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      “Higgens! Clean up on the base deck!”

      I jolted forward, nearly shocked out of my skin by the ship’s intercom. A sizzle from below my hands pulled me the other way, and I realized my little gizmo-project had set itself alight with my gap in attention.

      “Dammit.” I groaned, grabbing my well-used extinguisher and blasting the creation until it stopped popping and cracking.

      “Higgens! Do you read?”

      “Yeah! I read! What’s the mess?” I asked.

      “Why do you need to know? Just get down there!”

      I gave myself a few seconds while I mentally retorted with the sarcastic comeback I wanted to say, before saying what I knew I should say. “I need to know what equipment to bring, unless you want me to haul down about a ton of different bits n’ bobs. Is it a fuel spill? Post-fire recovery? Crew got sick? Injured? Bio-hazard…”

      “Alright! Alright! There was a slight rupture in the base of one of the drills and a mess of grit and debris got in.”

      “Righto. Space contamination and debris clearing it is.”

      “Whatever. Just get down there. We’re supposed to start drilling again in a couple of hours and I’m not missing out on any bonuses because of this.”

      “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”

      If this were any other job, I would not tolerate that kind of condescension. But this was the opportunity of a lifetime, and I wasn’t about to risk being kicked off at the next station because I ticked off one of the engineers that ran this place. The pay was triple anything I’d ever been paid before and I got to travel to remote parts of the galaxy where I would never have a chance to go otherwise. As an added bonus, the crew didn’t seem to care if I picked up interesting things that came through the junk stream, which I was turning into my own little creations that I could sell at our next stop.

      I hummed to myself as I gathered up my things and headed down. The best thing about my new gig was that we were working on a massive, government-contracted mining vessel with a skeleton crew. I could go days without seeing another human being and it did wonders for the anxiety that always pooled in my stomach when I was forced into professional, polite conversations.

      It took about ten minutes to get down into the maintenance underbelly that housed the base of the drills, and the subsequent tubes where all their churned-up debris was funneled through to the sorter. Sure enough, one of the tubes had ruptured, spraying a wall with grit, goop, and who knew what else.

      One of the sensors on my cart beeped yellow so I glanced at the display.

      “Space radiation levels slightly elevated,” I said to myself. “Might as well play it safe.”

      Digging through my supplies, I found my anti-rad field and placed it onto my chest. Once it adhered to my jumpsuit, it was just a press of the button and then I was safe from any of those cancerous sorts of mutations that liked to happen when space messed with one’s insides.

      “Let’s get this party started then,” I mused, turning on my music in the earpiece implanted just under my ear. Standard fare for all government and government-contracted employees.

      A lot of people didn’t like cleaning, or repairing, but I did. It was like one of my virtual games, but with real world consequences. I set about patching the tube first. I could flush it once it was repaired and clean the rest of the room while that was going on.

      It was a fairly long, drawn-out process, and by the time it was all finished, I was covered in dirt and sweat. I took a last look around the metal-covered room, which now had a great sparkle to it if I did say so myself, and gave a nod of satisfaction before trundling back to my room.

      “Tube repaired and flushed, and the cleanup is finished. I’m on my way to dump the debris and muck now.”

      “Took you long enough. You’d think you wouldn’t mind putting a rush on it considering how much we’re paying you.”

      “Apologies, sir. I just like to be thorough and leave it better than when I arrived.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Just be quicker on the next one.”

      Maybe if you took care of your ship more, there wouldn’t be so many ‘next ones.’

      I shook that thought out of my head. I didn’t have time to be negative. It was a waste of both energy and brainpower. I turned my music up and continued to the disposal room, daydreaming of my next little project.

      It was easy to slip into a daydream, and I was only half paying attention as I pushed my cart through the ship. Making sure to put on my thick protective gloves, I reached into the waste chamber and started picking out bits to toss in.

      A sheet of buckled metal, some jelly-like liquid, it was all very ho-hum until I felt something pinch my arm.

      “Ow!” I jerked and looked into my cart, expecting to see a sharp piece of shrapnel or bit of warped equipment. Instead, I saw something hanging onto my wrist.

      I screamed, reaching an octave I didn’t know I was capable of. I reared back, whipping my hand about like a complete maniac. There might have been sensible words coming out of my mouth, but I had no idea what they were. I just knew I needed whatever the heck was touching me to let go!

      And boy, did it let go. Like a little, shiny, black missile, the thing went sailing into the far wall where it smacked into the aged, metal surface then slid down to the chemical-disposal shelf.

      I finally stopped screaming and somehow had the wherewithal to grab a piece of junk that could work as a weapon. I brought it up, totally ready to go toe-to-toe with the strange thing that attacked me.

      Except…it wasn’t attacking me. If anything, it was cowering, hurt and shivering on the shelf. Despite everything my brain was warning me, I slowly lowered the pipe in my hand. “I’m sorry, you scared me. You alright there, little guy?”

      The thing stopped shaking and turned to look at me. Or at least that was what I assumed it was doing. It didn’t have any eyes that I could discern, and yet I had the distinct impression that it was indeed seeing me.

      It was a strange critter, all angles and harsh, onyx spikes. It didn’t seem to have legs so much as it would grow random bits to move itself about, then they would shrink back into itself.

      I lowered my arms completely and took a cautious step toward it. “Hey, I’m all about the non-violence, so if you’re not going to eat my brains, I don’t see why I can’t help you out.”

      The little thing let out a trill and it was possibly the most adorable sound I had ever heard. I instantly thought of a basket full of puppies. Its color rolled from black to grey to a dark green, and it cautiously scuttled forward to the edge of the shelf.

      It was the moment of truth. I reached out, trying to quell the anxiety pooling in my stomach, and held out my hand right in front of the little alien. It stood there for several long, painful seconds before taking a cautious step forward onto my hand. When I continued to cooperate, it gingerly climbed closer and closer, until it was perched on my shoulder.

      “Well,” I murmured to myself, my head trying to wrap about everything that had just happened. “I guess I always wanted a pet.”
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      I stared at the little creature intently, noting its movements and habits. As soon as I had arrived in my room, it had scurried off my shoulder and under my standard-issue cot. And then into my shoes. And then out of my shoes and into my own personal scrap bin. I had never thought that I would have to alien-proof my quarters, but I was beginning to think it might be necessary.

      “Higgens!” Dang it, I had still forgotten to turn my comm down. It was obnoxiously loud in my tiny space and my new guest let out a squeal of panic. “Gonzales has some expired blaster cores that need to be disposed of. We just found the case that was lost on the load up. Some idiot labeled it as stims! Can you believe that?”

      “Have them meet me at the lift on their floor. I’ll make sure to have the proper containment unit.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll deliver the message. Be there in ten.”

      At first, it had been strange to me that I only corresponded with the head of crew, Francis Giomatti. Now, I was grateful for it. The thought of having all twenty members of the crew bothering me with every little thing that went wrong—and probably wasn’t even in my job description—made my stomach twist.

      “Alright, so, I gotta go, but I’ll be right back in less than half an ho—” I trailed off as I realized I couldn’t see my new alien friend anywhere. “Um, hello? Little fella?” I walked toward my worktable, looking everywhere for the obsidian guy.

      Worry started to prick at me but that quickly disappeared when I realized something had changed on my desk.

      “Since when do I have two water bottles?” I murmured to myself, reaching for one.

      Only that same water bottle exploded into a dark goop in my hand, then it solidified into the alien.

      I screamed again—I really needed to stop doing that before I blew a vocal cord—but this time, I managed not to throw my friend into a wall. “D-d-did you just…?”

      The thing wiggled, sticking two of its spikes up like little waving arms and turning a gradient of grey and deep blue.

      “Y-you can shapeshift?” I said breathlessly, my mind thoroughly rocked. “You’re like uh…uh, mimic!”

      It trilled, then crawled up my hand once more to sit on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, lad, but you’ve got to stay here.”

      I went to pick him up, but he scurried into my open collar and curled up along the neckline of my work tank underneath. “You know what, that’ll work. If you can hear me, just stay in there.”

      It trilled again and I grabbed my power source containment case then headed out. I had to admit, my heart had never pounded so hard on my way to a simple energy-disposal pickup, but I was pretty sure I didn’t want my crewmates to know that I had picked up a bit of a straggler. I knew the regulations well enough, and that would mean the spacing of an unknown danger. I didn’t want my new sidekick to be hurtled out into the void of space when we were just getting to know each other.

      There was also that thing about it being a species I had never heard of and just learning that it could shapeshift. Which I was pretty sure was impossible.

      The lift doors opened and my heart spiked when I saw Gonzales standing there, half a dozen blaster coils in her hands. She was an impossibly tall woman, and had these dark eyes that just seemed to look through everything. From what little I knew, she was a mix of Mexican and Polynesian, which apparently explained her impressive height of six-foot-six. Granted, I knew almost nothing about Earth culture, considering I had been born on a colony and lived on ships and stations my entire life.

      “Oh, hello there!” she said, professionally pleasant.

      “Hi! I hear you have some cores for me?”

      “Indeed, I do!” she said, beaming and handing them over. I went about putting them into the case, only to feel my little hitchhiker pull against my shirt. Quickly, I pressed it flat with my hand and let out a pathetic cough to cover the noise.

      “You okay there?”

      “Fine! Everything is fine!” I chirped, hastily finishing up with the cores and holding the case flat to my chest. “I’ll make sure these are taken care of!”

      With that, I turned right on my heel and rushed back into the elevator. My mimic friend was going crazy, tickling at my collar and trying to crawl directly out of the front of my shirt.

      “Relax, buddy. We just gotta get to my room.”

      It didn’t listen. Granted, it probably didn’t understand me. It wasn’t like everyone in space automatically spoke English. By the time I reached my room, I was a bit of a mess, and I set the container down and finally freed the mimic from within my shirt.

      “Geez, little dude, what is your problem?”

      It practically erupted from me and ran over to the case, which it jumped up and down on several times.

      “What? You want to see the cores? I guess if you’re that enthusiastic about it.” Leave it to me to travel all of space to find some sort of strange, shapeshifting alien who was some sort of blaster core aficionado. With a shrug, I opened up the slotted, anti-rad case.

      Everything seemed to happen at once. The mimic jumped down it, spreading itself flat in a matter of seconds. It glowed vibrantly for a moment, before suddenly expanding into a bubbling, boiling heap.

      Once more I found myself leaping back in horror. Had I just killed my friend? What if it was the last of its species? Was I a murderer?!

      I didn’t get a direct answer, but the bubbling stopped, and my friend reassembled itself, chirping quite happily.

      ….and about a foot bigger than it was before.

      “Oh my…” I murmured, once again finding myself in utter shock by this strange creature. “You just…” I took a breath. “You just ate my blaster cores!”

      It chirped again, grey and light pink rippling through its body. It had just gone from palm-sized to small dog in seconds, but it seemed nonplussed by the transition.

      “Well, I guess that’s one way to dispose of them safely.”

      I sat down on my cot, the whole day catching up to me. In just a few hours I had made a new friend that just so happened to be an unidentified species, found out it could shapeshift, and devoured things that had nuclear energy in them which would then result in a rapid growth spurt.

      The mimic… Actually, that wasn’t a half-bad name for it. Mimic.

      Anyway, Mimic didn’t seem to pick up on my anxiety and nestled up to my side, trilling with a spacy, fragmented sound that reminded me so much of a cat’s purr. And I couldn’t help but think if our first day was this hectic, that day two was going to be one heck of a wringer.
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      I woke up expecting to have company in my bed in the form of a little shapeshifting alien, but instead came to with an odd gap between my arms. I sat up like a shot, my eyes scanning my room for my new friend.

      When I didn’t see him anywhere, I started to panic. That lasted for about a minute before I reminded myself that Mimic could shapeshift and looking for it in its black and spiky form was probably a waste of time.

      “Hello?” I called instead.

      There was a chirp beside my bed and a pillow that had dropped to the floor surged and buckled, warping inward on itself until my friend was sitting there.

      “Hiding as a pillow, were you?” I asked matter-of-factly. As much as I was tempted to baby-talk the cute little thing, how could I be certain that it wasn’t intelligent? Sure, it didn’t look like it, or act like it, but I preferred not to assume. Plus, if anyone overheard me, I could always pretend that I was talking to myself. Harder to do if I was using all that goo-goo-gaa-gaa talk my mother favored when speaking to anyone—or anything—under two feet tall.

      It trilled at me once more before scuttling to my junk bin. In less than a blink, it jumped up onto my desk and then dove straight in.

      “Hey!” I yelped, stumbling out of bed and rushing to the bin. “I don’t have any energy cores in there, but I would really appreciate it if you didn’t jostle things around. I spent a lot of time collecting those pieces.”

      Two black spikes poked up, waiting there for a moment as if it was debating, before it clambered out. I could have been mistaken, but it seemed like it had grown a slight bit overnight. It was still a small dog-sized, but a very fluffy small dog.

      It chirped at me again as it stepped onto my desk. I assumed it was looking up at me, although that was hard to tell since it had no face. “What’s up friend? Do you need something?”

      It didn’t react, because of course it didn’t understand me, but I had been hoping that it might.

      “Alright, well, I have to make my rounds to the recyclers and make sure everything’s in tip-top shape. You stay here, okay?”

      Again, it didn’t move, so I shrugged and started to gather up my things. Like usual, I assembled my cart, but added my welder to my belt, along with several other miscellaneous things. After all, one never could be too prepared, right?

      When I was finally ready, I headed to my door, only to have Mimic follow me.

      “No,” I said, holding up my hand. “You have to stay here.” It took a few steps back then settled down into what I assumed was a sitting position. “Alright, very good. I’ll be back in a jiffy, I promise.”

      I stepped out and quickly closed the door in front of me, heaving a sigh of relief that it hadn’t tried to squirrel out.

      I turned to go, pushing my cart in front of me, only to hear some sort of scuffling behind me. Looking back to my door, I saw a thin, burnt piece of metal sliding out from the minute gap at the bottom. I watched, a little amazed and a little horrified, as the long strip worked itself through until it was all the way out in the hall. From there, it popped right back into my shapeshifting friend.

      “You can’t be out here!” I hissed, looking around to make sure we weren’t in view of one of the ship’s many monitors. Thankfully, as a mining ship, there weren’t a lot of security precautions along the crew quarters, and even less so on my lower floor.

      It made a sound at me then clambered into my cart before shifting into my compressor rifle.

      I debated for the briefest of seconds about fighting with it, but I was quickly beginning to realize that restricting where a shapeshifter could and could not go was a lost cause. “Alright then. I guess we’re making the rounds together.”

      An agreeable hiccup came from my bag so I shrugged and hit the start button for the hover mechanism. Without any further ado, we were on our way.

      My first task was checking the environment filters. I’d never had a problem with them so far, knock on organic matter, and I was hoping to keep it that way.

      I was on edge the entire time, sure that the miners were going to come flocking down in droves to arrest me for contaminating the ship with an unapproved lifeform. I knew that I really should report it. After all, a creature with the ability to change its shape on a whim would be a huge deal to the scientific community.

      Humans had been expanding their colonies for over a century, and while we had found signs of life in the form of long extinct bacteria, all in all, we were still very much alone in the universe, as far as we knew.

      I also supposed I should be more freaked out about the revelation that there was other life out there, but I had always assumed there would be. I just never thought I would be the one to discover it.

      “Higgens!” I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “Yes?” I squeaked, hitting the button on my comm-watch.

      “Ciangi just reported that there’s a weak spot on the venting in the engine output system. Said she’d like you to reinforce and patch it, just to be safe.”

      “Sure, I’ll get right on that.” I clicked off then looked to the camouflaged alien on my cart. “We’re going up to where there’s going to be more crew, so promise me you’ll behave?”

      It said nothing, which I supposed was a good thing, and I headed for the elevator.

      Normally, there wouldn’t be many people skulking around the engine output system, but Ciangi and Bahn, both galactic engine experts, liked to do an inspection every single morning. That meant they were always finding things to improve, but I would gladly take some busywork over critical engine failure any day.

      They were an interesting pair. From what I had gathered, they became friends in college where they began working on a new propulsion system for space travel. Apparently, whatever they did was some impressive stuff, because they were snatched up, as a pair, by the largest research conglomerate in existence.

      They had worked together ever since, sometimes mockingly being dubbed the ‘coin twins.’ I hadn’t understood that particular moniker at first, but it had been Ciangi herself that explained it. She was short and blond, with curls as tight as a screw that made a halo about her head, and stacked every way from Sunday. Meanwhile, Bahn was golden-brown with pin-straight, black hair that he kept pulled back into a ponytail, an almost skeletal build, and a hyper-critical gaze that could melt the toughest of alloys. Two different sides of the same coin. I still didn’t quite understand, but at least I knew.

      I never would have put that together myself, but I guessed I was just terrible at observing things about people. Their faces all tended to blend together, so I mostly went by the sound of their voice. Those were as varied as the stars in the sky, and I always appreciated that.

      We entered the doors quietly, my every nerve on edge, and Ciangi was standing just inside.

      “Hey there, Higgens. You made it up here fast.”

      “Oh you know, just trying to be efficient.”

      “You alright there? You’re sweating.”

      Crap, I was terrible at masking how I felt. I was… I was… What was this called? Some sort of ancient Earth term, right? Ah, yes. Telegraphing. “Uh, I was doing some early morning cardio. You know, keepin’ in shape and all that.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve never been much for working out. Bahn is over at the vent in question, taking some readings. Just under the coolant generators.”

      “Gotcha.” I gave her a nod and kept on pushing my cart. Normally, I liked hanging around Bahn and Ciangi; they treated me much nicer than most people. Usually, staff liked to act like I was either not there at all or some sort of inconvenience. But normally I wasn’t smuggling a new alien life around a government-contracted mining vessel.

      I found Bahn right where Ciangi said he would be—they always had the uncanny ability to do that—and gave a little wave.

      “Hey, I hear you’ve got something that needs some reinforcin’?”

      The engineer looked at me before he pointed upward. Always a man of few words, that Bahn.

      “Righto. I’ll hop on that.”

      Of course, I didn’t literally hop on it, but I did put a good bit of hustle into my step. The longer I was down here, the greater the chance that something could go wrong.

      I would say it took me about ten minutes to do as I was asked, using both my welder and a little insta-hard sealant that I always kept stocked on my belt. The stuff was fantastic. It could even repair a cracked hull for a short time, given a large enough supply.

      I returned to my cart, whistling a bit as I slung my bag into it, only to cut off the tune abruptly.

      Where had the other bag—aka Mimic—gone?

      “Uh, hey, Bahn, you got anything else you need done?”

      “No. That should be good.”

      “Um, I’m just gonna take a look around.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “No such thing as being too careful! I’ll be back in a jiffy!” I rushed away, my heart going a mile a minute. Why hadn’t I put a leash on Mimic, or something? Not that a leash would work against a shapeshifter, but I supposed it was the thought that counts.

      “Mimic,” I hissed, ducking under some tubing. “Mimic!”

      I heard a chittering and looked up to see a flash of black spike retreating over one of the refinery tanks. “Dammit, how did you get all the way up there?”

      I looked around to see how I would shimmy up. I spotted a ladder leading up to the mid-level catwalks and rushed toward it, climbing as quickly as I could in my jumpsuit. Once I was up on the landing, I could see Mimic making a beeline for the radiation dampener.

      “Oh no…” If anything happened to the radiation dampener, it could cause a radiation leak, and a radiation leak could cause a whole lot of radiation sickness. “That’s bad.”

      I ran down the catwalk, hoping I wasn’t making too much noise. I caught up with it and jumped over to the gangway that lead to the radiation dampener. There was a walkway to take, but it was far too slow.

      I stuck the landing then looked around, but the little critter was fast. I couldn’t spot it anywhere! Panic was setting in, making my forehead break out in a cold sweat. Had I just doomed the entire ship by releasing some sort of malevolent alien creature in the bowels of our ship? How could I be so stupid?

      I heard a crumpling sound and dashed toward it, praying as I ran. I arrived at the edge of the dampener just in time to see a long, thin piece of cording force its way into one of the welding divots.

      “No!” I groaned, rushing forward and trying to catch the tail-end. But it was too late, the last of it slipped in and I could only watch as Mimic popped into its natural form and trundled toward the radiation core.

      My stomach dropped out of my feet and I pressed myself to the dampener. I felt like I was watching my death happen in slow motion… Probably because I was watching my death happen in slow motion. How was this gonna go? Was it going to blow up the entire ship in revenge for destroying its home? Squeeze its way through the other side of the radiation core and into the actual lightyear drive, sending us hurtling out of control through the subspace streams? The possibilities were practically countless, each one more gruesome than the last.

      Mimic reached the center of the blinding, shielded mass and my eyes flicked to the readout panel. But instead of seeing an energy spike, or some other form of alert, I saw the radiation output go down.

      I blinked, rubbed my eyes, then looked again. Sure enough, the meter was going lower and lower and lower. Which was great. Ships had long since moved away from their nuclear-powered engines, moving onto anti-matter propulsion. However, the process most often used generated massive amounts of radiation. Naturally, something needed to be done about all that hazardous material being generated, hence the radiation core that gathered the harmful rays and stored them for use as discharges and weapon blasts. Overloading the core was always an issue, leading to emergency dumping procedures, so the quickly dropping reading was a good thing.

      Granted, we didn’t want it to get too low. Having no nuclear energy meant no backup weapons system and wasn’t exactly the best setup for traveling through uncharted space. I watched as the reading dove and dove until finally it was about to drop to dangerous levels.

      “Hey, Mimic,” I called, knocking in the dampener. “You need to stop now.” I pressed my face against the barrier, trying to see what was happening within the semi-translucent material. I couldn’t be sure, but I was fairly certain it stopped.

      It made a happy chittering sound and began walking back toward me. As it approached, I realized that my little companion was not so little anymore. The closer it got, the bigger and bigger it grew, until it was now in the large dog/tiny pony territory.

      “Oh geez, Mimic.” I groaned. “Why do I get the feeling that this is a very bad thing?”

      “What’s going on here?”

      I whipped around, letting out another startled screech, to see Ciangi standing at the foot of the ladder, eyeing me curiously. “W-what do you m-mean?” I sputtered.

      “I got an alert of low radiation. You notice anything?”

      I looked behind me and instead of seeing my ever-growing friend, there wasn’t anything at all. “Uh…no. I spied the reading on my walk around and thought it was super odd, but I don’t really know what that means.”

      “Normally it means a radiation leak.” She held up some sort of device that made several beeping sounds before a steady ring. “But I’m not detecting anything. Huh.” She hit a button on her own comm. “Bahn, have you been testing your radiation scrubber?”

      “No. I’m still in prototype phase.”

      “Huh.” The blond woman pulled at one of her curls, her eyes narrowing as she regarded the entire setup. “Do you mind clearing out? This is important and I want to run some tests.”

      “Uh, y-yeah. Sure. I will clear out and go about my maintenance duties, like a good worker is supposed to. That’s me.”

      “…okay?”

      I rushed back to my cart, feeling like the world was crashing around me. Somehow, someway, I had to find a way to find a shapeshifting alien who was loose on the ship without alerting anyone else in the entire crew.

      This day was not going how I had envisioned it at all.
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      I spent hours scouring the ship for any sign of Mimic. The hardest part was pretending that I was cleaning the entire time so I wouldn’t arouse suspicion. I was sure at any moment the alarms would sound and the ship would be on high alert.

      When I finally returned to my room, close to ten hours later, I was exhausted both physically and emotionally. I was sure that I had doomed the entire crew to their untimely deaths, and I was composing my confession over and over in my head. I could only hope that they would have mercy on me because I was just a stupid janitor when I was court-martialed. Could a civilian be court-martialed? I wasn’t really sure.

      I slid my ID to open my door, only to have something massive and black rush at me. Once more I yelped and jumped backward before my brain was able to recognize my missing companion.

      “Mimic!” I cried, recovering enough to shove it back into my room and slam the door behind us. “Do you know how long I’ve been searching for you?”

      It trilled and shook what I thought might be its backside at me. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought it was wagging its tail at me. Except for that part where it didn’t have a tail. It trilled at me again then jumped up and down several times before nudging at my thighs. It was insane how much bigger it was now that it had eaten again, which made me wonder what else it would need to chow down on and exactly how big it was going to get.

      I collapsed on my bed, letting out a long sigh. What was I going to do?

      Mimic seemed to pick up on my frustration and jumped onto my bed next to me. It weighed quite a bit more than last time, causing me to bounce up several inches. I flailed a bit, and I felt a spike slice across my hand.

      “Ow!” I hissed, pulling my hand to me. I saw there was a slight, almost papercut-like slice on the back of my hand. “Whoops,” I remarked, wiping it on my jumpsuit.

      Mimic let out a panicked warble and froze, multiple spikes shooting out from its surface.

      “Whoa, calm down there, fella,” I urged before laughing slightly. “I’m fine. I promise.” For being a faceless, featureless, multi-angled creature, it sure was cute.

      I settled myself and Mimic scooted onto my lap, almost purring. The sound relaxed me and I soon found my eyelids growing heavy. It was so funny that after all the stress throughout the day, and utter certainty that I had just ruined my life, it melted away in the presence of my new friend. I guess that was what I had been missing for so long.

      Logically, I knew it was a bit strange for me to be so attached to something I had only known for about two days, but I couldn’t help it. I felt like the alien was depending on me, and it was really nice to matter.

      As if reading my mind, it let out a warbling coo and retracted all of its spiky limbs. I smiled, and rested my face against its hard, cool skin. Curled together, we drifted off to sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I slept better than I had in ages, and when I finally drifted to consciousness, I felt great. I was still curled on my side, and I felt the warmth of Mimic pressed against me.

      I stretched, then curled my arms back around the alien. Except…they were much softer and squishier than Mimic was supposed to be.

      “Did you shift into a pillow again?” I mumbled, rubbing the crust from my eyes before opening them.

      It took me a minute for my vision to clear as I sat up, and I yawned egregiously loud. I heard a trill and went to pat the angled, multi-faceted back of my friend.

      But instead of solid surface, I felt soft, smooth skin.

      “What the hell?!”

      I finally came to fully and looked down beside me to see there wasn’t an inky shapeshifter. Instead there was a fully grown, fully nude woman.

      I screamed again. I probably should have stopped doing that. I sat there, frozen for a moment, before hurriedly slapping a hand over my eyes. “Sorry!”

      I heard another trill and felt something move toward me. Peeking between my fingers, I saw the woman had sat up as well, and her face was just an inch or so away from mine.

      I snapped my fingers back in place. Sure, I enjoyed watching naked people on the net every now and then, but this seemed very intrusive.

      I felt very warm, smooth hands gently grab my wrists and pull them away. I dropped them, and came face to face with the unknown woman.

      She was small, but there was a decided squareness to her features. Her hair was white and short, while her eyes were depthless black. Her face drew even closer, and when she was less than a breath away, she let out a low trill.

      “Mimic?” I gasped, completely shocked.

      She made the same noise again and I felt a strange mix of excitement and horror. “You shifted into a human? You can do that?”

