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TO ALL YOUNG PEOPLE
 SEARCHING FOR A KINDER FUTURE
 IN A HARSH WORLD.
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LOOK FOR RAINBOWS

Gub’s silent giggles escape in little puffs. Tiny hands wrap around my neck too tight, his dinosaur toy digging into my skin. Gub’s legs cling at my hips as I mama-monkey him up and down the cabin on my back. I keep his feet tucked in with my hands so we can dance without bumping the walls, never mind how hard that is in a cabin this small.

I love his little feet, all flesh and chubby lumps for toes cos they’ve not been flattened out by walking yet. I love how they fit into the curve of my palms like two parts of something belonging together. The tiny toenails scritch and I should cut those before my aunt gets back from the kitchens and says, ‘Why ain’t you taking better care of bub? Look at his snaggy toes!’

We stop in front of the wall mirror so we can pull monkey faces at each other. We make our lips fat and pouty, flash our eyes big and goofy round.

I blow out my cheeks, do a wobbly head, and my little cousin cracks it. Silent puffing giggles shake his belly and he grins, mouth open wide, tiny square teeth lined up neat and perfect in pink gums.

A thump hits the door, then a knocking, and a deep voice yelling for my aunt, ‘Lazella! You there?’

I drag Gub around to my front and hold him tight. He knows not to cry, but he pushes back and looks up, to read my face maybe, to know I’ll keep him safe. His bottomless brown eyes, so big on his tiny face, shine and fill and spill over. My hand slides up over his mouth, never mind he’s well-learned never to make a sound. Now he’s all eyes with my hand over half his face, and he stares at me like I’m his whole world as the knocking starts up again.

Did we make a noise in our monkey game? My dancing feet touched down light as.

With Gub held tight, I back away from the door, toes feeling for the floor behind me, cold as on my bare feet. Up and over the ledge into the bathroom, reaching for the door and stopping, cos dragging it closed will make a noise. But I keep my hand on it. If the guy out there has a pass and comes in, I’ll slam it. Better he thinks Lazella’s on the loo. Better he don’t know she’s smuggled us on board.

‘Lazella?’ And footsteps pad away, leaving silence, ’cept for Gub’s tiny heart fast-pattering against my chest. Our hearts, side by side, beating together.

I step back into the cabin and hit the screen, switch it to door-cam. See the back of Chef Santos taking the stairs out towards the kitchens where my aunt is. I throw my head back and let out my held-in air. Santos is okay, he lets Lazella off early if she’s tired. Someone in kitchens will tell him Lazella’s gone to fetch something from Stores or whatever.

Gub blinks up at me. I smile and pull his nose and monkey-face him, so he knows for us to be normal again. Well, normal as two silent kids can be.

He ducks his head and hides his face in my shirt. I spin him around a couple of times and plop him on the bunk.

Gub shakes his head and points to the floor, but I pat the bunk. I point at the screen, then flick it around to the movie channel, and he looks at it and back to me and back to the screen like maybe he’s trying to guess how serious I am. I’m deadly serious. I got things to do, soon as this cheeky baby of my aunt’s goes to sleep.

He pumps his thumb up and down, wanting for me to turn on the sound, and I do, just a little, not enough to make more than a murmur. Not enough that anyone with an ear to the door might hear.

Gub grabs the pillow and pulls it under his head. I flick through the channels and stop on a movie about a family. I never understand these happy Earth-family movies, but when I look at Gub, he nods and pumps his thumb again. I flick the sound button just one time. Then flick it back down when he looks away.

Gub’s stubby fingers swipe at the pillow and he shuffles across the bunk to the corner. I lie beside him and when his tiny hand flops on my face, I plant kisses in his palm and push it against his cheek so he can keep them when he’s sleeping. Same as Aunt Lazella does for me.

‘Tamara-mawa?’ he whispers. Our heads are so close, forehead to forehead, it’s safe.

‘Yeah, Tamiki-miki?’ I whisper back. I love how our names are almost the same, even if I do call him Gub mostly. I like that my aunt, loving just me alone all those years, almost couldn’t imagine a different name for her baby.

‘Who dey?’ he asks.

On screen is a nicely dressed family, standing on perfect green grass under a bright blue sky. ‘The yellow hair, she’s the ma,’ I whisper and point. ‘And him, eyes so blue, he’s the da.’ I never seen a place could grow grass like that, or a perfect sky. No planets out in dark space are the least bit like Earth in the movies. And no hope for us to ever get back and see if Earth’s really like that.

We have a saying in dark space: ‘The only aliens out here are Earth-born.’ Lazella says she met a guy, says he was real old. He told her he was Earth-born and been running ninety years of his life in the wrong direction. He taught Lazella a real Earth saying: ‘When it rains look for rainbows, when it’s dark look for stars.’ Stars, we seen plenty of. Rainbows, not so much.

‘Where my ma?’ Gub whispers and yawns. A prickle hits my jaw, cos he never used to ask. Not till that time he woke up and found me gone.

I smooth a wisp of dark hair off his face. His beautiful hair, soft and straight like Lazella’s, not all dry and curling every which way like mine. ‘In the kitchens. Back soon,’ I whisper.

He nods. ‘Headiss,’ he whispers and pushes his tiny plastic dinosaur toy to my lips. I kiss Headless and Gub goes back to watching the screen, sucking on the chewed-on toy’s neck, with me watching his dark lashes blink slower and slower till his eyes close.

I sigh and wait for his breaths to get regular, planning my plans to leave, then I slip off the bunk, pull Gub’s shoulders up enough that I can slide my hand under, and hook the other arm under his knees. He’s light as, he could do with protein shakes too. Pair of us been living on leftovers too long.

I carry him to the humidicrib. The same crib my parents stole from some clinic. The same one I slept in, hidden and quiet, till I was four. The same one I folded myself into a year ago with a much smaller Gub bundled tight against my chest, and a pile of heat packs to warm us against the frozen food packed around us and on top of us, so we could be smuggled on board. That’s why I need protein shakes, cos when this voyage is done, I’m never gonna fit in the frozen food again. I’ll have to pass for an adult if I wanna get on a ship hauling back from the arse-end of dark space, with my little Tamiki and Aunt Lazella.

Looking at how Gub can’t hardly even lie straight in the crib no more, and how he tucks his knees up, makes me not want to shut the lid on him. But two is two and he can’t help waking up whimpering, never mind he’s never said a word out loud in his little life. I lay the plastic dinosaur on the mattress beside his head, tuck a blanket around him and rub his little chubby arm sticking out, skin so much lighter than my own. Light enough even that it don’t ever get dry-looking in the cold air of this freighter. Lazella says her grandparents came from the land of the Sultans, and sometimes I like to think of us living there, cooking food with chilli, coconut and herbs and serving up in fancy gold dishes under a warm sun. Course, ain’t none of us pure anything no more. All a mix of off-worlders, all speaking whatever. Earth ways left far behind.

The humidicrib lid clicks. The vents are open. I check them twice.

‘Sleep sweet, little Gub,’ I whisper as I pull on my too-big second-hand boots and soft-step to the bathroom. I slide the door shut behind me.

‘Doan you be leaving my bub alone,’ Lazella’s always saying. ‘Doan you be swiping stuff Stores will notice. They jus’ gonna come looking for you. Last time was bad ’nough. Almost died of worry for you,’ she says. But still I pull out the one bolt holding down our wet-wall panel and, just like in all the ships and all the days before Gub even got born, and every nap time since, I’m off.
  


IRON CORE

This class of freighter is shaped like a flat-as frisbee, with floors ringing the centre, circles outside of circles. The frisbee spins as it travels, so gravity is zero at the centre, and hardly anything at the landing bay that circles it, where shuttles gotta be tethered to keep them still. The next rings out are Levels One and Two, where there’s just enough gravity to keep the giant tanks of helium-3 and phosphorous grounded and stacked. The gravity gets stronger and stronger each level out, until it’s Earth-normal on the big outer ring, Six.

