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Glossary




Species

Jøran (a.k.a. the kin)

The group name for the three species native to Jørn, which are:

Qwan (air-kin): Avians with four eyes and two sets of wings.

Rucnart (tree-kin): Gigantic felines with four eyes and six legs.

Swatai (water-kin): Small, lizard-like amphibians.

Jørgen

A Human—Jøran hybrid.




Psionics

Psion

Someone with the ability to read and/or influence the emotions and/or thoughts of others (a.k.a. an empath or telepath).

Aer

A telepathic dream world constructed by the kin.

Eter

The mental space within an individual’s mind, from which they can construct their own reality and engage with other psions.

Anima

The core of a person, also known as their spirit or soul.










CHAPTER ONE










You don’t dream in stasis/sleep, not really. I mean, Mum does. And Dad and Jim Engineer and Mae Lu Medic, and, really, all the older humans. And, well, I guess some of my friends dream too, but only the mostly human ones. 


And Mac, but Mac’s weird.


So, yeah, some of us don’t dream in stasis/sleep. I mean, we catch a few REM cycles every now and then because otherwise it’s like a one-way shuttle to the Crazy System. But, yeah, we don’t dream. 


We don’t really sleep either. Not a regular kind of sleep, where your head touches your pillow and then, BAM, it’s morning already and your dad’s got your ankles and he’s dragging you out of bed because you slept through the alarm and it’s your turn to muck out the cyclers. 


Not that kind of sleep. For one, there’s goo up my nose and in my ears and down my throat. It’d be kinda gross except if tastes like tao-quice – sweet and smooth and warm, like sunshine, or how I imagine it must feel; and smells like Mae Lu’s pancakes – butter curling up my nose and fresh cut mawberries tingling on my tongue. And it’s warm and soft and, honestly, most of the time I don’t feel it or taste it or smell it because, most of the time, I’m in my head. Or, more accurately, other people’s heads.


Like now.


I hadn’t meant to slip into Mum’s, or any other dreamer’s head. Dreamers are boring and freaky and Off Limits – Onah says it like that, with the capitals, as if those two letters make the words magical or something; but Mum’s pod is right next to mine and she’s having one of her bad cycles. Normally I can shut her out, but this one’s really bad. Like super-mega-force bad. If she’d been in normal sleep, she’d have jerked herself out of it by now, but stasis/sleep’s got her stuck and her fear is lashing at me – thick, black ropes of it tangling in my head and curling in my chest. 


Before I know it, those ropes have pierced my heart and grown sharp, sticky thorns and, Old Terra, it hurts, hurts like you wouldn’t believe. Hurts like a shard of acid slowly melting my heart, and then YANK, I’m in Mum’s dream.


I’m not supposed to be able to see what she dreams. I’m an empath and I should only be able to sense her emotions, but Mum’s got a hint of telepathy somewhere in her DNA, and well, she’s my mum. Some rules don’t apply.


I really wish this one did though because there’s some shit you don’t need to see. And right now, I don’t need to see Mum naked with vines wrapped around her body, her eyes bugging out of her head and her mouth wide open as she screams. The sound goes all the way through my eardrums, a shard of steelglas slicing up my brain, my throat, my chest. I want to cover my ears, except I can’t. My arms are held at my sides, like Mum’s, bound in the same oily green vines – thick and fleshy.


They squeeze tighter and tighter, winding up my chest so tight the skin bulges in the gaps between in little, fleshy mountains. Somehow, I’m naked now too and the vines are sliding around me, rippling like long, boneless fingers, squidgy and clammy as they climb higher. My ribs grind together. My heart thumps. It’s hard to breathe. 


Red. Red so bright it rivals a star, bursts in my face. Wet and hot, it drips down my nose, trickles over my lips, down my chin. Then. Pain. Burning, searing. I look down. There are thorns growing out of my chest, huge bony things, glowing red-hot, the flesh – my flesh – around them ripped, bloody and already sizzling. 


It – no, me – I smell like cooking wombacow. The meaty, fatty stench razes my nose, spikes in my brain, grows a few friends and rips open my skull—


Kuma.