      She didn’t answer, instead rolling off the bed and standing. I slammed my hands over my eyes again, only to hear her rummage around. I heard things clattering to the floor, and then fabric rustling and then a zipper being closed. I risked another look to see that she had dressed herself in one of my jumpsuits. It was much too big on her, but I couldn’t care less.

      “How did you…” I murmured. “You…you knew to get dressed.”

      Such a simple gesture, and yet it meant so much. Yes, Mimic was a shapeshifter with some sort of consciousness, but I had assumed it was animalistic in nature. Like a dog, or horse. However, the fact that she knew that she needed to wear clothing as I did, and had watched me enough to know where I kept my clothes and how to put them on, meant that she most likely was a fully realized, self-aware entity.

      “You’re sentient!” I blurted, the words barely getting out of my mouth.

      She tilted her head, her mouth moving as if she was speaking, but no sound came out. I supposed I couldn’t be surprised about that, considering it was ridiculous to expect her to know English.

      “This is crazy! Do you know what this means?” More mouth moving, but no sound. “I mean, you probably do. Man, I wish we could talk to each other. Are you a genius? Are you smart enough to make me seem like an ant? Are you like a child? A very primitive form? Who knows! Not me, that’s for sure.”

      I felt my excitement bubbling up, tripling down on itself so hard that I had to start pacing. I was prattling on, not even sure if I was speaking words anymore, but when I turned, Mimic was no longer standing in the center of my room.

      Instead, she was sitting at my desk, messing about with my data-log and my net interface. “Whoa, what are you doing there?” I took a step toward her carefully. I did need to acknowledge the fact that I could potentially be enabling a bloodthirsty creature that needed knowledge to wipe out my own kind. But…that just didn’t seem like something Mimic would do. She could have killed me a dozen times over now. Heck, she probably could have blown up the whole ship. But she hadn’t, and that meant I needed to trust her.

      “You want to learn something?” I asked.

      She stared at me blankly and it was quite unnerving. Slowly, I did an exaggerated blink, and she copied me.

      “Good, remember to do that every so often,” I added, sidling up next to her. Bending down, I poked at the net portal and called up the video conglomerate that I favored. “How about a linguistics tutorial?”

      I handed my data-log to her and she clutched it greedily, pulling it to her face. Her dark eyes gobbled up what the screen was saying and I had the distinct feeling that I was watching something brilliant happen.

      Now that she was distracted and I had calmed down, I had a chance to look at her. Really look at her. And I found I was utterly enraptured.

      Although her face was inherently angular, leaning toward unnatural, there was a symmetrical kind of beauty to it. Her eyes darted all around my data-log as she observed, and her full lips mouthed gibberish.

      I was watching, lost in thought, when suddenly the same face I was admiring grew slack, then began to shift and mold itself. I leaned back in simultaneous horror and fascination as the girl disappeared and an exact copy of the video teacher was sitting in my room.

      “Dude,” I breathed. What else could I say?

      That seemed to catch her attention, and she set the data-log down. “D…ud,” she repeated.

      My eyes went wide. “You catch on fast. You’ve been in this form for less than a few hours.”

      “Catch,” she parroted again before picking up the data-log and returning to the video.

      “That’s great! At this rate, you’re gonna pick up Common Northern Hemisphere in a day or two!”

      “Higgens!”

      “Crap!” I yelped, jumping up. Mimic didn’t budge, however, completely enraptured with the video series. “Yes?” I asked, hitting the comm after I had a moment to breathe.

      “We’re about to hit a new comet stream we need to sort. I want you to double-check the drill bits to make sure everything’s ready to go.”

      “Yessir. I’ll get on that in a jiffy.”

      “Whatever. Just have it done before eleven clicks.”

      “Right.”

      I looked up from my comm to see Mimic was still staring at her screen. “I have to go now, but I’ll be back in a bit. You just stay here, okay?”

      She didn’t say anything, so I figured that was my cue to go. Assembling my cart again, I went out into the hall then shut the door behind me. I waited a few moments, just to see if she was going to follow me, but nothing happened.

      Well, that had worked out much better than I ever could have hoped.

      Cautiously optimistic, I made my way to the lift and back to the place where this had all started. I couldn’t help but wonder if we were about to repeat history and I was going to meet a new best friend.

      I smiled to myself, before a depressing sort of realization befell me. Mimic had only gotten into the ship because we had destroyed her home. Literally drilled it into tiny pieces and then sorted it into different channels to be stored, used or discarded. Had any of her friends survived? Had they been flung into space to drift forever? Shredded into microscopic and very dead pieces? The thought was terrifying, and made me look at the situation in a whole new light.

      Was my shapeshifting friend a refugee from a massacre my people had caused? Had we committed genocide on her people? These were questions that I didn’t like thinking about, but I had to.

      Smile now fully shifted to a frown, I reached my destination and got busy running all the tests I needed to. Structural analysis, double-checking the previous patch I had made the first time the tube blew, space radiation and electromagnetic readings, the works really.

      It took me a solid hour to finish, and when I finally did, I was excited to go back to my room and see what exactly Mimic had learned. Hitting my comm, I steadied my voice. “Finished here. Everything is good to go.”

      “Great. We’re due to start mining tomorrow.”

      “Cool.” I went to click off before thinking better of it. “Uh, hey. Have we scanned these asteroids for any signs of life?”

      “Signs of life? Are you kidding me?”

      “Y-yeah. What if there’s some sort of harmful bacteria or mutated fungus we’re bringing in? Doesn’t it seem like we should be carefully testing each of these celestial bodies before crushing them up and reducing them to their raw materials?”

      “That just might be the most idiotic thing I’ve ever heard, Higgens, and I’ve been a government-contracted employee for ten years. From the moment we mine a single thing, it never integrates with the interior of our ship. We suck it up into those hermetically sealed tubes, then send it to the sorter, and so on and so on. All of it is entirely contained.”

      “Except for when there’s accidents.” I countered. “Like the last time I was here.”

      “Yeah, occasionally things go south. But you’re fine, right? If there ever is an emergency like that—which there never will be because we’re in space—we’ll deal with it.” A frustrated sound boomed through the technology. “Gods, Higgens, I don’t have time for this. Waste any more time and I’ll dock it out of your pay.”

      The comm clicked off and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. What a twat.

      Abruptly, I was very done with humans in general. Packing up my cart, I headed back to my room. I was so fired up over how my boss had spoken to me that I almost forgot that I had left a sentient alien that could take on any form in my bedroom.

      That certainly put some pep in my step, and I rushed the remaining way to my room.

      I slid my card in the door and punched in my code. It seemed to take ages for the pneumatic doors to slide open and I quickly shimmied inside.

      I was greeted by an empty room and terror seized me. Then, as the doors slid closed, something emerged from my scrap-box. I almost screamed again, but managed to catch myself just as the formless blob solidified into the Mimic’s human form.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped, clutching at my chest. “You gotta be more careful or I’m going to die of an apoplexy.”

      “Die, verb form of the noun Death, meaning the action or act of dying or being killed; the end of the life of a person or organism,” she said, voice strangely musical with intonations in all the wrong areas. “Apoplexy: unconsciousness or incapacity resulting from a cerebral hemorrhage or stroke.”

      My jaw would have dropped if I wasn’t so thoroughly amused by the incredibly serious expression on her face as she rattled off definitions. “Yes, those are all correct. Did you learn those on the net today?”

      “Learn, to gain or acquire knowledge of or skill in by study, experience or being taught.”

      “Yup, that’s right too. But you know there’s more to a conversation than definitions.”

      “Definition: a statement of the exact meaning of a word, es—”

      “Right. I got it. We’ll work on that.”

      I walked over to my bed and managed to plop down, gesturing for her to sit in the chair. She looked from me, to the chair, then back before tilting her head. Right, she probably wouldn’t understand almost any physical prompts or slang.

      All my doubts about her potentially not being sentient were pretty much out the window. In just a few hours, she had taught herself how to read and obviously had been very busy digesting the entire contents of some dictionary or another. Actually, in our current situation, I was definitely the dumbass. I couldn’t help but wonder if the little being had been trying to talk to me since I had found it, or if shapeshifting a human’s brain was what gave it its intellect. Perhaps that was a little self-centered to think, but this was the first alien known to man. I had no idea what made her tick, tock or shift.

      “So, let’s start with the basics. What is your name?”

      “Name?” she repeated. “A word or set of words by which—”

      “No,” I said quickly, cutting her off. “No more of those straight definitions. If I wanted to read a dictionary, I would. I mean…” I tried to think of the best way to phrase it. “Who are you?”

      For the first time, her face took on an expression that wasn’t a mirror of my own. “Who…am I?”

      “Yes! Do you have a name? What do your friends or family call you?”

      “Friends…” she repeated slowly. I waited patiently. The poor alien had obviously spent so much of the afternoon submerging herself in learning that I didn’t mind being put on pause while she searched for an answer. “Family…” More pause, and her eyes slid over the room as if they were searching for something to help her communicate what she wanted to say. “…are dead.”

      That wasn’t where I was hoping the conversation was going.

      “This…beast killed them.”

      Now it was my turn to parrot things back. “Beast? Y-you mean the ship?”

      “Ship: a vessel larger than a boat for transporting people or goods by sea. This is…a vessel? Not a beast that has eaten both you and I?”

      Oh no. I could understand exactly how she had come to that conclusion, but I was about to give her a rude awakening. “No. It’s a mechanical ship, and we travel through space and mine valuable minerals from asteroids, comets, and small moons.”

      “Mine: used to refer to a thing or things belonging to or associated with the speaker.”

      “No, not that one.”

      “Mine: an excavation in the earth for extracting coal and other minerals.” Her eyes went wide as she finished her statement. “But I saw its teeth!”

      “No, you saw the drill bit as it churned up the asteroid that you were living on.”

      Silence again, and she almost seemed frozen in place while her brain churned. “You killed my family?”

      Crap. Here was the moment I was dreading. “I didn’t personally, no. And the crew didn’t mean to! There’s not supposed to be life in space, so they didn’t think they were hurting anyone. Or anything.”

      “S-space?”

      Yeah, you know that thing outside of your asteroid?”

      “As…teroid?”

      I was surprised that she didn’t go into another long string of definitions. “Yeah, your home. That’s what we call it.”

      “I… I see.” She went quiet again, but I didn’t rush the conversation. I was guessing her day had just gone from full of excitement and potential to decidedly awful. “So I am…alone?”

      “Well, I’m here for you.”

      “But my home…it is no more?”

      “…no,” I finished lamely.

      “So, all this work I have done to find a form and speak to you, learning your language and speech, just to find out I will never be able to return home again?”

      Geez, this was not something they taught me how to deal with in custodial and maintenance training. “I’m so, so sorry. But there has to be other asteroids with aliens like you, right? I can help you find them!”

      A soft, barely-there smile turned up the corner of her mouth. Had she learned that online or was that an instinctive reaction? Either way, it made me feel better to see a glimmer of hope in her countenance. “You would…help me?”

      “Of course! It’s the least I could do.”

      “But why? Your ship killed us all.”

      “Oh, whoa, nonono. This isn’t my ship,” I objected hastily. “I’m just a glorified janitor with a handful of repair responsibilities. Mostly, I handle a lot of disposal and cleanup.”

      “Janitor: a person employed as a caretaker of a building; a custodian. I do not understand. What is an employee?”

      “Someone who works for another person for money.”

      “What is money?”

      Goodness, was this what it was like being a new parent? I was already feeling exhausted and we’d been talking for less than ten minutes. “In my culture, people don’t exchange items for other items anymore. Instead, we work for promissory notes that we can then trade in for the things we need.”

      “That…doesn’t make sense.”

      “I suppose to you, it wouldn’t. Asteroid life is probably a lot different from Earth’s.”

      “Earth? Is that your home?”

      “Yes.”

      “And it is mined as well for the resources?”

      “Yeah, actually. Only the richest of the rich live there now on carefully maintained oases. The rest of us live on colonies of varying levels of squalor or space-bound vessels doing work for the government.”

      “I see,” she murmured slowly. “I believe I read about this. It is called distribution of wealth, yes?”

      “Yeah, actually! Very good.”

      “I couldn’t comprehend it as I was reading. It seemed so strange that some of you would be allowed to have whatever they needed to survive while others could not have enough. But now that I know your people do not even care for its own, it is easy to understand how they could so readily destroy others.”

      “I’d like to contest that opinion, but given our history, I can’t really. But I am serious that I want to help. I feel absolutely terrible for what happened to you, and it’s my responsibility to get you back to your people safely.”

      “How can we do that?”

      “I, uh… I’m not exactly sure. I’ll have to ask around without arousing suspicion.”

      “And you can do that?”

      I shrugged, giving her my best ‘I-can-do-it’ grin that I could muster. “I guess we won’t know until I try.”

      “I see. Thank you…” She paused again, her face going blank. “You asked me a question when you first entered the room. I did not understand it, but now I do, and I will ask it of you. What are you called?”

      “Oh! You can call me Higgens! And what about you? Do you have a name?” That was a stupid question! This girl was a sentient being who had a family and home, and definite concept of what life and death was. Of course she had a name.

      “Yes,” she answered with a nod. “It is—” A sound came out of her mouth that was nowhere near human. It was somewhere between one of her adorable trills that she had made when I first found her, a bleet, and a high-pitched static that made me want to kick myself in the teeth if I were that flexible.

      “I uh, I don’t think I can pronounce that.”

      She nodded. “Yes, human noise-fronds are much different from my own species. But you have been using a specific chirp at me since we met. I suppose that will do as well as any other.”

      “What, you mean Mimic?”

      “Mimic: A person skilled in imitating the voice, mannerism or movements of others in an entertaining way.” Now her face split into a beautiful, genuine grin. “You find me entertaining?”

      “Y-yeah, of course. You’re a fun little bean.”

      “Bean? That is a—”

      “Nickname!” I quickly interrupted. “And that’s exactly what you need. Your name is Mimic, but how about I call you…Mimi. It’s a bit more personal.”

      “Myself-myself. Mimi. Yes, it is always good for a shapeshifter to remind themselves that no matter their form, they are always themselves. Thank you, Higgens, you are truly a good…” She paused, no doubt searching for the correct word again. “…alien friend.”

      “We’re called humans, actually.”

      “Ah, yes. I remember that. Human.” She offered her hand and another beaming smile. “I saw this on the net of which you speak. This is how two allies agree upon a course of action, correct?”

      “Correct,” I answered with a smile. “Here’s to getting you home.”
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      I groaned as my alarm went off. Despite having a full night’s sleep, my dreams had been a wild ride, leaving me feeling exhausted before the day even started. Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes to see a large, black puddle on my floor.

      “Mimi?” I questioned.

      The onyx pool began to bubble, then solidified until her female form was laying on the ground, looking perfectly groomed, rested, and ready to go.

      “Greetings, Higgens. Are you ready to begin the operation to return me to my home?”

      “Yes, indeed,” I said, forcing myself to my feet. It also probably didn’t help that I had slept in my uniform. Perhaps a hot shower would do me some good.

      But that could wait until after I made all of this right. We had hurt someone, whether intentionally or not, and I needed to make up for it.

      “Alright, can you tell me what today’s part of the plan is?” I quizzed her.

      “Yes. I will stay here and learn more of your culture while you go and question members of the crew on how one might be able to find my kin.”

      “Very good, and what are we not going to do?”

      Her eyes flicked to me from where she had seated herself at my desk. “I am unsure, but I believe this is an example of something called ‘patronizing.’ I am not an idiot, Higgens. I know that revealing myself to the species who destroyed my home without a second thought and has no prior track record with dealing with alien life—as well as a terrible history of how they treat their own people—is a terrible idea.”

      “Oh. Right, sorry. I just worry, ya know. Especially with the whole dampening chamber thing you pulled.”

      “I was starving, and knew I needed enough energy to be able to expand my form into one similar to your species. Communication was worth the risk.”

      “Of course. And obviously it worked out for you. I’m going to go ahead and step out before I put my foot any further in my mouth.”

      “Is that something humans can do?” Her hands went to her hips. “These seem much too solidly connected for that.”

      “It’s an expression. Why don’t you look up what those are? Alright, awesome, I’ll see you later now. Bye!”

      I rushed out, cheeks flushing a bit pink. Gosh, I was awkward with conversation. It figured that Mimi was going to learn her first impressions of human interaction from someone who barely understood it. I hope I didn’t socially cripple her for life.

      Then again, if I was returning her to her own people, that wouldn’t matter much. It would have been nice to daydream about how whatever I taught her would affect her species’ view of us, but I didn’t have the time. I was on a mission, after all.

      I could hear the tell-tale hum of the drills through the wall. It was the sound of active mining, which meant that the coin twins weren’t going to be in the engine bay. Instead, they would most likely be at the bridge or the engineering center where they would monitor the ship’s readings.

      I headed to the lift, rehearsing lines in my head. I had to play this smooth. Anything too weird and I might arouse suspicion.

      Too bad acting subtly was not one of my strong suits.

      I chewed on my lip as I left the elevator and walked out into the engineering center. I had to hope they would be there because there was no chance I was going up onto the bridge. The only times I went there were once a month or so when some sort of mess needed to be cleaned.

      “Oh, Higgens, what brings you here?” Gonzales said, standing up from the console they had been leaning on.

      “Uh, nothing,” I blurted nervously. “I just wanted to talk. I get lonely from time to time, ya know.”

      “Really, you’re capable of human emotion?” she joked…maybe. “What a surprise.”

      “Be nice to him.” I looked over to see Ciangi come around from a machine, her data-log in hand as she recorded the dozens of readings around her. “He’s the one that makes sure we’re not submerged in three tons of organic waste.”

      “Come on, I know the cook has been charged with a hundred counts of attempted poisoning, but I didn’t think it was that bad.”

      “You’re hilarious,” the blond retorted. “I am always amazed at how often you manage to squeeze jokes about fecal matter into grown up conversation.”

      The darker-skinned woman shrugged. “It’s a talent, I guess.”

      “That is not the word I would use to describe it, but alright.” Her gaze moved to me with an expression that was part amused and part condescending. “Can I help you, Higgens?”

      “Uh yeah. I just, uh, had a bit of a question that I wanted to pick your brains with.”

      “Sounds better than staring at these readings. You know, sometimes I swear I can hear my brain rotting from disuse.”

      “Perhaps all the toilet humor is its way of cleansing itself.”

      Gonzales laughed and it was a long, happy sound. “Maybe! All that shit’s gotta get out somehow. So anyways, what’s your question?”

      “Well, I couldn’t help but have a thought after one of the tubes blew last time. I was running standard cleaning procedure with my organic scrubber and micro-organism cleanser and I began to wonder why. There’s not supposed to be anything alive in space, right? The radiation itself would kill pretty much anything that could have possibly existed on it.”

      “Yes, that’s the prevailing theory.”

      “Yeah, but what if there was something alive on there, something strong enough to survive space radiation, and it managed to get onto our ship in another accident?” I licked my lips nervously. “Shouldn’t we be testing everything we drill for any signs of life before we go tearing it up again?”

      “Didn’t I hear you arguing with Giomatti over this?”

      “Uh…maybe?”

      “Really? What’s with the sudden obsession with the possibilities of life in the cold, dark, unforgiving void of space?”

      I laughed nervously, rubbing the back of my head. “I guess one too many horror-flicks on the net. But still, it’s not a bad idea, right? We’re exploring sectors where no one has ever been! We crush rocks and moons that have never come in contact with the human race before! What if we’re destroying a microscopic species that could end up being a cure for some insane disease, or the answer to genetically modifying our crops in our colonies to survive in harsher climates? The payout would have to be ridiculous. I’m just trying to think of our future!”

      “What, do you mean you don’t want to be a janitorial engineer forever?”

      I gave Gonzales a look. “Look, all I want is you science-y folks to tell me if it’s a worthwhile idea or not.”

      Ciangi was the one who answered first. “Technically, it is a valid point. Although we are completely separated from the materials we bring on, we do run the risk that someway, somehow, something living could get into our stores and possibly have devastating effects were there to be some sort of leak to occur—such as the one you cleaned up. But the chances of that are astronomical and testing each and every ounce of material that we bring on would be incredibly expensive.”

      “Really? We couldn’t make some sort of scanner or something and periodically send it through the tubes?”

      Both of the engineer’s eyes widened. “Actually…” the blond murmured. “That’s not an entirely terrible idea. Impossible to implement at this point, but a patent of that…”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      This time, I managed not to jump or squeak as Bahn slid out from one of the consoles, ionic welder in hand. You think I would have realized that where one coin twin was, the other was sure to follow.

      …or be hiding there the entire time for a lovely little scare. Perfect.

      “What, I wasn’t thinking anything!” Ciangi exclaimed innocently.

      “You’re telling me you weren’t just contemplating buying off Higgens for a small sum then developing his idea yourself to massive amounts of profit?”

      The smaller woman blushed, her round cheeks puffing out. “Okay, maybe. But can you blame me?” Her bright eyes looked back at me a bit guiltily. “I would have given you, like, a hundred thousand credits. I’m not a complete jerk.”

      “I-it’s fine,” I stammered. “So there’s basically nothing to be done about it?”

      “Not as of right now.”

      “Alright, well, here’s to hoping that we don’t get overrun by space zombies.”

      “You read way too many retro-horror comics, you know that?”

      “In your opinion,” I countered somewhat sourly. Now that there was no way to scan the rocks coming in through the tubes, I wasn’t quite sure what step to take next.

      “Hey, coin twins!” a voice boomed over their comms loud enough for me to hear it. “I just got a reading for a massive deposit of Eurodyne on a nearby asteroid cluster! Pull back the drills and get ready to relocate a half-click over.”

      The comm clicked off and the room shared a collective eye-roll. “Does he have a volume that isn’t full blast and grating?” Gonzales grumbled.

      But I was caught up in what he had said rather than how he had said it. “How did he know that?”

      Ciangi raised her eyebrow. “Do you not know how our actual scanning system works?”

      “We have a scanning system?” I asked sheepishly.

      “Yeah, how else do you think we decide which systems to mine?”

      “Um…whatever’s in our path?”

      Gonzales laughed outright and Bahn cleared his throat, finally standing from where he had been lying under the console. “No. We do have a scanner in the bridge. Headquarters sends us a message of whatever ore or material they want us to focus on next, then Giomatti places a sample of whatever they want in our scanner. From there, it detects any large deposits of said whatever and we go there.”

      “Oh…” I murmured, the wheels in my head slowly turning. “So, whatever you put in there, it’ll tell you if there’s anything like it nearby?”

      “Yes, that about sums it up.”

      “So, if you put like…human flesh into it, it would tell you if there were any other humans around?”

      “Haha, no. I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that. But it would tell you where deposits were of all the different materials that are in human tissue. So iron, calcium, carbon, depending on what kind of sample you’re using. If you wanted to specifically find only humans, I suppose you could narrow the scanner to search for exact percentages of certain elements in relation to each other, but that would be incredibly tedious to plot out all those algorithms. That would take weeks to figure out.”

      “Really? Why’s that? It seems like the kind of thing that you could plug and chug with some buttons.”

      Now it was Ciangi who gave a short laugh. “Not even close. You would have to not only create an algorithm for every single element in the sample, but an algorithm for every element in relation to every other element.”

      “That’s…confusing.”

      “You’re not kidding.”

      I set my mouth in a firm line. It might be impossible, but I was pretty sure I knew what we had to do to get Mimi back to her people. “Since we’re getting ready to go to a new area, I’m going to go do a checklist run to make sure everything’s still alright. I’ll catch y’all later.”

      “Later, Higgens.” Gonzales said with a little salute. “This was fun. You should come hang with us normal folk every now and then.”

      “Haha, yeah, totally,” I agreed nervously before backing through the door and walking quickly to the elevator. As the doors slid closed, I tried to order my thoughts so I could communicate to Mimi effectively.

      The lift doors opened and I quickly shuffled out. As fast as I could, I opened my door, slid in, then watched it shut behind me.

      “I need files of your staff.”

      I yelped, breaking my streak of not sounding like a complete and total coward. I just hated loud noises, was that so wrong?! “What?”

      “Your staff records,” Mimi continued.  She wasn’t wearing the jumpsuit I had given her anymore, instead was dressed head to toe in an outfit entirely compiled of black fabric. It was definitely some sort of covert ops get up, but I couldn’t help but wonder if she was able to shift clothing, or that was just an extension of her skin. Either way, it was mildly unsettling. “I need them.”

      “Why?”

      “If I want to take anyone’s form, I need to know everything I can about them. Medical records, physiological records, personality profiles.” She gestured to the data-log in her lap. “I have been reading since you left and have learned much.”

      “Um…what exactly were you reading?”

      “Everything,” she replied flatly. “I’ve never had such a wealth of knowledge at my fingertips. Anything you could possibly want to know is contained within the thing you call the net.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s easy to take it for granted. I’ll, uh, see if I can get you those files, but I’ll be honest that I have absolutely no idea how.”

      “They are not publicly available?”

      “Far from it.” I gave a little bit of a shrug, feeling just a wee bit useless. “That’s actually some pretty confidential stuff. You usually have to have a much higher rank than I do for that kind of clearance.”

      She nodded. “Understood. I remember seeing something about being able to infiltrate networks that do not belong to you. Perhaps I shall research that.”

      “Yeah, perhaps.”

      “But you have returned from your mission, I assume that you have an update?”

      “Oh! Right. Apparently, we can’t scan what’s coming in to see if it’s got lifeforms like you. But what we can do is load a sample of you into the scanners we do have and it’ll show us any similar groupings within a few clicks.”

      “That is wonderful!” she exclaimed, clapping gleefully. Or at least I assumed she was clapping. In reality, she was just slapping her thighs in rapid succession. It was somewhat tantalizing watching the pale flesh jiggle, but also felt slightly pervy. I quickly looked to the ceiling as another question came to mind.

      “So, uh, do you have a reason why you picked that form?”

      “Yes. After I fed from what I learned was your radiation dampener, I took the liberty of traveling through much of the venting of your ship. I ended up in what I believe is your ‘med bay’ where your medic was working on something. I watched her for several hours to try to understand her mannerisms and physique. I was hopelessly confused until she cut herself on something she was working on. As she left her station to take care of it, I used the opportunity to absorb her biological matter.”

      “Absorb…her…matter?”

      She nodded dutifully. “This ability you call ‘shifting’ is a natural defense mechanism for my people against the often-changing radiation levels and environmental conditions of space. Taking on your form was proving to be endlessly complicated, so I needed a bit of a… How do you say it? Boost, I suppose.”

      “I see. I guess that makes sense. I remember reading once that humans were very squishy machines being propelled through the world by thousands of small explosions.”

      “That seems like a fairly apt assessment.” She ran a hand through her hair, and although the action didn’t seem natural, it was still quite endearing.

      It was strange, the dichotomy of Mimi’s existence before me. Clearly, she was massively intelligent, almost impossibly so, but there were so many things she didn’t understand at all. Like war, or human greed, or what a high-five was. She had lost all of her family in the gnashing teeth of our drills, but she hadn’t spared them much more than a frown. Did her people even cry? Did they ‘die’ as we did? It was all so complicated. I didn’t know what was a matter of course for her and what was completely alien.