Those rich-arse Sixers living there can’t hardly even see the curve of the floor in their main corridor. That’s where they dragged me to the captain that time I got caught, and the gravity change had me dragging my feet heavy as, never mind the weight of trouble crushing in on me too.

Lazella says the captain himself can run a full lap of Six in the time it takes me to brush and floss my teeth. I wonder what that’s like, jogging along the main corridor of Six like you own it, doing a whole loop not even puffed out from all that gravity?

The pipes are clammy on my fingers, slippery under my boots, and muscles pull across my shoulders as I haul myself up into the vents of Level Three – Stores. I’m crawling, silent as, what weight I have on the edges of the venting so it don’t creak, but a voice below stops me at the vent grate.

Istanbul from Stores, dark eyes and colourful tatts that I been wondering what’s the story behind, tool belt on his waist, is lighting up a tiny-as cigarette. He lifts his head, eyes closed like he’s kissing the cigarette pinched between his finger and thumb, me sliding back into the shadows when he puffs smoke my way.

He’s not talking. It’s another voice, smaller, from up the corridor.

Istanbul stubs the tip of the cigarette off on the heel of his boot and slides his hand behind his back.

‘Tahi, how far away are you from checking the seals on container 677? We got phosphorous coming in today and we need to get it cleared.’ It’s Mella, talking into her comms unit. She’s young and small and I’m thinking if she can boss around people bigger than her, I can make it one day too.

I don’t breathe while the smoke snakes past me up the vent. Istanbul’s flapping air round below. He leans back against the wall, one foot flat against it, all casual.

‘Do it now!’ Mella yells. She flicks out her earbud, takes long bouncy steps, light in the low grav, and leans against the wall next to Istanbul.

‘Yoisho,’ she sighs, like she’s had enough of the day. She looks at him a moment and holds out her hand. Istanbul pulls out the cigarette from behind his back, straightens it and hands it over.

‘Light it. I’m not gonna flick you for a sneaky duzz,’ Mella says.

‘Heh!’ Istanbul says and relights. He passes the cigarette in pinched fingers to Mella.

She mutters, ‘Makasih,’ sucks on it. That’s a word straight from the land of the Sultans, but the Sixers don’t use it. They say ‘thank you’ like they got nuts and bolts in their throats. Mella, she switches depending on who she’s talking to. I’m gonna learn to speak like Mella does to Sixers too.

‘Hard day in Stores?’ Istanbul asks.

‘How do you do it, Isty?’ Mella asks, her words puffing out smoke. She coughs and passes the cigarette back to Istanbul.

I get my ear down to the vent. If Mella’s got worries, then me always wanting to be like her is losing some grav.

Istanbul shrugs like it’s a question he understands, never mind I don’t, as he sucks on the end of the cigarette. He breathes out smoke, then says, ‘I guess you just gotta find your iron core that can bend but never break. Your ikigai.’

‘You found yours?’ Mella asks.

Istanbul waves his hand up and down his muscly body. ‘Check it.’ He and Mella laugh. Then Istanbul gets serious. His face gets soft and he leans forward.

Mella pushes off the wall, slips her hands inside Istanbul’s open jacket and kisses him long and gentle like a movie kiss, then pulls back. ‘Wrong time, wrong place,’ she whispers and turns away, never mind Istanbul is reaching after her, saying, ‘Mell, wait. Ain’t none of us know how long we got out here.’

‘I got two years onboard, and being boss lady’s hard enough. Slut boss lady’ll get me a whole lotta hate.’ Mella looks back a moment at Istanbul’s pleading face as she bounds up the corridor. ‘Sorry, ja’im, ya know?’ she says, like her image is all that keeps her being the boss.

When she’s gone, Istanbul whisper-swears, ‘Tāmāde! Could be dead tomorrow,’ and kicks the wall hard enough to make a dent. He strides away, leaving me wondering if his iron core just got dented bad as the wall.

In movies, nothing’s confusing as real scenes. This crew are my unfinished movies. Jumbled stories. Nobody ever answering anyone the way you expect. Mystery plots I might never get to figuring out before we hit the next port and the characters scatter, all looking for a freighter heading back across the dark night to some place where grass grows green under blue skies. A place half of them are named for. All looking for a happy life in that place ninety years away, at least. Some give up and settle on Dios or a mining planet cos no freighter heading back will take the poor, the unskilled, the old, when better people are asking to crew for them.

Me and Lazella don’t wanna head back to Earth. What’s the point spending a lifetime travelling to be old somewhere we never been before? Who knows if the sky would look as blue through a pair of hundred-year-old eyes, anyway. All we want is to have enough money to live all together on Dios, never mind the dust. Once I’m cooking with Lazella, we can both be earning and we’ll be on our way. Then I’ll be part of the freighter crew stories below me, but my story won’t be confusing. It’ll be iron core, ikigai, straight up working hard for the ones I love.
  


IN THE SOFT DARKNESS

When I get to ship’s Stores, I pull the grate up into the vent and drop down to a stack of boxes, light as, cos this is Level Three. The protein shakes I need to get bigger are in the racks, where they keep special food for special Sixers.

I’m hunting through packets, trying to read words I’m not so good at reading, when a boot scuffs and the tonk of metal on metal sets my stomach crawling.

The storeman, McVeigh, face scrunched like a bag of rags, creeps along the front of stacked cartons. He holds the short pole with the hook he uses to drag cargo on overhead runners. It hovers behind his leg like he’s hiding it. Then he lunges, stabs the pole into a gap between the cartons, groans, stands up and looks around.

I duck down behind the crates of dehydrated veggie packs.

‘Come on out, darlin’!’ the storeman shouts. His foot thumps again and the pole clunks on the grated floor. ‘The captain ain’t mad no more. He’s just worried for you. Little girls shouldn’t be climbing round places that ain’t safe.’

Lies. The captain negged on me bad as that one time I was caught. Made out he was gonna flush me if I didn’t tell him how I got here. But my aunt would be in so deep for smuggling me on, and all of us left starving at the next port, so I stayed quiet as. Dark space is no place to be broke. That’s one thing we know for sure.

Lucky for me, the toilets on Six have wet walls and my screwdriver was snug in my boot. First toilet stop, I was gone.

‘If you make me check this place from top to bottom, I’m just gonna be mad as hell by the time I catch you,’ McVeigh yells. ‘And I’ll catch you, even if I have to call half the crew in here.’

True. I need to climb back up to the vent, and McVeigh waits between me and the stack of boxes next to it. If he calls anyone else in here, I’ll be snagged.

‘Come out, you little ship-rat!’ His voice has an edge now.

I wipe my sweaty palms on my trousers. I should’ve checked where he was. With Gub late to sleep, McVeigh had to be around. I’m too keen for the shakes. Too keen to be taller, to pass for sixteen, to prove I’m good as any of them, not some thieving, hiding rat like McVeigh thinks.

The vents are just too high, never mind the extra boost I’m gonna get from low grav. It don’t matter that I can take giant strides if I can’t jump high as a vent and get away.

‘I hear you can’t speak,’ McVeigh says, his voice creepy.

He’s real mean, McVeigh. I seen him blow up over nothing. I wanna say that I’ll tell if he touches me. But that won’t get me nowhere.

If they catch me again, it’s better they think I’m some kinda mute. They’ll give up yelling at me sooner.

I’m never gonna get no prize for talking anyway. I mean, how loud’s a voice even supposed to be? Aunt Lazella tried settling us on Dios when Gub was born. She had a food stall and sent me to get supplies while she cooked. But when I spoke, the other traders negged on me. ‘Speak up!’ they yelled, hard as. They wouldn’t give good prices. We took the next freighter off Dios.

