
�Of course. These are your people. We�re not just going to take off and try to find somewhere nicer to live when your entire race is being used as some sort of brainwashed slave labor.�
�But you could die.�
�Yeah, I suppose. But by this point, I feel like we could�ve died on about half of our endeavors.�
�You�re not wrong there,� Gonzales added. �Besides, I think if there�s one thing I�ve learned from ol� Higgens here, it�s that he never passes up the chance to be a hero.�
�What?� I objected. �That�s not true.�
This time, it was everyone in the group except Mimic who gave me a look.
�Higgens, you are possibly the only person I�ve ever met who would find alien life that looks more like a spikey pincushion than an actual living thing and immediately care for it instead of informing the rest of the world that you just found proof of new life.�
�What? Come on, you guys wouldn�t have done the same?�
�I definitely would not have,� Bahn answered quickly. �My first instinct would have been to contain it, study it, and present it to the scientific community.�
�You know that �it� you�re talking about is Mimi, right? Your friend?�
�But she wasn�t any of our friends then. And while I definitely would have tested for sentience, to me, science would have come first.� Bahn�s face was serious but not unkind as he continued. �You�re the only person on the ship that she could have met and had her story come out as it did. You�re one in a million, just like her.�
�I think we�re getting a little sidetracked here,� Gonzales said, coming up from behind us and clapping me on the back. I was grateful for the reprieve. I didn�t like thinking of myself as some reckless hero. I was just a janitor, after all.
�a janitor that made friends with aliens, hopped to the opposite side of the universe, planned mutinies, and now wanted to start a full-on rebellion. Oh, and was developing a knack for engineering grunt work.
�The point is,� the weapons engineer continued, �Higgens won�t let us leave with your people enslaved, so instead of hemming and hawing about what we�re going to do and how great our friend is, why don�t we jump to the part where we start planning what we�re going to do.�
The coin twins exchanged looks with each other for a long moment before their gazes finally moved to me. Mimic wasn�t paying attention to any of us. She removed herself from my arms and was staring at the mini-mimic again.
�Alright,� Ciangi said finally. �We�re in.�
�I knew it,� Gonzales said, holding up her hand in a high five. However, neither of the twins returned it. �Okay, we�ll just save that for later.�
I crossed my own arms and steeled myself for what might come. �So,� I said after a deep breath. �Who has the first idea to kick off this rebellion?�



            The Plan in Action
I licked my lips as I looked nervously up at the same mountain we had clambered up before. The mini-mimics were moving again, on their relentless march for more supplies. I could tell it pained Mimic to look at them, now that she knew the true scope of their enslavement, and she kept her gaze to the horizon when not looking at one of us directly.
�Is everyone clear on the plan?� I asked, my hand resting on the hermetically sealed satchel I had hanging over my torso.
�Um, yeah,� Gonzales said, raising one of her eyebrows at me. �We�ve gone over it about a dozen times with a fine-tooth comb over the past three days. Why are you just bringing this up now?�
�Be nice, he�s just nervous,� Ciangi chided.
�I can�t imagine why. It�s not like we�re planning to overthrow an alien that�s managed to survive in this world for centuries and enslave or kill off the entire population with essentially a horde of babies.�
�Whoa, relax there with the big picture stuff,� Gonzales continued. �For now, we just get to the feeding canisters and work our way from there.�
�Right.� I took a deep breath to center myself.
�Be cautious,� Mimic warned. �I think that it might suspect it is no longer alone, and our journey into its ship will not be as easy as it was previously.�
�Now that part you probably should have mentioned during the whole fine-tooth combing the plan part. What if it already has a trap waiting for us on the way up? Or right inside the gate?�
�What can I say?� Mimic answered with a shrug. �It�s my first revolution.�
�I think we can safely say it�s all our first revolution.�
Once more, the twins exchanged a very certain look. One that didn�t slip by me. But if they didn�t have faith in Mimic, they needed to at least have faith in me.