      “So, about that whole scanner thing,” I said, getting back on track. “It turns out we’re going to need a sample of your true form, and a whole lot of math.”

      “Math, how so?”

      “Well, in order to find more of you and not just random deposits of whatever it is you’re made of, we need to figure out the percentages of all the elements in you and write a whole bunch of algorithms for it.”

      “I see,” she murmured. “Actually, I do not see at all. I will have to do quite a bit of research to comprehend what you mean.”

      “Right, well, we can’t research on an empty stomach. Why don’t I go grab us some food?”

      “I do not have a stomach,” She replied.  “But if you need to sustain yourself, please do so. You are my only friend now, Higgens, and I wish you to be healthy.”

      “Thanks, that, uh, that means a lot.”

      “It is but the truth. I know you could have destroyed me when we first met. I was wounded and starving. And yet you didn’t. I will forever be grateful for that.”

      “It’s nothing, really. I hope the same would be done for me.”

      The conversation fell into a natural lull and I stood to go grab some more rations. We certainly had a lot to do, but for some reason, I felt confident. For the first time in my life, I was doing something truly important.

      I just didn’t want to mess it up.
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      Several days passed and they were surreal ones at that. I spent almost all of my time in my room with Mimi, who spent almost every moment studiously researching things across the net.

      She read at a speed that I wouldn’t have believed was possible if I hadn’t seen it myself. She would pull up an article then scroll down to the bottom before I could even blink, then move right onto the next subject. And I might have thought she wasn’t actually retaining any of the information, but she would shoot new theorems and equations at me periodically as she learned.

      However, the one thing I’d noticed by the second day was that she had issues understanding almost anything about culture, money or material possessions. She was constantly asking me to clarify little things here and there, and honestly, it made me feel a bit better.

      Was that shallow of me? To need to be wanted by the poor, helpless alien that I was supposed to be saving? Did I have a hero complex and just never realized it? It was hard to say. I just knew that when I looked at her furrowed brow as she absorbed whatever it was she needed to know, I wanted her to be happy. She had earned at least that much.

      “What is lovemaking?”

      I nearly choked on my water, startled by the sudden transition. The last thing I knew, she was studying physics. How had this even come up?

      Well, I respected her enough to give her an answer, even if it made me a bit uncomfortable. “Uh, geez. You see, when two people of consenting ages like each other very, very much, they sometimes engage in various activities meant to give each other pleasure.”

      “Pleasure? Wait, yes. I read about this. Certain actions release dopamine or other mood-boosting drugs into your brain which results in a slight euphoria. That sounds nice.”

      “It, uh, can be. Yeah.”

      “Then we should do that sometime.”

      More water came spewing out of my nose. I really should have just set my cup down. “Uh, I, uh… I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      She turned to me, finally setting the data-log down for the first time in over a day. “Why is that?”

      “Well, for a lot of people, lovemaking is supposed to be for someone special.”

      “But you are special to me. You are my only friend.”

      “Hah, uh, you have a point there.” I scrambled to think of something. It would be so easy to take advantage of her naiveté, but I couldn’t think of anything more unappetizing. “But you also have to be careful because sometimes it can make a baby.” I didn’t know if our systems were compatible enough to do that, but it certainly wasn’t worth the risk.

      “Wait. I thought the word for your reproductive process was ‘sex’.”

      “Uh, yeah. Well, it is. Sex and lovemaking are the same thing.”

      Her eyebrows did that furrowing thing they did when she was confused. “Your means of creating progeny is the same as your way of bonding with friends?”

      “Yes.”

      “That does not seem correct.”

      I shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      “No wonder you humans are so volatile. I can’t imagine the kind of chemical soup caused by affection being mixed with the primitive need to survive that is in all of us.”

      “You’re saying your people don’t make love or reproduce?”

      “Of course we do, but they’re completely separate acts. Giving birth, as you call it, requires finding and digesting massive amounts of energy. Making love is two of us devolving into our most basic form then merging together into one entity for a short while. Some say it is the most…intimate of connection possible.”

      “Some say? So you haven’t done it yourself?”

      “No. And have you?”

      “Yes,” I answered after a brief pause. I figured I might as well be honest. “A while ago, when I was younger. She was my first girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend. This is a word for partner?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see. And you cared for this woman very much?”

      “Yes. I did.”

      “And what happened?”

      Geez, I did not predict that this conversation was going to be headed down bitter nostalgia lane. “Oh you know, it was pretty stereotypical. She was ambitious and went to a great college to study marine extinction, and I went to a vocational colony school for facilities work. We tried to make it work, but eventually we just had to…let go.”

      “And this is something humans do? Let go of each other over great distances?”

      “Sometimes yes, sometimes no. Honestly, the physical distance doesn’t matter nearly as much as the distance between futures. She outgrew me, plain and simple. Her star was shining brightly, and my star… Well, it was burnt out before I was born.”

      She was frowning now. “I see.” Without another word, she turned back to the desk, data-log in hand.  I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I didn’t want to ask. In fact, I needed a bit of time to myself to deal with the unpleasant feelings I thought I had long since locked down.

      “Hey, I’ll be back in a bit. You be good, alright?”

      “Absolutely. I haven’t yet learned how to be bad.”

      I smiled wanly then let myself out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The ship was oddly quiet as I spent a couple of hours just walking around. Although the peace was nice, it didn’t set well with me. I couldn’t help but feel like something was off.

      After the unsettling sensation didn’t abate, I shrugged and headed back to my room. I was sure that Mimi would have come up with some new brilliant plan to use the scanner and was looking forward to it—even if I would only understand about half the words she said. In less than a week, her grasp on the English language far exceeded mine.

      But, as I climbed up a ladder onto my floor, I noticed my door was already wide open.

      “No!” I cried, rushing forward.

      Heart in my throat, I saw that my room had been ransacked, my scrap bin dumped over, and everything upturned. Now that I was closer, I could see that blaster fire marked the wall.

      No! No, no, no! How had they found her?!

      I bolted to the elevator, sliding my card in the reader, but it flashed red.

      “Higgens!”

      My comm crackled to life and for the first time, I was absolutely livid.

      “What?!” I snapped.

      “Oh, so the gutter-worm grew a spine finally.” Frances’s voice was even more condescending than usual, and it made we want to dropkick him and all his descendants. “You’ve been acting so dodgy lately that I thought a visit down to your quarters was necessary. Imagine how perplexed we were to find you in your room when your comm and card-reader were clearly two floors lower?”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “Oh, a her, is it?” He laughed and the sound set my teeth on edge. “I have to admit, Higgens, I didn’t know you had it in you. Who’da thought that out of all the people in the universe, it was you who would make first contact. What a disappointment, right?”

      I slammed my fist against the elevator, taking my rage out on the door that was barring me from helping my friend.

      “Let her go! We destroyed her home. She just wants to get back to her people.”

      “I don’t care if she wants to be a freaking unicorn. Do you have any idea the type of credits we will get? What kind of advancement we’ll have as a species with this kind of morphing technology? I could retire tomorrow!”

      “Don’t do this! She’s a sentient being, not some shiny rock you can buy and sell like a diamond.”

      “Please. She makes diamonds look like chump change. Don’t worry, Higgens. I’m not a cruel man. You’re not in danger, you’re just confined to your floor. I’ll make sure you get a bit of a finder’s fee. I’m just generous like that.”

      My comm clicked off and I let out the longest stream of curses I had ever uttered. How could this have happened? I had been so careful!

      I sank to the ground, head in my hands. This was the one thing I had ever had to do that mattered, and I had messed it up. I was the exact failure I had always known I was. That everyone always said I was.

      I was nothing.

      “No,” I growled.

      This wasn’t going to be it. I wasn’t going to just leave Mimi in the clutches of a jerk who didn’t even see her as a living being. I was going to rescue her and get her off this ship if it was the last thing I did.

      Newly strengthened, I ran back to my room. I gathered all the supplies I needed and strapped them to my body. Once I was sure I had everything, I went back to the same ladder I had shimmied up just moments before.

      If I remembered correctly, there was a vent that had been welded shut just after I came on board. With the right solvent, I could get right through the blocked-off entrance and make my way to the upper levels.

      But first, I had to make sure they couldn’t find me. For the first time since I had arrived, I set my card and my comm on my desk.

      Frances wanted to dance? Well, I could dance. And I always stepped on toes when I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Imitation is the Finest Form of Flattery

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought I had known fear when those whirling teeth had bitten into my home. But that terror was nothing compared to the body-paralyzing fear I felt now.

      They had me in some sort of hermetically-sealed room, without a crack or single pore I could shift and force myself through. They were going to take me to their home, just as I had feared ever since I learned the truth of my situation.

      I had read much in my studies, and too often the cruelty of man was proven again and again. They killed each other with abandon, from hacking off limbs, to burning at the stake, to suffocation with noxious gases. If they had such disregard for each other, how could they ever care for one such as I?

      Life was so different in this form. So, complicated and layered. Things that had never mattered before now were incredibly important. I had urges and instincts I never understood. Perhaps that was the price one paid for morphing into such a different, sentient lifeform.

      I could hear my friend yelling at the man who shot me through his wrist speaker. He was angry. I had never heard him speak so lividly. Was…was he that way for me?

      No.

      He couldn’t be.

      We had just met. I was a strange alien who didn’t understand anything about his culture. Who asked him questions about love that made him uncomfortable, and spent hours sitting silently while I tried to find some way home.

      “Cheer up there, buttercup. You’re going to be an absolute rockstar back home.”

      “Buttercup,” I repeated. It soothed me to rattle off the words I knew. They were completely alien to me, and yet I knew what they were. It was always a strange sensation, and one I never grew tired of. “A herbaceous plant with bright yellow, cup-shaped flowers, common in grassland and as a garde—”

      The older man slammed his hand against the barrier. “Enough of that! You’re there to look cute, not rattle off like a computer.” He smiled at me but the expression was so unlike Higgens. How was that possible? Was that a human thing? “Come on now, why don’t you do your thing.”

      “Do…my thing?”

      “Yeah. Make your form go all watery then be someone.” His eyes widened and he looked quite excited. “Why not take a crack as me?”

      “You…you want me to take your form?”

      “Yeah. That’d be grand.”

      “I need your DNA.”

      “What?”

      “Humans are incredibly complex creatures. I cannot just shift into you on sight. I either need to read your full medical workup, or have a touch of DNA.”

      “You think I am some sort of idiot?” He snarled, face going red. I hadn’t known that humans could change color to convey emotion. How…unattractive.

      “I do not know enough about you to come to any sort of conclusion about your intelligence.”

      He snarled and said several words that I did not understand the meaning of. Maybe something about fecal matter and structures used to hold back water?

      However, I was distracted in the middle of his rant by one of the panels on the wall wiggling slightly. My mind automatically went through all the possible options it could be and whether it would be dangerous to me or not.

      Then, the small square of metal came loose, only to be caught just before it hit the floor by Higgens!

      He had come for me!

      His kind eyes moved from me to the man who was trapping me. He needed to close his distance.

      Right! A distraction.

      “Wait!” I blurted, holding both hands up in what I hoped was a normal-human gesture. “Let me show you what forms I can take!”

      That seemed to cool the man and his pallor began to return to normal. “By all means, entertain me.”

      I closed my eyes to concentrate. I had no idea how humans managed to focus with their color-intensive vision. Instead of finding things by heat emissions or vibration, they seemed highly dependent on their strange, mirrored view of the world.

      It took several moments, but I felt my body relax, melting into a listless sort of slumber as I melted down to the floor. I was sure it looked horrifying to them, but it was completely painless. Even a bit of a relief to not have to hold a form so alien to my own.

      But I couldn’t stay that way for long. I called up the image of Higgens in my head. The strong set of his jaw. The kind way his hazel eyes would regard me. The way his thin, long fingers would work at one task or another.

      I felt the change sweep over me and then it was done. When I opened my eyes again, I was looking at my captor on a much more eye-to-eye level.

      “I’ll be. That’s uncanny, I tell you. Who else can you…”

      He never finished that sentence, because Higgens came up behind him, bringing a metal rod down on the older man’s head. I let out a shocked shout, but my rescuer pressed his fingers to his lip. What was that supposed to mean?

      Oh! Probably to be quiet.

      I complied and Higgens crossed over to some sort of panel. He pressed a few buttons and the shielding that was holding me in a small square pen dropped.

      Not for the first time since I arrived, I was flooded with emotions. These systems that were still so new to me overwhelmed the logic of my mind, and the next thing I knew, I was rushing forward to throw my arms around Higgens.

      Something was leaking from my eyes, but I didn’t care.

      He had come for me.

      My friend had come for me.

      What more could I ask?
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      I stood there, frozen to the spot as Mimi pressed my own body to me. It would have been a whole lot more awkward if I couldn’t feel the gratitude rolling off my friend in waves.

      “Where’d you learn to do this?” I asked, returning her hug with all the comfort I had within me.

      “On the net.” Slowly, she shifted back into the form I knew. We shared a tender smile and I gently raised a hand to wipe her tears away.

      She leaned her face into my palm, and I had never been so tempted to kiss someone in my entire life.

      And then the alarms went off.

      “What is that?” she cried, clapping her hands over her ears.

      “Crap! They must have been linked to Giomatti’s vital signs. Come on, we gotta go!”

      I grabbed her wrist and took off, sprinting out of the door before it was sealed in lockdown. If the ship was remotely set up according to protocol, I  had three minutes to get us off the ship and to safety.

      “Where are we going?” I heard Mimi cry as I dragged her along. I was pretty sure that she had never run in this form, so I was sure she wasn’t having the best time, but I couldn’t let her slow down.

      “There are escape shuttles for the crew in case of emergency. If I can get one, we can get out of here before he wakes up or anyone else tries to take you back.”

      “What of the others who were with him? They also had the blasters, as I believe you call him.”

      “That was probably his security, Masis and Umbusala. We definitely do not want to run into them.”

      “But if these alarms are going off, aren’t the escape routes the first thing they will check?”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      We sprinted all out, my heart beating out of my chest all the way down the hall. We turned this way, then that, bursting through doors. Not for the first time, I found myself grateful we ran on a skeleton crew.

      And then it was there. The door leading to the hangar bay. Of course, it was on the same level of the bridge, considering essential personnel were that much less expendable than us peons.

      “There it is! That’s the door!”

      I could see that the panel was still lit up blue, which meant it was still accessible. We had seconds, at most.

      Rushing through it, I slammed in the code. As soon as the slightest crack opened, I forced my way through, yanking Mimi with me.

      Only to come face to face with Gonzales’s gun.

      “So, this is why you were asking all those questions,” she murmured, eyeing the shifter behind me.

      “You have to understand.” I said, completely breathless as I held up my hands in a symbol of surrender. “She just wants to go home. She doesn’t deserve to be locked up in some lab on Earth, light years away from anyone like her.”

      The woman stood there, impassive. “And you really think you can do this on your own?”

      “He is not alone!” Mimi said resolutely. “He has me.”

      “And you got yourself captured.” With a roll of her eyes, the engineer dropped her gun and offered her hand. “Come on. You’re going to need me if you want to get one of these hunk of junks outta here.”

      “Wait, you’re helping me?”

      “Of course. You found alien life. If you think I’m going to be on the wrong side of history for that, you’re dead wrong. Now come on, we’ve been prepping for this ever since your girlie got captured a couple of hours ago.”

      “We?” I echoed.

      She didn’t answer and I followed her up the gangway of a ship. It was all a little surreal as we rushed toward the cockpit, the door closing behind us.

      We were getting away!

      We were escaping!

      As elated as I was, I stopped short when I realized we were not alone in the cockpit. Ciangi and Bahn were already strapped into the copilot and navigator seats.

      “You guys are coming too?” I asked, voice cracking.

      “Yeah. I gotta pick your head more about that scanner idea. Can’t do that if you’re dead.”

      “And if you think I’m passing up on the opportunity to study a willing subject that also just so happens to be a shapeshifter, you’re more insane than the Earth government is going to try to make you seem in their smear campaign.”

      “Enough explanations,” Gonzales said, jumping into the pilot’s seat. “Everyone strap in, I’m about to punch us through the hangar hatch.”

      “Um, aren’t you supposed to open it?”

      “Yeah, normally. But normally we aren’t on lockdown.”

      “Right. Well, go ahead then.”

      “Thanks for the permission. I don’t know what I would have done without it. Hold on, everyone. Either we’re gonna break through, or blow up in a fiery ball of death.”

      Ciangi let out a light laugh. “Sounds like college all over again.”

      I clenched the seat as the engines of the escape vessel kicked into gear, but I felt small, cool fingers brush at my wrist. Looking down, I realized that Mimi was trying to hold my hand.

      I let go of the armrest of my chair and wrapped my fingers through hers. Our gazes locked, and I watched her face as we hurtled forward.

      Time seemed to suspend itself for a moment, her hair floating around her head lazily, her eyes regarding me with an admiration that no one had ever had for me before. In that moment, I knew I cared for her in a way that I had never quite felt for anyone else in my short life.

      “Brace yourself for impact!”

      Alarms were going off everywhere and the ship’s systems were delivering repeat warnings that a crash was imminent. The cacophony was intense, but nothing could disrupt the connection between us.

      And then we hit the hangar wall.

      My whole body jolted and it felt like my skeleton left my body. My teeth rattled, my head ached, and my stomach did about a million jerks that made me want to lose my lunch. Sparks flew. The other engineers screamed. The ship’s computer was going crazy.

      Then, just as suddenly as the wild ride had happened, we broke through. The dark, endless void of space stretched out beyond our forward-facing cockpit window.

      No one said anything for a moment, then a loud whoop came from Gonzales. “That’s right! We made it, baby!”

      Buckles came undone, and the next thing I knew, Mimi was in my lap, arms wrapped around me as she hugged me with all her might. Which was nothing to sneeze at, I might add.

      “Don’t worry, Mimi. We’re going to get you home,” I whispered to her.

      She pulled away from me. “It will be a long journey. And dangerous. Your people will come after you, you know.”

      “Then let them.” I said, feeling more confidence than I had in my entire life. “With all of us here, there’s no way they can stop us.”

      And I meant it.

      This was just the beginning of the journey, but I was in it for the long haul.

      Like they used to say on Earth, for better or for worse, I was sticking by her side.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      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?” Gonzales said.

      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.” I said sarcastically.

      “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 scorched 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,” Ciangi said. “They definitely could have blown us out of existence 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 you 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,” Gonzales said. “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?” I begged.

      “Oh right. That’s probably a good idea.”

      “They’re closing in! I think they’re going to try to drill us!” Ciangi suddenly announced.

      “Are you kidding me? That’s clearly a fourth date activity. They haven’t taken me to dinner yet.”

      “Gonzales, is now really the time?” Ciangi complained.

      “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.” Gonzalez retorted.

      “There’s another asteroid belt up ahead, about three times more dense than the one we dug Mimic out of,” Ciangi continued, undeterred. “We can definitely lose them in there.”

      “Won’t they just go around and wait for us to go through the other side?” I asked 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?” Gonzalez asked incredulously.

      “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, slamming us 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,” I assured her. “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,” Ciangi added.

      “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 larger. 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 this absolutely impossible situation.

      My fingers wrapped through Mimi’s as we hurtled forward. 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 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!” Gonzalez announced.

      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?” Mimic asked.

      “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?” Gonzalez demanded.

      “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?” I asked anxiously.

      “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!” Ciangi protested.

      “And so is sailing through the eye of an unexplored, unregulated wormhole in a transport vessel, and yet here we are,” Bahn offered.

      “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.” Bahn 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?” I asked.

      “Looks like it,” Bahn confirmed my fears.

      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 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.
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      “First things first,” I stated. “We need to wait here until the coast is clear, and slip right back through the wormhole so we can get Mimi some food.”

      “What were you feeding her when she was in your care?” Gonzales asked. “You were hiding her on the ship for a while, right?”

      “Just a couple of weeks from start to finish,” I answered

      “And what did she eat then?”

      “I am sitting right here,” Mimic interrupted. “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?” Ciangi asked, suddenly more interested.

      “Yes. What I was able to absorb there allowed me the energy to take on a form similar to yours.”

      “Similar to?” Ciangi raised an eyebrow. “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 interjected. “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?” Gonzalez asked.

      “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,” Gonzalez lamented.

      “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 interjected, “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 Mimic, 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,” Bahn said.

      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,” he said. “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,” Bahn said. “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 confidently. “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.” Gonzalez paused and squinted at the console. “Uh, this ship has a food processor, right?”

      “Yes, they’re standard issue,” Bahn assured her.

      “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 that 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 new 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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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 small 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?” Gonzales asked

      “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,” Bahn reported. “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.” Gonzalez 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 asked, hopefully.

      “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?” Gonzales asked. “You think the ship is going to hear me and get all offended?”

      “Who knows?” I said. “We have a shapeshifting alien in our crew and hyper-jumped to an unknown part of space. It’s probably best not to jinx ourselves any further.”

      “Guess I can’t argue with that logic.” Another bite, another swallow, and then she was turning 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.
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      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 lay 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,” Gonzales said. “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?” I offered hopefully.

      “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 hands to begin arranging the medbay how I need it for our little construction venture, so you and Mimic are with me.”

      “Can do.” I replied, happy to have something to do.

      “The first moon is that same one I mentioned earlier,” Gonzales said. “I already plotted a course 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 with me.” Her playful wink suggested otherwise.

      “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 déjà 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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Is your helmet secure?” Gonzales asked.

      “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.” Gonzales said. “Everyone buckle up.”

      “Yeah, because safety harnesses are going to be so useful when we burn to a crisp upon reentry,” Bahn replied dryly.

      I couldn’t hold back a smirk. “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  enviro-suits or dangerous maneuvers on small vessels.

      I just hoped they held it together for when we were planet-side.

      Commencing orbital reentry.

      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 spot 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  missions?”

      “I am.” Ciangi replied.

      “Guess so.” Bahn confirmed.

      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.
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      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?” Bahn complained.

      I reached over and pressed one of the buttons on his chest. Almost immediately, his helmet began to darken with a UV filtering tint.

      “Whoa, we can do that?” Gonzales asked.

      “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 an alien lifeform and then commit high treason.

      “Does anyone else find it eerily quiet around here?” Ciangi asked.

      “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 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,” she admitted. “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.” Gonzales 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 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 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—”

      “Yeah,” Ciangi whispered tersely as we froze in place. “We all heard it.”

      “So, what’s the plan here?” I whispered. “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,” Gonzales said. “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 toward 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 toward 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 our 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 toward 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 déjà 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 rising 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 two go work on the wormhole jumper while Higgens and I 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.
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      “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 and 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, more like a future engineer.

      “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!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      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 hand.

      From that point, there had been more running and screaming, 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. I was beginning to worry. 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,” Gonzales assured them. “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 tool 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, my coolant cleaner 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 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.” Ciangi scolded.

      “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 an 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,” Ciangi. “Perhaps we should spend a bit more time researching before jumping to the most dangerous conclusion?”

      “Discussing it out loud,” Gonzales 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 went our separate ways, busy with our own thoughts. Mimic and I headed back to our room, where she lie 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.”
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      “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,” Gonzales assured me. “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 started 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.” This time it was Bahn.

      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 bump into 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?” Bahn asked.

      “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 up 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,” Bahn said. “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,” Ciangi cracked. “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,” Gonzales assured me. “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 get 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, punching in the engine codes and gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles.

      Like usual, there was a moment of quiet while we waited for the mechanical 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 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.

      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.

      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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            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. She had food. We could continue on our journey to find the rest of her peop—

      “Uh, Higgens, where’s Mimi?” Gonzalez said, appearing suddenly.

      “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 get 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.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I had never really understood the phrase ‘sweating bullets’ before. They were solid, metal projectiles used on 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 toward 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 rig for me, flying toward the largest asteroid.

      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 into 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.

      Once we were all inside, 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 led 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 faith in you,” Mimic assured me. “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 cut 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 in 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 Dude 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 Ciangi’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 in the galaxy 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 were 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.”
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      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 we 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, Higgy! 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?” She asked. “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 of the jumpsuit down and tie the arms around my waist. 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,” I protested. “But 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 then 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 suppose 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. She was full and she was happy, which filled me with a resolute sort of satisfaction while she 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 it’s 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.”

      “I guess.” 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 blonde 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 déjà 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?” Gonzales asked.

      “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!” I exclaimed. “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,” Bahn said. “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.”
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      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?” Mimic asked.

      I finished cutting the wire I had between my fingers before I looked at her. 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.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Do you think we did it?” Ciangi asked nervously.

      “How would I know?” I asked. “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.”
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      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?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “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,” Ciangi offered cheerfully.

      “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, all eyes 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 is 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 they 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, bone shaking 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 or 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 just stand here,” Ciangi said, “I’m going to take some readings.”

      “Good idea,” Bahn agreed. “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, eyeing 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.”
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      “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 things. 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 slightly. “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,” I said, not entirely sure at all.

      “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?” Gonzales said.

      “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 gravitational pull of that asteroid belt?”

      “Yes, it would seem so.”

      “And that little baby shifter told you all that?” Gonzales asked.

      “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?” Bahn asked.

      “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,” I said, trying to piece everything together. “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?” Ciangi asked. “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?” Bahn asked. “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?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

      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 chimed in. “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?”
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      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.

      “Why would I be nervous?” I asked sarcastically. “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,” Gonzales pointed out. “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?” Ciangi asked.

      “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 either,” 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,” I said. “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?” Ciangi asked. “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 reminded her. “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?” Ciangi asked. “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,” Gonzales said.

      “Me too,” Bahn added.

      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,” Gonzales complained. “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.” Mimi’s 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 anyone 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?” Bahn stepped in trying to be the peacemaker.

      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 descent 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 Mimic?” Gonzales asked frantically.

      “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,” Ciangi warned.

      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 shouted, 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?” Ciangi asked.

      “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 rear-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, 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 enough 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.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







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?” Ciangi asked with a smirk. “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 my needs above hers?

      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.

      [image: ]
* * *
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      “But how could you possibly know that the creature you found was safe?”

      I did everything I could to repress a sigh as I heard a question that I had heard at least a trillion times in the past year. I looked into the recording lens of the holo-projector and pasted on my best polite smile.

      “Well, that’s the thing, I couldn’t.”

      “Then how do you justify endangering the life of everyone on your ship? Obviously, we are all incredibly grateful it turned out as it did, but if your Mimic—as you call her—had been vengeful or violent, it could have been a very different story.”

      It was funny, in a way. Every single interviewer that tried to be cutting edge, and ask the ‘hard-hitting questions,’ always invariably fell back on bringing up all the terrible things that could have happened and how I had endangered the ship. Maybe they thought it would make me crack. Maybe they thought it would make great click-bait to increase their views. I didn’t know, but I was so tired of it.

      “It could have been. For all I knew, she was a ravenous monster who wanted to feed on my flesh. But that didn’t matter.”

      The hologram of the interviewer tipped their head. “I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

      “Of course not. But that’s because you’re looking at this like a human. It’s easy to think that I endangered a ship for a cute, little spikey animal, but that’s only if you forget that we’re the ones who destroyed Mimi’s home. We’re the ones who killed her family and everything she knew. We basically kicked down the door of her house and took an ionic saw to the interior. If she was a dangerous creature, she still deserved shelter. Since our ship took it from her, it made sense to make it her own.