‘Thank the universe for Starweaver Shipping,’ Aunt Lazella said when she got the job on Starweaver Layla. I just screwed up my face at going back to living quiet as, in a cabin just bigger than a coffin, but Lazella kissed my cheek and said, ‘Shush. Just looking for my rainbow, kid, cos I already got my stars.’ Then she kissed our little star, baby Gub, as well.

Yeah, so thanks, universe, for Starweaver’s shit-arse cold tiny cabins and shit-arse pay and no-workers’-kids rule. It’s something in a world of shit-arse nothing.

I wiggle a can of beans from its wrap, quiet as, and heft it high, so it bounces down a pile of boxes. McVeigh stomps off towards it and I slide around another box, getting a bit closer, another can in my hand. I heft that can hard at the ceiling so it clunks and bounces. The noise draws McVeigh’s eyes up and I slip out of veggies and over to the stacks of bulk bags. I have to move now, cos McVeigh knows where cans of beans are kept.

He storms through veggies, his hook swiping and him groaning like an idiot. If I was in the vents right now I’d be holding my belly, silent laughing, but the old arse’s not letting go of guarding that box stack that I need a head start to. We’ll be circling down here forever, and I gotta get back to Gub before he wakes.

‘I can do this all day!’ McVeigh yells, like he’s reading my mind.

Can I find the words to talk him round? Trick him to moving? But that’s not a thing I can do.

After a whole life of hiding, whispering, my words belong only to me and Gub, until at night when Lazella comes back to our cabin. She whispers back a while, then tells me to stop and let her rest. She opens the humidicrib to kiss sleeping Tamiki goodnight and slides into bed beside me and looks down at me with dark pools for eyes, and I see myself reflected in that soft darkness. And what I see there is love, and there’s no words, nowhere, for a look like that anyway. She holds my head to her chest, plants kisses in my palm like I’m a little Gub too, and I listen to her heart with one ear and listen to the screen with the other and too soon she’s asleep and my words are trapped again. Just me and quiet mumbling movies I’ve seen over and over. Me, movies, and Lazella’s beating heart. Two hearts side by side, beating together.

My heart’s a long way from sleepy-beating right now. It’s going fast to get me out of this fix. I pull out a box of pancake mix and throw it high as, so it hits a stack of boxes in the centre of the storeroom, explodes in a puff of white. I take off and launch up to the overhead runner ahead of me. I hit the runner hook hard with both hands, latch on and set it rolling flat out across the storeroom. My plan is to drop off and run for my stack of boxes if McVeigh takes the bait, but he’s not moving from his guard point and turns in time to see me rolling by high up.

McVeigh’s face, goggle-eyed like a goose as I shoot by, makes me snort. Got my own ja’im: sneaky, fast, uncatchable. ’Cept for that one time.

I yank up my legs as he waves the pole at me. Then I drop back in among the racks and stacks, listen to his boots thud and him curse and swear about wastage. I’m sad for the pancake mix too. Hardly ever get pancake leftovers.

There’s noises from the next level in, Level Two.

The ship shudders. A massive boom thumps above, like something just exploded.

I pop my head up.

McVeigh is facing the door that sits at the top of the ramp up to Stores Two. ‘Tāmāde! What now?’ he grumbles, runs his hand through the grey stubble on his scalp and hurries towards the ramp.

I run, hit an overhead hook, lift my legs and whirr behind McVeigh, who twists back and slides to a stop. I swing, leap and bolt away, heading across the storeroom, towards the stack of boxes. My hand-me-down boots scuff and slap on the floor.

‘Hey!’ McVeigh shouts. His boots thud after me. Slow and regular.

He’s faster at moving in low-grav than I thought, old arse. Weight and muscle make his legs take way bigger steps. I bet he’s got himself a cabin on Five, so this gravity is easy as for him.

I leap up to the first crate. Something smacks my boot.

‘You little shit!’ he yells. The hook punches the box beside my next step, tearing a hole as he drags the pole back. Packets tumble out.

I’m up the second crate. The hook grazes my ankle, catches the top of my short boot, rips that foot out from under me. I smack down on the crates, latch on. If he hauls at me, I’ll pull this crate down on both of us, I don’t care.

I pull my foot free from my boot, still on the hook, and scramble up another crate.

Another boom rocks the ship, shudders the crates under me something bad, and McVeigh swears, ‘Tāmāde!’ He gives up on me and runs towards the ramp to the door.

A strange blam, blam sound starts up above. I don’t know what. Something mechanical gone weird, maybe.

I’m up the stack and into the vent just as the door above McVeigh slides open. Shouting, and a crazy whistling, join the hammering noise. Sirens too. Safe in the shadows of the vent, I twist back to see.

And through the open door, black legs start down the ramp.
  


AIN'T NOTHING SO ALIEN AS THE LIKES OF US

The legs are impossibly long and thin, wearing tall black boots. Something glints off the toes, and whoever it is has a leathery cape and is carrying a massive weapon. McVeigh backs off. The stranger keeps coming, long-legged stretches of shiny black uniform kicking down the ramp. And it’s not a person. Facing McVeigh is this tall half-crow, half-scarecrow thing, all dressed in black. Shiny black armoured ridges line down the centre of its chest and across its shoulders like the back of a crocodile. Its head is a massive beaked helmet. And it’s not a leathery cape, cos it’s moving by itself. They’re wings. Wings that lift high and quiver.

What movie character is this? What kind of joke are the storemen playing on old McVeigh? But no, McVeigh’s rag-bag face is pale, twisted, lips pulled back.

My scalp prickles. Not right. This is not right. This is a real thing!

The tall half-crow thing fires the weapon. Blam! Like the sound of a fridge door slamming down in my aunt’s kitchen, ten times louder, loud enough to hurt my ears, but a sound that’s soft at the edges, like the seals on the fridge door muffling the slam. The sound hits McVeigh, lifts him off the floor. As he lifts, he changes shape, bends in the middle, like he’s snapped, and he glides down the ramp and across the storeroom, away from that Crowman. McVeigh hits the floor and skids, face buried in his knees, each half of his body barely connected. A puff of something red ahead of him. A spray. Both halves slide, leaving a dark trail.

I blink into the dark vent to unsee that mess. I can’t believe it, but I can’t look again. I stare at the vent, following the shape of the struts that hold it square, seeing how the light slices in through the next vent cover, seeing patches of rust, like my vision is suddenly narrow, like looking through a pipe. My world is just me sucking for air and the rust spots and a pounding in my head. Panic smacks my body and sets me crawling away from whatever that was. Did it look up? Did it see me?

Aunt Lazella would’ve told me if things like strange Crowpeople existed. She would’ve warned me. But she always says, when I’m worried about movies, ‘Ain’t no aliens out here, doan worry. Ain’t nuthin’ so alien as a human the likes of us, anyway.’

Lazella! She won’t run out to Level Six where it’ll be safe behind blast doors. She’ll be coming for me and Gub. She’ll be heading in towards these things instead of out, soon as she hears the sirens. I have to get back to Gub. I have to get back to Lazella and my Gub!
  


KILLER WAVE

I take the vent above the corridor connecting all the Stores areas. I have to crawl so far round the curve, map laid out in my head, before I go out one level, back to the cabin, back to Gub.

I scramble, thumping knees on struts, knocking my head, scraping skin off the toes on my bootless foot, clumsy in panic. There’s other thumping going on against the floor above my head. I don’t think what. I don’t want to.

Shooting, shouting, whistling and the strange blam, blam of weapons overtake me below. I freeze and lie low near a vent opening. I can’t risk the noise of moving. I should back up from the vent but it’s too late. They’re here. I close my eyes, tell myself it’s launch day noise, that’s all it is. Hustle bustle, boots tromping, loading gear and food and last-minute cargo, people shouting cos launch time’s coming, that’s all.