�Come on,� I said, walking forward. �We should get this done before nightfall.�
�Why, is there some sort of timer?�
�No, but if something goes wrong and we have to escape quickly, would you prefer to do that during the daylight or in the dark?�
�Good point. Let�s get a move on, shall we?�
There was a chorus of quiet agreement all around, and then we were heading up the mountain.
The mini-mimics acted much as they had before, all of them hurriedly scuttling to complete their tasks as fast as they could just so they could do it again. They hastily dodged out of our feet�s way as we walked, but that was the only sign they gave to acknowledge our existence.
It was hard for me not to get stuck in a loop of sadness and incredulousness as I watched them move. There was a whole civilization of Mimics in front of me, but they had been stunted, starved, and abused until they were nothing more than child slaves. What kind of creature could have done this? After leaving Giomatti behind, I didn�t expect to find a sentient life more selfish than him, and yet here we were.
No one said much else as we made the hike. I sensed that we were all lost in our own thoughts, imagining the ramifications of what we were doing and what would happen if we failed.
Normally, I didn�t think of myself as a very violent person. I had never purposefully hurt someone in my life, as long as one didn�t count the time I knocked Giomatti out to save Mimic, and before today, I didn�t think I ever would.
But now, after learning what had befallen Mimic�s people hundreds of years ago, I found myself angry enough to actually want to hurt the creature. I wanted it to be scared. I wanted it to wonder if it was going to die. And then I wanted it to feel the same torture it had put thousands of innocent lives through.
The intensity of my desire surprised me. Was�was I a bad guy? I didn�t think of myself as such, but what else could be the truth? I was willfully imagining murder over and over again. Not justice, not just stopping the alien, but straight up murder. I couldn�t be a good person and think such things�right?
I didn�t know. And in a way, it didn�t matter. The only thing I was concerned about was freeing Mimic�s people so she wouldn�t be alone any longer.
Even if victory meant her leaving our group forever.
I shoved that thought down with all the others. It would only distract me, and the last thing I needed during our grand revolution was to be distracted. Besides, we had reached the lip of the cave.
Gonzales shivered. �Is anyone else getting the heebie-jeebies something fierce?�
�Count me in that number,� Ciangi said, crossing her arms.
�I am not fond of the atmosphere as well,� Bahn added at the end.
�Now that we know the history in these halls, I don�t think we�re ever going to like this place. But this is just the start of the plan, so we probably should worry less about goose bumps and more about the real danger up ahead.�
�Oh, I don�t need a reminder of exactly how dangerous it�s going to be for all of us,� Gonzales said. �That�s the one thing I am acutely aware of.�
�Enough speaking,� Mimic said, cutting between all of us to continue into the tunnel. �We must be quick, before it can mount a full assault on us.�
�You think it would do that? Just for the four of us? Especially considering we�re lifeforms it�s never met yet. I mean, for all it knows, we could help it get off the planet.�
�This creature uses children as its soldiers and forced them to kill their own parents. I doubt benevolence or patience are part of its decision-making paradigm.�
�Fair point. Let�s get going then.�
The five of us crept along, making no noise other than our soft footfalls and harsh breaths. With painstaking care, we inched our way until the stone became that smooth, otherworldly metal, and until otherworldly metal began to open up into the same chambers we had seen before.
And just like before, the large vat sat upright, mini-mimics scrambling up the ramp only to vomit out all the minerals they were carrying at the top, then hopping off only to slam into the ground below, shake themselves a bit, then skitter to wherever else it wanted them to go.
�Everyone got their anti-grav boots on?� I hissed as we ducked behind a pillar. �It�s an awful long fall down from the top.�
�If we didn�t, would there be any fixing that at this point? Unless we�re all gonna turn around and go back to the ship for a little oopsies, forgotsies.�
�Less sarcasm, more seriousness,� I said flatly. On a good day, humor was hit or miss for me, and this certainly was not a good day. I was tense and full of emotions that I had never felt before.
