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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.

Ora

A mental space accessible only by empaths, where they can communicate with beings such as Aeotu.

Anima

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




Fug

Viyu

The technical name for Aeotu’s grey-green fug.

Viyusa

The technical name for red fug.










CHAPTER ONE










I don't know how long I've been floating in the stasis unit, talking to the dark. A day? A week? A year? It's hard to tell with the power out and no chronometer to count down the hours. It feels like years. Years of nothing.


I know it's longer than a day because the food ran out long enough ago that I no longer feel my stomach gnawing at my backbone. I've gotten used to it. Used to the gurgle of stomach acids, the growl of gases. At least it's another sound, something other than my own breathing, the hum of silence. Yeah, who knew silence had a sound. I didn't. Not until Core shoved me in the stasis unit and ejected me into space. Alone. Always alone. 


I should have crawled into one of the pods, closed the door and drifted off into stasis/sleep. But I didn't. Couldn't.


Mum was out there, and Dad and Grea. And Dude, a little part of me whispers, but I shove it back. 


Dude's dead. Sucked into vacuum, the liquid in his body boiled away before it froze, hard as rock, cold as space. Or, if the fug got him first, torn apart piece by piece and fed to the alien ship floating out there, hovering over me. Us. Eating Citlali to repair itself, tearing apart my home to make itself whole.


Was it my fault? I haven't decided yet.


Sister.


The word shivers through the darkness, through my bones, my blood, familiar as my own thoughts. Still, it makes my skin crawl, my insides shrivel, makes me want to cover my ears, curl in a ball and scream. Except the word isn't in my ears, it's deeper than that. It's in my brain. My heart. Crawling around inside me, trying to worm its way into the very core of my being, my anima, the thing that makes me, me.


I can't escape it. It follows me everywhere, a presence in the back of my skull, in the space between the psionic plane and the other place, the one beyond the threads of reality, a dark, endless space where everything is possible. 


I should have gone into stasis/sleep, should have slipped into the pod the moment hunger started gnawing at my belly, should have drowned myself in biogel and neurochemicals. Should have left all of this behind. Except I wouldn't have, couldn't have. I know, in the pit of myself that Aeotu would have followed me even there. But maybe, if I'd been in stasis, I could have reached out, connected with the others, with Mum, with Dad. With Grea.


But I didn't. I was too scared. Not of Aeotu, although the alien AI is part of the reason. No, I haven't slept, haven't let myself go into stasis because... Because then I'd know. If they were alive. If they were dead. I don't want to know. If I don't know, I don't have to believe, don't have to think about life without them, without Grea. Don't have to be all alone...


Sister.


No.


Sister. The voice comes again, shuddering through the air, chilling my skin.


No. I say back to it, leaving the thought in my head, letting it echo there. 


Silence.


I haven't talked to it before, save to yell at the steelcrete bulkheads, to scream and curse and beg. Not since I slipped into its mind, not since I planted the image of Citlali in the deepest part of its being and told it that the ship was home. Not since it woke up. Not since I woke it up.


That hasn't stopped it talking to me. Always the same word, always knocking on the back of my skull. And before the emergency power went, leaving me floating here, the air getting colder and colder, it had used the comms.


Sister.


No.


SISTER.


The word is louder this time and there's an insistence to it that hasn't been there before. An urgency.


Aeotu can go to hell.


I curl into a ball.


There's no feeling in my legs, almost none in my hands. With the emergency power gone, there's nothing to keep the atmosphere inside the stasis-unit-turned-escape-pod stable, nothing to recirculate the air, nothing to keep it warm.


The air is getting colder, all the warmth leeching into the vacuum of space. All that's left is the little bit in my body, my heart pumping the blood around. Even the air in my lungs has icicles, I can feel the sting in my throat. I'd probably feel them in my nose, if I could feel my nose.


I really should have gotten in the stasis pod. But what then? I'd die in my sleep? Die knowing my parents were dead? My twin? Every soul I'd ever known, gone? I don't want that. I want to remember them alive, want to believe that when Core jettisoned me into space, that somehow, someway, she kept everyone else safe too.