A scream. Blam! My eyes wide open.

So many Crowpeople. There’s an army of these things! So thin, so tall their black helmets will scrape against the vent. So tall maybe their shiny pale eyes’ll glance up through the grille and see my dark irises staring right back at them, popped out so round they have rings of glowing white.

I lie still, mouth-breathing small breaths, as Crowpeople swarm out of a Stores area just below me. Dark velvety wings flex and hunch above their helmets as they twist their weapons from side to side, gripped tight by claws. Talons flash on the end of tall battle boots with every long-kicking step.

The creatures blast through the doors of the corridor below me like they’re made of glass. Freighter crew yell and run, slammed back by the weapons as if they’re soggy cardboard. The crew pucker and fall. Istanbul slams into a wall below my vent, tool belt clunking, sliding down, limp, blood smearing tattoos, flesh, bone, like the meat packed all around me and Gub when we were smuggled on board.

I shove my hand over my mouth. All I’ve ever done is hide from the crew, run from them, but I know their names, their stories. They don’t deserve this.

One big Crow-thing brings up the rear of the group. It must be the boss. It has a scar under one bulging eye, pale and jagged on its dark face. The scar flashes pink in the shadow of a sleek black helmet that stretches down the long nose, a bent point on an upside-down teardrop.

The others, they shove one arm forwards when they talk to the boss and drop their heads so their leathery wings flutter over their beaky noses. It’s a salute, maybe.

Their wings hover over their long noses like veils. ‘Tootoopne!’ they whistle at the same time. Maybe that’s the boss’s name.

Everywhere he goes, other Crow-things dip their heads and snap their wings up and whistle, ‘Tootoopne!’ and ‘Tootoopne!’ They report back to the boss, all tweets and whistles. The boss is coordinating everything in that long domed head.

I’ve seen veiled people on screen, I’ve seen crows, I’ve seen bats, I’ve seen strange creatures in horror movies, but I’ve never seen anything like these stretched-out freaks.

These creatures have hands halfway along their wings. Maybe like a bat would. Just three hook fingers with claws on the tips, enough to grab those weapons good as any human’s hands. Their wings stretch almost to their ankles, and they’re dark, like plush brown fabric. Eye sockets start at the front of their helmets but stretch way back, almost on the sides of their heads. I can’t see what they really look like under those helmets except for their pale eyes. Their weapons are black, shiny and streamlined like their helmets.

The Crowpeople surge forward like a team, an army squad maybe, whistling and answering, and that one called Tootoopne just strides along like he’s surfing a killer wave.

When they pass and it’s quiet, I scramble on the same way as before. My Gub. My sweet Tamiki. Is he startled awake from the sirens and banging? Is he moaning in his humidicrib already, round eyes full of tears looking for me through the plastic lid? Or is Lazella already there, negging on me for leaving?

I reach the wet-wall and take a plumbing tube out, clammy hands around cold pipes, till I’m back to our cabin’s access hatch, slipping onto our bathroom floor, next to the stinky steel toilet. I take a deep breath, almost too scared to crack the door to the cabin.

I been gone too long.
  


SHE'S ALL WE HAVE

Gub lies sleeping in his humidicrib like the level above our heads isn’t being smashed to bits, like the siren’s not screaming panic in the corridor outside. Lying sleeping like a perfect safe thing.

‘Gubby,’ I breathe, step in and lay my hand on the crib. But no Lazella.

Now what? Wait for Lazella? Take Gub to the kitchens one level out? Get all the way out to Level Six and the blast doors? I have no idea what to do, but I have to do something!

Blamming starts up outside in the corridor. The siren shuts off. Boots stomping, stopping, then a blam, and chunks of metal falling, clattering. The cabin doors! One door, two doors, and I’m pulling sleepy Gub to my chest. Blam! Three doors, and I’m pulling the bathroom door shut, locking it. Like that’ll work? Blam! Four doors. We’re the fifth. Gub’s moaning, waking. ‘Shh, baby!’ Put him on the floor, climb into the wet-wall, find footing, pull him in after me. Blam! Five doors. Chunks of cabin door ping and dent the bathroom door. Wrap Gub’s arms around my neck, his legs around my hips. Whisper, ‘Wake up, Gub, cling on!’

Grip the pipes, slide! Chunks of metal clatter through the wet-wall opening, patter down on my head and shoulders hunched over little Gub. I pull us into a sideways vent and wrap myself around him, breathing soft and normal as I can into his ear, ‘Shush now.’ Never mind I’m sweating and shaking so much there’s no normal about me.

Boots crunch on metal chunks above us, rattling, grinding, then the boots crunch away.

Blam! The next cabin. Chunks of metal clatter. Boots thump on, blamming and clattering their way down the rest of the corridor, taking out cabin doors. Screams as they find a shift worker, too tired maybe to mind the siren. I slide my hands over Gub’s ears. He pulls away to look at me, and I smile and nod and hope that he can see my white teeth bobbing in the dark saying this is a game, but not the whites of my round eyes that can’t say nothing but panic.

‘Tootoopne!’ the Crows whistle back to the boss with the scar. The cabins in our section fall silent. I slide my hands down from Gub’s ears and rub his back, hold him tight as. Our hearts, side by side, beating together. Beating fast.

The kitchens are out a level, and out past them again is Level Six. I have to get to the kitchens, make sure my aunt got out, and there’s nowhere I can leave Gub safe.

‘Monkey Miki,’ I whisper in his ear, and he wraps around my middle tight as, never mind that we never played monkey anywhere but the cabin before.

I get back to the damp pipes and mama-monkey out to a services cupboard where shut-off valves sit with buckets and mops. I do the monkey, ‘Ooh, ooh,’ whisper into Gub’s ear to make him puff out a little giggle, never mind he’s too interested in all the new stuff he can see through grilles and the crack in the services door. To one side of the cupboard is a panel, half unhinged for me to slide aside, and I’m into the massive kitchen venting system.

The soft whump, whump of the fans calms me. The grilles are wide here, lighting it good, and it’s easy to find hand and foot places so the old vents don’t creak and groan, even with the extra weight of my Tamiki-monkey baby. Lazella would’ve heard those monsters coming. She’d have left with everyone else, hoping we’d be safe, locked in the cabin.

But the closer we get to the kitchen, the more full the vents are of steam and a weird metallic tang. She left in a hurry and pots are still boiling maybe?

I sit Gub up and lie in the vent, my hands sticky with grease, staring down through the steam haze.

I find her. At least, I find her feet. Her shoes stick out from behind a bench and I wait for them to twitch and tell me she isn’t dead.

They don’t.

It’s months since I last talked to anyone back on Dios. I don’t do more than whisper. My whole life is don’t bump things, don’t speak out loud. I don’t know how loud my voice can go, but when I yell, ‘Lazella!’ my heart leaps with the shock of it. My voice is all terror. The steam catches in my throat and I cough. Gub stares with round eyes, so I do the monkey, ‘Ooh, ooh!’ and pull my pouty-lip, wide-eye face, so he thinks it’s a game, before I look down again.

No movement below. And I can’t leave without knowing. She’s all we have.
  


PERFECT MASK

Last ship and the ship before, I’d lie in this spot, my face pressed to the grille and my hips resting on this strut. In the ships before Gub and ‘doan you be leaving my bub alone,’ I watched her work. She’d be all hums and chatter to herself about what she was doing. And only I knew what she was really doing. She was giving me cooking lessons.

One day, she said, we’ll work side by side in a freighter kitchen. All I need is to get a bit taller, then we’ll get some ID saying I’m old enough. We’re saving up for black market ID. There’s no real ID for me. Lazella is the only one who knows me. She is my parent, my teacher, my future. And now she is lying hurt on the floor and no-one’s coming to help her.