—before it dives for my stomach, bringing up breakfast and lunch and an endless torrent of sweet, warm goo—


Kuma. 


The voice doesn’t belong to this dream. It’s not even really a voice, just a presence; a clear, sparkling white surrounding a boiling core of black. Kuma, it says again. Out.


And WHACK, I’m back in my own head, my own sane, non-dreaming head. I can still sense Mum, can sense those sticky black tendrils of fear reaching for me, trying to suck me back in, but the white/black presence is a plasteel wall between us. The tendrils smack and writhe against it, but the presence, Onah’s presence, doesn’t so much as twitch. 


Safe. 


Relief swamps me from head to toe even as guilt knots in my chest. I’m safe from Mum’s nightmare but she’s still caught. Perhaps, with Onah still protecting me, I could reach in and—


WHOMP.


Ow.


No. It’s less a word than a collection of images and emotions. A shaken head, a firm grip on the back of my neck, the hard blue/red stare of a four-eyed bird – Onah’s stare – and a reprimand all in one. Onah doesn’t say a lot, but he sure packs it in when he does. The Dreamers are—


Off Limits. I know, but—


Kuma. My name is a packet of memories and emotions coloured by the white/black of Onah’s mind. A boy with golden skin and dark hair intent on the progress of ants. The same boy hiding from rucnarts, using his empathy to get his sister in trouble, to stop a fight then to start one. Frustration, patience, determination. Fear.


Fear. Of me? Onah?


Not you. Listen. See, Onah says.


Onah isn’t human, I’m putting that out there because these things can get confusing and because, when he says ‘listen and see’, he’s not talking about ears and eyes. 


I spread my mind. There’s no other word for how I open my brain and push myself outwards. It’s a flood at first, like my shields are a dam that can barely hold me in, and the moment I let them go – WHOOSH. The whoosh is easy, a heady rush with my heart pounding, my fingers tingling and a ‘whoop’ ripping from my throat. It’s the rest that’s hard. 


Soon enough the wave slows, thins, and the rush becomes a trickle wrapping around spots of colour, like pebbles in a stream that I can touch. Some are coals – burning spots in the palm of my mind; some are chips of ice and others fizz against my brain, little itchy spots that jump and jiggle. Mum is one of those spots, a puke-yellow ball writhing behind my ear, wrapped in Onah’s white/black sparkle. And there’s Dad next to her, a cool glittery blue, and Jim Engineer beyond him, and Mae Lu and Mac and scores of others – human, mostly human and not human at all – that make the Citlali home. One-hundred and eighty-nine shifting, coloured pebbles brushing against my mind. It all seems as it should, except…


Why was everything so still?


Something’s wrong. I imbue ‘wrong’ with the stillness and the silence that’s crawling up my neck, that makes my stomach tight and my skin jittery.


The Dreamers are sick, Onah says. Sick. The word is grey-green, a vibration that tangles in my throat and grates down my spine. It feels like the vines in Mum’s nightmare, wrapping around my ankles, the thorns ripping through my chest, the searing smell of meat.


I see it then. The thin, almost translucent veins of sickness snaking between the Dreamers. They pulse and shiver, alive and yet not. I touch one, a light brush with my mind. It bites, a sharp sting that numbs my brain before I jerk away, but in that short contact I see the Dreamers, connected one to the other.


Just the Dreamers. Only the Dreamers.


It takes a second for that to sink in.


I dive back in, forcing my mind into all of the Citlali’s nooks and crannies, seeking, searching. There are one-hundred and eighty-nine coloured pebbles in my mind, but of the restless coils of energy, of those of us who are only part human, the ones who don’t dream, there is nothing. 


Where’s Grea? An image of a girl who looks like me, same dark hair and gold skin, same dark eyes, arms crossed and sneering at me from the other side of the room.


You have to wake.


I am awake.


No, you have to wake. 


An image of the stasis pod’s dome, of my hand reaching out and touching the warm plasglas. My fingers contorting to fit the emergency release.


But— My heart squeezes, panic riding it hard. We’re only halfway through the cycle. If I open my pod now… It’s not time.