�I don�t think that was sarcasm as much as it was my naturally smart mouth, but point taken. Yes, I have my grav-boots.�
�As do I.�
�Me too.�
Gonzales turned to Mimic. �What about you, friend?�
�I do not need your boots.�
�Oh right. You�re a shapeshifter so I suppose you could just imagine yourself with some wings and be just fine, right?�
�I could. Except I�m not going with you.�
�Wait, what?� I asked, almost shocked enough to shout. �Almost� being the key word of course.
�Why did the four of you think that you had all of the supplies? I have my own part of the plan. One apart from all of you.�
�Why didn�t you bring that up before?� Gonzales spat. �We spent hours and hours going over this, coming up with the best possible way to take down this alien guy with the supplies that we have!�
�Just tru--�
�Trust you! I know! That�s the one thing you did say. Over and over and over again! If I had a credit for every time that phrase came out of your mouth, I would have enough to send back to Earth, buy my own warship, and fly it back here.�
�Save your energy. There is still much that can go wrong.� Her eyes flicked to me, more serious than I had ever seen them before. All the warmth, all the happy inquisitiveness, I was used to seeing in her gaze was gone. There was only a cold determination. I wondered if my own expression was similar.
Something had changed in us in this presentation of our latest enemy. Before, our adventures had certainly been dangerous, but never really very life-threatening to anybody else. This, however, was quite different.
�Be safe,� I murmured, reaching out to touch her shoulder for what could possibly be the last time.
�Are we ever?� she asked with a half-smile before walking forward.
She shrank as she went, her skin receding until she was exactly like all the mini-mimics around her. I watched her hop forward, then she blended into the thousands of other shapeshifters rushing across the ground.
�I�I�m not sure how I feel about this,� Gonzales murmured, looking into the room with her brow furrowed in worry.
�We need to tr--�
�Oh my flip, we have to trust her. I get it. Did I not just have a rant about that exact phrase?�
�Easy,� Ciangi said. �We�re all tense, but you should really save that fire for the mission at hand.�
�Well, speaking of the mission, are we ready?�
My hand automatically went to the bag still at my side, resting on the fastenings that kept it hermetically sealed. �I am.�
�Alright then, we already agreed on the teams, so let�s go poison this guy before he figures out we�re here.�
�Right.� I took a deep breath, then quickly jogged forward.
I tried to move as quickly as possible, but there was only so fast I could go without stepping on the mini-mimics. And even if they might have survived being crushed under my boot, I had no desire to bring any of them pain. They had been hurt enough as it was.
Gonzales was right behind me, and we rushed up the ramp leading to the top of the vat. It was almost impossibly slick, and there were several times we slipped and fell hard on our enviro-suited knees.
By the time we reached the top, both of my knees were sore and possibly bleeding inside my suit, but I didn�t care. We were finally there. Looking down, it was hard not to get a bit of vertigo from how high up we were. I didn�t know if the vat was a single meal or enough for a week, but it was intimidating either way.
I couldn�t imagine an existence for hundreds of years just serving a malevolent being. Just day in, day out, the same thankless task, never growing. Never learning. Never experiencing all the things that were important in life.
It made me mad. No, mad wasn�t enough of a word to describe it. It made me furious. More than I had ever been or ever thought possible. And that rage spurred me on. I opened the bag at my side and handed a container to Gonzales before grabbing one myself. Popping off the top, I readied to dump it into the bubbling vat below us.
�I hope you suffer,� I said heatedly, tipping it forward. Just as I did, a terrible, grating horn filled the air, an under-layer of beeping tones to it. I paused for just a moment, startled, but that was a moment too long. With a pneumatic hiss, the top of the vat sealed shut with some sort of circle of metal.
�No!� I cried, my stomach dropping.
�Uh-oh,� Gonzales murmured, for the lack of a better word. �That is very much not good.�
�Hey,� Ciangi cried from the other vat on the other side of the chamber. �Our vat just sealed.�
�Ours too,� Gonzales replied.
�Well, what now?�
Before any of us could think of an answer, another tone sounded again. But this one was different from the previous one, rising in pitch, before dropping. I didn�t need a translator to tell me it was some sort of direct order, but I desperately wished I did have such a device so I could know exactly what it was ordering.