It has to be me.

I kick the vent grille away, wrap Gub around me again, cos I can’t leave him here, trusting him not to fall down the hole. I drop into the kitchen. My greasy hands slip on the vent surround and I bang my shin on the benchtop on the way to the floor. An ache spreads down my shinbone as I land, feet and hands like a mama-monkey for real. Gub’s legs slip and his little bum, well-padded in a nappy, hits the floor. I check him all over and he’s fine, but he’s round-eyed and open-mouthed with the sight of a whole new room. As I scramble to my feet, I pull his head against my neck, bury his face so he can’t see a thing, never mind he’s pushing me off. I run with him to the kitchen storeroom, already messed over with packets and boxes ripped and thrown on the floor and shelves scraped empty. I pull the door shut behind us and sit him on the floor.

‘Look, Gub,’ I whisper. ‘All the pretty things. Look here.’ I snatch up a bag of pasta from the floor, tear it open. ‘Pasta to chew.’ Gub hands me his headless dinosaur toy, wraps his fat little fingers around a double handful of pasta and shoves it in his mouth. I pocket the dinosaur and find a box of crackers and a bottle of juice and a bottle of water. I pull the lids off and line them up in front of him. I grab a pack of long-life milk and tear off the corner, then find a box of long-life cheese, tear open the foil. It’s pale and rubbery but all the better to keep Gub chewing and happy while I check on Lazella.

‘A real party for my Gubby,’ I whisper and smile. Gub sits, his chubby legs folded in front of him, dragging all the tasty things into his lap, slopping the liquids. I catch the juice as it’s about to tip, not that Gub making a mess or ruining his clothes even matters, just me learning food is precious all my life. ‘Stand it up, Gub,’ I whisper. ‘So it lasts.’ He’s so busy he just flashes a look, bits of soggy cracker oozing from his mouth as he grins. ‘Stay here, and be very quiet or someone will come and take all this food away,’ I whisper, making the poor kid pull stuff closer and look at me with sad eyes, but I gotta make sure he knows. ‘I’m gonna go out this door but I will come back in a minute, okay?’ Gub nods again and I do up his jacket against the cold, smooth his hair off his forehead and plant a kiss. ‘Love you strong, my Gub,’ I whisper, before I slip from the storeroom and shut the door firm behind me. I head across the kitchen to where Lazella’s shoes stick out behind the kitchen bench.

My first step around the bench skids and I drop to my hands beside Lazella. Everything I been avoiding thinking races at my face. My hands slide, skating on red, until they hit her body. The redness is cool and thick on my fingers. She smells of meat and rust. And her black hair spills from her head, tangled with blood on the floor. And the shape of her head –

I turn away. She’s dead. She’s dead!

My stomach lurches. Icy sweat drips down my face. I vomit and vomit until I’m retching nothing but drool. When I try to breathe in, it’s jerks of nothing. Nothing works. She’s gone. Without Lazella, nothing works. I can’t see this. I can’t bear this!

I want to die too. Let me die right now.

But I’m still here. I can’t pretend I’m not here on my hands and knees with this in front of me.

Her eyes will never open. I’ll never again see those soft dark pools. And they’re the only eyes in the universe that look at me the way they do. That look at Gub that way.

Lazella’s face is peaceful, like a mask, but the back of her head is messed up. I can’t let myself think what I’m kneeling in, but the red is gritty and clotted and sticky. Her hair’s tangled. She hates messy hair in the kitchen. And her face is perfect as, like she’s asleep and if I shook her hard enough she’d wake and tell me, ‘I’m fine, doan you worry.’

I want to shake her. I love her so much. I need her back so much. But I’m afraid I’ll hurt her more. But … no.

I touch her cheek. It’s slack. Cold. And now there’s a bloody smudge on her perfect face.

I pull my hand back and heave again. I pick up her hand, heavy and floppy, lean down and push my lips into her cool pale palm, fold her fingers around the last kiss to keep, like she’s just gone to sleep.

I have to hold it together. Lazella was everything. Now I have no-one to look out for me, but Gub only has me. We have to get out of the service areas. Get out to the flight deck on Six. To blast doors and officers and protection. The Crowpeople will find us here and we will die. I’m shaking so bad I can’t think. I’m not breathing. I can’t. Cos of the smell, the taste in my throat.

I push myself up and wipe my hands on the benches and on my trousers. I slap at the tears streaming down my face.

My whole world is gone and I don’t know what to do. I need to find someone to protect us. Will they do that on Level Six? Why can’t I think?

I grab up the kitchen knife lying beside Lazella’s body, cos I’m gonna kill those arse-shits if they come at us. My hand shakes so much, I can’t hardly hold it. I turn off the pot, boiled dry on the stove, pinging and cracking. My arms are weak as and it takes me a couple of goes to put a stool on the bench, ready for me to carry Gub back up there.

Boots thud, a whistling rings out, and two Crow-things step into the kitchen. Their pale eyes in their shiny teardrop helmets lock on the knife in my hand. The knife that’s pointing right at them as I stand in the blood of my aunt, behind the bench. Their shiny black weapons lift. I take off, ducking low, as the first shot smacks the bench and sends chunks of it hitting my boot and bare heel. I’m heading for the corridor, thinking only to lead them away before they hear Gub crunch on a pasta or something. I have to get them away from my Gub!
  


I'VE LET HIM DOWN

In the corridor behind me, they follow, weapons out in front, whistling, maybe at me, maybe calling for other Crows to cut me off.

I take the emergency stairs out, jump over a body in a crewman uniform slumped over the stairs, hit the wall cos my legs can’t hold me, shove off. What are these weapons that take flesh apart? I’m taking the stairs two at a time, gravity pulling me faster than I’m used to. Stumbling, grabbing the handrail. Too scared to slow down. Too scared to breathe. I suck at air in weird snorts.

Boots pound above me, but they can’t get a clear shot. I take each bend in the stairwell ahead of them. Chunks of wall patter down behind me, around me. Scraping under my bare foot. Burning the skin. Still two Crows chasing, getting further from Gub with every step after me.

A metal door lies shattered like glass. Tiny chunks smashed outward. I never knew metal could do that. That it could just shatter. The Crowpeople must have burst through from this stairwell already.

Screams and thuds echo through the freighter. Maybe Crowpeople are just ahead of me as well. Do I go on? Hide? How can I get back to Gub?

I take to the vents again on Level Six, inside the walls this time, cos that’s how the Sixers like their venting, not groaning overhead, but hidden, muffled, in the walls. I let the vent grille clatter to the floor as the boots of the Crowpeople behind me thump from the stairwell, showing I went this way so they stay chasing me, not going back to check the kitchen. I crawl towards the flight deck. My hands burn, and I’ve banged my knees so many times they’re numb. The corridor outside the fire door through to the flight deck is clear. I kick out the vent, run to the door and hammer at it. My hands leave bloody smudges. If I can just get them to help me save Gub.

But maybe the crew won’t let me in, them thinking the stowaway kid ain’t worth saving.

I’m heavy as here, every muscle aches. Lazella says that’s why we’re so thin and why we were weak as on Dios. She says our muscles wasted from years working on non-Earthed floors. She says that getting off the ships is harder for us than them fat Sixers, and why they call us lazy for no good reason. What will I do without her? I pound the door again, hard as I can with my aching muscles. Was all right for us to be all bony thin, hollow muscled, but when I see it setting in on the chubby arms and legs of my little Gub, my heart breaks. They have to help me.

A blast blams behind me. Boots thumping. Whistling. And somewhere behind that the whistle, ‘Tootoopne!’ The door slides open and I leap in, waving the knife so they won’t push me out again. The door slides shut.

There are fifteen crew in this foyer room. Just an empty area before the main blast doors. Doors built to stand an explosion. That’s the only thing that might stop these Crow freaks. Being out here isn’t safe.