The worry, the memory of that last frantic run through Stasis deck, the holes and cracks in the units around me, the glimpses of other pods with their thin electric shields. It haunts me, sometimes it haunts me enough to get in the pod, to find out what had happened to everyone. But never enough to close the door and power it up.


I don't feel the cold anymore. I don't feel much of anything. I stopped shivering at some point, probably around the same time my eyelids grew heavy, and staying awake took everything I had. No one really tells you that about freezing to death, about how, at some point, it's just like laying down in your bed, soft and warm and all too easy to close your eyes, to drift away.


It's like that now…


…But I don't want to sleep. Sleeping means dreaming, dreaming means nothing to keep me in my head, nothing to keep me from knowing.


...Dreams are nice though. I'm huddled up next to Grea, her arms around me, my arms around her, our foreheads pressed together. Sharing breath, sharing thoughts. Sharing everything.


'Hey fathead.' She smiles at me.


'Hey poo breath.'


'It took you long enough.'


'I was busy.'


'Doing what? Playing with your hair?'


'It's prettier than yours.'


She scoffs, hugs me tighter. 'No, it's not.'


'Is so.'


Her eyes are dark, darker than the void of nothingness around us. Black, like mine. Wide, the lashes resting against golden cheeks. It's not just the extreme pigmentation that makes her eyes like that, or the way light bounces off the surface of her iris. There's something buried deep in her mind, something she's trying to keep from me. But she can't keep anything from me. We're twins, identical twins, a single living being split in two.


'What?' I ask.


'Nothing.'


I don't say anything, I don't have to. My disbelief floats between us.


She turns away, so my forehead is pressed to the side of hers, the long silky strands of her hair getting messed up in my nose, some of them catching in my mouth.


But she can't escape me, not when we're like this. Just like I can't escape her.


It doesn't take much. Slipping into Grea's mind is as easy as breathing. Easier. She doesn't even try to keep me out.


She can hide shit though, hide it like crazy, and if she really wanted to, if that thing making her eyes dark was really private, she'd have done it. But she hasn't. She wants me to see, to know, even if she can't bring herself to say the words.


She's going to make me pay for it though.


The forefront of her thoughts is a jumble of emotion, all the fear, all the pain rising from the depths of her being formed into a shield around the darkness.


I plunge in.


The pain comes first, a hot white net of lightning rushing over my skin, under it, in it, setting my teeth alight, burning. Burning. Burning. I want to scream, to cry, to let go. The fear comes next, wrapping around the pain, growing off it, feeding on it, until one is the other. Paralysing. Endless.


She's making me hurt. She's making me hurt. On purpose.


I try to pull away, but suddenly she's everywhere, gripping me tight, her face mashed up against mine, her mind wrapping me in claws of steelcrete. And, Old Terra, it fucking hurts.


I gasp. 'Grea, what are you doing?'


Rage hits me in the middle. Grea's rage, tearing at me, reaching back along the path my brain has taken into hers. It stabs me in the heart, splintering into a million tiny pieces, seeking the core of me, the frozen place in my middle. Trying to light it on fire.


'Grea!'


She growls, teeth bared, her arms bands of steelcrete. 'I'm saving you.'


'I don't need you to save me.'


'Yes, you do. You're giving up, Kuma. You're leaving me.' 


'You're already dead.' The words are out of me before I know it, rushing from the dark, scared place at the pit of my anima.


'No, I'm not. You're just scared I might be dead and too chickenshit to actually. Find. Out.' Those last words she punctuates by punching my shoulder, fist driving into the flesh with hard, meaty THUMPS.


Pain. Pain and fear ricochet through her, to me. And that thing – curled behind her eyes, wrapped in her emotions – explodes between us. 


I want to retch, to dissolve, to be anywhere but here, to know this.


'No.' I shake my head, forehead rubbing against hers. 'You didn't. You couldn't.'


'You showed her how.'


'No!'


'It's not what you think. Aeotu's not what you think.'


'She's trying to eat us!'


'She's trying to survive, and now she's trying to help us survive, because of you. You, Kuma.' Grea catches hold of my face, pinning me with her stare. It's not just my sister looking at me out of her dark eyes, it's the other thing too, something big. Older. Alien.


I whisper its name. 'Aeotu.'