However, I wasn�t in the dark for long. After the alarm ended, there was a split-second of silence as suspense hung heavy in the air. But then the mimics around us surged forward, spikes growing on their back as they charged straight toward us.
�Time to go!� I cried, jumping over the edge of the ramp.
Gonzales followed me and we hurtled toward the ground. Reaching for my wrist-gear, I activated my grav-boots and it slowed our decent enough so when I did hit the ground, it wasn�t bone-cracking.
But it certainly wasn�t comfortable either. I hit hard, toppling forward and knocking the breath out of myself. Ciangi, Bahn, and Gonzales didn�t seem to fare much better.
We didn�t have time to recover, however, as the mimics were raining down on top of us, clearly ready to kill.
�Run!� I cried, fighting to my feet and dashing back toward the exit we had come from.
�What about Mimi?�
�We�ll be no good to her dead! Besides, she�s safe. We need to regroup and come up with a new plan.�
�Uh, might have a problem with that.�
I was going to ask her why, but a movement caught my gaze. Looking back the way we came, I saw a roiling wave of mimics coming toward us. Nearly seven feet high and chittering murder, it was like watching a wall of death hurtling our direction.
�Can�t go that way,� I half-gasped.
�Gee, ya don�t think?!�
I ignored Gonzales�s smart remark and craned my neck around. There had to be somewhere we could go.
There, I spotted it in the corner of my vision. A single door leading to a dark hallway. There was no telling what was beyond it, but it couldn�t be any worse.
I hoped.
�This way!� I said, sprinting forward.
I dashed off and the others followed me, all of us running for our lives. The mimics followed us, converging together like a giant beast made out of hundreds of smaller, intricate parts.
�Uh, that thing is definitely gaining on us.�
�I am aware.� I huffed. �Bahn, you see anything on that scanner of yours? Change in airway pattern, another hall?�
�I, uh--�
�Come on, less stammering, Coin Twin,� Gonzales urged. �We�re on a very tight deadline here. Emphasis on the dead part.�
I risked a look back to see Bahn typing furiously into the scanner he had built into his wrist gear. �Yes! Ahead and to the right. There�s a large room, we can probably duck in there!�
�And what�s to stop these maniac mimics from ducking in there with us?�
�I have an idea,� I said.
�Oh yeah? Is it as good as our last idea?�
I didn�t answer, as we had reached the door. Without missing a beat, I threw myself sideways into the barrier.
I slammed into it with all of my force and that just barely managed to budge it open wide enough for the others to slip in. I could hear the murderous wave of mimics coming, so I scrambled in after them.
�Help me close it!� I cried, standing up and pushing against the massive partition.
The others ran to help me, and together, we managed to close it. We had mere seconds before the mimics came around the bend, and I didn�t know if they could tell where we had gone or not. So, I grabbed one of the spare canisters in my bag and shoved the thick cylinder through the door�s handles.
�That should hold them for a minute.� I gasped.
�I hate to be the bearer of bad news,� Ciangi murmured. �But there�s another door on the other side.�
�Crap!� I rushed over and practically tackled that door as well. I was going to have a very sore shoulder tomorrow. If I survived, that was.
Just like before, my three friends joined me until we were able to close that one too, but this time, it was Ciangi who shoved the container through the handles.