      “Yes, it could have gone horribly wrong. Yes, we all could have died. But we didn’t survive because of luck, or chance. We survived because Mimic is far more gracious and forgiving than any person I’ve ever met.”

      “That is an…interesting spot. So, you’re saying space explorers deserve what they get?”

      Wow, this interviewer was really going for it. Perhaps I would have been impressed if I hadn’t heard the same thing in Nouveau France, or again in the South-West of the Asian Alliance.

      “Of course not. However, what I’m saying is that when humans don’t mitigate risk, don’t make sure that there’s no chance that we’re destroying sentient life, there can be great and terrible consequences. The ship we were on should have tested every chain we crossed, but we didn’t, and I’m sure we’re not the only ones. Who knows how many first contacts we’ve passed up because we’re so certain of our claim on everything in this universe.”

      “And what a note to end on. Thank you, Mister Higgens. Although I hear we may be calling you Doctor Higgens in the future?”

      That I did blush at. “Oh, not for quite a while. I’m only halfway through my bachelor’s, but a master’s looks promising, and I have been blessed by many engineering colleges with open invitations to check out their programs.”

      “How thrilling. You truly are a model for every colonist, orphan, or layman out there. Even the lowest among us can achieve great things.”

      I kept my face straight, but I could feel the expression in my eyes sour slightly. “Funny, I never thought of myself as a low person just because I wasn’t born a rich Earther like you.”

      The interviewer’s hologram reflected their shock, their perfectly lipsticked mouth dropping open almost unflatteringly.

      Almost.

      I stood, and the holo-recorder rose with me. “Thank you so much for the chance to speak on your show. The experience has been lovely, but I have so much homework to do.”

      “Of course,” they said, giving me a professional nod. It was clear that they wanted to keep going, and that they even probably had another three to four minutes slated for me to talk, but I was done. It had taken me the entire year of constant interviewing to stop being the awkward mess I usually was in such situations, and if I stayed any longer, I might revert. “Thank you for your time. We’d love to have you again.”

      “You have a great night,” I answered before reaching over and shutting off the projector.

      I sighed yet again and rubbed my temples. At first, interviews had been a terrifying part of my package. They made my stomach heave, my forehead sweat, and my heart thunder in my chest. I always mixed up my words, stuttered, and generally made a fool of myself.

      But the public had loved it. They ate me up with a spoon more than they did the Coin Twins or Gonzales. In the beginning, I had thought it was maybe because I was a symbol of hope. A sign that no matter who you were or where you were from, that doing the right thing was incredibly important. But after a few months, I realized that wasn’t it at all.

      I was inspiration porn for some, for those who were rich and benefiting from the terrible imbalance in our society who wanted to assuage themselves of their guilt by using me as some pinnacle of what was possible. Any poor, impoverished or otherwise struggling person who ever complained would have me shoved in their face like I disproved their suffering. As if every poor, under-educated, awkward person on the spectrum could accidentally run into the first proof of other life that just so happened to change the world.

      And then for others, I was a laughingstock. They made jokes about my intellect, my choices, my tendency to stutter. They called me moronic, and made memes about it on the net. Nothing was safe from them, from my dislike of looking interviewers straight on, to how I talked about Mimic with the utmost respect, to how I often let Gonzales and Ciangi talk for me because honestly formulating words in such a serious setting was so exhausting. They even made fun of my body, possibly the least interesting thing about me. My hair was too long, or I wasn’t fit enough, or I was far too wimpy. I tried to ignore this side as best I could, but their voices were so similar to the bullies that had kept me down during much of my young life, it was hard to lock them out.

      The rubbing at my temples was getting me nowhere, so I settled for a stretch and a quick trip to my personal fabricator. As much as I complained, I supposed I should be grateful for the suddenly amazing life I had now.

      Well…seemingly amazing.

      First of all, I had a mansion. Yeah, an actual mansion. It was bigger than perhaps the entire apartment cluster my parents had had on the Mars colony, and so beautiful I wanted to share it with everyone. Unfortunately for me, everyone was pretty much just Gonzales, Ciangi, and Bahn. Despite traveling all over the world for a year, and becoming Mimic’s voice at the diplomatic delegations our world’s governments held every month, I still hadn’t made any friends. I was hoping when the furor died down, and the medical and scientific advancements became a once in a while thing instead of every day, I might be able to go out into the world and find some more amazing people out there. But until then, I guessed I would have to focus on my studies.

      Or maybe I would just run away to Mimic’s planet and live happily ever after.

      I practically snorted to myself as I thought that. For someone who had never been very attached to someone for their entire life, I certainly was needy for my alien friend’s attention. It had been a year since I had seen her, and she was so busy with rebuilding her civilization, that she only had time to send me a holo about once a month—if that. I was incredibly grateful for every one of them, but I found myself wanting more.

      I missed the curve of her smile when I said something she thought was funny. I wished the way her long, grey-white hair would sometimes get in her face so instead of putting it in a ponytail, she would shift it smaller. I missed how she would sometimes revert to her black and spikey form when she was tired and settle onto my bed like the good old days.

      I missed her.

      A third sigh escaped my lips as I punched in a code and waited for my steak to construct itself. I had everything I had ever wanted. Fame, riches, some respect, all the money I could want, an education, a nice house, and tons of gadgets. And yet, it wasn’t enough. Would I ever be happy?

      I didn’t know. The only thing I was sure of was that some piece of me was definitely missing.
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      I walked to my workstation, steak in one hand and a beer in the other. I had never been one for alcohol on the ship, but now I found one in a great while when I was feeling down wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Plus, the flavors on Earth were much better than any of the colony swill that my teenage compatriots had gone wild for.

      I flopped down in my chair, looking at all my homework splayed out across the ergonomic desk. Thanks to the help of my engineering friends and everything they had taught me on our adventures, I had breezed through the prelim courses for my degree. Apparently, I was actually pretty intelligent; I just learned differently than most people. If I had known that when I was younger, maybe I wouldn’t have believed I could never survive college. But then I wouldn’t have met Mimic, and I wouldn’t give that up for anything in the world.

      I still had a long way to go, of course. According to my professors and tutors, I had about a year for my bachelor’s and two for my master’s. Still, it would be worth it. Too often on our trip, I had been at a disadvantage because of lack of knowledge. If it wasn’t for Gonzalez and the coin twins, I never would have survived, and Mimic’s people would most likely still be under the influence of that disgusting alien that had nearly wiped them out.

      That was depressing to think about, so I switched my attention to my food and my homework. Normally, I liked the digital packets I was given, but I just wasn’t in the mood to stare at my academic datalogs. Funny enough, I’d never been able to fill up the massive internal memory of the little devices in my entire previous life. But since becoming both a student and diplomat, I’d completely filled four of the devices with important information on different subjects. There was just so much info to be had. Was this what Mimic had felt like when she had first gone onto the net? If so, I admired her even more for how effortlessly she had absorbed it all.

      Would she be proud of me when I saw her again? I had been keeping my schooling a secret and also as a failsafe in case I turned out to be completely inept. I didn’t want to tell her I was getting a degree and then fail miserably, so I figured I would wait until I had everything all tied up before informing her of my accomplishments. I hoped I was able to see her again soon, though. Waiting until I was completely graduated seemed an impossible time to be without my best friend.

      I felt myself getting antsy and I knew that learning was not going to get done in the moment. Booting up my personal holo-interface, I checked to see if either of the Coin Twins or Gonzales was on our personal chat.

      Gonzales’s icon was dark, as it had been for several days, but I saw both Bahn and Ciangi online. I pinged them for a voice chat, and thankfully, they both answered after only a couple of rings.

      “Hey, how are you?” Ciangi said, her voice slightly raspy as if she had been sleeping. “I saw that interview. I had hoped there might be a new question in the bunch, but apparently, I have too much faith in humanity.”

      I chuckled at that. Since arriving on Earth, Ciangi’s already dry humor had become that much more arid. “I know what you mean. But I’m surprised you guys are both on. Is Harunya not there?”

      “She is, she’s just sleeping. She had a rough day at the labs.”

      “Aw, I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Harunya was a brilliant biochemist and possibly one of the top five most beautiful people I had ever met. She had been at one of the grand galas held by some education institution or another that had invited us, and she had hit it off right away with the Coin Twins. A few weeks and many theorems later, she was dating…actually, I still wasn’t sure who was dating who. Perhaps Bahn, perhaps Ciangi, or perhaps both. Since I couldn’t tell from just observing them, I figured I didn’t need to ask and was just grateful that they both seemed very happy to have her in their lives.

      I also couldn’t deny that I was a wee bit jealous of them. Try as I might, I couldn’t connect with anyone like they seemed to connect with Harunya. Sometimes, I felt like I couldn’t even connect with them. I felt like an outsider, and I couldn’t be sure if I was just isolating myself or if there was something intrinsically wrong with me that made me unable to maintain any sort of meaningful relationships with people. Would the Coin Twins and Gonzales even be my friends if we hadn’t been forced into so many life and death situations together? Probably not. Which only made me feel that much more alone.

      “It’s nothing that will bother her long-term. She just had cross-contamination on some of her samples and is bummed she has to re-set up her entire experiment and control group again.”

      “Ugh, yeah. That is a bummer.”

      “Yup. But anyway, why did you call? Is something up? Another patent hopeful call for your approval on another terrible advancement?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh again at the terrible truth. Since scientists had gotten their hands on the samples Mimic had sent, our technology and medical field both suddenly surged forward like a ship at warp speed. In just a year, we nearly had completely functional cloaking technology, and curing cancer and a litany of other diseases, as well as many other things that I still didn’t quite understand. Every day, there was usually a new advancement that owed its possibility to Mimic’s shifting molecular makeup or the alien technology she had sent home with us—as well as the readings she had stolen from the ship.

      Yes, we had entered a whole new age of science and technology. I just hoped that it would trickle down to the little guy.

      “No, I just wanted to talk,” I answered, just remembering that she had asked a question before my musings. “I feel like we haven’t just chatted in a while.”

      “I know what you mean,” Bahn, who had previously been so silent, said. “We’ve been working with a team to try to create self-healing engine parts, but we keep running into dead ends.”

      “Really? That sounds interesting.” Although I was still quite in the beginning of my schooling, even I could prattle off a dozen or so reasons why that would be absolutely amazing.

      “Yeah. I got the idea after watching the mini-mimics regrow lost or damaged limbs. However, we don’t want to make the engines out of organic tissue, but that’s where our data keeps leading us.”

      “Organic tissue sounds…very easy to mess up. Or damage. Or for it to grow wrong.”

      “Yeah,” Ciangi agreed, chiming back in. “Or even get a virus. Except in a much more literal sense than a digital one.”

      “Well, I—” I was cut off as a loud groaning/sighing sound came from Bahn’s line.

      “Sorry, I yawned,” he explained sheepishly.

      Instantly, guilt cut through me. “Am I keeping you up?”

      “No, I couldn’t fall asleep anyway. I’ve been making myself tea while we’ve been chatting and I think it finally kicked in.”

      “I was actually dozing at my desk,” Ciangi answered with a chuckle. “So, if anything, I’m grateful that you woke me up so I would go to my actual bed.”

      I wanted to chat longer. To talk about our hopes and dreams and how crazy the world had become. But most of all, I didn’t want to be alone.

      “Alright, well, I better let you eggheads get some sleep. I know you wake up at six a.m. to get your day rolling.”

      “Watch who you’re calling egghead, you egghead-in-training,” the blonde woman shot back before yawning herself. “Oh man. I’m hitting the hay. Talk to you guys later.”

      “I will turn in as well. Feel free to call us tomorrow after eight,” Bahn said sleepily. “You be safe now, Higgens.”

      “I always am,” I answered before closing out of the voice chat.

      Once, that might have been a lie. For a short while, I had lived the life worthy of an action star on those net flicks I used to love to watch so much. But now, now my life was calm, peaceful, and full of everything I could ever want.

      I just wished I still wanted everything I had.
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      I fidgeted with the collar of my outfit, the crisp fabric irritating the bottom of my chin. I didn’t want to wear the stupid things, but Ciangi had chosen our uniform-esque outfits as our way of appearing as a united front dedicated to Mimic’s interests.

      It helped, or at least I thought it did. Wearing them did make me feel less isolated in my idiocy, like the random charity case that has been allowed into the playpen with the big kids.

      Ciangi caught my hand and smoothed my hair back, looking up at me with a sweet grin. “Stop worrying. You look fine.”

      “I don’t think his unease is due to any dissatisfaction with his physical appearance,” Bahn said, tugging at the end of his long, dark braid, “but rather nerves about the meeting to come.”

      “Aw, come on, Higgy,” she said, gently cuffing my elbow. “This is like the seventh one. Aren’t you used to them by now?”

      “I don’t know if I can ever get used to them,” I admitted, pulling at the end of my sleeves. “They make me on edge.”

      “Well, don’t worry about it,” Ciangi assured. “It’s just going to be a discussion on what wave of support we’re going to send Mimic.”

      “Wait, we’re still on that?” Bahn asked. “I thought that was what the first meeting was about.”

      “And the second,” Ciangi answered. “And the fifth. Do you two even pay attention to these?”

      Bahn and I shrugged. “I was distracted by the third and fourth meeting where we discussed a new wave of weaponry they were considering. We barely convinced them that the new type of nuclear fission they were proposing was too dangerous to risk,” the taller of the twins said.

      Ciangi sighed. “Yeah. Gonzales was killer on those. I wish she was still around now.”

      “Hey, does anyone know where she even is right now? I haven’t heard from her in a…week, I think?”

      “I’m pretty sure that she is on some sort of secret weapon project related to those meetings we had.”

      “Does anyone know when she’ll be back?”

      Ciangi shrugged. “She talks to you way more than the two of us. Besides, you know how she gets when she’s on the verge of a breakthrough.”

      I nodded and felt my stomach twist a little. I had caught my friend at the tail-end of a couple of her research benders and it was…intense, to say the least. It seemed the weapons engineer researched just as hard as she played. It made me wonder how she got stuck on a mining ship in the middle of nowhere rather than some lofty military position. Not that I wasn’t grateful…but still. It was a curious set of circumstances.

      I heard footsteps down the hall and turned to see the military and political folk marching forward. Well, some of them marched. Some oozed along like they were exactly as shady as colony folk insisted they were. I was trying hard not to see them all as a line of Giomattis, but it was definitely a challenge.

      The three of us bowed or shook hands with each of them as they passed, depending on the preference of the person, until we were the only ones standing in the hall. Ciangi shot me a knowing look before we all filed in.

      It wasn’t a large group, or even a large meeting room, by any means. There were maybe eleven of them total, and that was including the two aides that were always either perpetually taking notes or fetching drinks.

      The holo-projector was booting up as we took our seats, several images forming then melting above the table. I recognized the logo of the company that was contracted with the military, then a map of our solar system, before finally the default symbol that was supposed to represent any projects related to Mimic.

      “Thank you for joining us, Doctor Bahn, Doctor Ciangi, Mister Higgens. Did you receive the agenda for this briefing?” It was General Masevkov who spoke. As far as I could tell, he was the leader of their group. I had looked up a bit of his history and so much of it was scrubbed from every database that all I knew was his birthday was in September and he had been born on Earth. He was an older man, with salt and pepper hair and a clean-shaven face. He was what I supposed some people might call a Silver Fox, but I mostly found him intimidating.

      He was flanked by General Santos and Dr. Bar-Lev. Santos was a rounded, wrinkly, jolly-looking man, but when he spoke, he was really anything but, while Bar-Lev preferred to stay silent until he was called upon.

      Thankfully, no one was a screaming, argumentative jerk, but that didn’t stop some of our meetings from growing a bit tense. While I never got the feeling that any of these men were outright evil, I didn’t always sense they really cared about Mimic like we did.

      Then again, I didn’t know if it was possible for anyone to care like we did. They hadn’t hopped over the edge of the universe with her. Or almost died together a handful of times. Maybe it was ridiculous of me to expect them to have the same emotional bond that we did.

      But still… I couldn’t help but be suspicious. It was just part of my nature now.

      “Yes, sir,” Ciangi answered quickly, smiling brightly at him. “We’re discussing the allocation of ship and personnel to assist the leader of the Mimic species for the imminent threat to her people and our alliance.”

      “Yes, that.”

      “I believe there were reservations about the second fleet, the one containing the collecting vessel and the warhead carrier,” Ciangi continued like she was meant for this. And who knew, maybe she was. If it weren’t for the Siren call of engineering, maybe she would be a great politician.

      “Yes. The concern is that we are allocating too many of our newly procured resources that have not had time to be properly stress-tested.”

      “So, you’d rather send nothing at all?” Ciangi said, almost too sweetly. I would have smiled if it was remotely appropriate given the situation. The tiny blonde had a way of saying things politely and with a smile, but it was still very obvious that she was asking what the heck they were thinking. “I know I’m just a scientist, but I can’t help but think that this is not a very grateful way to treat the people responsible for shooting us into the next technological age.”

      “We’re not talking about sending them nothing. There is just a sizable concern about sending promised help to our only otherworldly ally only to have it not be a help at all. Also, you’re asking an awful lot of men to give up possibly a year of their life or more, or even die hundreds of thousands of light years away from their home.”

      “Isn’t that what you ask us already?” Bahn asked. “Or did I remember our years doing dangerous mining in deep space wrong?”

      The generals and other political people bristled at that. Ciangi grimaced for a split-second, but managed to pull back on her ever-polite grin.

      But an idea came to mind, so I took a deep breath and tried to steady my voice. “Actually, since—”

      “Yes, there are many people such as yourselves who volunteered themselves for civilian jobs in space, but it is another entirely to order nearly a city’s worth of people into a war. We haven’t had a war in over a hundred years. Surely, you understand.”

      I tried again. “You don’t need—”

      “Also, there’s the issue of enabling our ally too much,” another spoke up. “I know that you have the upmost trust for your friend, but we do not know her. Also, we do not know how well she will lead her people. Once they reach maturity, will they accept her governance or will they stage a coup? With no track record to speak of, we run the risk of creating a powerful enemy who will later come to haunt us.”

      “I could be wrong, but I thought that was one of the risks that comes with having an ally,” Ciangi countered. “No one can tell the future, so you must mitigate the risks of course, but not adequately helping our only line of defense against an incoming force is far riskier than possibly aiding an ally a little too much.”

      “We have to disagree.”

      “Actually, I—”

      “I know it can be difficult to hear, considering how close you are to the alien, but we must be practical—”

      “We don’t have to send that many men!” I nearly shouted, finally reaching my limit of being talked over.

      All eyes flicked to me and I felt myself shrink a bit, but I had to push through. It helped that I was more than irritated. Usually, I didn’t mind much when I was talked over, but this situation was too important and affected those I loved a little too much for me to just sit quietly.

      “What was that, Mister Higgens?”

      “You don’t need to send a city full of men.”

      The room grew quiet and Ciangi looked to me, her gaze clearly asking if I needed assistance, but I shook my head.

      “Could you explain yourself a little more clearly, Mister Higgens?”

      I swallowed and did my best to sound as official and assured as they did. “Well, when we return to Mimic’s planet, most of the children will be grown. We’ll give them all datalogs and some training, and they’ll be passable enough soldiers in a couple of weeks. Really, you only need the bare bones of crews for every ship, maybe five people max, and the rest is left to autopilot guided by a single ship.”

      “You expect us to trust our most valuable weapons and spacecraft entirely in the hands of an alien species?”

      “Well, not entirely. Just mostly.” I shrugged. “Besides, we would be there.” That caused another bout of silence, and the generals’ faces hardened. Well, they could look down on me all they wanted. They could consider me some sort of janitor that had been charity cased into high society. It didn’t matter.

      “We will take that into consideration.”

      “Actually,” Ciangi said, plastering that same smile across her face. “I would like to extrapolate exactly how much staff we would need, since that seems to be the main objection.” Somehow, it grew even more sickly sweet and she almost batted her eyes at them. “Would that not assuage a significant portion of your concerns?”

      There was a reluctant sort of agreement and both Ciangi and Bahn started peppering them with different estimates that they quickly projected using the holo-projector above the table and the datalog interface. It started to go above my head, so I sat back and just listened.

      When I had a moment out of the spotlight, I thought about how the generals had reacted to my proposal. It was now clearer than ever that they didn’t respect me. That they didn’t value my opinion even a single modicum.

      Well, that was fine. I didn’t care if they thought I was stupid. They were going to have to deal with me no matter what. Mimic had ensured that I was invariably tied to her destiny, and I was eternally grateful. It was very clear that her manic perusal of the net had taught her how easily humans like to discredit those they thought were less than them.

      By the time it ended an hour or two later, I hadn’t said anything else and Ciangi’s voice had long since grown raspy. When we were dismissed, I wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but I knew the Coin Twins would catch me up later.

      We filed up in near silence, not even the high-level military folk saying much. An official escort greeted us at the hover-lift and then guided us out of the remainder of the building.

      It was only during these moments that I remembered the facility we were in was some super-secret, high-level, off the map sort of structure. It wasn’t a place that any usual citizen would ever get to see, let alone be in, and yet here we were.

      Once we reached the front entrance, we piled into the hovercraft waiting for us, and our driver took us to the government-protected lot we had left our own vehicles in.

      “So,” I said, looking to the twins who were both staring out of opposite windows. “Want to go catch dinner or something? Talk things over? Or we could go to my place. I’ve got a full fridge.”

      “Sorry,” Ciangi said, shaking her head and returning her attention to me. “We’re supposed to meet up with Harunya and her parents. They just returned from where they teach on Colony Theta. You can come, of course!”

      I thought about going to some restaurant that I didn’t know with people I didn’t know. As much as I liked Harunya, I didn’t relish the thought of meeting anyone’s parents. “Ah, no. Thank you, though. We couldn’t even discuss Mimic in that environment anyway”

      Bahn finally looked to me, and I couldn’t read the expression on his face. “You know that you don’t have to only talk to us about Mimic, right? We’re still your friends outside of work.”

      “Of course, I know that! It’s just on my mind, ya know? I don’t think I could enjoy the meal with it weighing so heavily on me.”

      He nodded almost gravely. “I understand. There had been times a hypothesis or idea has plagued me so thoroughly I couldn’t concentrate on anything else.”

      “Yeah, well, that was your ADHD talking,” Ciangi quipped.

      “Says the woman who once got stuck in a concentration loop for three days and passed out from dehydration.”

      “Hey, college was a weird time. You know that.”

      I smiled at their banter, but before I could inquire further about their post-secondary experience, we pulled up to the lot.

      “Well, message us later and we’ll set something up where we can talk about whatever’s on our minds.”

      “I’d like that,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out. “Have a good dinner, you guys.”

      “You too.”

      With that, I turned and headed out, the twins walking in the other direction.

      A few minutes later, I found my hovercar. It was something that would have been impossible for me to have on the colony, as most of the roads and infrastructure there was designed around vehicles that touched the earth. Electric blue and decked out with all the frills and gadgets that I had daydreamed about when I was young, it was one of the first things I had purchased for myself after my wealth.

      Of course, then I had to go through the process of getting my license and actually learning to drive it. That had taken considerably longer than purchasing the vehicle.

      I slid in and pressed my thumb to the print-reader and then let the scanner do its thing to my eye. A few moments later, the engine revved and my vehicle lifted from the earth.

      I looked over the gentle, beautiful curve of the dash. The glow of the notifications and the smooth interfaces. It really was everything that young Higgens would have drooled over. But as I ran my fingers over the wheel, taking in the texture of the material there, I realized that it didn’t make me any happier.

      Actually, that wasn’t fair to the car. It wasn’t like it made me unhappy. I liked having money. I liked never being hungry or worrying about paying bills and knowing that if I saw something, I could buy it.

      I guess the issue was that I didn’t like any of that stuff as much as I liked being around my friend—the best friend I had ever had.

      I couldn’t be sure, but that might be what was called irony.
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      I pulled to a stop in front of the gate to my estate. Leaning out of the window, I scanned my finger and eye again, said the code phrase, and then waited for the shielding to drop. Once the coast was clear, I drove up the drive that was far longer than it would ever need to be, then homed my hovercraft in the garage I had specifically for all my vehicles.

      I chuckled at myself for a moment. I had bought three different modes of travel in the past year and I hardly used any of them. I was beginning to think maybe I should sell them and then donate the proceeds to the scholarship fund a lawyer had helped me set up.

      I nodded to myself, feeling a bit better as I marched up the corridor that led to my main estate. If there was one thing that could get my mind off Mimic, it was improving the world in an actually viable way. I had two different scholarships running, along with a charity, and I was thinking of adding a hospital to the mix.

      The educational funds had been on my mind from the start. One was a merit-based scholarship for lower class, colony residents to have full rides at an Earth college of their choosing as well as a guaranteed job in their field. The second was for neutral atypical applicants that maybe didn’t have the best scholastic transcript, but still had a drive for secondary education. I was proud of what I had done, but there was still so much I could do.

      The charity was something that the lawyer had actually thought of. For all the stereotypes I had heard about that profession, she certainly seemed just as enthusiastic about my philanthropic efforts as I was. It was a multi-pronged non-profit. Part of it was dedicated to getting adequate and up-to-date medical supplies to even outer rim colonies, and the other was providing cross-colony transport for those who might not be able to afford things normally. Often, I had found the most frustrating thing about my young life on the colony was feeling trapped there. I could never save up enough to go to one of the inner colonies, let alone Earth. In the end, if I wanted to find new opportunities, I had no choice but to take on high-risk, deep space jobs.

      I didn’t want anyone to ever be forced into a life like I was. While there was nothing wrong with the maintenance work I did, there was something wrong with feeling like I never had any other options.

      I reached my door and punched in the code that opened the control panel where I slid my ID card and scanned my thumb. From there, I stepped into a small room that hummed with energy.

      Greetings.

      Once, the high computer voice had been unsettling to me. It was far friendlier than the voice used on the ships we had used during our adventure, and sometimes I felt like it was programmed to be flirty. When I had tried the masculine version of the default settings, it had been so macho and gravelly that I had just stuck with the cloying female voice. If Mimic were here, she would have made a comment about the discrepancy, but since she wasn’t, I just had to imagine her response instead.

      Identity confirmed. Good evening, Master Higgens.

      The doors in front of me slid open and I was finally allowed into my own home. When I had first bought the place, I had thought the security was a bit overkill, but since having a few experiences with rabid fans and xenophobic folk, I was now grateful for the extra protection.

      I shuffled into my kitchen, unbuttoning my crisp delegate jacket and shucking it onto the floor. I was just about to punch something into the fabricator when I noted something from my main workstation.

      There was a tiny green light steadily flickering at the bottom of the holo-projector. A message!

      Only four people ever messaged me on my personal device, and I was desperate to speak to any of them. Forgetting about my food, I sprinted over and booted up the system.

      The second it took to get running seemed to be an eternity unto itself, and when the logo finally finished forming, I hastily pressed the button on the interface that would allow me to open my messages.