It breathes, wrapping around Grea, moulding her. Changing her arms, her hands. It wriggles under her face until there's a second set of eyes beneath Grea's, another mouth, another nose. A whole second face peering from underneath her skin.


'Sister,' it says, and reaches for me.










CHAPTER TWO










I don't wake up. Waking would imply I was asleep, but I wasn't. I know that, deep in my bones. I am simply aware. Aware of the passage of time, not just minutes or hours or days, but years. Aware that I'm not cold, or hungry or... anything really. I just am. Aware too, that I'm no longer in the stasis unit, that at some point in the unknown passage of time since Grea found me, I was moved. Not under my own power, with my own two legs, but that someone or something picked me up and put me here, wherever here is. 


And I am not alone; there are other beings with me, minds that brush against mine that seem familiar and strange at the same time. Their names hover on the edge of my tongue but the restless coils of energy I sense don't belong to the faces playing behind my eyes, not entirely. It's the colours permeating them, the kaleidoscope of blues and greens and the colours for which there are no names, that ones I didn't know existed until I met Aeotu.


There used to be more of the others, filling the space with questions, things I wanted to answer but couldn't, but they've faded, disappeared one-by-one. Those that are left don't talk anymore.


Or maybe I simply don't hear them over the heartbeat; the deep, steady ttthruum echoing in the space beyond my chest, my being. It is mine and yet it is not, like my lungs.


I breathe and my lungs are… strange. They don't expand or contract but there's a rush in and then out, gases flooding a million tiny filters that make a giant-sized whole. More than that though, I... feel isn't the right word. There's a whole load of new somethings in my head, a universe of sensations all coming to me at once, every one of them different and yet just alike enough that I know they're mine.


I don't have names for them, don't have a way to describe how they slide into my awareness, finding places to dock, pathways through my brain, like microscopic cargo palettes running on newly laid mag-lines.


And still, as strange as all of this is, as weird, it doesn't feel strange. It just… is.


It's like how I know I haven't been asleep, how I know this isn't a dream and I'm not in the stasis unit anymore, floating in vacuum as I slowly freeze to death. It's the same way I know it's been a long time since Aeotu took Citlali, since I lost Dude, since I talked to Grea.


A very long time. The span stretches out behind me, a shadow on my awareness, a sense of things happening but no real memory of them. 


Is this how an AI feels when it comes online? Reading the logs, knowing things without conscious memory of them?


Discomfort rolls through my spine, but the need to move is stifled by my own body, a blockage in the nerves, stopping the need to wriggle my toes and flex fingers, from making it to my muscles.


The discomfort builds, growing teeth and gnawing on my bones. I need to move. The sensation rolls through my being, the teeth turning to flames, the flames to magma, the molten rock bottled up at the base of my skull, burning through my neurones. My scalp tightens, trying to hold it in.


But why? Why can't I move?


I try to turn over, try to lift my head, my hands, but none of it responds and the pressure grows. I'm going to explode, going to shatter into a million tiny fragments.


I just need to… Move!


Something gives, exploding outward. Fire runs down my spine, through my chest, fills my hands with magma, burns through my legs, pulls a scream from my throat.


The sound echoes.


Echoes and echoes and echoes.


And suddenly I'm free, or almost.


I struggle to open my eyes, to see. There's something holding them shut, something sticky plastered over my eyelids, melting over my cheeks and skull, and it's moving.


Wriggling and crawling, tickling my nose, brushing the sides of my mouth. It's not just on my head either. Now that I've recognised it, I can feel it everywhere, coating my body, parts of it pressing into my stomach, wrapping in coils around my legs, holding my arms to my sides.


What's going on? Where am I?


'Grea!' Again, my voice echoes like I'm in some kind of cavern, or the Ag deck – one of the massive sections that seem to go on forever, with rows and rows upon rows of growth walls, my voice bouncing between them.


Grea doesn't answer.


But something does, something that starts as a rumble and builds, inaudible, felt instead of heard. Starting in my toes, shivering in my legs, a hum under my skin. The stuff around me, holding my eyes shut and my muscles in place, rolls with the sound/feeling, pulsing and squirming until it reaches my ears.


It's a hum at first, a tickle in my ear, and slowly it grows until I can almost hear something, a faint sissss. And I think, I think I know what it is... I strain toward the sound.


