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  Book Description


Maj’s sister Oyana is having seizures they can’t explain. Since she has so many mods in her body, the crew decide they need to see a specialist. But the nearest medical facility is in a mining outpost and Maj makes a backup plan in case the doctors don’t help. 
But something is wrong with this station. Everyone is horses… 
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  Life Is A Hallucination


Maj crouched in the cockpit of the Trinordia Dragon, their stolen—and retrofitted—ship. It had more room now, with fewer crew seats up front and modifications to make the galley bigger. It still looked patchwork, with mismatched metals, textures, and long-neglected paint. The floor below Maj’s knees had once been a studded plate steel, worn nearly smooth by use and foot traffic. Now there was a new stripe of a blue-ish metal right down the middle of the room, replacing the most trafficked section.  
The chairs themselves looked like each one had come from a different scrapyard. None were original to the ship. The pilot seat at least had harnessing even though its vinyl was splitting on the sides. The chair Maj crouched in front of was much worse off, with exposed yellow foam on the corners, a missing head-rest, and only a single shoulder belt to keep a person secure.
The entire cockpit smelled like fried electronics. A kind of rusty, ozone scent with a hint of burnt plastic on top. Singe had traced every wire and replaced what she could, but the smell seemed to live in the room—seeped into the paint and the consoles. There were two tree-shaped air-fresheners dangling from a rocket’s launch switch above the pilot’s seat. If they had any scent, the cockpit had eaten it entirely. No one had tried to replace them.
The Trinordia Dragon was barreling through space toward the closest space station—a small company outfit orbiting a gas giant—though they’d come up to speed some half hour ago and Maj couldn’t feel the engines running anymore. Maj just hoped it was a station large enough to have a seedy underbelly. What they needed wasn’t strictly legal.
Oyana, Maj’s sister, sat curled in the chair. She’d pulled her shoulders in, making her look small and frail. Her normally silky hair fell in lank clumps around her sweaty face and she had her eyes screwed so tightly shut, the creases around them were turning white. 
Maj held their sister’s hands, silently squeezing as a new wave of pain rocked Oyana forward.
The intense wave passed, and she sat back in the chair—meant for a co-pilot or weapons, now an impromptu medical corner. Oyana blew out a breath and her grip on Maj’s hands relaxed.
Maj knew better than to relax. They brushed their sister’s hair behind her ear and watched her face closely. The waves had started two days ago, a sudden-onset symptom they’d never seen before. Something to do with the spiderweb of mysterious mods that wove between Oyana’s veins and nerves from head to toe.
At first, Lisse, the dog-sized psychic dragon that had come with the stolen ship, had blunted most of the symptoms. She would drape herself over Oyana’s shoulders, purring in her ear and vibrating the pain away. There was some connection between Lisse’s psychic ability and Oyana’s mods Maj hadn’t had time to figure out yet, but the little dragon had been helping Oyana stave off migraines and worse for several months now.
They should have known that wouldn’t last.
They should have made backup plans.
Pounding feet ran down the hall toward the cockpit, and Rune appeared with a small kit in his large hands. 
Rune was ex-GSA, a medic in the galactic army they had discarded when he was no longer a useful tool. Like everyone on the ship, the GSA had dropped him unceremoniously onto an unmarked, uncolonized planet with a handful of other inconvenient people. The GSA might have rejected him, but he was still an amazing medic and he’d been working tirelessly to puzzle out the tangle that was Oyana’s mods and nervous system.
Rune stood nearly six feet tall and was built like a tank. He had no visible mods, but Maj knew there were several powerful ones set into his eyes and brain. Occasionally, they glimpsed blue text flicking across his blue eyes during a scan. He was strong, but only in the way of natural muscle and bone. He couldn’t crush a gun in his bare hands like Vidar or Maj, with their titanium augments.
Since Maj had screamed for him when Oyana collapsed, he only wore loose green pants tied at the waist and nothing else. No socks. No shirt. His skin shined with a little sweat. Had he been working out?
He crouched next to Maj, easily dwarfing them in size, and opened the med kit. It looked small in his dark hands; the fabric worn with use in the corners, the zipper loose. He opened the kit flat in one palm and selected an injector without hesitation.
At least someone was prepared.
Rune pressed the injector’s flat face against Oyana’s neck and squeezed. It shot a pre-measured dose of something directly into her bloodstream, which made her flinch.
Then all of her muscles slumped a little. Oyana slouched in the chair. Her eyes opened, but they were hazy and unfocused. 
“Sedative?” Maj asked.
“No, the last one we tried didn’t work, and I don’t want to give her something too powerful. This is a muscle relaxant. It’ll last about an hour.” Rune’s nose wrinkled a little. “Most of the time, it lasts an hour. With her…”
“Right,” Maj said, understanding. 
Oyana’s mods ran throughout her body and most of them were a mystery, even to Oyana. They were lucky the drug took effect at all.
Rune zipped his kit closed and passed it to Maj. Then he scooped Oyana into his arms. She flopped a bit, without muscle control. “I’ll make her comfortable in bed,” he said. “When do we arrive?”