      The machine beeped again, and the message began playing almost immediately. My heart skipped a beat as none other than Mimic appeared in the holo-field. She looked tired, so very tired, and it seemed she had forgotten to put a nose on, but I was still elated.

      “Higgens, I know it has been so long since we have talked, but that is because things have been moving quickly here. I am sending this to you because my messages to your superiors have gone ignored.”

      I was holding my breath, but what else could I do? It had been at least two months since she had last sent me a holo and while it was so nice to see her face again, I didn’t enjoy seeing her look distressed.

      “The alien’s people have arrived at the edge of our detectable space, much sooner than we ever expected. Although I have made progress, we are nowhere near capable of mounting a defense yet. Please, I need your help. I need supplies, weapons, ships, you name it. Nothing that was outlined in the treaty has been delivered. I do not know what is happening. I can only pray that this message doesn’t reach you too late.”

      I saw a pained expression filter across her face that made me feel almost guilty. Maybe I should have reached out to her, but I had always thought she was too busy with creating an entire society to want to talk to me.

      “Please, Higgens, be safe. I have a terrible feeling that I do not quite understand. I wish you were here; I feel as if that would make everything so much easier. Hurry, my friend, and I will see you soon.”

      The holo disappeared and I was left alone in my study room.

      Suddenly, energy coursed through me like it hadn’t in months. Mimic needed me!

      I knew I should have been terrified, maybe even shocked, that our calculations had been off, but I couldn’t help but be happy that I was going to return to her again. The world and extending universe made so much more sense when I was with her, and could anyone blame me for wanting to help protect the very people that I had inadvertently discovered?

      I thought very briefly about recording a holo and sending it back to Mimic, but I realized by the time it reached her, I would already be nearly to her and there was no guarantee she would get it anyway. Especially since her messages to my superiors had been lost somewhere in the sub-space radiation.

      Instead I sent out a voice chat request to the Coin Twins and Gonzales. My lips dipped downward in a frown when my datalog indicated the weapons engineer was still offline, but Bahn answered almost immediately.

      “Hello?” I asked, tempted to bring up the video function of the application but deciding against it.

      “Hello, Higgens. How are you this evening?”

      “Oh, Harunya. Why do you have Bahn’s datalog?”

      “I believe the twins told you of our dinner together with my parents?”

      I screwed my eyes shut and groaned. I had totally forgotten! “Right, right, I’m so sorry. But something incredibly important has come up. Can you get them for me?”

      “Of course, that is why I answered. You are painfully polite, Mister Higgens, so when I saw that you were trying to contact Bahn, there was no way I could ignore it.”

      “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means.”

      “No, but I look forward to hearing about it in your next bestselling biography.” There was a slight pause where I thought that perhaps she was summoning one of the Coin Twins, but instead, her voice dropped low. “I have to be honest,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve never felt what I feel now. As foolish as it might be, I think this is love.”

      “Um, that’s great, bu—”

      She kept going, and suddenly, I understood why she had brought it up. “Look, whatever adventure you’re about to whisk them away on, please promise me you’ll keep them safe. They can’t live without each other, and I’m beginning to think I can’t live without them. Do you promise?”

      Although emotions had never been my strong point, I knew exactly what she meant and exactly what she was feeling. “I promise,” I answered.

      “Thank you.” I heard her set the datalog down, then call for the twins. A few moments later, their voices were coming over the line.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      “Mimic sent me a distress signal. Apparently, the aliens have appeared at the edge of our system. She’s been trying to notify our gov, but her messages haven’t been getting through.”

      “What, are you kidding me?” That was Ciangi, who came in loud and clear.

      “This would be a terrible thing to joke about. I’m completely serious.”

      “So, what do we do then?”

      “Exactly what she’s asking of us,” I said. “We need to call another meeting and inform the generals of what we know.”

      “What about Gonzales?”

      “What about her? I can’t reach her and as far as you guys know, she’s down one of her rabbit holes and elbow-deep in new weapon experimentation.”

      “Of course, I knew that. I just… It feels weird not to have her with us for something this big. What, are we going to leave her behind?”

      “Never!” I answered quickly. “I’m sure once we get the project approved, one of the higher-ups with the appropriate security clearance will get her the information.”

      “Right, that makes sense. We’ll meet up at your place then all go over together. Goodness knows those upper echelon folks will not appreciate being called back where they just left.”

      “I don’t care,” I said intensely.  “If Mimic needs help, then we are getting her help.”

      “And that attitude is why you’re the most popular out of any of us.”

      “What?” I objected. “No, I’m not.”

      “Higgens, I realize you like to live under a rock as much as you can, but you have an action figure.”

      “I…what?” I shook my head. “We’re getting sidetracked. Apologize to Harunya for me and of course, thank her parents for their graciousness. Be here in a half-hour.”

      “But we’re—”

      I clicked off the conversation, not letting them object. I knew they were probably more than half an hour out in the city, but the deadline would certainly make them hurry.

      In the meantime, I needed to gather my things. It seemed like my trip to see Mimic was coming much earlier than I had expected.

      What a great surprise wrapped in such terrible packaging.
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      I paced in the same room that we had just vacated hours earlier. It was taking forever for the generals to reconvene and I wanted to strangle someone with my impatience.

      It wasn’t like me to be so fired up and aggressive, but it also wasn’t like Mimic to send such a heartfelt plea for help. She needed me. She needed us. And there was no way I was going to let her down.

      “Relax, Higgens. You’re going to wear a trench in the floor,” Ciangi laughed.

      “I can’t help it,” I said, continuing to pace and twist my hands around each other in a specific pattern. “It helps me think and calm down.”

      “Oh, sorry. I forgot.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, turning on my heel and walking away until I reached the end of my path, and then I returned to her. “I’m just going over in my head of what to say. They’re gonna give us some pushback, but in the end, they’ll know that this is the right thing to do.”

      “I’m glad you have faith,” Bahn muttered, rearranging the several datalogs he had in front of him. “Because I find mine wavering.”

      “Really?” I asked, pausing for just a moment. “Why?”

      “Because I find it—” He paused, and I belatedly realized that it was because one of the assistants had entered the room, soon followed by one of the generals that I didn’t quite know the name of, and then two other political figures. I sensed that the conversation between myself and my friends was over, so I sat and patiently waited for the rest of them to arrive.

      Of course, it was Masevkov and Santos who strolled in last, looking like they were the ones inconvenienced instead of us, who had been waiting for them over two hours.

      “What is all of this about?” Masevkov asked, voice even growlier than usual.

      “What this is about,” I said before Ciangi could step in, “is the survival of both our species and the Mimics. Thank you for joining us. If you’d have a seat, we can get started on saving life as we know it.”

      The general looked somewhere between surprised and affronted, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to care. I didn’t have time to be diplomatic, to dance around the red tape like a trained artist. Mimic needed our help and she needed it now.

      “Those aliens that are coming to avenge their fallen brother have reached the edges of the sensor grid Mimic created. We still have some time, but not nearly as much as we had estimated. We need to gather whatever we have and send it within the next forty-eight hours. No more planning. No more debating. No more amassing the perfect fleet. Whatever we have approved, we send. Period.”

      I finally stopped pacing and stood at the center of our trio, gazing at those gathered in front of me with resolution. I may have not been a diplomat, or military strategist or otherwise genius, but I knew how to throw myself into the action better than any other janitor-turned-engineer hopeful I knew.

      “We are well aware that some of the things outlined in our treaty are not possible with this accelerated timeline,” Bahn continued. “Seeing as the threat is not acting according to our timeline, we think it more than reasonable to drop what is not possible and simply stick with what is possible.”

      Ciangi stepped in, picking up on his next sentence as if she had been in his head. And who knew, maybe she was. The Coin Twins had a connection that seemed to defy the very science that they loved so much. “Which means all the ships you have assembled and what weapons are loaded onto them, and a skeleton crew of volunteers to fly them. Should we not have enough volunteers, we can program an autopilot program into any smaller ships that are undermanned.”

      When she finished, I certainly expected some objections, and especially questions of how we could be sure, or even how we had come by this information. But instead, there was only silence.

      It was exceedingly difficult, but I maintained eye contact the entire time, not wavering, not flinching. I felt like I was in some sort of standoff, and whoever blinked first lost.

      Finally, it was Santos who spoke.

      “Or, we could send nothing at all.”

      I stared at him, completely gobsmacked. “I’m sorry, what?” was all I could think of saying.

      “Our treaty with the leader of the Mimics clearly outlined when they could expect our aid and what we would provide. There were no clauses about providing things ahead of time should the foes of hers arrive early. We will not accelerate our output, nor will we provide a partial fulfillment of our terms. We will provide exactly what we promised, when we promised it.”

      Anger, white hot and roiling, surged through me with no quarter. I felt my face grow hot and my stomach squeeze itself into a tight little ball. “But without our aid, you’re basically ensuring the destruction of her entire species!”

      “If that is what should transpire, then one might consider it the natural order of things,” Masevkov added.

      I slammed my fists on the table. “Then what was this all for? Tell me, were you planning on betraying Mimic the whole time, or are you all just opportunistic sharks who smell the blood in the water?!”

      “Calm yourself, Mister Higgens.”

      “I will not be calm! How do you all live with yourselves at night? You’re willing to sit here and twiddle your thumbs while a nation of children is slaughtered just for wanting something so simple as their freedom! We killed all of Mimic’s people on her home planet. These children are the last bastions of a rich and powerful civilization that has helped launch us into a new age of discovery! This is our chance to make up for all the wrong we’ve done.”

      “We are not saviors of the universe. Just because we discovered life doesn’t mean that it is our job to be its guardian,” Santos bellowed.

      “I discovered new life, not you! All you guys did was sit here as a bunch of bloated parasites and feed off the work of their people!”

      Santos’s face grew red and he looked to one of his aides. They quickly ducked out of the room, and when they returned a second later, there were three guard-soldiers behind them. “We will adhere to the treaty. You are relieved of your duty until we have further need of you. Please return your security ID badge.”

      I stood there for a moment, trembling. I hadn’t felt so blindsided since Giomatti had first kidnapped Mimic. Sure, I had always anticipated some wiggling and whining from the bureaucrats in front of me, but I had never thought they were capable of outright betrayal.

      When I said and did nothing, the guards took a menacing step toward me. I felt both Ciangi and Bahn tense. Clearly, if I was down for a fight then they were too. But I shook my head, and ripped my ID from my pocket.

      “I would tell you where to shove this,” I hissed, trying my best not to let my voice shake. “But you’d probably need an instruction manual written in triplicate to figure it out and frankly, you’re not worth the time.”

      I threw my badge onto the table and marched out the door. I could hear the Twins do the same behind me, and we exited in solidarity.

      No one said a word, including the escort that met us at the elevator. We rode it down in silence, walked through the front entrance in silence, exited the doors in silence, and rode back to the lot in silence. It wasn’t until we were all in my car and pulling away that anyone spoke at all.

      It was Ciangi who broke the quiet, with a long line of swears that might have actually singed our eardrums. She continued for a great while, lasting long past our exit from the lot and almost the entire way to my house. When she finally finished, silence reigned once more.

      I heard a faint beeping from the backseat, and looked over my shoulder to see Bahn carefully scanning the car on his handheld. It seemed that he still loved his portable baby even after all this time. It reminded me of the good old days and I allowed myself a small smile as the scanner finished up its job.

      “Your car’s safe,” he said, tucking the handheld back into his omni-present satchel.

      “Really?” I asked. “Not a single bug? I’m disappointed.”

      “They probably think we’re just a bunch of nerds who will roll over if they flex their muscles a little.” She paused for a second, her bright eyes shuttling between Bahn and I. “We’re, uh, not going to roll over, right?”

      “Of course not,” I answered, putting steel into my voice. “In fact, we’re going to steal a ship. Specifically, the biggest one that I saw on the requisition list.”

      “Oh,” she murmured, voice quiet. “Is that all?”

      I shrugged, pulling up to my gate once more. “The night is young. We’ll see what else we can plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Grand Theft Spaceship

          

        

      

    

    
      I crawled over the crest of a hill, pulling myself along the thick roots of the trees that stuck out of the near vertical slope. I remembered when I was a child, I would daydream about one day seeing an actual forest instead of the carefully cultivated groves of trees we had in our colony greenhouse. I had fantasized about climbing into the branches, building a ramshackle treehouse, and other generally silly things that involved ending up covered in dirt and moss.

      However, none of those imaginings involved clambering up a near-mountain in a thick scape of pines while trying to break into a government hangar that held the treaty-promised ships and equipment.

      Life was funny that way.

      Ciangi and Bahn reached the top shortly after me. It seemed that they had been working on their physicality during their year on Earth. I guessed they figured on our next escapade, they didn’t want to be the slowest ones in the group again.

      “Not bad,” I murmured quietly once they were both on their feet beside me.

      “It was nothing,” Ciangi panted, wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “It was just like college.”

      “That was nothing like college.” Bahn said flatly, his thin chest heaving a bit.

      “Anyway, are you two ready for the next leg?”

      “Just give me a minute.” Ciangi said, holding up a hand. “Are we all clear on the plan?”

      “I mean, we discussed it about three times on the way over here, but we can go over it again if it makes you feel better.”

      “No, no...that’s alright. Just make sure your shield-scrambler is up. And did I mention that these are still in experimental phase?”

      “Yes. Like I said, three different times. Are you nervous? You seem nervous.”

      “Why are you talking like you’re Gonzales?” she countered, sticking out her tongue like the grown woman that she was.

      I shrugged. “I dunno. I guess it just doesn’t feel right without someone in the group aggressively using sarcasm mixed with practical logic.”

      “You know, if you weren’t so in love with Mimic, I would almost think you liked our gun-happy friend.”

      Normally I would have blushed at that, and sputtered something about platonic feelings for everyone, but I didn’t have the time.

      “Let’s go,” I said, sliding down the hill.

      It was a much longer journey on foot, but it’s not like we had much of a choice. I was more than certain that the bigwigs had already put a watch on both my house and my car. If they saw me pulling out of my drive, there would have been a detail and a satellite tracking me within seconds.

      So naturally, we had left several lights on at the house and set the projector to play silhouettes of us across the windows every so often before taking off on foot.

      Getting past the outer layer of security had been the easiest. There was an invisible sensor wall that would trip if anyone crossed it and notify security that someone had trampled into their territory and at what speed they had trespassed. All it took was a quick jump with propulsion boots and we were over that barrier without a sweat.

      After that had been an actual shield that Ciangi had partially disabled with a quick power surge to the nearest output post. It also served the added perk of drawing a contingent of repairmen and soldiers to the spot, which would draw them away from the next layer we had to peel back.

      Next, we had a physical wall to clamber, then inner gates that required a badge to buzz through.

      We were taking a bit of a gamble on that part. The three of us had surmised that since the generals had our badges, they most likely wouldn’t be in any sort of hurry to deactivate our clearance. Most likely they would barely remember to hand it off to one of their assistants at some ridiculously hour late before they went to bed, and that assistant couldn’t get it to anyone that mattered before morning.

      So, we had printed out copies of our badges based on a picture we had taken together. It was hopefully the last thing the bureaucrats would suspect.

      However, if they had deactivated our clearance, we would be completely SOL and forced to default to our backup plan.

      I didn’t like our backup plan. It involved a whole lot of explosions and possible innocent casualties. But if it came to that, I would follow through. I had to get to Mimic, no matter what.

      Suddenly I found myself wishing that I had sent her a holo. Even if she wouldn’t get it for several weeks, at least she would know that I had never abandoned her.

      It didn’t take long for us to reach the wall, a looming barricade of stone and metal that spouted up from the forest, cutting between the trees like a great knife. I could feel my teeth buzz with the energy field surrounding it, and I looked to Ciangi expectantly.

      “This is where we turn on our shield-scrambler, right?”

      “What happened to ‘we’ve gone over this three times’?”

      “Just being thorough.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, yes. This is where we start to use them. And we’ll know if they’re not working if—”

      “One of us suddenly falls over dead or guards literally rain down from the heavens on us?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well, here goes nothing.” I was playing it much less carefully than I would normally, but I couldn’t be overly-cautious considering what was on the line. I crouched and powered on my propulsion boots, then shot myself up and over the grand structure.

      I didn’t quite clear it, and landed near the top with a thump. I caught the edge with my hands, none too worried as I pulled myself the rest of the way up.

      I stood atop the structure for a moment, admiring the view until Bahn and Ciangi joined me. Once we were together again, I double-checked to see that no one was below us then jumped down to the other side.

      The boots did their job and slowed our momentum, allowing me to land softly enough not to break any bones. However, it certainly wasn’t soft by any definition of the word and both of my knees popped in protest.

      “Ow,” Ciangi groaned as they hit earth beside me with muffled thumps. “Remind me to recalibrate these later,” she said.

      “If we get a later,” Bahn murmured. “We still have one more hurdle to pass just to get in.”

      “True enough.”

      Together we walked forward, shedding our dark outerwear and stuffing it into the compression half of my backpack so we looked less like thieves from some show on the net and more like peons hastily shuffling to complete their work before their shift ended. I clipped my badge to my pocket as we walked, and it helped me from catching the eyes of any random personnel that passed. The last thing I wanted to do was shoot one of them an accidentally guilty look and have them report us before we could get to where we needed to go.

      I reached the final door that would let us inside the hangar we needed. Just like all the other ones, it had three scanners necessary to open it up—badge, finger, and eye

      In a way, Earth’s massive reliance on automation was a godsend. If there was an in-person guard set to block the entrance, we might not have been able to con our way in. Or maybe we could. Either way, I was much happier fooling a predictable machine instead of a living, breathing, unpredictable human.

      My hand trembled slightly as I slid the card through the slot. The door gave a beep, and then a panel slid out for me to press my thumb against. I almost didn’t dare to breathe as I pressed my thumb to it, but that beeped too and then last but not least, the eye scanner came out.

      The seconds seemed to drag on forever until finally, that was an affirmative sound as well and the door slid open.

      I heaved a sigh of relief and gave my companions a little wave before stepping through. The door closed quickly behind me, and I stood back to wait for each of them to go through the same process I had.

      I couldn’t help but worry, my maintenance side quickly rattling off all the things that could go wrong and possible fixes for those eventualities.

      Our entrance could cause the head of security to be paged, and before we knew it, a contingent of guards would be swarming us. Or, by sheer chance, whoever’s job it was to deactivate our clearance could do so any moment and one of us could end up locked out while the others were trapped inside. Perhaps even one of the generals would cross by and recognize us.

      The possibilities went on and on until the door finally slid open and Ciangi emerged, looking relieved.

      Just like before, it quickly shut behind her and then it was just Bahn.

      The blond half of the twins and I didn’t say anything as we waited. As it was a government building, we were fairly certain that there were probably listening devices everywhere until we got into the sealed areas of the hangar. It was torture, just standing there in the quiet as we waited for something to go wrong, but a few seconds later, the entrance swung open once again and it was Bahn stepping through.

      He nodded to us, an obvious look of relief across his face. I held up my hand for a high-five, and he slapped it with more enthusiasm than I had seen in him in quite a while.

      We moved on down the hall after that, beelining for the hangar. We were practically there, and I could feel adrenaline pumping up in earnest.

      Honestly, I wasn’t that worried about stealing the ship. Since it was so new, there were going to be almost zero security protocol fitted to the vehicle. No, the difficult part would be getting it past Earth’s outer defenses. Defense satellites, the space military posts, not to mention the outer stations that would all want to stop us from getting past their sphere of influence. It was going to be incredibly difficult, but we were game.

      We had to be.

      The final door to the actual hangar we wanted was just a simple, garage-like door held closed with an ionic lock. A quick placement of a mini-electrical discharger later, the lock popped open and we rolled the partition up and out of our way.

      “Whoa,” Ciangi breathed, looking out at the vast allocation of government space.

      “Whoa.” I couldn’t help but agree.

      Stretching out before us was row after row after row of mint condition ships. I saw everything from tiny, single-pilot fighters, to a five-crew scouting ship, all the way up to a singular magnificent, gargantuan battle cruiser that would make even the most high-budget of net shows wet their pants.

      “And to think they wanted to hold all of this back,” Bahn mused, anger dripping over his words like syrup drizzle.

      “Honestly, I don’t know if they were ever planning on giving any of this up.”

      “I’m beginning to think that they weren’t at all,” Ciangi said as we walked forward. “So, which ship are we talking, now that we are falling back into our old habits?”

      “What ship do you think?” I asked, grinning wryly while walking straight toward the warship.

      “Higgens, no! We can’t.”

      “Higgens, yes,” I shot right back. “We definitely can.”

      I could already see us riding up to Mimic’s planet in the cruiser’s full glory. The relief that she would feel would be massive and I would get the chance to be a hero again.

      Maybe that was why I was so dissatisfied with my day-to-day existence. I had gotten used to every one of my actions being monumentally important and somehow managing to save the day with my friends that now, nothing really seemed to be a challenge anymore.

      Well, stealing one of the newest, biggest, and brightest spacecraft from the government of Earth was plenty of challenge.

      “This is crazy,” Bahn said, although he didn’t slow his step at all as we jogged toward our destination. I was tempted to sprint, but we didn’t want to move too quickly and fry out our shield-scramblers, which were the only things keeping us from setting off every alarm in the place.

      “Does anyone else get the feeling that this is entirely too easy?”

      I had finally reached the lowered walkway of the ship and I hesitated just a moment. “Not really, why—”

      Suddenly someone, no…something punched me, and I went flying. I collapsed to the ground a few feet away, vaguely aware that Ciangi was screaming in alarm and all of my limbs seemed to weigh a thousand pounds.

      I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t gather my wits enough to do so. I did, however, manage to tilt my head enough to see what looked like a syringe sticking out of the left side of my chest.

      “Ow,” I groaned before my head fell back.

      Less than a second later, I felt both Bahn and Ciangi clatter to the floor a few feet away. I didn’t need to look around to guess that they had been tagged too. Footsteps sounded down the ramp, one right after another, until three soldiers were looking down at me curiously.

      “Why did you shoot them?” one asked the other, although their voice rang hollowly in my ears. As if someone had put some sort of ancient auto-tune on their words.

      “They were running for the ship. There’s no reason authorized personnel would do that.”

      “I hope you’re right. Let’s get them to the infirmary to sleep off those darts.”

      I tried to object, or to come up with some sort of con worthy of the situation, but my mouth wouldn’t move. The world grew dark at the edges and I spun away until finally, sleep claimed me just like any other.
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      I didn’t want to wake up.

      That was the very first thing I was aware of as I hovered on the edge of my subconscious. Sleep was safe, and easy, and most of all, it felt good. The more awake I became, the more I was aware that something awful was awaiting me.

      But eventually, I wouldn’t resist consciousness any longer. I rose up to the real world and opened my eyes to near blinding levels of illumination.

      I tried to sit up with a jerk, but instead, my body moved in slow motion. When I finally did get upright, my head swam with some serious double vision.

      I closed my eyes and took a long, deep breath. My fingers came up to massage my temples, and once I stopped feeling like I was caught in a whirlpool, I tried looking around again.

      I was in a small, bare, and brightly lit room. I saw a waste disposal device in the corner and a simple roll-up mattress in the other, and nothing else. Turning about, there was none other than a line of yellowish shielding for the fourth wall.

      I was in a cell.

      Bigger than the one Mimic had once been held in, but a cell nonetheless.

      I stood there, in complete and utter shock. Slowly, the events that led up to that moment played out in my mind. There must have been guards on the ship. Of course! Why had I thought that they would be left unprotected? This wasn’t a mining ship with the bare essentials to function. This was an Earth Gov military building. Or at least it was… I wasn’t exactly sure where we had been taken to.

      “What’s a pretty boy like you doing in a place like this?”

      My eyes jerked in the direction of the voice, into a cell across the hall, where none other than Gonzales stared at him.

      “Oh my gosh,” I gasped, rushing to the edge of my prison. “What are you doing here?!”

      She stood and walked right up to the glowing barrier of her room as well. She looked tired, more tired than I had ever seen her, with deep purple circles under her eyes and I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like she had a split on her bottom lip.

      “Same thing as you, I imagine,” she said, grinning broadly. “Getting betrayed.”

      “I, wha…what happened?”

      “You always did have a way with words, didn’t you?” she joked, winking broadly at me. It was then I noticed a strange discoloration around her eye. Had she been in a fight? Had someone struck her?! “But I was on contract, working out the kinks in those weapons we had that whole hoity toity meeting about, when I happened to overhear a couple of the honchos talking.”

      “Really? You just happened to overhear?”

      She rolled her eyes, but her mischievous grin didn’t dim. “Alright, so I may or may not have been satisfied with the answers I was getting from my liaison and I may or may not have broken into their place to get some answers when good ol’ General Santos—who is married by the way—and my liaison burst in and started…dancing. Horizontally.”

      My eyes went wide at the revelation, but I didn’t quite understand. “What does that have to do with you ending up in prison?”

      “Pillow talk, actually. It’ll do you in every time. Santos revealed that they didn’t intend on ever honoring the treaty and that they were using our team as an excuse to amass enough supplies for some sort of global cue. Can you believe that? We’re trying to save the galaxy and they’re busy with some planetary power play!

      “Needless to say, I had to get to you guys and warn you, but unfortunately I got a little…intercepted on my way out of the building.” She smiled sheepishly and sent me a shrug. “I’ve been stuck here ever since.”

      As happy as I was to see one of my best friends, my stomach sank at the thought. She had been so alone and had no one there to help her. “How long ago was that?”

      “Uh, I don’t really know. There’s not a reliable way to keep time here, and I think they do it on purpose. But the last date I remembered was the twenty-seventh.”

      “The…the twenty-seventh, are you absolutely sure?”

      She squinted at me and now I was absolutely sure her eye was barely healed from a good punch. “Yeah, why?”

      “Gonzales, it’s the twenty-first today.”

      “Holy halibut,” she breathed, taking a step back. “And none of you thought to look for me?! I was gone almost a month.”

      “I…I got a message from you. It said you were working on a super high-level project and would be out of touch for a bit.”

      I heard the voice of Ciangi, but I couldn’t quite see her. By following Gonzales’s gaze, I surmised that she was in a cell next to me.

      “Ah, it makes sense they would cover their tracks.” Gonzales sighed. “They were probably going to fake my death or something after a while and hope that you didn’t ask questions.”

      “You think they would have done that?” I heard Ciangi ask weakly.

      “Hon, this is politics with rich people. I think they’d do anything to get what they want.” She sighed and sat down. “Hey, Higgens, do you see Bahn in the cell next to me?”

      I glanced over, where I thought I saw a figure sprawled out on the floor in the very back of the room. Heaven forbid that they could have set us down on the mattresses. “I think so. But he’s still out.”

      “Eh, the boy never could hold his liquor. I’m not surprised sedatives are just as effective on him.”

      “How do you know they used sedatives on us?”

      “Because y’all came in completely unconscious. It would have been funny if it wasn’t awful.”

      “Ah, right. That would make sense.” I tried to push through my guilt, but I felt utterly terrible at the thought that she had been stuck in this tiny box for nearly a month, fearing the worst. “I’m sorry, I really am.”