'Sissss...ster.'


No.


'Sisster,' it says again and my insides go cold.


I want to shake my head, to pull away, to run, but the sticky moving stuff holds me tight.


'No, go away!'


A breath of air against my cheek, a movement like lips pressing against flesh. 'Sister.'


'No!' I explode.


Not an actual explosion, not blood and flesh and bone shooting out in a wet red mess of meat and tissue, flying outward at two-thousand pounds per square inch, but a psionic one; an explosion of fear.


It rips out of me on a shockwave of bright screaming yellow, sticky and hot. Acidic. Coating everything it touches, burning through its defences, sinking beneath its skin, diving deep into its bones. Inescapable.


The emote takes all of my fear, all the pain, the doubt, the loneliness. The moment Dude leapt from my shoulder; Core/drone pushing me into the stasis unit; the hatch sealing, the "DANGER, VACUUM" sign over the emergency release. Grea in her pod, surrounded by fug and darkness. P’Endr dying. Lyn Captain with her hand reaching out of hardened stasis gel. The sour, musty scent of rot and death. The CRUNCH of critter skeletons under my elbows.


Everything. The emote takes everything.


Somewhere distant, a scream rends the air. High and piercing, a knife in my ears. Inhuman. As I lose consciousness, slip back into the not-sleep, I sense something… familiar, white around a core of boiling black.


Onah?


Kuma? My name is an explosion of joy and surprise, carried on an image of qwan chicks, bright and fluffy, huddled in a nest. I have the sense that Onah is searching, that he is not alone and that... Sadness, it hovers under the brightness of the other emotions, coats his mind in a layer of blue-black, weighing him down, making his wings heavy and his talons slow. There is something else behind it, another emotion twisting his insides.


Guilt.


Why? It's not his fault I am here, and I want to ask what it is that pulls at his heart, but the darkness drags me under. 


We are coming, little kin. Onah's voice and the sharp stab of his grief follow me into sleep. You will be free.
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There is darkness, and when I come back to myself, it's different. The awareness is gone, the sense of my lungs being huge, the discomfort of needing to move. 


I'm empty. 


There's no fear, no confusion. Nothing.


It all went into the emote.


I'm hollow and tired. So tired.


A rustle. The musty scent of feathers. The hot wash and meaty stench of breath on my face.


I'm still blind, but in the eter – the mental space those of us with the ability read minds call home – there is a dance of light and movement; the sharp, restless growl of a rucnart and the chill crystal of a qwan. Emotions spill around them, blue-black waves of grief and fear mixed with the red of anger and the sharp white of determination. I want to reach out, touch them, to yell that I'm here, but I'm wrapped in fatigue, cocooned and… and…


Guilt; duty; sad-pain, the kind that comes not from sliced skin or broken bones, but from the heart. The emotions bombard my brain. Not human or Jørgen, but kin. For a moment, I see myself on the eter, little more than a lump in the darkness, barely recognisable as human, and there is h'Rawd. The tree-kin leader stands over me, his four giant forepaws planted either side of my torso, the wicked talons made for climbing trees kneading the floor, and his long angular muzzle hovering over my throat.


The emotions I feel are his and they're directed at me.


Why? And where is Onah?


I smell blood – bright, crisp, coppery – washing my face. There's no time to wonder at it, because with the scent comes the sensation of whiskers on my chin, the wet press of a nose, and the cold, sharp points of teeth closing over my jugular.


It short circuits my brain.


Stop! It's me, Kuma! Crew! Get away! But the words are locked within me, my mind sluggish, psionics trapped behind a wall of not-sleep.


There's pain, the warm wash of blood. My blood. I feel it rise out of the pinpricks in my skin, splash around h'Rawd's fangs. Guilt and duty, h'Rawd's emotions are washing around me, rising with my blood and—


Rage. Red. Screaming. It rips across the eter, reminds me of the thing behind Grea's eyes, of the darkness.


Yowls, snarls, the high-pitched wail of an air-kin. H'Rawd's teeth are gone, leaving only the scent of blood behind. 


There's movement, the heavy thud of metal hitting flesh, the howl of an injured rucnart, and still that rage, flowing over me like fire, bringing with it the scent of cherries and Grea's presence. It goes on forever, until my ears are numb to the sound and rage settles over me, a blanket – comforting.