Wake. Onah pinning a chick with all four eyes, the weight of them bearing down, down, down until the chick crumples into a little, fluff-covered ball. 


I push back and somewhere behind the weight of Onah’s command, I sense a tight, white/black ball of panic and in it, around it, veins of sticky grey-green.


Onah bats me out.


You’re sick.


WAKE. Onah – not his voice or his presence, but him, white around a boiling darkness – blasts through my mind. He burns through my bones, filling my skin and pushing me aside as he flows down my arm and takes hold of my hand. He presses it against the stasis pod’s dome and holds it there until the ‘glas flashes red. 


Once, twice, three times.


And then Onah’s gone, the goo’s being ripped out of my throat and the pod’s flashing and hissing and then... and then...










CHAPTER TWO










My knees hit the deck, then my hands. The sound rings in my ears and the cold cuts right through my skin and into my bones. The lights are so bright they’re burning my eyes, but I don’t care. I don’t care, I don’t care.


I can’t breathe. Old Terra, I can’t breathe. My mouth is open and I’m trying to suck in air, but my lungs feel like they’re glued together and all I can do is make this thin, wheezy ‘whuuuuuuuu’.


The light gets brighter, but I’m struggling so hard to breathe I can’t close my eyes, and then I’m staring at a pair of human-shaped feet. Pale blue and bare. I can see right through them.


‘Kuma Darzi, are you well?’


I gasp another lungful of air. ‘Whuuuuuu.’


‘Kuma Darzi?’ The feet disappear and a second later I’m staring at a disembodied head floating above the floor. It’s blue and round and soft, with great big eyes and short spiky hair, and like the feet I can see right through it. ‘Breathe, Kuma.’ The Citlali’s avatar inhales, her nose scrunching, before she exhales, the air leaving her open mouth in a rush.


I copy it. The first breath is another thin, wheezy gasp but the second is better and my lungs are expanding. But it hurts, Old Terra, it hurts. The air is acid in my lungs – burning, melting – and I don’t want to take a third but my chest is already expanding and in it pours, ripping away my insides even as I gulp another breath.


‘Good.’ The AI nods. ‘There is still stasis gel in your lungs. Once it dissolves you will find it easier to breathe.’


‘Hurts.’ It’s more a splutter than a word, spit and stasis gel flying from my lips. Coming out of stasis never hurt this much before, never felt like I was freezing and burning all at once. Never felt like I was dying.


‘Your biology is readjusting to the ship’s atmosphere. The pain will subside once the process is complete. For now, concentrate on breathing.’


I concentrate, but with each breath the mechanics of pushing my ribs out and squeezing them back in take less and less of my thoughts, leaving room for other things to intrude. Like the steelcrete under my hands, warmer than it was a few breaths ago, and the brush of air against my skin. My naked skin. 


Shit.


My eyes catch on Citlali.


The avatar stares back.


I scramble to my feet and lunge for the wall panel opposite my pod. The panel has retracted before my fingers reach it, and instead of shiny off-white plasteel, I clutch at nano-cloth. Blessed nano-cloth, warm and smooth, already humming against my skin. My heart slows a beat then resumes its gallop as I shove arms and legs into the shipsuit. It’s on in three seconds flat, and I run my hands down the front as it conforms to my body, lengthening here, shortening there, the colour changing from white to the pink camo I’d adopted before stasis.


‘You appear to be recovered, Kuma Darzi.’


‘Yeah—’ My stomach clenches, and the cough that hacks its way out of my lungs leaves a thick, toa-quice flavoured ball of goo in its wake.


It’s soft and squidgy on my tongue and I want to be sick, instead I spit it out where it splots on the deck – a golden ball of mucus that slowly glides toward my toes.


I scuttle back before a trio of blue, fuzzy critters skitter over my feet and converge on what I can only guess was the last of the stasis gel taking up residence in my lungs. I turn away before they start cleaning up. Normally I like watching them work, but right now, watching mammals the size of my thumb fight over the stuff I hacked out of my lungs is pushing it.


There aren’t many places to look in the stasis unit, just the shiny bulkhead hiding our clothes, Mum, Dad, my sister and my empty pod.