‘So you’ve given up hiding from us now?’ a man says and sneers at me. His uniform is grey. Some kind of engineer.

‘Gahrr!’ I croak, mouth too dry for words. I point to the blast doors. The ones leading to the flight deck. To officers who can order the rescue of a baby.

‘Lockdown. This is as far as we go. Don’t worry, this door is solid.’ He squints at my face. ‘Is that your blood?’ He has a weapon in his hands.

‘My Gub!’ I whisper and grab his shirt in my fist. ‘We have to get to the kitchens!’ He has to come back with me, see what they did to my Lazella, shoot those Crows while I get Gub.

He pushes me off. Makes me angry, but then he can’t get out with Crowpeople outside the door anyway, so I turn away. I’ve seen what happens to solid doors with Crow weapons. Coming here was a mistake. These people are good as dead. I can’t go back the way I came.

A vent sits on the side wall. It won’t go into the flight deck, but anywhere is better than here. I run to the vent cover and lever the frame of the grille off the wall with my knife. Rough hands grab me, shove me back. People rush the vent. Most of them far too big to fit. I back away. Too much gravity to even fight them on Six. My only exit is a crush of people.

A boom pounds behind me. The fire door mottles. I back into the middle of the room, shuffle back towards the flight deck.

No way they’ll open that door for us now. There’s nowhere to go. There’s nothing to hide behind. There’s no path back to my little Tamiki. I blink cold sweat from my eyes. Lazella’s voice in my head: ‘Doan you leave my bub alone!’ I’m sorry, Aunty. I’m sorry as. I’ve let him down.

People with weapons – one man with just a fire extinguisher, a woman with a cargo hook – get back along the walls on both sides of the door, lift their weapons. The rest of us, we don’t know what to do. Another blast. The door cracks.

It’s too late. They’re going to get in. I’ll be mashed on the floor like my Lazella. Will the pain be too much? What will Gub do when I don’t come back for him?

Another boom and the fire door shatters, crashes in at us, hits the floor like a thousand metal cups smashed down. Chunks skate across the floor, hitting my boot and my bare toes. People shout. My head pounds so freaking loud above it all. I’m so heavy, I’m looking through black creeping edges. ‘Give me that!’ a woman yells and swipes my knife right out of my hand. Nothing I can do. I can’t even move.

Crowpeople swarm in. What do I know about these killers? I drop my head and lift my elbow across my nose. ‘Tootoopne!’ I squeal over and over, never having learned how to whistle. My never-used voice gets stronger with every high-pitched squeal.

Their weapons pound, and every person with a weapon dies before they get the second shot off. A stench of blood and burning flesh fills the room. A woman behind me rushes forwards, my knife flashing in her hand. Warm spray on my forehead. Red in my eyes. People scream. Weapons blam. My elbow over my eyes now, and I keep squealing, ‘Tootoopne!’ Just the way I saw the Crowpeople do it. ‘Tootoopne!’ I squeal it like it’s the only thing in my world. My forehead numbs, swells. Bones of my arm pressing into it. Behind it a pain starts up, pushing my eyes back and back like they’re sinking into my skull. Anyway, I don’t wanna see no more.

The screaming stops. The weapons stop.

Only I stand there, my head dipped, not moving, still squealing, my voice thin and loud in the sudden silence.
  


THE PINK SCAR TWITCHES

I stop squealing when a Crowperson steps up to me. Three shiny talons stick out from the front of each of its boots. It leans down, face long and scowly. Its nose, in its long helmet, sniffs at me.

If I still had my knife, I’d stab it. If I could move.

The smell of me makes it angry. It whistles and I repeat whatever it said in a squeal as close to a whistle as I can. It lifts its weapon and bashes me across the side of the skull. It clunks on bone, wrenches my neck, and I hit the floor hard, jolting my hip, my shoulder, jerking my neck the other way. The ache spreads like a burn from the side of my head across my skull. But I’m alive. Its taloned boots step back.

I shake my head, scramble up, lift my elbow over my nose and squeal, ‘Tootoopne!’ It’s the only thing I know how to do. It’s the only thing that’s kept me alive the last two minutes.

If I can stay alive, I can get back to Gub.

The monster towers over me, staring with pale killer eyes. I squeeze my eyes shut. I’m going to die. Inside my head, blood swooshes, pulsing, and I listen to the sound that will soon be stopped forever. Just like Lazella’s beating heart. I’m sorry, my Gub.

Another Crowperson whistles, ‘Tootoopne!’

I open my eyes. He’s here in front of me, the big boss of the squad, Tootoopne. Tall armoured boots, glossy black jacket, massive streamlined weapon gripped in three claws, leathery wings hitched high, staring down the long beaked nose of his helmet, head tilted, eyeing me off through large grey eyes flecked with orange. The pink scar under his eye twitches.

‘Tootoopne!’ I squeal.

The Crowperson beside me makes a report and I listen hard as, repeating the sets of whistles in my head, and when Tootoopne whistles at me, I dip my head just like the other Crowperson did and repeat what it said. It’s not like talking where the words tangle in my mouth. Noise squeals out of me bold as, never mind I have no idea what I’m saying. I’ve found a voice. Now, at the shit-arse end of everything, I’ve found a voice.

There is a quiet sha, sha, sha from other Crowpeople around me. They’re laughing, maybe. Laughing’s better than killing.

Tootoopne whistles and strides forwards right into me, the heat of his body, the back of his claws, and the brush of his wings across my face, and I think, this is it. The end. But he’s pushing me away like I’m nothing.

I fall down, and watch him go. They’re all moving slower now. Kinda sluggish, like maybe this is too much gravity for them too. I hope they’re hurting.

Then a Crowperson hauls me up and shoves me on after Tootoopne.

And I can’t get away.
  


SEEMS WRONG

The alien weapons slam through the blast doors, easy as, and the Crows head towards the flight deck. I stagger after them like this is a movie. Like this is not real.

A Crowperson behind me jabs my back with its weapon, and I squeal, ‘Tootoopne!’ cos that’s my thing now. That’s the thing that keeps me alive.

The Crowperson shoves me to the floor. There’s a full-on battle ahead. The final door to the flight deck is down, smashed in just like all the rest. Weapon-fire snaps and sizzles the ceiling and walls. Smoke pours from black scars in the ceiling, stinks like burning plastic.

I’m shaking bad as. I wipe my cold sweating palms on my thighs over and over. I wanna pass out. Not see. Not deal.

Tootoopne comes back from the front of the fight, his pale, flecked eyes on me. He stomps over, boot talons clicking when he stops. I scramble up, lift my elbow and squeal his name.

He whistles at me and I copy it. Then he looks up the corridor to the flight deck. He whistles again and grabs my shoulder with his three long claws, shoves me forward. I’m supposed to do something, maybe. I stumble forward, hunched, into the line of fire.

I don’t think I’m supposed to die.

The Crowpeople stop firing as I pass, and the blam, blam of their weapons dies away. It’s only the snap and sizzle of ours now. I look back at the Crowpeople like maybe they’ll tell me what to do. They’re staring, waiting. What would happen next in a movie?

‘Hold your fire!’ I yell and duck as a shot flies over my head. ‘Stop!’ It comes out as a squeal. They won’t have heard.

The officers on the flight deck stop firing. ‘Who is that? Identify yourself!’ It’s the captain’s voice.

He’s yelled, ‘Identify yourself!’ at me like that before, never mind there was no way I would get my aunt in deep by speaking. Now I have to make myself heard like I’m in some movie. A hostage movie. I think I have to make them give themselves up. That must be what the big Crow wants. Maybe cos of my squealing he thinks I can speak for him?

If the captain knows it’s his stowaway, he’ll probably shoot again. ‘You have to give up!’ I yell.