�There.� She breathed heavily. �That should hold for at least a couple of minutes.�
�Let�s hope.� I looked around, taking everything in. �Where do you think we are?�
�If I had to guess,� Bahn murmured, walking past us to look at the desolate, cobwebbed surroundings. Good to know that spiders were universal, leaving their tickling, messy webs everywhere. �This was some sort of cafeteria. Where the lower of the crew must have come and gotten their sustenance.� He whistled as he looked around at the large but dilapidated architecture around us. �These aliens, they certainly weren�t small. I�m guessing that specimen we caught a peek at earlier had added some modifications to alter its physical appearance, but its size was not one of the things it tampered with.�
�Fascinating,� Gonzales said. �But not entirely useful.�
�Actually, I think it is,� I muttered, my brain buzzing with the edge of a thought. �We studied this in one of my maintenance courses. Ships are usually laid out in an ergonomic way, with certain key points being in the center of the ship where all the crew can reach it in about the same amount of time. These places are usually the cafeteria, the bridge, and the med bay. Sometimes personnel quarters sub-out the eating area, but that�s less usual.�
�So, if we�re standing in the cafeteria, chances are that either the bridge or the medbay is below us. I�m willing to bet on the bridge, which is where we first saw the creature. I can�t be sure, but I think when we came here, there was a slight decline down the hall leading to it. And as we ran, I think there was an incline to the hall we were sprinting through.�
�Well, that would explain why my calves are screaming,� Ciangi said. �I mean, I know I�m not in the best of shape, but usually it takes a little more running than that to get shin-splints.�
�Shin-splints are going to be the least of your worries,� Gonzales said, her eyes closed while her brows knitted themselves together.
�Why? What�s going on?�
�I hear the wave coming back toward us.�
�That�s unfor--�
�In stereo.� She opened her eyes and sighed. �They know we�re here. They�re rushing toward the door right now.�
�That is some exceptionally good hearing,� Bahn said, turning to face the door to the left.
�It�s a gift and a curse,� she answered, facing the right. �I just want you guys to know, it�s been nice being a crew with you. Maybe if I�m lucky, I�ll be reincarnated as something with a whole lot less responsibility.�
�That�d be nice.�
But I wasn�t interested in the moment of camaraderie. My mind was spinning, as it had never done before.
�I need one of your guns,� I said, holding my hand out.
�Really? Wanna go down blasting?� she said, tossing one to him with a grin. �Never thought guns were your thing.�
�They�re not,� I answered shortly. �Stand back, everyone.� Although they had no idea what I had in mind, they didn�t argue, just scattered. Trying not to tremble, I popped open the gear-cap of the gun and set all the settings to their highest while setting the shielding to its lowest. It didn�t take long for the thing to rumble, and I quickly set it on the floor before dashing away.
The explosion that resulted was�spectacular, to say the least. Ash, metal, and other debris went everywhere, but most importantly, we were all safe.
�Into the hole!� I cried, running forward to the still-red edges.
�My gosh, you really are a genius!� Gonzalez cried, following after me.
About halfway to the newly made gap in the floor, the doors suddenly burst open and two mimic waves surged in from either side.
�Great,� I muttered, my stomach dropping. �A race.�
And what a race it was. The four of us put our everything into our sprint, diving for the hole with no concern for what might be below. As we fell, through wires and bent supports and busted tech, I spun to look upward.
The two waves crashed into each other with a massive amount of force, sending the minis flying everywhere. Unfortunately, many of them came falling right down into the hole with us.
The grav-boots helped to right me, and this time, I landed a little better. Looking forward, then back, I saw another set of those ridiculously oversized doors that was cracked open just enough to get by.
�That way!� I cried, pulling Gonzales and Ciangi to their feet. Bahn landed a beat later, lurching after us with surprising quickness for being what Gonzales would classify as an �uber nerd.�
Once more, we were all running again, but the end was in sight. We were going to make it out of this. We were going to--
�Hey, Higgens, doesn�t this look familiar?�
But I was already sidling through, pulling the others after me. Once they were all on my side, we shoved the door closed with a resounding thump.
Relief washed over me and I turned, only to have that very same relief turn to ice in my veins.
We were in the bridge and the alien was staring right at us.
�Oh shi--�
Something lashed out of its body, gelatinous and reviling, slamming all of us into the far wall. The air was knocked out of me once more as we hit, and we slid to the ground in a heap.
�This�this was not a good plan,� Gonzales groaned as we disentangled ourselves.
As if it understood us, it stood, its entire body shaking and rearranging as if it was made of gelatin and silicone. It made me want to puke, but I was too scared to do so. But instead of striking us again, that same arm reached for the door and opened it, letting the wave of mini-mimics in.