The rest of my family is sleeping, floating in stasis gel. Why aren’t they awake?


And then I remember the vines wrapping through Mum’s nightmare and the sickness winding through the Dreamers. My forehead tingles at the memory of its bite.


‘Kuma Darzi, are you well?’


‘I— Ah, um, yeah I guess.’


The avatar cocked her head. ‘You pressed the emergency release.’ She tilted her head the other way. ‘Why?’


‘I didn’t. That was Onah. He said there was something wrong with the Dreamers.’


There is a moment, as I tell her about Onah pushing the release button, where the avatar flickers. Citiali is a new AI, but the whole psion thing is pretty new too, or at least it was when she left space dock. Every now and again she has trouble when you tell her things that defy the logic of physics (like Onah pushing a button in my pod when he was on the other side of the ship). It takes her an extra nanosecond to process the information. You’d have thought she’d have integrated it a little better some time during the hundred and twenty-three years we’ve been cruising around our corner of the galaxy, but no. Still takes an extra nanosecond.


But this time… this time the nanosecond is more like two, like her core is focussed elsewhere, which it probably is, since she controls an entire ship and all, but…


Yeah. But.


There’s this creepy-crawly sensation in my belly that’s got nothing to do with the memory of hacking up stasis gel and everything to do with the oily, grey-green vines wrapping around Mum’s dreaming self.


Mum’s stasis pod is right next to mine, the rounded plasglas clouded with condensation. I leave streaky handprints in the water as I wipe the droplets away. Inside, floating in the blue-green goo, Mum appears peaceful, no sign of the nightmare in her expression. There’s maybe a little more grey in her otherwise black hair, but apart from that, she looks like she did when she snatched my biocomp away and closed the door on my stasis pod.


Still, that sickness is writhing around in my belly and now it’s joined by this nagging sensation in the back of my head. ‘Wake her up.’ The words are out of my mouth before they form in my brain.


Citiali appears on the surface. Just her face, blotting out what I can see of Mum. ‘I cannot,’ she says.


‘Sure you can.’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


The avatar flickers and there’s that pause again, those few nanoseconds that give the creepy-crawly feeling legs so that it can swallow my chest whole. ‘I cannot, Kuma Darzi.’


‘Okay.’ I’m not quite sure if my lungs are working right or not, because it’s getting a little hard to breathe. The creepy-crawlies aren’t helping, taking up space behind my ribs that should be there for my lungs to go in and out. ‘Okay,’ I say again. ‘I’ll wake her up manually. I can do that.’


I’m pretty sure I can do that. Mai Lu makes sure to drill emergency procedures into the junior crew every chance she gets. It’s just that I might have been doing something else when she did it last, and I might not have been paying attention to which buttons she pressed the time before that, or what she meant when she said we had to be really careful not to soak the gel.


I’m pretty sure it has something to do with the oxygen levels, but... Yeah, there’s that but again.


Buts aren’t going to get my mum out of stasis. I flex my fingers over the dome, warming them up like an Old Terra pianist, and touch the golden circle in the middle. Holos spring up around my hand: heart rate and blood oxygen and, I don’t know, stuff that tells me Mum’s alive and breathing in the blue-green goo. And there, at eye level, is the button that says “revive”. My heart’s beating hard, competing with the creepy-crawlies and my lungs for space in my chest. I flex my fingers again, trying to chase the nerves out. It doesn’t work.


I press the button.


Nothing.


I press it again.


Still nothing.


There should be graphs and yellow words popping up in my face. I remember that much because Mai Lu screeched at me when she realised I wasn’t paying attention. She’d used that particularly shrill tone that I swear can cut through bulkheads, and even now the memory of it makes my ears ache.


There aren’t any graphs though, or Mai Lu to stand at my shoulder and yell in my ear. There’s just the “Revive” button and Mum floating in the stasis pod, a thick sheet of plasglas and fifty litres of goo between me and her. 


I hit the button, my fist driving right through the holo to smack against the pod. Apparently creepy-crawlies feed on frustration, or else there’s something else growing my chest, shoving a lump up my throat.


The pod remains stubbornly closed.


‘Citiali, why’s it not working?’