Just then, the ship’s engines kicked on with a low vibration Maj could feel in their feet. Singe swept into the cockpit, still pulling her GSA flight jacket on over her shoulders. “We’re slowing down now,” she said. “Station security is already yelling at me for coming in too fast.” She tapped her temple, indicating the mods that connected her to the ship and its systems. 
Singe’s hair was freshly dyed, jet black and shining, cut straight at her shoulders. She wore her GSA-issue uniform, freshly pressed. The blocky camo—in shades of gray and blue—was meant for ship-to-ship combat. She had no rank or insignia patches since the GSA had abandoned her just like Rune, but she’d recently replaced the squad patch with one stitched with a coiled blue dragon. Like Lisse, Oyana’s dragon.
She flipped her hair out of the flight jacket’s collar and slid into the captain’s seat, her eyes already flickering with bright yellow data from her mods.
When they’d flown this half-rotted thing off-planet, it had nearly killed Maj and the five crew they’d gathered. Between the holes in its hull and the furious mother dragon chasing them, they were all lucky to be alive. It could all come crashing down if the GSA saw through their fake registration one day. It was Singe’s job to keep the local security from looking too closely at that. Or the crew. Or… well… anything about them.
Rune and Singe were on the run from the GSA, Maj and Oyana were on the run from their father’s empire, and Vidar…. Maj didn’t know exactly what Vidar was hiding from, but they’d bet it involved several dead bodies.
They made quite a crew.
Maj crawled up on the now-empty copilot chair and perched there like a bird, watching Singe as she throttled the ship’s speed and made apologies to station security, chatting easily with whoever was on the other end of the line.
They approached the space station from ahead of its orbit around a gas giant that glowed orange and yellow through the ship’s polyglass window. The station itself spread out like a net, with nodes of intersecting hallways and branches that terminated abruptly. It spun, but only enough to maintain the same face to its planet, allowing hundreds of little drones to drop into the gas and do their harvesting work, then fly back up to the station to fill rows and rows of waiting storage along the planet-facing side.
This station wasn’t a leisure or transfer hub. People didn’t come to visit. It was a business, full of drone pilots, shared barracks, and long-haul shippers waiting for their cargo to load.
But where there were people away from the eye of their corporate overlords, where were people willing to bend the rules.
They never would have come here except that Oyana needed help. Bigger help than Rune could give. And urgently. Maj didn’t expect the medical facilities here to solve any problems, but maybe they had treatments for her symptoms that would allow them to fly deeper into GSA space. They needed time to find specialists. 
Rune knew how to navigate the medical offices and Singe’s uniform might open some doors as long as no one investigated her lack of badging too closely. 
Maj had other plans. Above board treatments were well and good, but Maj wasn’t willing to let Oyana suffer if they didn’t work. There were other options off the market that could help.
Options like Rust, the addictive drug that dampened mod-communications throughout the body. It gave a euphoric high, but long-term use could destroy mods from the inside out.
Shine would get her high without the mod-damage, but it was even more addicting and could cause hallucinations.
EMP was Maj’s last resort. It would shut down Oyana’s mods for hours, maybe days, but it would also irradiate her and anyone in a five-foot radius. She’d have to be isolated.
They weren’t good options. But they were options.
If Oyana was so high on Shine, she didn’t notice the migraines and seizures… well, Maj hoped the medical facilities here could help.
They watched as Singe navigated the station’s spindly structure, turning at just the right moment so the ship’s airlock on the side could line up and dock. Clamps thunked into place.
There was a flash of light.
Maj blinked furiously. Then blinked again as she stared at the dun-colored horse that had replaced Singe. 
It was the size of Singe, which was odd, that made it small for a horse, but it had a long face, a straight black mane like Singe’s hair, and six legs with hooves. Its hide was dappled, sort of like Singe’s military jacket.
There was a horse in the cockpit. It sat in the pilot’s seat with it’s back legs sticking straight out and it was trying to push a button on the console before it, but the hoof was too big and kept pressing adjacent buttons.
“What—?” Maj squawked in alarm.
The horse turned its head to look at Maj. Then did a double-take.
The Singe-horse said, “NEEEEIGH!”
And with the clicking vibration of the ship completing its docking manoeuvre, the light flashed again.
Maj stared at Singe in the pilot seat. Human Singe, not horse-Singe. Singe stared right back, ignoring the yellow light of flickering data across her left eye.
Singe whispered, “What the fuck was that?”
“Did you see that, too?” Maj asked.
“You were a horse.”
They were a horse?? Maj sputtered, “You were a horse!”
“I didn’t feel like a horse…?” Singe looked down at herself, pressing a hand to her chest and down her belly.
She only had two arms and two legs. Like a proper person.
Maj looked down at themself to confirm the same thing. Short arms, short legs, short torso—normal person-number of limbs. A ratty Anime t-shirt and some worn-soft yellow shorts, but they’d been asleep when Oyana had her seizure.
Maj

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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