It ebbs slowly, disappearing into distance and time, until it's gone, taking h'Rawd and Grea with it.


I sleep.
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'Kuma?' Grea, whispering in my ear. 'Are you okay?'


I turn, shifting in the dark place like rolling over under a blanket. 'Yes. H'Rawd didn't hurt me.' 


'He would have.' Rage blooms around Grea. 'Onah would have let him.'


'Why?'


'They're scared, but don't worry, I'm here.'


'But why? I haven't done anything.'


'You've changed.'


'I have? How?'


There's silence, it stretches on forever and I'm beginning to wonder if Grea's still there, when she speaks. 'I need to see you,' she says.


'I'm here.' And I guess it's true, if I discount the fact that I don't know where here is. It feels like the eter but bigger, emptier. It feels like that place between the threads of reality, where I spoke to Aeotu.


'It's the ora,' Grea says.


'The ora?'


'That place, between the threads.' Grea's forehead on mine, her arms wrapping around my shoulders. 'Somewhere just for us.'


Us rings with potential, with depth and volume, with more than just my sister and I. Us feels like hundreds of twins, thousands, millions, feels like an entire species and the idea of it is too big, too much as it tries to force its way into my head.


I thrust it away. 'I don't understand.'


Grea smiles. I don't see it, can't see it, not in this alien, lightless place, but it settles in my chest. Warm. Comforting. Secure. 'It's okay,' Grea says. 'You will soon.' Her arms tighten. 'I'll help you.'


I find my arms, hug her back. 'Okay.'


'Just you wait.' Grea turns her head, and while she's with me in the ora, her thoughts are with someone— something else. 'We're going to live forever.'
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This time when I wake, I know I've been dreaming, know that the thing that had me was sleep.


I open my eyes.


Darkness still assails me, but my lids move. And when I lift my hand to check for the sticky stuff that held them down, it obeys my command, the fingers flexing and curling, dragging over my face. There's something hard covering my head, a rough second skin. It crumbles under my touch, and I come away with some kind of powdery substance. I wipe it away from eyes, use my other hand and peel sections of it from my hair. The stuff cracks, and then as soon as I pull it away it crumbles, slipping through my fingers, smooth and silky.


I still can't see and I rub at my face, digging fingers into my eyes, feeling smooth warm skin, the soft, spiky brush of eyelashes, the bump of my nose. There's nothing there but dermis, nothing holding my eyelids, and yet sight eludes me.


I rub harder, searching in the corners for the crust of sleep. Try again.


Success.


The darkness is no longer the total nothingness of the void. There's enough light to see the smudge of my fingers. I don't know where it's coming from, it seems to be everywhere.


I can't even see my feet. But I can move them.


Standing is strange. The ingrained movement of muscle is there – pulling my feet under me, shifting my weight – but the details... It's like I'm wearing flippers and there are weights on my knees, like maybe there's a sack of machine parts on my back throwing me out of whack. Making me top-heavy and knock-kneed.


Have I grown? 


But that's not right either, doesn't feel right. Not in the sense that my body feels different, 'cause it does, but in the sense that it doesn't gel with the awareness that came before.


I've been out for a long time, long enough, awareness tells me, to grow enough that I no longer look like the Kuma I once did. But that's not it. I think, if I could find a mirror, or a holo or even just a light, that I would still look like me. A kid with black hair and a lanky frame, kinda skinny and maybe a little rounder in the hips than other boys, but still... a kid.


It's something else, and that awareness is holding onto the answer, hoarding it deep in my gut. And I want to know why and I want to know what. I want to get rid of this awful, horrible sense building in the pit of my anima, that when I find out... When I find out, the psionic explosion of before is going to look like a fart in the ocean.


But first...


The ground's uneven, and trying to walk with my too-long feet and too-heavy torso is hard. I stumble, stagger, fall to my knees. Not being able to see makes it harder, not knowing where I am makes it worse, and the memory of Aeotu whispering against my cheek, the feel of her breath...


How does an AI breathe? How does its voice ripple up my legs and vibrate in my ear?