      She waved her hand. “What were you gonna do? They played us all real good.” She rubbed her face and when she looked to me again, her smile was definitely wavering. “So, how’d you lovely folks end up here? I’m guessing not by eavesdropping on some post-adulterous shenanigans.”

      “Mimic sent me a message.”

      “Oh, dude, really, she did?!”

      I nodded. “The alien’s friends arrived at the edge of the sensor’s readings. They’re moving much faster and much closer than we thought. We have maybe a month or two now instead of a year or two.”

      Gonzales’s face went ashen. “You have to be kidding me.”

      I shook my head, mood sinking even further. “I’m afraid not. We went to warn the generals and they said that they wouldn’t fulfill the treaty any earlier than what was dictated in our exact missive.”

      “Wow… I just…even when you know that they’re terrible people, it really just takes the legs out from under you. They really don’t care what happens to the first alien species we’ve ever been in contact with.”

      “They really don’t,” I murmured.

      “Gonzales,” Ciangi whispered, voice so quiet and shaking that it wasn’t audible. “Please tell me that you have some sort of plan to get out of here, something you couldn’t do with just you but will work now that the four of us are all together again?”

      Gonzales dropped her head and shrugged. “Sorry, furiendo. I’ve been over my cell a dozen times over. We’re locked in here until someone decides to let us out. And I have a feeling that won’t be until we’re useful to the very people who put us here.”

      “Well, what about food? Or exercise? Or bathing?”

      “Food comes once a day. Exercise is whatever you can think of to do in your seven-by-seven space and once in a while, they’ll toss sani-packs in here for us so we don’t get a raging infection.” She trailed off and I thought she was done, but after a moment, she kept going. “Uh, Ciangi?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Try to keep your face to the wall, and curl up small, if you can. At least around feeding time.”

      “Why?”

      “It, uh, it just might work a bit better that way.”

      I wanted to ask more, I wanted to try to plot out our miraculous escape. I wanted to do so many things, but I was completely and entirely stuck.

      Gonzales yawned and leaned back. “I hope you guys don’t mind, but I’ve been up for what feels like forever, waiting for you guys to wake up. I think it’s time I had a nap. Try not to throw yourselves at the walls. All you’ll end up with is a busted shoulder.”

      She crawled forward on her hands and knees until she was on her thin mattress, then practically collapsed. For a moment, I thought she might just be fooling around, but then I heard her deep and heavy breathing even from across the hall.

      “What now?” Ciangi breathed, her voice barely getting around the wall between us.

      “Now we collect data,” I said, determination going through me like a fire. “And then we use that to make a plan. And then our plan will get us out.”

      “I…I think I’m scared, Higgens.”

      My chest squeezed painfully at that. No matter how one phrased it, my rushing forward had gotten my friends into possibly the worst situation they had ever been in.

      And I swore that I would get them out of it, if it was the last thing I did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bahn did wake up eventually, and I quickly explained to him what the situation was. The optimistic, hopeful side of my mind hoped that somehow, they might have left some of his many gadgets on him, considering he liked to hide them in plain sight, but the enterprising engineer searched and found not a single one.

      I didn’t let that discourage me too much, and began to try to formulate ideas in my head. They weren’t very good ideas considering I didn’t really have enough data to go off of yet, but they were the foundation which I told myself I could build off of later.

      Hours passed and I couldn’t sleep, so my thoughts were all I had to keep me company. Entirely too much time went by while Mimic was waiting for us. Would she think we abandoned her? That we had just abandoned her to her fate? I hoped not. I didn’t want to think about her having to experience that feeling in the pit of her stomach. It was terrible and heart-wrenching, and I was sure she had far too much on her plate to have to deal with that too.

      Our first round of food came before my first sleep. A single guard came in, rolling a cart with four trays. I plopped myself right in the center of my cell and watched, content to learn everything I could before trying something rash that would end up with us having even tighter security.

      He approached Bahn’s cell first. Putting his cart to the side, he grabbed one of the trays and walked toward the barrier. I watched intently, waiting for the shield to drop, but instead, the guard pushed the tray through.

      My breath hitched with excitement while Bahn tentatively stepped forward to take it. Once both of his hands were on it, the guard stepped away. Bahn pulled the tray to himself then crossed to the back of his cell and began to eat.

      The rest of the interaction went quickly, and I tried not to wiggle with excitement as it came my turn. Sure enough, I got a tray just like everyone else, and it slid through the barrier without a single bit of resistance.

      Fascinating. It must have been some sort of shield-resistant material. I was sure that could be of some use.

      “Gonzales—” I started as soon as the guard was gone and the door slid shut behind him.

      “They come and collect the trays in an hour,” she said without me even asking my question. “So, if you want to eat, you better do it now. And if you try to break that tray, they will cuff you until they find every piece. Even if they have to do a full body cavity check.”

      I didn’t want to ask her how she knew that, and I certainly wasn’t going to question her expertise, so I shut my mouth and nodded. So, I couldn’t collect any pieces now, but I could hold onto the information for later.

      “Ciangi, when you’re done, make sure you push your tray out of the shield as soon as possible.”

      “Again, why do you keep telling me these strange things?”

      “Just trust me, okay?”

      “…alright.”

      The conversation died at that and soon we were stuffing our faces. I was much hungrier than I should have been, which made me wonder exactly how much time had passed while we were unconscious. Part of me felt like it couldn’t be long, but another part of me knew that it must have been enough for them to drag us to the infirmary, identify us, strip us of all our belongings, and then transport us to wherever we were.

      Unless there wasn’t any transporting at all. I supposed it was possible that we were below the hangar somewhere, locked in some super-duper, high-level clearance prison.

      If only I had been more careful! I had been relying on luck for far too long and clearly, it had finally run out. Now, no one would be saved and the Earth was possibly about to throw itself into its first major war in ages. All because of me.

      My sour thoughts continued and I found myself caught in a wheel of self-pity until the door opened again. True to Gonzales’s word, a guard came to collect the trays. I quickly slid mine across the floor, where it crossed through the shield with no problem, while Gonzales and Ciangi had both already left theirs in the hall.

      The guard collected them without a word and then disappeared again, leaving us to plan and rest. It was in silence that my first full day in captivity passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Bully

          

        

      

    

    
      I hated to admit it, but days began to pass into a clear routine. I would wake up and the four of us would discuss any thoughts that came to us until we fell asleep several hours later. Well, Ciangi, Bahn, and I would chat. Gonzales would listen idly, but didn’t contribute. I knew that her month here no doubt wore at her, and that she had probably been through at least a dozen or so plans herself, but I couldn’t just give up.

      We were her cavalry, after all. Even if how we ended up trapped with her was accidental.

      It wasn’t until what I guessed was the third day when something happened to knock me out of the ritual I wasn’t aware that I had settled into. Gonzales was right, the longer we were here, the more the days and details started to blend together into an endless rush.

      The door slid open and loud footsteps sounded. I looked to the entrance to see a guard I didn’t recognize enter with a handful of what I guessed were the sani-packs that Gonzales had mentioned. He was a touch shorter than me, but one of those incredibly jacked individuals that obviously was trying to make up for his lack of vertical growth with horizontal gains. His face was your standard, tough guy fair, and his thick, blond beard was meticulously trimmed. I didn’t like him from the moment I saw him, but I figured our interactions would be too small to matter.

      I could not be more wrong.

      “What’s this?” he said, deep voice booming throughout the space. I instantly thought of all the bullies who had mocked me on the colony. They all had a certain way of carrying themselves and speaking. Like they were constantly performing and trying to impress someone I couldn’t see. “We’ve got a whole crowd in here. No one told me you were having a party!”

      None of us said anything, we were far too alert for that. Maybe it was a terror that all of us nerds shared, or just the vibes he was putting off.

      He continued his approach, but didn’t stop walking until he was past us and to a command console on the far side of the hall. He pressed a series of buttons, and a small square opened in the center of our shields. Barely enough for a hand to fit through, but enough for him to toss through a couple of the packs.

      When we all had them, I thought that would be it, but he paused at Gonzales’s cell, turning the items over in his hand.

      “What’s this, big mouth? No taunts?”

      I watched, the hairs rising at the back of my neck. Everything was telling me that his tone was dangerous.

      Gonzales didn’t say anything, but that only seemed to interest the guard even more. “You’re not ignoring me in there, are you, big mouth? You know how I hate that.”

      I crossed to the edge of my cell, my stomach twisting. The tension was cranking up steadily by the minute, and my eyes locked onto Gonzales. She was sitting against the back wall of her room, a blank look on her face.

      “No, sir,” she said finally, her gaze completely avoiding me.

      “That’s better. I have your sani-packs here.” He held them up and shook them. “Now what do you say?”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

      “Thank you, sir!”

      “Much better.” He laughed and tossed them in. I heaved a sigh of relief, glad the situation was over as the guard walked off.

      Except he didn’t leave. Instead, he walked right back to the console at the end of the hall and dropped her shielding entirely.

      Gonzales was on her feet in an instant, and for the first time since we had arrived, I saw her without a double shield of demi-transparent light between us. Suddenly, I could make out dozens of bruises along her arms and neck, some faded and some fresh. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to vomit or throw myself against the shield, but I very abruptly knew exactly what all of Gonzales’s warnings meant.

      The guard sauntered back, a superior, obnoxious grin on his face. My skin crawled at the sheer smugness rolling off him in waves. He stood at the opening of her cell, hands on his hips and his back to me.

      “Well, aren’t you going to wash up, inmate?”

      “Waiting until I go to sleep later. Nothing like hitting the hay all refreshed.”

      “And have one of you eggheads use the wrapper to somehow fabricate some amazing escape? I don’t think so. Go ahead now, so I can collect your trash.”

      “You’re not collecting anyone else’s trash,” she murmured, almost so low that I couldn’t hear it.

      “Are you back talking me, prisoner?”

      “…no.”

      I knew it was important to stay quiet, to not make any waves. And I also knew that I could do nothing from my cell. But I couldn’t just sit silently and watch the uncomfortable exchange.

      “Hey, it takes a very little man to torment someone who can’t even fight back,” I cried, affixing my best glare at his back.

      He turned to me almost in slow motion, the air crackling around him. But my stomach didn’t drop and I didn’t feel fear. If anything, I just grew angrier.

      “Relax, Higgens, I got this.”

      He spun back to the woman so fast, I didn’t know how he avoided whiplash. “Oh, you got me, huh? Like I’m just another dumb guard you can wrap around your finger,” he countered, voice low and threatening.

      “That’s not what I meant,” she replied. “I was just saying—”

      His arm lashed out almost too quickly for me to even see, and the next thing I knew, Gonzales stumbled back, her cheek a vibrant and irritated red.

      That set me off, and I slammed into the barrier, as if I could break it down by sheer force of will. “Leave her alone!” I screamed, orders to stop coming from Bahn and Ciangi as well.

      “Look, I’m sorry.” Gonzales tried to speak over us. “I’ll clean up. We’re cool, okay?”

      “Cool? Yeah, we’re cool. So very cool.” On his last word, he struck out again and Gonzales’s head bounced off the solid wall of her cell.

      I was practically losing my mind. I was so close to her, just a few feet away, but I was powerless. Every time I slammed into the shield, it just threw me backward, the sleeve of my shirt smoking slightly.

      “What, you have to pick on women who are smaller than you?” I cried, stopping my mad assault on the barrier to bang my fist against the energy field. If only I could catch his attention, maybe I could give Gonzales enough of a break to run. “Did your mother kick you as a baby or something?! Daddy not love you?”

      Instead of turning to me, or even looking in my direction, he just gripped Gonzales by her hair and twisted her head so that she was facing him. “You hear those rude things they’re saying? Your friends aren’t very nice.” I could only hear Gonzales groan tightly as he squeezed her head. “Almost makes me think you told them all sorts of nasty things about me. We both know how much you like to blabber.”

      I wouldn’t blame the weapons engineer if she capitulated to him, if she whined and wheezed and said whatever he wanted her to. In fact, I almost wished she would, so that he would grow bored with her and leave her alone. But of course, the woman was far too proud for that.

      “Can you blame me for word getting around?” she countered, her words muffled from all the pressure his hand was exerting onto her face. “Just like your stench, your reputation proceeds you.”

      “There’s my girl,” he said before letting go of her face. For the smallest of moments, I thought that maybe it was over, and he would let her be. He took a single step away and my eyes locked with him. I hoped he could feel all the rage and hatred I felt for him, but instead of looking intimidated in any way, he just smirked.

      I opened my mouth to spit an insult when he suddenly whirled, and his fist connected with Gonzales’s middle. She retched, tumbling to her knees, and I slammed into the barrier again, shouting nonsensible threats.

      I didn’t stop, or calm down, even as the man walked back to the console at the end of the hall. He pressed something and Gonzales’s shield-wall popped back into being, but it seemed the man wasn’t done yet.

      He did something else and several small openings appeared in the ceiling above my head, each barely big enough to stick a finger in. I looked up, my curiosity interrupting my rage for just a moment, and barely had time to close my eyes before a vicious stream of water shot out of the little circle.

      It was painfully cold, and the spray bit at my skin like thousands of burrowing bugs. Just when I tried to move out of the way, more openings appeared in the walls and shot water crossways.

      “How do you like our riot control?” the guard asked. I could tell by Ciangi and Bahn’s cries that he was giving them the same treatment. But thankfully, he seemed to be giving Gonzales a slight modicum of mercy. “It’s supposed to be the top of the line, but we haven’t really had anyone to test it on. Maybe if you all were a bit politer, I wouldn’t have a reason to use it.”

      I tried to say something, but my jaws were chattering from the sheer temperature drop. I was going numb very quickly, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Gonzales had been subjected to this in the many days she had spent alone.

      “You know what, I haven’t had a chance to test out this button yet. Let’s see what that does, shall we?”

      I knew the moment he pressed it because the floor pulsed, and then the next thing I knew, I was flat on my back and seizing violently.

      It felt like every muscle in my body had been drawn as tight as possible and my teeth were clenching so hard that I might burst. It took several seconds for my brain to catch up and realize that there were electrical impulses going through the floor every ten seconds or so.

      “Whoops, probably shouldn’t have used that one with the water, but live and learn.” I couldn’t say how long the man let it go on, but my whole mind and body started to shut down from the torture. I wondered if maybe the psychopath of a guard was going to let us die like this, when I heard a small voice from Gonzales’s cell.

      “I finished washing up,” she murmured. “Thank you for taking care of me, Lazer.”

      Suddenly the electricity stopped, and I gasped, my lungs able to expand to capacity for the first time in minutes.

      It took quite a bit of willpower to roll over and look to Gonzales’s cell. She was standing toward the edge, looking battered but more determined than ever. She was pressing the empty packets to the shield and waiting patiently.

      Sure enough, the guard—Lazer, apparently—crossed over to her. He looked from her face, to the packets, to her face again before smiling. “Good girl.”

      With that, he punched a code in on the panel next to the shield, which caused a small opening to appear, just big enough for her to slide her trash through. She did so silently, and then he assuredly walked toward the exit.

      Silence reigned over us for several moments. I laid on the floor, gasping, heaving, and trying to get my breathing back to normal. My eyes locked with Gonzales across the hall, who was standing just at her shield, trembling.

      “Are…are you alright?” I managed to rasp between split lips.

      She nodded, and I could see her trying to arrange her face into some sort of acceptable emotion. “I’m fine,” she answered after a few moments. “Or I will be. Are you guys okay?”

      “Forget about us,” Ciangi said from her cell. “What about you? Who was that man? And why does he want to hurt you so bad?”

      Gonzales shrugged, pacing to the back of her cell. “That’s Lazer, as I’m sure you put together. You know how it is. When I first came here, I fought as hard as I could to get out. And when I couldn’t get out, I settled on tormenting everyone I could. I have a knack for getting under people’s skin, as you know, and a big, strong man with a power complex was the easiest target out of all of them.” She paused for a moment and sighed. “Unfortunately, he decided not to be the bigger man. The risk you run with a silver tongue, I guess.”

      “Gonzales…” I didn’t know what to say. The thought that she had been beaten in this prison for days on end while I had been complaining about living in the lap of luxury made me sick. “This isn’t right.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been in worse situations, believe it or not. He’s not the first man I’ve met who likes to beat on smaller women, and he won’t be the last. I’m a big girl, and I’ll get through this like I get through everything else.”

      “Smaller women…” I could almost hear Ciangi’s thoughts as she spoke. “Is that why you told me to stay toward the back of my cell?”

      “Yeah And you did a terrible job of that, FYI.”

      “You were being beaten! What did you expect me to do?”

      “I dunno, listen to your survival instinct and not draw attention to yourself?”

      I could sense that the tension and trauma was whipping up an unnecessary fight between us. “Gonzales, you know that we can’t stand by and let you get hurt any more than you could stand and watch us get hurt.”

      “Ugh. We’re all too noble for our own goods.” I sensed that this might have been a moment where we once would have all laughed, but the most I could manage was a half-sigh. But Gonzales kept going, resorting to her tried and true defense of dry humor. “Hey, at least we all are gonna get a nice wash from these sani-packs, right?”

      “Actually,” I said, holding up the drenched packets that were now a mix of deep brown and black after being electrocuted. “Not so much.”

      “Oh…” She sounded a bit guilty, but Bahn could only sputter in amusement before breaking out into a full on manic laugh. I was tempted to join him, but I couldn’t quite bring up the energy, so I only managed a desperate giggle. It wasn’t long before we all joined in, sharing a sad, desperate moment together.

      When it finally faded, I drew in another breath. “I’m going to get us out of here, you know. All of us.”

      Gonzales’s tone grew melancholy as she replied, “If you say so.”
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      Days passed. Or at least I thought they were days. It was hard to tell with no window, no sun, and no clocks. Our only way to tell the time was by the guards who brought us food or sani-packs, but I doubted they followed a specific schedule.

      Lazer didn’t show up every day, or even every other day, but he haunted us at the edges of our minds, not allowing us to ever grow complacent.

      He mostly liked to focus on Gonzales. It seemed nothing she did could ever placate him. If she was silent, he would accuse her of ignoring him. If she talked, he would find a way to twist her words into some sort of insult. We would yell, insult, and throw ourselves at the shields holding us back to no avail. None of us could distract him from torturing her.

      He never did enough to kill her, or even permanently harm her. But he did hurt her. Whether it was smacking, punching or kicking, he was ruthless. His favorite thing to do seemed to be to pull her this way and that by her hair, and every time his fingers wound in her dark tresses, I felt like I might be capable of murder.

      Of course, the weapons engineer tried to pass it off, but I could tell that it was wearing at her. I didn’t know why she felt the need to be so strong all the time, but I sensed she had her own reasons. I didn’t push her, but I wished she trusted me enough to let her guard down. It wasn’t healthy to constantly try to stay so in control all the time.

      Granted, the instances that she slipped into silence allowed me to plot. Not that my plotting got me anywhere considering we were locked up tighter than Alcatraz, but it made me feel somewhat accomplished.

      And when my brain finally grew tired from all the plotting and planning, I wondered if anyone would notice our disappearance, or if the treacherous generals already had a cover story. It wasn’t like I had anyone who would miss me, or notify the police. All the people in the world I talked to were gathered around me.

      Perhaps that was pathetic. I wasn’t really sure what was a ‘normal’ amount of people to be friendly with, but I got the feeling that three was a bit on the low side.

      Then again, how many people could say that they were friends with a shapeshifting alien? Certainly, that had to count for something.

      Although such thoughts comforted me, they did little to help the situation. And while our imprisonment was borderline tolerable most of the time, Lazer’s occasional appearances hung over our heads, not to mention the fact that Mimic’s people were facing their inevitable destruction and I was powerless to help them.

      I hated being powerless. I had gotten so used to taking matters into my own hands that it went against my grain to just sit around and rot.

      Heavy footsteps interrupted my repetitive thoughts, and I looked to the door. I was hoping that it was the tall, skinny guard who often was on sani-pack duty, or even the short, portly guard who handled the food the most. But no, it was none other than Lazer. Of course.

      His chest was puffed out even more than usual and his perfectly coiffed hair was slicked back. His tattoo was showing under his open collar, shifting under his skin and changing colors in a specific pattern that was all the rage about ten years ago. If being smarmy didn’t get Gonzales in trouble, I would have mocked his ridiculous peacocking.

      Then again, if Lazer was here, Gonzales was already in trouble.

      None of us moved, or even looked at him. We stayed quiet, although the air soon became charged with our tension. I found myself imagining all the different ways I would give him his just desserts, surprising myself at my own vehemence, until he stopped once more at Gonzales’s cell.

      “Rise and shine, big mouth!” the guard chorused, his voice almost sing-song. I felt all of my muscles tense as she stood and slowly shuffled forward, clearly waiting for something to go terribly wrong. “It’s your big day!” Lazer continued as she reached the shield.

      “My…day?” she murmured, clearly just as confused and apprehensive as I was.

      “Come now, big mouth! Did you forget?” He laughed and put his hands on his hips like some sort of ancient sitcom. “You scientists, always so absorbed in the lab! Well, don’t worry, as soon as I found out, I knew we couldn’t let such a momentous occasion just slip by.”

      Gonzales’s normally golden skin lost all of its color and she could only stare at the guard with wide eyes. “What…occasion?”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not letting this slip by while you’re so…occupied. Wait here.” He took a step away only to stop and then turn back to her. “Oh, and close your eyes. Wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise, right?”

      “Right,” she murmured, doing as he asked. The bully of a man laughed before whipping around to face the rest of us. “Any of you say a word, and I’ll make you regret it.”

      We didn’t make a single sound and he practically skipped off, as much as an overly-muscled, hyper-masculine Neanderthal could skip. Only a couple of minutes passed before he returned, rolling a cart in front of him. I had to blink several times to make sure I was seeing what I was seeing.

      But sure enough, no matter how many times I batted my eyes, the scene before me remained unchanged. Sitting in the center of the cart was none other than a traditional birthday cake, complete with white frosting and a good chunk of burning candles.

      Reaching down, the man pulled a collapsible chair from the bottom and set it just so in front of the cart before pressing the ‘deploy’ button. Once everything was all set, he crossed back to the console at the end of the hall that controlled our shields and dropped Gonzales’s.

      “Are your eyes closed?” he called, quickly walking back to her.

      Although I had always been suspicious, I was now absolutely certain the man was an absolute psychopath. How else could one explain his melodrama and sheer delight in torturing Gonzales? He had this obsessive need to break her down that I just didn’t understand.

      “Yes,” she answered quietly.

      “Alright, good. Give me your hand.”

      The rest of us held our breaths, watching without a word as he slowly, carefully, even gingerly led her to the chair. Once she sat down, he hurried around to the other side of the table and clapped his hands.

      “Alright, open your eyes!”

      She obeyed, as she always did, and the look on her face was sheer confusion. I couldn’t blame her. I was still bordering somewhere between disbelief and incredulousness, and I’d had a whole minute to stare at the scene Lazer had set up for her.

      “Happy Birthday!” the man cawed, making some gesture with his hands that I guessed was supposed to be some sort of celebration.

      “Happy… Birthday?” she managed to repeat, her eyes going wider than seemed humanly possible and her eyes shuttling from him to the cake as her mind desperately tried to piece together the absurdity of the scene. “It’s my birthday?”

      “It is! Congratulations, you’ve hit the big two-seven.”

      “But…” She was still struggling to speak, as if her thoughts were refusing to churn out comprehensible speech. “If it’s my birthday, then I’ve been here—”

      “Two and a half months!” Lazer said. “And what a two and a half months it’s been! I feel like we’ve really grown closer in this time, haven’t we, big mouth?”

      “I, uh, we—”

      She was interrupted by the man’s manic laughter. “If only you could see your face right now!” He cockled like an actual rooster. “If you’re wondering what flavor it is, it’s your favorite.”

      “How…” She paused to take a deep breath and center herself. I wanted more than anything to burst through the wall and stop this mockery of celebration, but I held myself steady. “How did you know?” she asked.

      “I have my ways. Now, eat up!” Her hands jerked up in compliance, but she hesitated for just a split-second. “What’s wrong? Do you not like it?”

      “No, it’s just, uh…there isn’t any cutlery.”

      “Will you look at that! I can’t believe I forgot!” He laughed again, every punctuation of the sound growing more and more insane. “Looks like you’ll just have to eat it like a barbarian. Go ahead, dig in.”

      She looked dubiously at him once more before bringing her hand up once more, reaching toward the cake and tentatively breaking off a small piece of it. Lazer watched with unchecked glee, his grin so wolfish that I wondered if he poisoned it. But what could she do? What could any of us do?

      I swore to myself that I would never be so powerless again. I couldn’t stand to just sit by and watch my friends be mistreated.

      “How does it taste?” Gonzales could only nod and give him a thumbs up, her mouth full of icing and cake. “You like it! Well then, stop picking at it like you’re on a diet. Go ahead, dig in!” He crossed around behind her, leaning down to grab her hand and shove it into the cake. “There you go. Grab a nice hunk.” Once he was satisfied, he pulled her arm back, then forced her hand up to her mouth. “Isn’t it delicious?” he cooed, not letting go until she ate the entire crumbling, icing-drenched hunk.

      There was only so much I could stand. My hands were shaking, and I jumped to my feet, mouth opening and closing like I wanted to say something, but I knew anything that came out of my mouth would just make it worse for Gonzales.

      But Lazer noticed me and shot me a wide, aching smile. “Aw, you want some too?” he asked, voice cloyingly friendly. “If Gonzales isn’t too hungry, maybe you can get a slice. What do you think, big mouth? Are you very, very hungry?”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could utter a single syllable, one of his hands went to the back of her head and slammed her face-first into the cake.

      “Sorry, aspie, but looks like someone is a greedy little piggy.” He continued to shove her face around in the cake, sending remnants of it this way and that. It was worse than any horror flick I had ever seen, and I threw myself at the barrier once more.

      It didn’t matter how many times I tried and failed, something in my mind wouldn’t let me sit still and watch the psychopath torture my friend. Cake went this way and that, while Gonzales’s hands beat against the table, trying to push herself up but to no avail.

      “Stop it!” I screamed, my voice breaking and scorching my throat raw, but I didn’t care. “Let her go!”

      “Coward!” I heard Ciangi shriek beside me. Her little fists made almost no sound against the shields holding us in, but I knew she was struggling just as much as I was. From what I could see, Bahn was also running to the back of his cell, so he could charge at the forcefield holding him captive, only to be flung back on contact, his clothes smoking.

      “Geez, big mouth. Your friends are so upset that you’re not sharing with them. How could you be so selfish? Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of good guy? Savior of the universe and discoverer of new life or something?”

      He paused for just a moment, allowing the weapons engineer to turn her face to the side and heave in big gulps of air. She murmured something, but none of us heard, and Lazer didn’t seem to either.

      “What was that?” he asked, leaning down so his ear was closer to her cake-covered lips.

      “That—” She gasped. “—was Higgens.” It was like a flash. One moment she was lying there, gasping and seeming to hold back tears, the next, she whipped her head to the side and Lazer was screaming.