The arm shrank back into its body and before another extended from its back, only to grab the console it liked to punch its orders into. Once more, several notes sounded, and the mimics all stopped in a line.
We stood there, in a tense standoff. If one could call certain defeat a standoff. We were going to die here. We didn�t have near the amount of weaponry to take the creature down, and as far as I could tell, it had integrated several parts of the ship into its body. If we wanted to kill it, we would have to destroy every last bit of it. And frankly, that was impossible.
The alien knew it too. I could see it across its melting, folding, rearranging, blobby face. It reached for me, long, insidious claws growing out of its arm as it extended. This was the end.
Except, it suddenly wasn�t.
There was a flash of heat and light in front of me and we were all thrown backward. When my head was cleared, I saw a blackened scorch on the ground where we had been standing.
The alien was screaming, whirling in a circle as it tried to put out the parts of it that were on fire. It would have been amusing to watch, if it weren�t so terrifying.
To my surprise, it was Ciangi who stood first, her arm bloodied. It was only after I realized her hand-held scanner was missing that I put the pieces together. She must have overloaded it, just like I had Gonzales�s blaster.
She saved my life.
But it was only a stop-gap. The alien had stopped screaming, and instead returned to its chair. Grabbing the hanging console once more, it punched in another command.
I figured out what it said quickly, as the mimics suddenly jumped into action. But instead of running, they slowly advanced, like an executioner�s march.
We backed up, but there was only so far we could go. Eventually, our backs hit the wall and there was nothing we could do to escape what was about to happen.
�Is this where I start shooting?� Gonzales asked, her voice still as brave and strong as ever.
I planned to tell her no, that there was no point in killing a dozen or so innocent children only to have the others rip us to shreds, but then I saw a lone mimic break away from the formation. Like a small shadow, it flitted toward the alien.
And the console.
Suddenly, everything made sense. But I also knew that, with the way the alien was sitting now, that little mimic would be spotted instantly.
�Yes!� I yelled suddenly.
She shot me a shaky grin, trying to be her normal, headstrong self. �Finally.�
�But shoot the alien.�
�What? Are you sure? I don�t think my blaster is going to penetrate its skin if a straight-up overload blast didn�t do anything besides make it a bit toasty.�
�Oh, it�s definitely not going to hurt him,� I said, sending her my own smile. �But it sure is going to piss him off.�
She gave me an odd look, but I just nodded at her. Thankfully, she seemed to believe that I knew what I was doing, and unloaded into the alien until her gun overheated.
And boy, did it work. The alien shrieked, not in pain, but in pure rage as she peppered it. I saw wide circles of red appear on its skin, only to disappear back to normal flesh. Well, normal for the creature. It stood, advancing on us for a little one-on-one revenge.
It only made it a couple of steps before that tiny mimic I saw scaled its chair and launched itself to the console. In a ripple of color, the mini expanded until there was none other than Mimic perched atop the large computer.
�This is for my people,� she hissed, before punching in a code.
The alien whirled, dozens of arms shooting out of its body to stop her, but the tones were already sounding. Once more, there was a strange sort of stillness when they ended, but then the mimics all turned as one and converged on the alien.
Its ending�wasn�t pretty. It tried to run, but the mimics descended on it with a ferocity that made all other acts of violence I had ever witnessed pale in comparison. I saw the others look away from the carnage, but I forced myself to watch it out. It felt like the right thing to do.
If I was going to plot out a murder of an enemy, I owed them watching the consequences of my handiwork so it would never have to happen again.
When it was all over, my eyes flashed to Mimic�s. She was still perched atop the console, her face flushed and her eyes bright with unshed tears.
�You did it,� I murmured, voice barely able to make it out of my tightening throat.
�So we did.�



            Nice Place for an Epilogue
I stared over the horizon as the sun set, sending dazzling rays of light across the entire landscape. Mimic stood before me, her feet planted firmly on the ground and mine on the metal ramp of our ship.
�I don�t have to leave,� I murmured, voice quiet once again. �I could stay here, with you.�
But she shook her head slowly.