My heart's pounding, and like when I first became aware, it feels weird. My heart is too big, cavernous, flooding my veins not with blood but power.


THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.


'Sister.'


I jerk back into myself, into my weird, top-heavy body still feeling my cavernous lungs and massive heart, and somehow knowing they're not mine. Not my flesh. Not my blood.


The voice comes again, rippling through the gloom, rushing over the uneven ground and up my legs. 'Sister.'


I spin, pinwheeling my arms to keep my feet. 'Go away,' I yell. And just about jerk out of my skin at the alien sound that erupts from my chest.


The words are mine, but the voice isn't.


Too deep, too loud. Too... metallic.


For a second, I wonder if my voice has dropped or if someone slipped testosterone into my system during the time I wasn't aware.


But no, that doesn't make sense, doesn't feel right. Doesn't even sound right. There's something wrong with me.


The awareness in my gut doesn't agree.


Okay. Okay. 


Don't panic.


Yeah, Kuma. Don't panic. You're just in a big dark place, with a weird body, ship-sized lungs and an alien entity creeping up behind you. No need to panic. You're fine.


Now.


Run.


There's strength in these weird legs of mine, a new bound in my too-long feet, and the lungs that are drawing in so much air, I don't think I'll ever have to breathe again.


It's riding on the speedway, palette going so fast it presses your ribs into your heart and flattens your face. Except on the speedway, I can see.


Three strides and I'm flat on my face, the same soft powdery shit I wiped off it gumming up my tastebuds, gluing my tongue to the roof of my mouth, clogging up my nose.


It tastes like mould, dry and dusty, and it tingles.


There's no time to scrape it off, no moisture to spit it out, there's just the thing coming up behind me, rustling over the uneven ground, reaching for my ankle.


I'm on my feet, running.


There's light ahead, a bright spot in the gloom. Safety. Every pound of my feet raises a puff of powder, every unexpected dip in the ground catches my feet, tips my body, makes me fight to stay upright. Panic and fear and adrenalin, they're rushing through my veins.


Making my muscles push harder, my vision sharper. The bright spot ahead is a hatch. Rounded and smooth with Citlali's six-pointed star in the middle.


Relief. Hope. They pound through my chest, and from somewhere I find another spurt of strength to push myself forward.


Behind, the rush of the voice is getting closer, nipping at my heels. It doesn't speak, it doesn't have to.


I just need to get to the hatch, to reach Citlali.


I'll be home then. Safe.


The light is all around me and the hatch is there, under my hands, and I'm pushing against it, and it's sliding open and then I'm beyond and the door is closing. I get a glimpse of the space behind it, of the grey darkness, the powder, and Aeotu, rushing along in my wake. Except there's nothing there. No shape, no shadow, just the endless grey-black.


The hatch snaps shut.


I stare at it. Take in the smooth, flat steelcrete, a little pock-marked, scratches marring the surface, ragged marks like claws cutting deep into the steelcrete.


And the symbol, Citlali's star, glowing over it, bright as the sun.


Around me are the familiar off-white corridors, the hush of air-cyclers and the sharp lines of the deck plating, all looking like the fug never touched it.


I sag, bones turning to mush, adrenalin turning to exhaustion, panic and fear to relief. Home. I'm home.


And then I look down.








CHAPTER THREE






Oh shit.


I stumble, my knees, my weird, too-big knees, turning to jelly.


Oh shit.


I knew, knew deep inside that things were different. Were weird, were not what they should be but...


Oh shit. Ohshitohshitohshitohshit.


I back-peddle, but it's like I'm trying to walk away from myself. Wobble. Wobble. Half-run. WHOMP. My back hits the bulkhead, and there's nowhere else to go, nothing to do but lift my arms out to my sides and stare at the... the...


Are they feet? They kind of look like feet, kind of look like paws too. Really big, grey-green paws, with three stubby toes like an Old Terran emu and darker, almost black nubs that might be claws... My toes flex almost of their own accord and... Wow. Those aren't claws, those are big fucking knives on the end of my feet, as long as my hand, as thick as two fingers combined and...


Skrrriiiitch.


My toes curl and I can't help but flinch at the sharp screech, like fingernails on blackboard, except it's my new toenails on steelcrete, leaving gouges in the decking deep enough to make a rucnart jealous. Or afraid. Very, very afraid.