      He tried to pull back, but something was holding him close to her. His fists lashed out at her, but she caught them in her hands. Our screams faded as we watched, both shocked and puzzled by what was happening in front of us.

      Lazer’s own cries increased in volume, curses punctuating every other word, until he eventually stumbled back, holding the side of his head. I could see blood going down his collar, but I couldn’t tell from where. The only thing I could make out was him howling a single phrase over and over again.

      “My ear!”

      Gonzales stood and spit something out of her mouth that I couldn’t recognize. She didn’t hesitate for even a moment, and dashed to the console at the end of the hall.

      Despite all the confusion and the terror, I felt triumph swell in my chest. She was going to do it! She was going to make it!

      It was like time slowed down and everything was moving in slow motion, but just when she was about to reach it, alarms went off and the console started to slide into the ground.

      “No!” I heard her cry, leaping toward it. But she was too far. By the time she landed, she slid over nothing but bare floor. “No, no, no!”

      “Gonzales!” I shouted, trying to catch her attention before she could fall into panic. “The door! It’s still open! Go!”

      She looked at us, blood down her chin and neck. “I can’t leave you,” she whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      “You have to! Go! Get a message to Mimic!”

      She nodded, something passing between us that couldn’t quite be put into words, and she bolted back toward the end of the hall. Past our cells, past Lazer who was still rolling around in pain, and into the doorway.

      And then, she was out and beyond my sight. I couldn’t believe it, and didn’t even dare to celebrate.

      “Did…did she make it?” Ciangi whispered.

      I didn’t get a chance to answer. We heard shouts, and then shots being fired, then nothing. My breath stopped, and I could only wait.

      It didn’t take long for several guards to come in, two of which were dragging Gonzales, who had several tranquilizer darts sticking out of her chest and torso. They threw her into her cell while others came to pick Lazer up and pull him out. As they got him to his feet, I finally was able to see that he was missing more than half of one of his ears. Nothing lethal, but certainly terrifying looking.

      None of the guards said anything, or even tried to hurt Gonzales for her assault of their coworker. The console slid back up from the floor, and they called her shield back before exiting with their wounded friend.

      The three of us stood there, in shock from everything that had unfolded. I tried to wrap my mind around the flood of information that had just swamped me, but it seemed so surreal. If it wasn’t for Gonzales, crumpled and battered in her cell, and the small chunk of Lazer’s discarded flesh, I might have thought it was a fever-dream brought on by insanity.

      There didn’t seem to be anything I could say that fit the situation, so I slid to my feet and watched Gonzales breathe steadily. The only thing I knew for certain was that I absolutely needed to get us out of here.
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      We didn’t get food for quite a while. I couldn’t say how it was in lengths of days, but I knew it was far past the schedule that my body had become accustomed to. Gonzales awoke somewhere past what I guessed was twenty-four hours, but didn’t say much. She wiped her face as best she could, but there was still cake all over her collar and front. I didn’t want to think of how the stale frosting must itch and scratch at her skin, or how constantly smelling the sweet confection had to be a permanent reminder of the horror she had experienced.

      The minutes didn’t pass quickly either, but rather trickled by, almost excruciatingly so. With every breath that passed, I wondered if Lazer would return, intent on revenge, and I was sure my friends were thinking the same. I wondered if the other guards would come and punish us, or if they would decide that we were more trouble than we were worth.

      However, the door didn’t open, and no one came to beat any of us into a pulp. As the days passed, we stopped speaking to each other, conserving our saliva as best we could. Humans were only able to live without water for three days, and although each of us had a singular ration of water that had been given to us that morning, even drawing it out could only sustain us for so long.

      After long enough, I began to wonder if they were just going to let us all starve in our little boxes, but before we grew too desperate, the door finally opened.

      It was Lazer who stepped through first, and my heart dropped. It seemed that they had been able to regrow his stolen ear, but bruising still mottled his skin on that half of his face. His expression was one of stone, and I knew without a doubt that one or all of us was going to die.

      He said nothing, simply marching forward into the hall. But then, someone entered behind him, a guard that I didn’t recognize at all who was pushing the food cart as usual. Did…did they give him a chaperone to deal with us?

      The bully still said nothing as they reached my cell first. Instead, he wordlessly picked up a tray and handed it to me while the other one crossed behind him until he was out of my view.

      I took the tray tentatively, expecting him to flip it into my face, or drop it at the last second. But instead, he let it go and I was able to take it into the back of my cell, fearing the worst.

      “Huh, so this is their holding area?” the other guard asked from somewhere I couldn’t see.

      “Yup.”

      “And why are these folks being held? Assassins? Spies? Traitors?”

      “Something like that,” Lazer answered, moving on to Ciangi.

      “Ah, that’s cool.” There was a pause before the stranger spoke again. “And what’s this thingie for? Looks super official.”

      “That’s the control panel. It’s the only place we can fully drop the shields.”

      “Oh, seriously? How do we do that?”

      Lazer sounded like he was answering out of habit rather than actually hearing what the man was asking. “You slide your badge then press the button by each cell listing. Then you punch in the daily password and then they drop.” There was a beat of silence, and suddenly the bulky man whipped around. “Wait, what are you doing?!”

      I rushed to the front of my cell, ready to press myself to the barrier so I could see what was happening beyond my cell’s view, but the shield dropped, almost making me stumble forward.

      “You idiot!” Lazer cried, drawing my attention to where he was trying to lunge at the other guard. The man simply ducked and vaulted over Lazer’s head before landing neatly behind him.

      “No, not an idiot,” he said, his voice raising and his form beginning to ripple and warp. His hair transitioned from a tawny brown to a beautiful white, and his eyes turned lilac. Within seconds, it wasn’t some strange guard standing with their back to us, but none other than Mimic herself. “Just a shapeshifter.”

      “Mimic!” I cried, my heart leaping into my throat.

      She turned and shot me a wink, only to have Lazer lunge at her. I shouted a warning, but the alien didn’t need it. She calmly dropped into a crouch, reached up, and physically threw the man down the hall. He landed, hard, and slid even further, coming to a halt with a groan.

      “Oh my gosh,” Ciangi cried, rushing forward to give the alien woman a hug as she stood. “It’s you. It’s really you!”

      “Yes, last time I checked,” she said, smiling softly.

      I too found myself rushing forward and throwing my arms around them both. My emotions were bucking wildly, and I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh, or cry, or jump up and down and scream until my voice was hoarse. But I could figure that out later. The most important thing was that Mimic was here.

      “But how is this possible?” I murmured, letting go just long enough to step back and look at her face once more. “How are you here?”

      She was just as I remembered, kind eyes in a pointed face, with hair past her shoulders and a look of curiosity always present in her features. I realized that she would never age considering this body was not her true form, but I felt like I could see some of the stress wearing at her visage, etching lines into her skin to never be forgotten.

      “When you didn’t respond to my messages, I knew that something had to be wrong. Even under the most extreme of circumstances, I knew that all of you wouldn’t be ignoring me under your own volition.”

      “That explains why you came,” Bahn said, stepped out of his cell with a look of wonder. “But not how. Your planet is very far away, to put it lightly.”

      “We have made quite a lot of advances since you were last on our planet. I used what knowledge I gained from your datalog to create a rudimentary, one-person ship to come here.”

      “Wait,” I said, eyes going wider. “You made a ship? Just like that?”

      “Well, I started it several months ago as a resource for the coming battle. But the sudden silence caused me to speed up the production. But, as it is a one-person ship, it is not appropriate for our escape.”

      I grimaced. “Oh, what are we going to do about that?”

      “I had hoped you might have some ideas for that. I spent all of my time and planning on finding you. I’ve been on your planet for weeks and I feel as if I have been running around in circles. Your planet is baffling.”

      Bahn looked from me to Mimic. “We, uh, we did have a plan before we got here. Would it be that insane to try again?”

      “We certainly would have the element of surprise if we act quickly.” Ciangi added. “I’m assuming that you took precautions to make sure the alarm won’t sound the moment we leave here?”

      Mimic nodded. “I have learned much about what you call security measurements. I ensured that we have a clear path out of this building.”

      “Actually,” I interrupted. “What exactly is this building?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We were kind of unconscious when they brought us here. We have no idea even what country we’re in.”

      “Ah. In that case, I feel much more accomplished that I found you.” She smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling in a quiet laugh, and I felt my mood lift with her. It was as if I had a thorn in my hand for the past year and someone had finally removed it. I felt relief, and satisfaction, and happiness all wrapped into each other. I wasn’t even concerned that we still had a daring escape to get through.

      “You are under a large, um, what is your human word for it? A place that holds many physical valuables from your ancient times?”

      “A museum?” Ciangi supplied.

      “No, I do not think that is it. Um, perhaps it is called, oh goodness, I know this world. A fortune holder?”

      My mind spun through about a dozen definitions. “Do you mean a treasury?”

      “Ah yes! That! You are under a treasury. The most heavily guarded treasury I have ever seen.”

      “Mimic, isn’t this the only treasury you have ever seen?”

      “Ah. Yes, I suppose. But anyway, you said you once had a plan, Coin Twin?”

      “Yeah. Granted, I’m sure we’ll have to make some changes to it considering how long we have been down here, but the building blocks are all still there. I doubt they will have improved security since they probably think we were a one-off fluke.”

      “Then let us go,” Mimic said, nodding resolutely. “Time is of the essence. I am sure my brothers and sisters have no doubt wound themselves into a tizzy.”

      “Your brother and sist— Oh, right. The mini-Mimics. Yeah, let’s go.”

      A roar sounded behind us, and I turned to see that Lazer had risen to his feet and was barreling toward us.

      He didn’t quite make it, however, as a dark shape slammed into his side. He flew into what had just been my cell, and I heard him collide with a wall.

      The sound of fists hitting flesh and bone filled the hall and we all ran over to see Gonzales sitting on top of the man’s chest, beating the man who had tortured her for so long.

      Once again, none of us said anything. I was sure we had all daydreamed many times of putting the sadist in his place, but it was another thing entirely to see Gonzales dole out her revenge. I could hear her ragged breathing from where I was, and even from behind her, I could tell that she was crying. She yelled no insults, and spat no curses. She was silent other than the small sobs escaping her lips.

      Eventually, Lazer shuddered and then went still. For a moment, I thought that he was dead, but I saw his chest rise and fall sluggishly as Gonzales stood.

      “Your gun,” she said finally, extending her hand but not looking at any of us.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I sputtered, my eyes focusing on the blood coating her knuckles.

      “Mimic, there’s a blaster on your guard uniform. Give it to me.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Ciangi murmured.

      We weren’t judging her, or telling her what she could or could not do, but I couldn’t blame the blond Coin Twin for wanting to make sure if her best friend was really ready to take a life.

      “Yes,” was the succinct answer.

      Mimic, who obviously didn’t quite understand what was happening, removed her gun from her belt and handed it over.

      Gonzales took the blaster then turned once more to her previous tormenter. She stalked over to him, steps as silent as death itself. When she reached his prone form, she grabbed him by his hair and pulled him up.

      His head stood at a strange angle, his long, carefully coiffed hair leaving some distance between her hand and his scalp. Without so much as a pause, she brought up the blaster and fired.

      I flinched, squeezing my eyes shut as the smell of burning filled the room. I heard Lazer’s body fall back to the ground and opened my eyes. I expected a grisly scene, one that would stay with me forever and haunt my dreams. But instead, the guard was still in one piece and very much alive.

      “What…what happened?” I murmured before looking to Gonzales, who was still facing away from us. It was right about then that I noticed the thick chunk of hair in her hand. Looking back to Lazer, I saw the blaster had burned an ugly looking trough through his normally impeccably styled hair. There was even a bit of a burn in a stripe along the top of his scalp, which I was pretty sure meant that no hair would ever grow there again.

      Gonzales bent down, leaning over the man so she could hiss into his ear. “You took something away from me, so I took something away from you.” Her voice was as I had never heard it before. Low, calm, but as dangerous as the deep seas of Earth. “Now, every time you look in the mirror, you’ll know that you were bested by me. I hope you learn from this, you abusive prick, but I doubt you have the brain power left for it in that ever so thick scalp of yours.”

      With that, she stood and threw his singed hair onto him before turning to us. “So, I think someone said something about escaping?”
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            The Most Welcome Case of De Ja Vu

          

        

      

    

    
      It was strange to admit it, but it was almost fun to run with Mimic again. It reminded me of older, simpler times when our only opponent was a greedy ship captain or an enslaving alien. It seemed that going up against an entire military was much more complicated.

      But nevertheless, we were escaping yet again.

      We bolted out of the door first and into a surprisingly long corridor. I had expected more guards, but Mimic informed us that most of them worked in the upper levels, protecting the physical valuables of human history.

      “How exactly are we getting through the upper levels?”

      “I can shapeshift,” Mimic offered hopefully.

      “Uh yeah,” Ciangi said, trying to hold back her sarcastic tone and failing miserably. “Believe it or not, I figured that out by now. Too bad the rest of us can’t shapeshift.”

      “And we’re far too dirty to blend in,” Bahn added much more helpfully than his smaller twin. “Even if we could incapacitate enough guards and steal their uniforms, we would still stick out like sore thumbs.”

      “Yeah, we definitely look like we belong in the trash,” Gonzales said, almost sounding like her old self.

      Almost.

      “Wait,” I breathed, my mind rushing in that way it liked to do right when I was about to suggest something ridiculous. “I think I have an idea.”

      “Is this in the same vein as ‘we should steal a ship’ because right now we’re rocking a two out of three average on that actually working.”

      “No, actually. We’re trash!”

      “Um, what?”

      I realized that I wasn’t explaining myself well and shook my head. “I mean, does this facility have specific protocol for waste disposal? I’m sure we could somehow smuggle ourselves into the trash and get out of here that way. Especially if Mimic is our cover as a worker.”

      Everyone else’s face started to brighten, telling me that I hadn’t thought of the stupidest plan ever. It seemed even a year away from the action hadn’t totally ruined my clutch bizarre suggestions.

      “Actually, I think that might work,” Ciangi said. “Mimic, did you learn anything about the sanitation system of this building?”

      “Yes, actually. All trash is deposited through a shoot that then goes into a sorter. It’s picked through by employees before being put through another shoot that leads into the recyclers outside. They’re turned on at the beginning and end of the day, so should we go now, we should be fine.”

      “What about the workers down there?” Gonzales asked through her split lips.

      “That’s easy,” Mimic answered. “I will go down as an actual item of your Earth trash, scout the area, then signal back up to you if the coast is clear.”

      “How will we know what the signal is?”

      With that, Mimic smiled and the whole room seemed to grow a little less dark and foreign. “Trust me, you will know.” It seemed a shame when her face grew serious once more. “But first, we must make it to the chute. It’s one floor above us, and by the lavatories, if I recall correctly. We shall have to be careful, as I have observed that you humans do not seem to relieve yourselves on a regular schedule.”

      “You knew us for months and you just recently figured out that we don’t poop according to the clock?” Gonzales asked, snickering lightly. It was strange to hear the weapons engineer laugh again, but I certainly wasn’t complaining about the sound.

      “I suppose I never paid attention to it much before,” Mimic answered honestly. “However, my lack of attention to your bowel movements is neither here nor there as we should probably hurry before their lunch break. Then I do know that the floor above usually floods with those on their midday respite.”

      “Wait, it’s that early?” Ciangi asked. “Man, my sense of time is all messed up.”

      “Being cut off from natural light for so long is bound to do that to anyone,” Bahn supplied, rubbing his sharp chin. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re all struggling with some serious vitamin D and B12 deficiencies.”

      “Really, you don’t think they would account for that in our diets?”

      “Guys,” I said gently, clearing my throat. “I think we’re getting off-track again.”

      The two blushed and looked to me like they forgot I was there. It was pretty clear to me that we were all a little goofy from the adrenaline rush borne from our escape, as well as months of captivity. Hopefully that wouldn’t make our efforts to get out of the building a total waste.

      There was only one way to find out, I supposed.

      “Lead the way,” I murmured to Mimic. She smiled softly at me again, then opened the door and strode down the hall, her form shifting once more into the male guard.

      “It’s too bad we can’t all fit on the food cart,” Gonzales mused as we watched Mimic saunter down like she belonged. “How great would that be?”

      “Could you imagine?” Ciangi laughed quietly. “The four most wanted humans on the Earth being shuttled out of here by the alien we made first contact with? Priceless.”

      I would have laughed if it were any other situation, but I forced myself to watch Mimic as she scouted ahead. She turned around a corner and disappeared for a second, causing my blood to rush and my face to sweat, but after a few seconds, she appeared again and gestured to us that the coast was clear.

      We bolted to her as quietly as we could, careening around the corner to end up in yet another hall. Mimic went ahead of us again, leading us to a heavy door at the end. With a practiced ease that made me wonder exactly how much time she had spent scoping this place out, she whipped out her badge, slid it through the card-reader, and swiped her finger across the sensor.

      The door let out a subtle beep and I heard the lock click. Without hesitation, she threw it open and we were all rushing up the stairs contained within.

      I was breathless and achy by the time we reached the top. It seemed, although I had certainly pushed myself to exercise in my cell, that being confined to a single room had left me much weaker than I had been previously. Thankfully, I still had the adrenaline going from just being granted freedom, but I had the feeling that as soon as we got to safety, I would be collapsing into a Higgens-shaped puddle.

      Of course, Mimic reached the door first and slid through, closing it behind us and leaving us to wait. I knew that stairs were an antiquity only used in case of emergency, but that didn’t stop me from worrying that anyone could come down them at any moment and catch us cornered against the door. Sure, Mimic would probably hear us and come to save the day, but it didn’t stop me from fearing what could happen in those precious seconds before she arrived. I had seen much of human cruelty in the past few months, and I didn’t think I would be able to trust anyone beyond my circle for a very long time.

      Thankfully, no one arrived before Mimic returned, opening the door and motioning for us to follow along once more.

      We did so, and this time, none of us held back as we sprinted across the hall. Even from where we were, I could see the silvery-metallic opening of the chute kitty-cornered to the bathrooms. It was there that we would have to be vulnerable again as Mimic would have to slide down the thing and tell us if the coast was clear.

      “If you hear anything, duck into the bathrooms,” the shapeshifter said. “You can hide in the privacy pods should you need.”

      “Honestly, at this point, I’m surprised you know what those are,” Gonzales said, crossing her arms and shooting the shapeshifter a wry grin. It was only then, in the LED lighting of the hall, that Mimic seemed to see the engineer’s appearance and took a double-take.

      “What’s wrong with your face?” she asked without any guile or hesitation.

      Gonzales’s expression grew shadowy and I rushed to interrupt. “We’ll explain later. For now, you have a chute to slide down.”

      “That I do,” she said with a shrug. “See you in a moment.”

      With that, she climbed in, the only thing keeping her from disappearing was her grip on the edge. She sent us one last grin before her human form began to melt and she turned into a long bit of metal, sliding down into the darkness beyond our vision.

      “I’ll go stand guard at the intersecting hall,” Gonzales said. “I’ll call if anyone’s close.”

      “Wouldn’t they hear that then?”

      She groaned, pinching the bridge of her bruised nose. “Ugh. I’ve got rusty at all this sneaking stuff. I guess I’ll like… I dunno, break into a dead sprint toward you guys.”

      “Sounds good to me. I’ll somersault into the bathroom like it’s my job.”

      “Good.” She jogged toward the intersection in question, and I waited for Mimic to give us the all-clear.

      It was just as terrifying as the stairs, if not more so. I imagined the bathrooms were used much more frequently than the steps, and it was only a matter of minutes until someone needed to come relieve themselves.

      My chest hurt, and my heart thundered away in its anxiety. Man, I didn’t know if it was the year of press touring or the months of prison, but I had certainly turned into a stress-ridden, paranoid man. Hopefully that would ease now that I was leaping feet first into the fray, but only time would tell.

      I was so locked in my thoughts, I didn’t see a shape slithering up the chute toward me until it was nearly on top of me. I saw two brightly glowing, serpentine eyes staring at me and almost screamed before cutting myself off. The eyes blinked rapidly, and only after several solid seconds did I realize it was Morse code.

      ALL CLEAR

      “We got the signal,” I said, looking back to the others and waving for Gonzales to join us again. Once I was sure she saw, I looked back to the chute. “And, Mimic, please never use whatever this form is again. It’s absolutely terrifying.”

      I couldn’t see any of the other features in the darkness of the shoot, but the corners of the glowing eye crinkled as if it was smiling before it slithered back down the chute.

      “I’m going to see that in my nightmares,” I murmured before clambering into the slide feet-first and pushing myself down.

      I picked up pace very quickly, the seat of my pants growing warm as I gained speed. The chute was much longer than I thought it would be, going past floor after floor after floor, until I was sure we were much farther down than the cells where we had been held for so long.

      But after long enough, I saw a glimmer of light at my feet, rapidly approaching until I was dropping down into the open air.

      My stomach felt like it shot out of my throat as I hovered there for a moment, nothing below me except a great fall, and it took everything in my mind not to scream like a little baby. And then I was tumbling down, to what I was sure was my death, until I landed on something soft and forgiving.

      “Quick, out of the way before the next comes!”

      I recognized Mimic’s voice giving the order and quickly rolled off whatever it was that had cradled my fall. Sure enough, Bahn came hurtling down and landed just seconds after me. I got to my feet and managed to warn him before Ciangi came down.

      Since my feet were on solid ground, I got the chance to see what had saved me. It looked like Mimic had put a container filled with different foam cushions for shipping delicate items under the chute. I hadn’t even thought about us having a comfortable landing, so I was more than impressed that she remembered how squishy our bodies could be when it came to high-impact falls.

      Soon Gonzales arrived as well, rounding up our group. We looked to each other, and I could feel the disbelief rolling off all of us.

      “Is anyone else surprised that we’re still alive?” Bahn asked, tightening his greasy ponytail. Even sani-packs couldn’t properly clean long hair, and I certainly felt for the taller of the Coin Twins. I was sure when we got out of here, his first wish would be for a long, hot shower.

      “Not I,” Mimic said. “You have never failed before, and I knew you wouldn’t now. Come, the chute leading to the recyclers outside is this way. It is a much shorter fall, but the landing will not be nearly as nice.”

      “Noted,” I said, following along after the shapeshifter.

      Her positivity was practically infectious, and despite the seriousness of the situation, I found myself getting further and further from the desperation that had plagued me for so many days. We were so close to freedom, which meant we were so close to returning to Mimic’s planet and leaving the trash pile that was Earth far, far in the distance.

      I had learned a lot on the planet, and made some memories that would affect my life forever, but I would not miss it. I had found my happiness, and it was hurtling through space with my friends, facing down impossible odds. It was being at Mimic’s side and fighting for what was right.

      We reached the last chute and just like before, Mimic went down first. This time, we didn’t wait for some sort of signal and followed a few seconds after her.

      Just like she said, the landing was much harder. There was still plenty of packing foam, but it was mixed with boxes, metal scrap, and other refuse. Thankfully none of us ended up impaled by anything, but then we did have to comically try to wade through the shifting wastes until finally we were completely free.

      I gasped, drawing in huge drafts of fresh air. It was wonderful in every way, shape, and form. The sun shone down on my face, the breeze caressed my skin, and the grass tickled through the holes in my cloth shoes. Looking around at my friends, I saw that they were equally enraptured.

      For the first time in months, we were in natural lighting and I saw just how horrible we looked. Even putting aside Gonzales’s layers of bruising, both of the Coin Twins’ faces were drawn and gaunt, with deep purple circles under their eyes. All of their pallors were a bit yellow, and the whites of their eyes were more of a bloodshot red. Our nails were all much longer than they should be, but also cracked and brittle with plenty of cracked skin around the beds.

      To be honest, we looked like forsaken revenants out of some of the flash-comics I used to read on the net. If I didn’t know better, I would definitely think we were all members of the undead.

      “I am realizing that there is something very significant about this moment,” Mimic said gently, her hand alighting on my shoulder. “But we do not have time. We must get to cover and figure out the rest of our plans.”

      I pulled myself from my observations and enchantment with being outside, turning to the alien and sending her the most honest grin I could. “You’re right, Mimic,” I murmured, still stricken by the fact that she was there at all. “Lead us home.”
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Grand Theft Spaceship Part Deux

          

        

      

    

    
      Our hover vehicle rumbled as it approached the front gates of the same complex that had led to our imprisonment. I wasn’t going to pretend that I wasn’t terrified out of my mind, but it wasn’t like a way around the situation.

      After escaping the museum, we had gone to the shady hotel room that Mimic had been staying at in the slums of the city. She explained to us that the electronic density there made it harder to be tracked, bugged or overheard, so that was why she had made her base there.

      Our first night, the four of us had stuffed our face on cheap and greasy food that was available for drone delivery, then slept for what felt like an age. I still wasn’t quite sure how the four of us managed to fit on a queen bed, and yet somehow, we did. Our forms were all pressed against each other, but somehow the contact was comforting instead of uncomfortable. I guessed that after so much time without human touch, we were more than a little touch-starved. Or maybe it was just PTSD setting in and needing some form of comfort from people we trusted. Either way, we were out cold for well into the next day.

      We had awoken to a newly cleaned room and a full spread of food waiting for us. It was only then that I remembered that Mimic required far less sleep than we did. I couldn’t be more impressed with how kind and thoughtful she was that, after a whole year away from any humans at all, she still remembered much of our favorite breakfast foods.

      I didn’t have much time to expound on her thoughtfulness, however, as we had plunged into planning immediately after that. Of course, we had all known we wouldn’t get away with the same plan we had previously, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t use the general outline, just with a few…tweaks.

      After a whole lot of brainstorming, planning, and debating, that tweak turned out to be having Mimic disguise herself as General Santos and stealing his protected hovercraft so that she could pick us up and smuggle us in.

      Surprisingly enough, the first part of our plan went off without a hitch, and Mimic had the vehicle in her possession before we had even woken up on the third day. But now that we were crouched under the seats of the car, praying that the shielding inside the vehicle protected us from scanners, I was beginning to wonder if our plan was nearly as brilliant as I had thought it was.

      We came to a stop and the window rolled down. I wished I could peek above the seats and see what was happening, but doing so could blow our cover and that was about the last thing I wanted to do.

      “General Santos, sir,” a voice said. “We didn’t expect you here today.”

      “Yes, I suppose that’s the point of a surprise walkthrough, isn’t it?” Mimic responded so perfectly in the man’s voice that it was a wonder she had only seen him on holos and listened to our descriptions of him.

      “Yes, sir. Of course, sir. Badge, thumbs please.”

      Mimic did as he asked, and I found myself holding my breath again. For all of our traversing across the universe and other shenanigans that we had gotten into, I didn’t know if her mimic ability would be able to fool Earth-level technology when it came to security. But the moment of truth passed without the alarm being sounded, and I heard the guard speak again.

      “Thank you again, sir. Enjoy your walkthrough.”

      Mimic made a sound that could barely be categorized as an acknowledgement, and then we were lumbering forward again.

      I couldn’t believe it! That had worked! Maybe our luck was finally coming back to us.

      The minutes passed, and I felt us taking several turns as Mimic drove along the path we had mapped out for her previously.  After a few minutes, she had us in the back lot that was adjacent to the same building holding the very ship we wanted.