Her face materialises under my fist. ‘All systems are functioning normally.’


‘No they’re not. I can’t wake Mum.’


There’s a thread of desperation in my voice. It’s born from the tightness in my chest, the mess of anxiety, frustration and the creepy-crawlies.


‘Open it!’


‘I cannot.’


I bang my fist on the pod. Through the holos and goo, Mum is peaceful. And dead, a small part of me says but I push it away. She’s not dead, the monitors keeping track of her heart say so and I can sense her in my head, still gripped in the nightmare.


‘Dad.’ He bursts into my head like a revelation. That makes it sound like I forgot I have two parents, but I didn’t. I’d been so fixated on Mum...


There are only four pods in the stasis unit, and Dad is right next to Mum. His pod is misted over with condensation as well, and I wipe it away to make sure he’s in there. Dad’s a tall man, with my pale gold skin and black hair, and he’s hard to miss even amongst the gel. Like Mum, he appears serene, and maybe a little dead, but no, I can sense him too. Peaceful where Mum’s freaking out in her nightmare. 


Relief floods through me and I rest my head on the pod for a second, before I touch the revive button. His vitals spread over the plasglas, and... and... 


No, that can’t be right. It can’t be.


The bouncing line that tracks Dad’s heart is flat, like flatter than the decking. Next to it, the map of his brain is dark, no bright pops of colour showing his dreaming mind. Nothing.


‘That’s not possible.’ My voice echoes in the stasis unit. I turn, seeking Citlali. She’s back to hovering behind me, pale blue and transparent enough to glimpse the bulkhead through her. ‘My dad’s not dead.’


Citlali’s expression turns confused for a second. ‘Jiro Darzi died two weeks, three days and seventeen hours ago.’


‘But he’s not dead. I can feel him.’


And there’s that flicker, a nanosecond too long as Citlali processes the concept of being able to feel someone without physically touching them.


When she finishes flickering, Citlali is wearing a sad, sympathetic expression. It’s one of those slightly wrong expressions, where her eyes are a fraction too large and the corners of her mouth a little too downturned. Most of the time, Citlali is pretty good at simulating emotion, she’s even funny on occasion, but she hasn’t nailed the really big emotions yet, especially the grief and compassion she’s trying to project now.


‘I am sorry Kuma, but your parent is d—’


I interrupt her with a hand in her face. Like, literally in her face. The light particles that make up her form fizz and spit around my wrist.


‘Citlali,’ I say. ‘You suck. Now, run a diagnostic.’


‘All systems are operating within parameters.’


Frustration, anger and not a little fear boil out of my chest in a… let’s not call it a scream. The sound echoes in the pod. ‘Dad’s not dead!’


‘Jiro Darzi died two weeks—’


’Shut up!’


I’m breathing hard and my vision’s kinda white around the edges, and there’s this buzzing in my ears, drowning out the sound of the AI. It’s like everything in the world is focussing down to the flat line on Dad’s monitor, with its high-pitched whine somehow messing with the AI’s words until all I hear is dead. 


Dead. 


Dead. 


Not even the Dad-coloured whisper at the back of my psyche can drown it out, as if it says it often enough, maybe I’ll believe it. And maybe I will because the AI can’t be wrong. Can it? I mean, it’s the ship.


Grea. Grea will know what to do.


There was one more pod to try and open. Grea. My twin sister’s pod is right next to mine. The dome is almost white with condensation. I wipe it away, but there’s still something clouding the plasglas, like the condensation somehow made it inside. I scrub harder, which is about as helpful as you would expect, and scowl at my reflection. Yeah, sometimes I’m not the brightest. Grea would argue that that was all the time, and then I’d send an emote into the nearest critter so strong, it would squeal and run up the nearest object, which was usually Grea’s leg. And then she’d squeal and I’d smile and sometime later that night I’d find something nasty in my bed. 


I hit the plasglas, trying to dislodge whatever it is clouding the inside of the pod.


A patch of… fug flakes away, leaving a hole big enough to peer through. I put my hand on the plasglas, spreading my fingers and leaning my forehead against it, squinting to see through the twilight inside the pod.