‘We’ll negotiate. They take half the cargo, we keep the ship and crew,’ the captain says.

Tootoopne don’t look like the negotiating type. ‘You’re the only ones left. If you don’t surrender, they’ll kill you too.’

‘What the hell are they?’ the captain asks like maybe I have a clue.

‘Throw out your weapons,’ I say. My voice shakes. I don’t know what the right words are. I don’t know what I’m doing. Every muscle tells me to run and scream, but I hold that down, try to think through the panic fogging my brain.

I’m guessing there’s the captain and two pilots in the flight deck, like there was when I was hauled out here. Maybe some other officers.

When five weapons clatter out into the doorway, I think that’s about right. I turn and bob my head to Tootoopne the way the Crowpeople did.

The Crowpeople trudge forwards as I make my way back. Tootoopne passes me also, not shoving me out of the way this time.

Now they might leave me alone. I look for some place to hide, a vent to take me back to Gub. Some place small and dark and safe. But there’s nothing here. I need to get back out past all those bodies in the foyer.

Something clatters behind me. A glance over my shoulder shows it’s some kind of cylinder. And it’s smoking! I dive away as a blast cracks the air. A Crowperson smashes into my back and we’re slammed down the corridor. I’m rammed into the corner, my shoulder crushing under a body, as debris thuds down all around me.

My ears ring. I’m deaf. The floor vibrates. Crew running maybe. No. Crowpeople running? I shove at the body on top of me. It’s hot, heavy, covered in bony black armour. Make room for my lungs. Free one arm and my head. Shove up, slide myself out. By the time I wriggle free of the body on top of me, the runners are gone. The corridor is only dead Crowpeople bodies. They could be in the flight deck, I don’t know.

The body on top of me was Tootoopne. A bit of metal sticks out from his long thin thigh. Blood oozes around it. Red blood. Not enough to be coming from an artery, if Crowpeople even have arteries there. But red, like human blood. Seems wrong.

I rub my ears. Where’s the next vent? Where are the Crowpeople?

The floor vibrates through my feet. They’re coming.

A whole troop of Crowpeople could be just around the corner. Do I run, never mind I might run right at them? If they see me running away from a dead leader-Crow, they’ll kill me for sure!

Tootoopne’s eyelids flicker. He’s not dead. He better not be dead. I don’t know any other way to stay alive.
  


THREE SPIKES OF PAIN

I run and grab a nearby weapon, and when I drag it back towards Tootoopne, he has one eye open, staring at me. Brown lid wrinkled and heavy above his pale grey iris, black pupil following me, staring like he has an intelligence bigger than I ever seen. His scar twitches. I unhook the weapon’s strap, wrap it around his thigh above the wound, and tie it off tight as, just like I’ve seen in movies. I pick up the weapon and hand it to him.

If he don’t understand he’s my security pass through this, he should shoot me now. I don’t know what he’s thinking but he wraps his claws around the weapon and puts it on his other side.

I grab his claws and pull him to sitting. I go to lift him further but he pulls his claws away and unclips something from his belt. It’s a vial and he stabs it into his thigh. Something pumps into him and he throws the vial away. He takes a deep breath, blinks slowly and reaches for my hand again.

Awkwardly, I pull him to standing. His wings beat me around the head as he finds his balance on one leg, then picks up the weapon. His wings are soft and warm and that seems wrong. Like they should be cold instead.

His claws find my shoulder and I try to guide him in the direction I want to go. But he uses the weapon like a crutch, and twists us back towards the flight deck. He takes a step and when he leans on me, my knees almost give out. He stops and stares.

We’re facing all those Crowpeople bodies and bits pushed up against the walls. Torn limbs and burnt wings, and slumped bodies next to the ripped-apart floor still smoking in front of us. His claws dig into my shoulder. Three spikes of pain. He’s drawing blood. ‘Tootoopne,’ I whisper and squirm my shoulder away. I don’t care if he’s hurting. I’m glad the captain blasted them, after what they did.

A squad of Crowpeople stomp out of the flight deck dragging the captain and a pilot. They stop when they see Tootoopne limping towards them. They lift their wings and whistle his name. He whistles back. It’s dull in my still-ringing ears.

The captain and pilot have ditched their jackets. In just their shirts, it’s hard to tell their ranks. Don’t hardly see anyone in just their shirts on these cold freighter hulks, so they’re not marked up with ranks like their jackets are.

‘You!’ the captain yells when he sees me.

Tootoopne whistles at me, shoves me forwards. I turn back to him and lift my elbow. I don’t wanna stand with the prisoners. I wanna stand with the one who can protect me. ‘Tootoopne!’ I say.

‘You’re a spy?’ the captain yells behind me.

What? I look over my shoulder. He says ‘spy’ like it’s a war. Like giant Crowpeople are a thing he knows about. He stares down at me like he wishes he had flushed me.

Tootoopne whistles again and looks at the captain and the pilot. He looks at each one. He looks slowly and on purpose, then he tilts his head and brushes his chest with his claws. The claws rattle on his chest armour, at the place where the captain would show his rank on his jacket. I’m guessing what Tootoopne wants when I turn and point at the captain.
  


THIS IS HOW I'LL DIE

The captain staggers back like I’ve slapped him. Beside him, the pilot’s skull erupts and his body snaps back, collapses on the floor. A Crowperson steps towards the captain. A flash. The captain’s hand passes me, gripped in dark claws. The Crowperson presents the hand to Tootoopne with a bob, and the stench of burning flesh hits me, back of my throat.

Tootoopne opens a pouch on his belt.

The captain screams, holding up his arm, clutching a scorched stump. His skin yellows. His eyes bulge.

The images pound at me, slamming me like punches to my brain. I gag, stumble back. What have I done? I turn to run. Run back to Gub. But Tootoopne’s claws land on my shoulder, grab me, and we’re heading away down the corridor. A Crowperson holds him up on the other side and we move fast, away from the screaming captain.

I swallow again and again to stop the vomit. My skin drips cold.

The captain’s screaming stops mid-scream, echoes in the sudden silence. I don’t look back.

We head in, up a stairwell. Tootoopne shoves me, so I have to keep moving ahead of him and the other Crowperson or be trampled.

I stumble and miss steps. I’m staggering through a horror movie. I grab on to the doorframe at Level Five. ‘My Gub,’ I whimper, but I can’t drag these monsters towards him. Claws tear me off the doorframe. Up and in we go, towards the centre of the ship, then out into another corridor. I’ve lost track of where we are. I try to guess the level by the curve of the corridor floor, but I don’t travel by corridors. I can’t focus after what I’ve seen. Can’t think. Back to stairs and climbing them gets easier, the Crowpeople leaping them two by two. Their long thin legs stretching and kicking, muscles bunching as they push off. Another level and I’m so light in the low grav now, I’m bouncing out of control in front of them.

Tootoopne grabs my jacket shoulder with his long claws. The other Crowperson blasts a ceiling above us and I reach for the floor. This is Level One. There’s nothing on the other side. Just room for rockets and cargo coming through the airlock. It’s empty clear through the zero-grav axis point to the landing bay floor opposite!

Tootoopne holds on. He jerks me up, drags me up through the hole. I’m dangling by the shoulder of my jacket. The armpit seam cuts into my arm. Cold air freezes my middle. Tootoopne still has me in the claws of his hand, halfway along his wing.

My legs pedal as we loop around the axis. And the ship loops around us, spinning on like maybe there’s still humans on board who need gravity. There’s only my Gub. He’s gotta be alive. What arse-shit would kill a baby?

Far below in the landing bay, Crowpeople are already packing the Layla’s cargo into their round black ships, towing out the great cylinders of phosphorous that arrived from a mining outpost just today, hooking up the chains of iron meteorites full of phosphorous that we’ve hauled in over our many months in space. All bound for food production, in space and way back on Earth, too. Phosphorous, essential for life. Is it essential for these Crows too? Is this why everyone had to die?