      She exited the vehicle and shut the door behind her. It didn’t take long for me to no longer hear her footsteps as she traveled away from us, and it seemed an eternity until she returned.

      “Coast is clear,” she murmured.

      We all piled out of the car, grateful for the cover of night. I didn’t know how long it would be before General Santos noticed that one of his more armored hovercraft was missing, but I guessed we had a few more hours considering Gonzales’s ex-liaison was visiting him again.

      We crossed the flat expanse as quickly as we could while still walking naturally. In her time on Earth, Mimic had assembled quite the collection of uniforms for her different forms, and she had supplied us with a mixture of military, mechanical, and scientist outfits. Hopefully at a glance, we looked like the general and a high-level crew doing a quick overview of the place to make sure that everything was still in order. As long as someone didn’t look for too long, we would be just fine.

      Why did I get the feeling that it wouldn’t work out that way?

      I pushed that thought aside and focused. We were almost to the same door that had caused us quite the delay in the past. This time, it was Mimic who went first, sliding her card, scanning her fingerprint, and then her retina. But the main difference was, when she went through the door, she suddenly shifted into a great beast and ripped half of it off while it was open.

      The partition still swung closed, which stopped it from tripping the alarm. However, a door didn’t do much good when there was a gap big enough for people to squeeze through, and that was exactly what the four of us did.

      “Hurry,” Mimic said as soon as she returned to her Santos form. “I heard several heartbeats in the next room.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. It was the final chunk of our plan for getting the ship and I was reminded that even if we did successfully get on board, we still had to get out.

      That thought just made me that much more anxious, so I shoved it down to be dealt with later. For now, I just needed to make sure we actually got onto the ship without being peppered with sedatives.

      Just like before, we reached the garage-like door that separated us from our goal. I saw that they had replaced the lock, but Mimic wrapped her fingers around it and popped it off like it was nothing. It was easy to forget how strong she was considering her nonviolent nature, but perhaps a dead mistake for an enemy to make.

      “Keep your faces down and try to look bored,” she said before marching forward like she owned the place. Perhaps I should have been so concerned with how easily she mimicked the vile man, but I was impressed instead. Clearly, she had learned quite a bit about the mannerisms of different people while we were parted.

      “Present yourselves!” she bellowed, beelining straight for the biggest ship just like we had all those weeks ago. We heard scattered footsteps and a few concerned shouts, before five men armed with both blasters and tranq-guns ran out.

      “General Santos!” one of them sputtered. “We did not expect you, sir!”

      “That’s the point of a surprise walkaround, is it not?” She strode forward, hands clenched behind her back and shaking her head like she disapproved of something. “This is the ship those rebels tried to take, correct?”

      “Sir, yes, sir!”

      “And have you taken the necessary precautions to make sure that they didn’t otherwise manage to sabotage it before you detained them?”

      “Yes, sir! Of course, sir!”

      Boy, there was a whole bunch of shouting going on. I didn’t know if that was a military thing or if the men were just nervous, but either way, it took quite a bit of willpower not to roll my eyes.

      “I’d like to see for myself. You and your men clear off the ship.”

      “But, sir—”

      “The only time I ever want to hear ‘but’ in my presence is if you’re describing the perfect woman from the back. And get me all of your inspection reports from every single day since those rebels dared step foot here.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      The men all half marched, half ran off, eager to get out of the authoritative man’s way. I couldn’t really blame them. I knew it was Mimic and even I was intimidated.

      General Santos stood there, waiting until they completely disappeared down the hall before striding forward. Just like we planned, the four of us followed her until we were all safely on the ship.

      “Bahn, scan the level for any more soldiers.”

      The tallest of us murmured an agreeable sound and pulled out the ramshackle scanner that he had managed to build in Mimic’s hotel room. We waited breathlessly until the thing finally let out an affirmative beep.

      “All clear.”

      “Thank goodness,” Mimic breathed, losing her unflattering form to return to her standard female one. “I do not know much of you humans, but I know I did not like the type of man I just was.”

      “Yeah, not exactly a winner,” Gonzales agreed, moving past us and speed-walking straight for the bridge. “Come on, we still have to get out of this place and those soldiers are going to be back at any moment.”

      “Good point,” I agreed, hurrying after her.

      We passed so many halls and rooms that I was sure I could wander around for a month and still not explore all of the ship. I couldn’t help but wonder what all of the space was for, but I quickly tucked all that line of questioning away as we finally reached the central hub of the cruiser.

      “My goodness,” Ciangi breathed, looking around in wonder.

      I agreed with her totally. The entire room was glistening, sparkling, and completely up to date. We never had anything so crisp and chrome on the colony, and I doubted we ever would. All of the seats were lushly cushioned, and there wasn’t a single crack in the laminate over any of the navigation panels. If there ever was a perfect mechanical creation, we were probably standing on it.

      “Oh, come to me, baby!” Gonzales cried, nearly vaulting into the pilot’s seat. “I advise everyone to buckle up. If only because this is the only ship I’ve ever been on where every chair still has all its seatbelts.”

      “How long do we have from the start of the engines to lift off?” I asked. “If there’s going to be a long delay, we’re going to need a distraction.”

      “Long delay?” the woman shot back, sending me a cheeky grin. “Oh, honey, this is the latest and greatest in Mimic-inspired technology. Just hold on and get ready for the kick.”

      “And where exactly is that kick going to take us?” Ciangi argued. “We’re in the building and it’s not like the shields are going to like taking a direct hit of these titanium-enhanced walls and ceiling.”

      “That is your job, my favorite shotgun. You’re going to blast the walls with the ion-cannons until there aren’t any walls anymore.”

      “But doing so will probably collapse the roof, maybe even cause a fire. There’s a pretty good chance that we will destroy all of the ships here.”

      “Good,” Gonzales answered, her grin growing predatory. “If those jerks aren’t going to give up the ships for the treaty, then they aren’t going to get to use them for themselves either. Enough talking now, get the cannons ready and everyone else hold on.”

      Not for the first time in my life, I found myself running to a chair and quickly buckling both Mimic and myself in. I knew that the shapeshifter was more than capable of securing her own restraints, but I did it out of such habit that it wasn’t until after the buckle clicked in the latch that I realized what I had done.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, securing myself.

      But she just smiled up at me again. I didn’t think I had ever seen her grin so much at me, and I didn’t think I would ever grow tired of it. “Don’t worry,” she said idly. “I don’t mind.”

      “Good.” Words just didn’t seem to do it in this situation, even though there was so much that I wanted to say. So instead, I just offered her my hand. Within seconds, her fingers laced through mine and she squeezed gently. Together, we looked to Gonzales and Ciangi as they prepped their necessary systems, content in just each other’s company.

      “Weapons ready in three, two, one!”

      I felt the ship hum below me and then suddenly the front visor view glowed a blinding blue. The next thing I knew, the wall in front of us was exploding outward in a hail of rubble and debris.

      “Here we go!” Gonzales cried.

      She wasn’t kidding. One moment we were sitting at rest, a mild rumble to the ship as it awoke from its slumber, the next we were hurtling forward so fast that I was pretty sure my soul was left behind—along with all of my other internal organs.

      Gravity fought to hold us as we surged out of the hole we had created, rocketing up to the sky. We kept gaining momentum as we shot through the atmosphere. I could feel the ship rumbling and see the front of it growing red from the extreme friction and duress we were putting it under. For the tiniest seconds, I was almost afraid that the ship was going to be a failure and we were going to shake to pieces without ever leaving Earth, but then the tension on us broke and we hurtled into the dark, cold void of space.

      Silence fell over us for a moment as we zoomed through the vast expanse. Perhaps even a couple of seconds passed before Bahn finally let out a whoop, clapping from his seat.

      “We made it!” he cried. “Three out of four isn’t a bad ratio at all.”

      But Gonzales didn’t seem to share in his mirth at all.

      “I wouldn’t cheer yet,” she said, her expression hardening. “We still have to get through Earth’s outer ring defenses. And if I know anything about weapons, which I totally do, they’re going to have their moon’s nuclear cannon trailed on us any s—”

      Warning. Ship has been targeted by weapons system. A nearby base is sending a signal to stand down or be destroyed.

      “—econd,” Gonzales finished. “Hold onto your hats, everybody. It’s about to get very bumpy in here.” With that, she tightened her grips on the controls and leaned forward. It was right at that moment I knew without a doubt that we were in for the flight of our lives.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Dodgeball, Extreme Cruiser Edition

          

        

      

    

    
      I held on for dear life as the ship spun and bucked every which way.

      “Let’s see how quick I can make this big lady twist!” Gonzales cawed, practically throwing the steering gauge to the side and sending us spiraling. My stomach heaved, but I managed to keep myself from gagging as we zigged and zagged, bucked and reared and otherwise avoided the oncoming fire.

      I could see the scanners on both Gonzales and Ciangi’s consoles as we hurtled through space, avoiding missile after missile.

      For all of a single breath, it seemed far too easy, but then dozens of large blips started to approach us from ahead.

      “What are those?” I asked, trying not to sound utterly panicked and not doing too well with that.

      “Oh, nothing too important,” Gonzales shot back, her voice sharper than a desert planet. “Just fighters from our military outpost on Mars.”

      “Why do we have a military outpost on Mars?” I countered. “That’s supposed to be a peaceful, agricultural colony!”

      “Yeah, well, things have changed since you were in middle school and taught about all our different outposts. Mars is now used as a military post to house all five hundred of our space-worthy fighters on the off-chance we do have some sort of planetary invasion. And right now, four hundred and twenty of them are deployed straightforward.”

      I heard Bahn swallow hard even from where he was sitting. “Oh, is that all?” he muttered.

      “Don’t worry, though,” Gonzales continued, her face brighter than an LED candle. As terrifying as the situation was, it was good to see her getting closer and closer to her former self. I had a feeling that there would be far-reaching consequences of the horrors she had endured, but it gave me hope to see that she was recovering as well as one could expect. “All I have to do is get to the Saturn Hyperjump and we can shoot to the last colony. All they have there is a rickety old cruiser that’s been hanging in space for an entire generation. They won’t have a single thing that can hit us.”

      As soon as the words were out of her mouth, the ship suddenly jerked to the side, moving so quickly and fast that my neck twinged in protest. Suddenly, alarms were going off and the computer was quickly listing on different stats that I could only understand about half.

      “We can only maybe take one more direct hit like that,” Ciangi said. “The shields haven’t had enough time to generate to full capacity, so we’re basically just an armored boat out here.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Bahn said, unbuckling his restraints and struggling to the doors. “If I can get to engineering before we’re blown to smithereens.”

      “Be careful!” Ciangi cried, sending him a pleading look. “Harunya will kill me if I let anything happen to you.”

      “Don’t worry,” he answered with a wink. “I’m an expert, remember.”

      With that, he ducked out and once more, I was a spectator in my own flight for my life.

      It was almost funny. After so much studying, so much self-improvement, there was still nothing I could do in the situation. I hoped that would change once we arrived on Mimic’s planet.

      If we arrived on Mimic’s planet.

      “We’re almost there!” Gonzales cried, yanking the gear this way and that while punching different codes into the console with her other hand. “Just gotta keep dodging. Ciangi, I need you to lay a suppressive fire to keep them from crowding in front of us.”

      “But what if we hit someone?” the woman countered. “Those are just soldiers doing their job out there. I don’t want to blast any of them into space!”

      Gonzales drew an impatient breath, but ended up nodding in agreement, much to my surprise. “Fine. If you wanna be all moralistic about it, I’m sure there are some sort of incapacitating volts instead. Can you figure out how to scroll through the weapons database?”

      “Yeah, I got it. But I can’t help but wonder why you, the weapons engineer that helped design this, isn’t on the actual weapons systems in this mad escape for our lives.”

      “Ah, well that’s easy,” the dark-haired woman shot back. “I’m the best pilot we have.”

      “Oh really?” Ciangi said, selecting something I couldn’t see on her console and then grasping the firing controls once again. “I don’t recall anyone but you ever saying that.”

      “It’s not my fault you have terrible memory.”

      “There!” I interrupted, pointing to a small grey circle in the front portal. “We’re almost there!”

      “See?” Gonzales said, sending a cheeky smile to Ciangi. “I always get us to our goal.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Imputing coordinates for Mimic’s planet now.”

      The ship continued to roll this way and that, and I watched as smaller fighters tried to intercept us. Ciangi did an insanely good job of shooting them with some sort of purple, crackling ray that made them stop in their stacks and float away, leaving me to wonder if she had been practicing since the last time we had to flee for our lives.

      But even with Gonzales’s mad dodging and Ciangi’s uncanny aim, we were still occasionally taking hits. The computer reminded us how close we were to destruction with each blow, and it was the most macabre countdown of my short life.

      “I, uh, suppose this is the time to admit I’m not sure we’re going to make it,” Gonzales murmured after we took a particularly egregious missile to the back portion of the ship. “Which seems like a bit of a waste considering all the effort it took us to get to this point.”

      Ciangi slammed her fist onto the comm button in response, leaning over to yell into it. “Bahn, you better have something good down in there, or we’re going to die apart and you always promised me we would go together.”

      “Do not worry,” his cool voice came over the speaker. “A promise is a promise.”

      Before she could ask him to clarify, I heard the mild hum of the ship pick up into a full-on rumble and then we were shooting forward even faster than before.

      “Holy halibut!” Gonzales cried, quickly adjusting the gears as she drew out each and every syllable. “How fast are we going?”

      “Very,” Bahn’s voice answered over the comms.

      “How scientific,” I muttered, my skin pulling back from my face from our sheer velocity.

      “Forget scientific, this is downright awesome!” Gonzales whooped.

      She leaned into the controls and the small circle in the distance rapidly grew larger and larger until it was practically on top of us.

      “Coordinates are in!” Ciangi shouted.

      “Perfect. Initiating hyperjump. Everybody say bye-bye Earth.”

      “Bye-bye,” Bahn said through the speaker.

      I held my breath as the rumbling of our ship turned into a full roar and we passed the horizon of the Hyper-ring. I wasn’t sure how that sort of technology worked beyond the fact that it got someone from point A to point B rapidly, so I could only marvel as the circle crackled with energy around us.

      We almost seemed to stand still for a moment, and then suddenly we were snapped forward like someone had put us in an ancient slingshot. Space hurtled by so fast that it almost turned into a rushing, kaleidoscope of colors, swirling in a never-ending rush of a psychedelic rainbow.

      But then it was over almost as soon as it had started, and we were spat out just before Earth’s farthest colony.

      None of us whispered a single word, and the roar of the engines returned to its too-quiet hum. The last colony did nothing to stop us, the derelict cruiser not even budging. Like something out of a grand flick, we sailed out into the uninhabited parts of space without so much as a single bit of blaster fire.

      I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, shocked by our own survival, but Bahn had enough time to leave engineering and return to us, his face showing the same shock I was feeling inside myself.

      Surprisingly enough, it was Mimic who spoke first, her low, sweet voice a welcome change. “I suppose this should be less surprising since it’s the third time we’ve done this, but I was certain we were not going to make it this time.”

      Gonzales let out a shaky laugh while she programmed the autopilot. “What, do you mean you didn’t trust me?”

      “Of course I trust you,” Mimic answered with a brilliant smile. “It was the mechanics who built this vessel that I wasn’t sure of.”

      “Well, I can’t blame you for that,” she said, laughing weakly.

      I unbuckled myself and stood, hand still wrapped in Mimic’s, who quickly stood with me. I could now see on Ciangi’s console how many days we had left before we reached Mimic’s planet, and for the first time, I wasn’t scared, terrified or uncertain. We were back together again, the eggheads and the alien, and there was nothing we couldn’t do.

      “So, who’s ready to defeat an entire army?” I asked, sending my friends the cheekiest grin I could muster.

      “I am,” Ciangi said, standing as well and coming over to hug her taller twin.

      “As am I,” Bahn answered, nodding resolutely to me.

      “Count me in,” Gonzales said, also joining us. Her eyes flicked to me, and I felt that same strange intensity that I had once before in our cells. “I’ve got a whole lot of aggression to work off.”

      “I am eternally grateful to all of you,” Mimic whispered. I could hear the sincerity in her voice and it bolstered me even more.

      Yes, we had done the impossible and escaped Earth, but I knew the struggle was far from over. In fact, the story of the mimic and the space engineers was just beginning.
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        THANK YOU

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Mimic and the Space Engineer Boxed Set which includes the first three books in the Space Shifter Chronicles. These stories cover the beginning of the adventure from discovery of the the shapeshifting alien, Mimic, to her journey home and ultimate reunion with Higgens and the crew. The next set of stories will revolve around the fight to save Mimic’s people.

      I really hope you enjoyed the stories. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      At the end of the book, there is a preview of the next book in the Space Shifter Chronicles, Mimic Raises an Army. In this book, Mimic and the gang must build an army to defend her people from a hostile alien invasion. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon.

      
        	Get Mimic Raises an Army here: amazon.com/dp/B078G25J4X

      

      

      I have also included a preview of Recruit, the first book in the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series which is an action packed space Marines series. This first story tells how Jack was plucked from the University and sent to basic training, essentially against his will. After you read the preview, you can download the book on Amazon

      
        	Get Recruit here: amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free short story from the Niakrim War series. It tells the story of Cyrus Jones, one of the main characters in the series, and how he came to be part cyborg. All the information is on the next page.

      
        Thanks again. I hope you like what I’ve written!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      
        Sign up today!

        

        And don’t forget to check out the free preview on the next page.
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      “Stop! I said stop!”

      A haunting scream pulled me from my sleep, and I bolted upright so fast that my head spun. Rubbing my temples, I tried to get my bearings on my unusual surroundings.

      Oh right, we were on the ship that we had stolen from Earth Gov. I still couldn’t believe that had happened, but the rumbling of the metal around me confirmed it.

      I felt a slight movement beside me, and saw that Mimic had been lying next to me, sleek and shiny in her spikey, natural form just like the old times when we had first met. It was funny, I knew she technically didn’t need to rest the same way I did, but I appreciated her company nonetheless.

      “STOP!” The scream sounded again, desperate and wretched, echoing through the empty halls like the wail of an ancient banshee. Finally, my brain sprung to life and the entire situation clicked.

      “Gonzales!” I cried, stumbling out of bed.

      I bolted toward the door, Mimic rousing and following without question. Thankfully, we all had chosen to sleep somewhat near each other, and I only had to go to the next officer’s cabin about halfway down the corridor to get to the weapons engineer’s room.

      I burst in just as the coin twins were rounding the corner. Sure enough, Gonzales was tossing and turning on her bed, and I could smell both the sweat and fear in the air.

      “What is happening?” Mimic asked, having returned to her human form.

      “Night terror,” I answered, rushing to Gonzales’s side.

      “Or PTSD,” Ciangi said as she joined me. “Don’t try to wake her. She could have her eyes open and talk to you, but still be in the episode. Also, she might lash out. Just try to make sure she doesn’t hit her head on anything.”

      “I know.” Carefully, I pulled back the covers and slid a hand behind her twisting waist. I pulled her up gently, her fist pummeling me as I did, but I held her long enough for Ciangi to slide behind her.

      “Boy, she really knows how to land a punch,” I gasped after a blow hit me square in my ribs.

      “Oh, I don’t think she ever mentioned it, but Gonzales is super into kickboxing.” The blonde finally finished getting settled, and put a pillow against her stomach before tenderly pulling the other woman back down. Once the two women were flush, Ciangi carefully wrapped her arms around her friend and whispered quiet encouragements.

      I followed suit, my hands encircling one of the wildly-flailing fists. At first, Gonzales tried to resist, but I just waited patiently until the arm went somewhat slack. Once I was sure it probably wasn’t going to beat me into a pulp, I released one of my hands and gently stroked at the skin of her arm as comfortingly as I could. Eventually, the fist relaxed and her fingers unclenched, allowing me to gently massage her palm.

      “You seem to have experience with this,” Bahn remarked quietly from behind me.

      “There was an accident at the colony when I was little. Explosion,” I murmured, never taking my eyes away from Gonzales’s pained face. “People survived, but were trapped with the mangled remains of the dead for several days until we could extract them. There was no water, food, and hardly any oxygen. Almost all of them had some sort of PTSD from it, so all of us learned how to take care of each other.”

      “At least you all were there for each other,” Ciangi supplied helpfully.

      “Our colony was small, and back then, on the very outskirts of civilization. We only had each other.”

      “Like us,” Mimic said, almost too quietly to even hear.

      But I did catch it, and I nodded. “Yeah, a lot like us.”

      We went quiet for a while, the only sound in the room being the occasional thrash or yell from Gonzales. I liked to think that she could sense us there, trying to comfort her as best we could, and to make sure she was safe.

      “I do not remember her doing this before,” Mimic whispered after a considerable time had passed. I appreciated that. Although she had no idea what was really going on, she understood that calm and quiet were required. “Did something happen?”

      I let out a harsh breath since a snort might have startled Gonzales. “Yeah. You could say that.”

      “I see.” I risked a glance over my shoulder to see my friend studying us quizzically, as if trying to put together an incredibly complex puzzle. “I feel like this is something I should never ask of, unless Gonzales tells me personally. Is that correct?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, very good. It seems you haven’t forgotten how us humans work since we left.”

      “No, not at all,” Her expression clouded slightly. “But after what has happened on Earth, I am beginning to fear that I understand how your kind operates too well.”

      I almost wanted to object, to say that she had just seen the bad that humanity had to offer, but with each tremble of Gonzales’s sweat-drenched form, I couldn’t help but agree with her sentiment.

      Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing that I never belonged with my own kind. As of late, they were decidedly awful, and I believed that we could be better than that.

      [image: ]
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      Two long hours, Gonzales was stuck in the throes of her nightmares. Except they weren’t really nightmares. The way it had been explained to me when I was younger was that the dreams that happened in one of these fits were hyper-realistic, so much so that it could be dangerous to lie beside someone who was suffering from one. I didn’t even want to imagine what Gonzales was seeing behind her closed lids, but I wished more than anything that I could end it.

      When it did finally end, it was like someone had thrown a switch. One moment she was drawn as tight as an ancient Earth bow, whimpering words I couldn’t understand, the next she went as limp as a hot space ration and nearly sank into the bed. Ciangi and I exchanged surprised glances, but waited for her to open her eyes a few minutes later before saying anything.

      “Um…hello?”  she asked, her normally rich skin now drawn and pale. “What are all of you doing here? Slumber party I didn’t know about?”

      “You were having a night terror.”

      She sighed and reached a shaky hand up to wipe her drenched forehead. “Is that what that was?”

      “Yeah,” I answered softly before looking to Bahn. “Can you go grab her a drink from the fabricator?”

      He nodded and crossed to the living room area of the officer’s quarters. Ciangi wiggled out from behind the woman and sat down next to her.

      “You had me worried there for a minute.”

      “I worried myself,” she answered honestly. “Hey, so I’m, like, uncomfortably soaked right now. Would you mind grabbing me a spare jumpsuit from the supply area?”

      “Sure. Be back in a bit.”

      The blonde woman gave me a nod then slid off the bed, disappearing out the still open door. Bahn returned a moment later, handing Gonzales a cup of cold liquid and a piece of bread.

      She took them gratefully, but was smart enough not to swallow them down too quickly for her system to handle. It was as she nibbled at the bread that I found her eyes on me.

      “You must think I’m weak,” she blurted, seeming to surprise herself as much as me.

      My eyes went wide, and I could only stare at her in puzzlement. “Why on Earth would I think that?”

      “We’re not on Earth anymore,” she mumbled, her eyes flicking away. “And because I let something as simple as a bad dream get everyone all riled up.”

      “It wasn’t a dream,” I countered, feeling strangely defensive. “And you’re not weak. Sometimes the mind copes with trauma in really terrible ways. You’re still in recovery, so don’t feel bad about needing time to heal.”

      “I…I’m glad you think so.” She sighed. “I feel like an idiot. You guys managed to not get captured until almost a month after me. If I hadn’t been so careless, I would have been able to get to you in time and warn you, instead of wasting all those weeks in our cells.”

      “You were wise to the treachery a month before us. If anything, you were too smart for your own good.”

      “Thank you. For saying that.” She laughed weakly and took a long sip of water. “I think I’m more tired than when I laid down.”

      I reached over to ruffle her hair, which was damp and sticking to her scalp. “Just speaking the truth. If we were all more like you, maybe we wouldn’t have been duped so easily.”

      “Nah. The universe just wouldn’t be right if there wasn’t a Higgens in it. One of me is plenty.”

      I smiled at that, but when I went to pull my hand away from her head, she gripped it for a moment. Our fingers interlaced, and she leaned forward to rest against me.

      “When we were captured…is what happened in there going to follow me forever?” she whispered, her weight warm and damp against me.

      “In some ways, yeah. In some ways, no,” I answered honestly. I valued her far too much to try to sugarcoat things in any way. “But you’ll always have us around to help with it.”

      “You know, I think you’re the only person I’ve ever believed means that when they say it.”

      “And I always will.”
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      Jack Forge sat in the lecture theater watching the hands on his small silver pocket watch tick across its shimmering pearl face. The latest grades would be revealed in a few moments. The room was silent as the students counted down the seconds.

      Attendance at his brother’s funeral had been authorized, so he had been free to leave his studies and attend. Jack knew missing time would count against his grade, but he was on top of his studies and his grades were excellent. He could afford to drop a few points and still maintain his two-plus student rating.

      The recruiting sergeant stood at the front of the theater next to Professor Bowen. One of these men wanted the students to maintain their two-plus, the other did not. His classmates watched the seconds tick down on the large display. Jack watched on his small family heirloom. It was all he had left of his family.

      The second hand reached the top of its final round. Jack heard the ripples of distress and gasps of horror as the students whose grades had dropped realized they were now the property of the military.

      Jack looked up to the display. He picked out his name. He saw it there pulsing on the screen in red, a pattern that could only mean one thing.  He scanned across to his grade. Two. Only two. The plus was missing for the first time in his three semesters.  Three other names pulsed. Jack knew them all. He’d studied with them, socialized with them, laughed with them. He would most likely never see them again.

      The sergeant barked out transfer orders to the first name on the list. Jack watched as the second hand ticked along. He was only seventeen seconds into his new life when his name was called out by the recruiting sergeant.

      “Jack Forge. Fleet Marine training.”

      Jack looked up from his watch. He looked at Professor Bowen. The old man was slumped in a chair, his eyes averted as his class was further reduced in number.

      The doors to the lecture theater opened and military police entered. Jack had seen this before. Students had complained and argued, fought and resisted their removal from university to the ranks of the military or some war production facility. The arguments were familiar to Jack. He heard the most common of them now from across the lecture theatre.

      The students being drafted into service promised to pull their grades back up. They argued that it was only a small drop. They argued that they were too smart to be sent to the military. The arguments and complaints descended into shouts and screams as the former students were dragged away. Friends shouted their good-byes. Lovers kissed and cried. As a guard came toward Jack, he tucked away his watch and stood. With a nod to his escort, he walked down the steps at the side of the lecture theater toward the open door.
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        Read the rest of the story here:
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