When I said twin before, I meant identical twin. My sister looks exactly like me, same black hair and gold skin, same dark eyes. Her hair is longer though, bound up in a braid that trails all the way down her back. You might ask how it happens that we’re identical but not... what with me being a boy and Grea a girl. Well, for one, we’re not exactly identical, and two, there are some things biology doesn’t get right.


I can just make out Grea. Like Mum and Dad, she’s floating in the stasis gel, eyes closed, but where they were peaceful, Grea’s wearing a frown. No, not a frown but a full-on grimace – her face twisted up and teeth bared. She’s curled on her side, knees to her chest, hugging them like she’s trying to make herself really, really small.


Grea? I reach for her psionically, stretching through the goo with my mind, trying to connect with the part of my sister that’s an empath like me. I stretch and stretch and stretch, further than I should have to, further even than when I searched the ship. Just like I did then, I sense nothing. My sister is right there in front of me, I shouldn’t even have to reach for her.


She’s my twin, my identical twin. We’re not merely siblings, we’re a whole, a living, functioning, interconnecting crazy-making whole. Even in stasis/sleep slipping into Grea’s brain should be like talking to myself. It’s not even like she’s trying to shut me out, she’s just not there.


A thought pops into my brain, not even fully formed, just a floating mass of emotion, like instinct and my heart stops in my chest.


Old Terra, what if she’s dead?


Everything in me stops.


There’s a big dark hole in the pit of my chest and I’m staring down its gullet.


What if she’s dead?


No. No, she’s not dead. She can’t be dead. I saw her move, didn’t I? Twitch her little finger?


Easier than breathing. Except breathing’s not so easy at the moment. The creepy-crawlies are making a renewed assault on my chest and there’s not enough oxygen in my lungs because my vision’s going kinda dotty and there’s that wheezing sound again as I try to draw in air.


The revive button is under my fingertips and Grea’s vitals are spreading across the top, the lines and monitors moving like they should. Her heart jumping up and down in a steady rhythm, the neural monitor flashing with greens and reds. I frown at the picture of her brain. Is there meant to be that much red staining her cortex? The map makes it appear like there’s a storm going on in my twin’s head, popping and flashing with bursts of yellow and streaks of white.


A couple more thumps on the plasglas and more of the fug drops away, making a bigger window. I press my forehead to the pod once more, hands pressed flat either side of my head. It won’t help me break through the... whatever the blank space is between us, but still…


Whatever it is, Grea’s not dead. I won’t let her be dead. I have to tell my heart that, and maybe my lungs, because right now it feels like the first is pounding the other flat against my ribs, squishing all the air out of my body.


It’s so quiet in my head. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before, maybe because I was too busy yelling at the AI. But now… now that quiet place is bringing back the pit in my chest and sucking all the warmth out of my bones. All I can see, all I can hear, is that silence and the endless black swallowing everything. Mum. Dad. Grea. The ship. Onah. The ship. The oxygen—


‘Kuma?’ Citlali is a blue glow in the corner of my vision. ‘Remember to breathe, Kuma. In. Out.’


The memory of Citlali scrunching up her nose as she pretended to breathe flashes in front of my eyes, enough of a distraction to halt the spiral of panic.


And that’s when I notice the fug clogging up Grea’s pod, really notice it. One of the pieces I thumped loose is floating in front of my nose and it looks strange, like a piece of grey-green carpet trailing strands behind it. The strands wave and wriggle in the stasis gel, reaching out to similar strands on the fug still attached to the plasglas. They connect and the mired one kind of pulls the other back into place. 


I jerk back. Stare at the door a second as the fug slides back over the clear patches. I turn to the Citlali. Point. ‘What’s that?’


‘What is what?’


I stick my finger to the pod. ‘That. The moss or mould or whatever it is crawling all over Grea’s pod.’


Citlali follows my pointing, not because the avatar needs to see but because that’s how she’s been programmed, to appear as human as possible. I don’t know why anyone really thought that was necessary, since a third of the crew aren’t human and no one bothered to program Citlali to make the qwans or rucnarts more at home. I guess they figured there wasn’t much point, or maybe there wasn’t enough time. The Citlali was one of the first deep-space ships, designed before the war broke out. Jim Engineer likes to remind everyone he was there when they eventually started construction, as the war was winding down. And right about then, everyone was still struggling to think of the “kin” as more than really smart animals.