It had been a week since our defeat of her enemy, and we had spent much of the time helping the mimics. There had been a mass panic after the voice in their head was suddenly cut off, and many began doing things that could end up hurting them.
Now, however, things were calmed, and I was supposed to board my ship and go home.
�I need you to be my ambassador to earth,� she murmured sadly. We were all sad. After going through so much together, we didn�t want to split up. But we had to. �You know that while I was in the ship, I managed to uncover years of messages back to that alien�s people. They�re coming for us, and we need Earth�s help to survive.�
�Yeah, but I mean, do we really trust a group of bureaucrats? What if they try to pull some sort of shady deal? Or they use the sample you�re sending us off with but never offer help in return?�
But Mimic was all soft smiles. �I have learned that, while you are the greatest companions I could ever ask for, I cannot expect the same of all of your people. Especially those in power. So I included a holo-recording stating, should they choose a nefarious path, that both me and my army of shapeshifters would descend on them with little mercy.�
�Really? You and the babies that are still figuring out how to eat on their own?�
�They don�t need to know that. As Higgens once taught me, less is more,� she said, winking at me.
�Alright, well, it�s been good knowing you, I guess.�  Gonzales extended her hand and Mimic took it, shaking as friends. �Be safe, okay?�
�I will try my best.�
Ciangi and Bahn both said their good-byes as well, leaving just Mimic and me.
I didn�t want to go. After so long of never belonging on the colony, and then never belonging on the ships I worked, I had come to appreciate having a friend who understood me. I got her in a way I never got other people.  And she got me.
And now we had to say good-bye.
�I don�t like this,� I said finally, trying to keep my face straight.
�I know,� she murmured. �But it is a temporary measure. There is no one I trust more than you to make sure your government handles my gifts appropriately. Besides, this is only temporary. Once an alliance is formed, you are more than welcome to visit us here. That is, if you can afford to take a break from all your adoring fans after being the first person to discover non-human life.�
�Psh, I�m sure there won�t be any of those.�
�You forget, I have read almost all of you humans� history. You are going to be a bit of a�what do you call it? Rack heart? Roll hard?�
�Rock star,� I finished, a halfhearted smile around my lips.
�Yes, that. A rock star.� Suddenly, she was pulling me into a hug, her warm body pressing into mine. I returned the gesture just as ardently, as if I held her hard enough that we wouldn�t have to part.
But eventually, we did.
�Be safe, Higgens. I will count the days until we meet again.�
�Me too.�
I wanted to say more. I wanted to say everything. But I knew that if I did, I would never leave. And right now, me on Earth was what Mimic needed. What kind of friend would I be if I put her needs above my own?
So with a final squeeze of her hand, I turned my back and walked up the ramp. I heard it retract and the hatch slide closed, but I dared not look behind. If I did, I was afraid I would dive right off the ship and back onto the planet.
As much as I wanted to, that wasn�t the path for me right now. That chapter of my life had closed, and it was about to move on to another one. Hopefully, if I was very, very lucky, our stories would find each other again.
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            Preview: Discovery
Space is so boring!
This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.
The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.
After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.
When she came to, the ship�s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.
"What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"
"We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.
"That's impossible!"
"Yet here we are."
Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"
"Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."
Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"
"Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.
"How is that possible?"
"It's not."
The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"
"I think so."
"Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."
She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."
"Where?"
"Right in front of us."
"What is it?"
"I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."
"If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"
Cyrus just shrugged.
The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."
"I'll do what I can."
The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.
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As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.
"What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.
"I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."
"Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."
Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.
"What's in there?"
"Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.
Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.
Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."
"Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."
"I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.
When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."
Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"
Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"
"I think so."
"Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."
Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.
It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.
With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."
She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.
As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."
"Got it," came the captain�s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."
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Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.
The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"
"Yes, it is, Captain."
"And you still don't know what it is?"
"Nope."
Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.
"Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."
"You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."
Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"
"Anywhere but here."
A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."
"Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."
Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.
Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
[image: ]
Read the rest of the story here:
amazon.com/dp/B071NJBNH4
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