Like me, right now.


But the shit doesn't stop there.


My new, paw-feet are fuzzy, and not from fur, although I guess you could call it fur, except fur doesn't move, doesn't wriggle all on its own. I swallow, hard, because I know what that shit is, know it because I burnt it, pointed the Franken-thrower at it and watched it shrivel up and die. Heard it scream.


Fug. My feet are coved in fug.


I'm hyperventilating, breath coming short and fast, coming like it's never going to come again, and in that distant part of me, I feel those huge cavernous lungs wheezing, see lights going off, feel... things running across big struts that make up its ribs and—


As if having fug-feet wasn't bad enough, the nano-tech, ship-eating mould is covering my shins, crawling over my shipsuit, climbing all the way up my thighs until it hugs my hips, and—


I don't want to look at my hands, really I don't, but they're just kind of there, in front of my face and... There's fug on them as well, wrapping around my fingers, trailing over the back of my hands, looping around my wrists and winding up my forearms. It stops at the elbow, looking like a critter-nibbled glove over my shipsuit, all lacy and delicate. But green, a sickly, muted, oh-my-god-I'm-gonna-throw-up green.


Vomit spews over the deck, rushes into the grooves my paw-feet dug in the steelcrete before creeping toward my fug-toes.


I'm covered in fug.


I'm covered. In. Fug.


Oh shit.


Panic explodes in my chest, making my heart pound, every muscle shake, and suddenly I'm half crouched and talons have sprouted from my fingers and I'm tearing at my feet. Ripping. Screaming.


I have to get it off. Off. Off. Off.


Every slash of my claws brings pain, horrible slashing pain, pain that goes all the way down to the bone. But it's distant, muffled, like it belongs to someone else.


That just makes me braver, more determined. Brings back a little of my sanity. Fug flies, torn from my feet and flung across the corridor, a hail of grey-green. Every swipe of my fug claws rips another chunk off, more and more and more, a talon, a toe, the top of my foot.


There's no blood. That thought pops up amidst the madness. No oozing, no gushing. No screaming. The fug doesn't fight back like it did with the Franken, doesn't form spikes, doesn't attack my hands. Doesn't do anything.


I tear another chunk off, and there's another colour in the grey-green, a pale gold, flushed rose with blood. Flesh. Kuma flesh.


Me. Not fug. Me.


Everything in me stops, and for one crystal moment, I feel relief, I feel hope. I feel like this whole freaky, scary, horrible shit-mess is maybe, maybe going to turn out all right. Because I'm still me. I'm still here under the fug.


It's just a second.


Then that golden patch of skin starts to disappear.


'What? No. No. Nononononono!'


I'm ripping and tearing, digging. But it's not enough. The fug is growing back, filling in the hole, seeping into the rents, pulling itself back together. Faster, faster, faster.


I can't keep up with it. Flesh-me disappears, is gone, and no matter how fast I move, how deep my fug-claws go, the fug grows faster. And not just faster, it's making itself harder.


My fug-claws aren't digging as deep, the furrows they make shallower until they're not making any marks at all, just screeching over a new, hard outer shell. As I watch, the shell forms plates, thick and glossy, linked together like the chest plates of a sterdane.


I'm slowing, sweat dripping down my back, panic still boiling in my gut, the worst of it burned out, expended on the manic destruction of my feet, and now buried under a new emotion.


I slump against the bulkhead, unable to take my eyes from the fug-feet. Idly watching as the bits I've torn off, the chunks and strips, crawl back together.


Despair rises up and over my shoulders, turns my brain numb, turns everything numb.


I just...


There's nothing.



[image: ]


Eventually, I get up.


There's no time, but that awareness in the pit of me says it wasn't long. A few minutes at most.


It felt like an hour. An hour in which my brain ceased to function and I stared at my feet, at my hands, at the fug encasing my legs.


I was fug.


I. Was. Fug.


That thought chased itself around my head, one loop and then another and another until I forgot the panic, forgot the despair, and just… was.


Fug.


There's a weird space behind the word, a calm that goes beyond the deep breaths and counting heartbeats. It's a feeling deeper than bone, a sensation that goes all
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