I mean, I guess that’s a hazard when two of the species that almost wiped you out look like really big Old Terran birds and cats, but you’d have to be an idiot not to see the intelligence in their eyes. The war sorted that.


‘Grea Darzi’s stasis unit is functioning within parameters.’


‘There’s fug in my sister’s unit. That’s not normal.’


‘My sensors do not indicate any “fug” in the pod.’


‘But it’s right there!’ I poke the plasglas, shaking another clump of mould loose.


‘My sensors do not—‘


‘Your sensors are fucked. There is fug in my sister’s pod and you can’t see it!’ I yell the last in Citlali’s face. It feels good, even if it doesn’t actually mean much. Citlali doesn’t care, can’t care no matter how well she’s been programmed to simulate emotion. Maybe if the spit flying from my mouth had splattered in her core instead of the deck, she might do more than blink at me. But the core isn’t here. No one is here except me. 


A fuzzy blue critter scoots across the deck plating, heading for the spit glistening on floor. Okay, so no one is here except me and the critters and if you’re including them you may as well include Citlali, as useless as she is right now.


And right now, I’m not including them. The brief moment of satisfaction that came with swearing at the avatar is fading, draining out of my toes as the cold, hard grate of the decking digs into my feet. It sucks the warmth out of me, and I shiver, but that’s not the worst of it. The worst of it is invading my head. Silence. So much silence. Not the kind that assaults your ears, but the kind that slithers up your spine and knocks on your skull. 


The kind that tells you you’re all alone. 


That I’m all alone.








CHAPTER THREE






Screw being alone.


That was the thought that got me moving again and on the hunt for someone who could actually help. There was something wrong with the AI, that much was as obvious as gravity, and someone needed to fix her. I was about as good with fixing shit as I was at operating the stasis pods. Of course, getting out of stasis had been the easy part.


Thanks, Onah. Not.


The stasis unit is a six-metre-long rectangle that houses my family’s pods. Four pods side-by-side, a curving bulkhead creating the ceiling and the opposite wall. One end is a door and the other is another bulkhead. It’s got the only decoration in the otherwise bland unit with its not-quite-white walls. Big red letters are painted on it, each one the length of my forearm. “Emergency supplies”, it reads.


It’s not quite the last thing I saw before Mum sealed me in my pod, but it’s not far off. I try not to think about why it’s there, or why we might need the supplies behind it. Sometimes, just sometimes, I wish I hadn’t been born in space where everything outside the Citlali’s bulkheads would kill me.


The other end of the unit is a thick, round door. And it won’t bloody open.


‘Come on, Citlali, let me out!’


‘The door is open Kuma.’


‘It. Is. Not!’ I spit each word out as I push against the steelcrete. There’s sweat trickling down my spine. I’ve been at this for a while now, since right after I finished screaming at the avatar. Not my proudest moment. I give the door one final shove, gripping the latch in both hands and straining with every muscle in my body. Which really isn’t saying that much. Mum’s always at me to spend more time with the other kids in the gym, but... Ugh. Scrawny is as scrawny does I’d say, right before I remind her that an exosuit doesn’t care if my muscles bulge like Mac’s or not. Then Dad’ll say something about not always having an exosuit and Grea...


The tightness floods back to my chest, rushing from the silence in my head. I’ve never been unable to sense anybody before and it’s so... empty. So still. 


I bang my forehead against the door. Not now. Freak out later, get the door open.


Get the door open.


That light suddenly pouring out of my ears? That’s the glow going off in my head.


‘Shit.’ Sometimes I’m an idiot. Grea will argue that I’m always an idiot, but she’s biased. I push my mind away from thoughts of my sister. We’re not thinking about her right now, we’re thinking about getting out of the stasis unit so I can track down Jim Engineer and tell him his precious AI is shit-for-brains fucked. 


It’s right after Mae Lu finishes
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