Tootoopne glides, but he’s dropping faster than the Crowperson beside us. My jacket jerks and I almost slide out of it as Tootoopne tosses me out into the air – but then he’s gone, and suddenly I’m in freefall, head over feet over head, falling into nothing.
  


HIS VELVET WINGS

There’s a snicker above. A sha, sha, sha, and another Crowperson latches onto my jacket.

They’re playing with me! The arse-shits!

The Crowperson launches me sideways and another Crowperson moves in, grabs me by the arm and swings a big arc around the landing bay. Just when I think my shoulder will dislocate, it lets me go and I hit the deck and slide and tumble till I stop near Tootoopne’s boots.

‘Sha, sha, sha,’ I mumble, the sounds of the Crowpeople echoing in my shut-down brain.

Tootoopne tilts his head and stares at me through one large pale eye. He stands next to a round one-person ship, leaning on his weapon. The round ship is coated in something black that looks soft and thick, like blackberry jelly bound for a captain’s table.

I push myself to my feet, bounce in the low gravity, lift my elbow and give the salute. I don’t even know why anymore. He opens the door to the mini-flyer and bats me around the head with a wing when I don’t move.

I take a step towards the door, then turn to run. No way I’m leaving Gub. But I push off too hard in the low-grav and my first step away bounces me up. Tootoopne catches me in a massive claw, swings me and stuffs me into the small space behind the seat. I’m nothing to him in this gravity. A sobbing, struggling bag of rags and bones. I’m leaving the Layla. I’m leaving my sweet Tamiki. I can’t stop it. I can’t even breathe.

Other Crowpeople whistle at Tootoopne. Maybe about taking me or maybe about his leg with the bloody hunk of metal still sticking out, but he silences them with a claw wave and heaves into the seat, blocking my escape. His lower wingtips fold through a gap in the back of the seat and I make room.

The edges of the wings are like velvet. I run my finger over one. There are tiny tears in the top part of his wings. Tiny tears with edges that drip red.

Using controls set into the ceiling, Tootoopne slams the mini-flyer around, like a drunk crewman dodging tables in the mess hall, and gets it out into space.

There’s nothing more I can do for Gub. There’s no way back from this. All I know is, as long as Tootoopne says, I can stay alive. Did I do enough? Did I save little Tamiki? Can I find a way back to him?

The flying straightens out and a couple of mini-flyers pull in beside us. Tootoopne’s whistling. To them, maybe, or to me? I don’t know. I’m tired as.

I let the tears go for Lazella, for tiny alone Gub, but into my sleeve, so they don’t float out. Tucked down here behind Tootoopne where he can’t see, wedged behind the seat, crying my heart out, the warmth from his velvet wings not taking away the ache of losing my family one bit.
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CRAZY WHISTLING

I’m jolted awake by alarms and crazy whistling coming through the mini-flyer’s comms system. I pull myself up and squeeze around the seat to a pile of things I can’t hardly understand. A mini-flyer buzzes overhead, tilted so a Crowperson can stare in. Tootoopne is slumped forwards, his helmet pushing two of the levers hanging down from the ceiling.

‘Tootoopne!’ I scream, and then, ‘What do I do?’ But the whistles just keep screaming through the comms, so I put a foot on the wall, pull him back off the controls and thump him across his long helmet nose. His eyelids twitch. We’re heading for something black and smooth and enormous! I pull hard at the largest control lever above me, then push left and we tilt away. The thing, high and dome-shaped, drops below us, vanishes almost into the darkness. The alarm squeals die. The whistling goes on. It’s the other Crowpeople. They pull alongside. They stare in at me, like maybe I killed Tootoopne. This never-ending horror movie’s only going to get worse for me if he dies.

‘Tootoopne!’ I yell and scrabble around at his belt. I pull off a vial like he did, open it and stab it into his thigh.

His eye opens and he bats me away into the wall. I bounce and put a foot against his seat to push me back. Hardly any room for me to not touch the controls. He stares at the vial sticking out of his leg next to the hunk of metal still lodged there. He shakes his head, blinks a few times and grabs the controls. He answers the whistling and it dies down. He turns the mini-flyer back around so it’s on its way back to the enormous black dome thing and flicks a switch. Then he sits back and shuts his eyes.

I’m hoping that switch is auto-pilot. It seems to be. Nobody whistles, no alarms go off and the mini-flyer glides in to some massive hall full of other flyers sitting round and black like fat blowflies. The belly of the black blowfly I’m in passes through a gateway. My head aches like a hot wire’s cutting into me. I cry out, grab my head, and Tootoopne opens an eye and stares. Gravity slides me down the wall and I lie on the floor, quiet as. The mini-flyer lands.

The flyer door is pulled open and Crowpeople lean in, all fussing on Tootoopne. They’re not in black armour or helmets. They wear soft fabric mostly in blue and white. Their bare heads are brown and velvety, and their long snouts and large eyes have me wondering if these are even the same kinds of creatures.

As they pull Tootoopne out, one of them sees me scrunched on the floor. The wide-eyed, long-nosed faces are replaced by weapons.

I don’t move. Anyway, I’m all out of panic.

More whistling and the weapons are pushed away. One of Tootoopne’s squad members leans in, snags me by the jacket and hauls me out across the seat. He stands me up in front of Tootoopne, now lying on a cart thing staring at me. I do the salute that’s kept me alive so far. ‘Tootoopne!’

Tootoopne nods and whistles, ‘Weku.’ Then he whistles to his squad. They salute and two squad members grab my arms and drag me away, past the other Crowpeople, who whistle low and point their weapons like I can slash their throats with my fingernails or something.

The squad pulls me to a set of arched openings leading to a huge white hall. Some gauzy force field covers the openings and the Crowpeople step through one by one.

The Crowperson behind me prods my back. They’re all watching, and my scalp crawls, telling me this could end bad, as I step into the arch. That hot wire drives through my skull again and this time it pulls a flood of ideas from my head: ‘Creature, small, warm, hope, safety, tired, weak, love, loss.’ I’m trapped in the gauzy force field, and it’s like this haze is trying to know me. Trying to understand me by slicing up my brain. Currents of pain rip through my spine, down my arms and legs. I can’t move. The weight of it crushes my skull, pitches me forwards, cuts me to pieces, forces me down. I crumble. ‘Help me!’ I whisper. I’ve never had much, but now I’m stripped bare. I’ve lost my aunt, my tiny cousin. I’ve lost everything I know. Everything I used to be is nothing here. Here, there is only a hot wire to slice me up, judge me. I think of Gub all alone in the storeroom on an empty ship. My sweet little Gub.

My knees buckle, the force of my skull pushing in, and I try my one thing. ‘Tootoopne,’ I whisper, but I can’t even hold a picture of him in my mind. I don’t want to. Not at the end. Only Gub. Only my little Tamiki. Let me see him again. Let me protect my baby Gub.

The arch’s hazy grip lets me go, sends me stumbling, bent over, into the wide white base of an enormous ship. I turn back, hardly seeing through the cramping pain behind my eyes. Hanging onto my knees cos my muscles won’t let me stand. Crowpeople step through after me, easy as. None of them are held and hurt like me. They stare at me.

At my feet, the floor is white and full of tiny holes, like hardened kitchen sponge. I drop to my hands and knees and run my fingers over it, feel the shapes of the holes with my fingertips. Each hole makes room for the shape of its neighbour, like it’s a message about life maybe. Warm air pumps through the holes. It’s the most beautiful thing, that random pattern of holes in an impossibly warm floor. I lie flat, press my cheek to the holes, like secrets will be whispered to me. Above me, level sits on top of level, like stacking rings, each smaller than the one it sits on, like the inside dome of an old-fashioned beehive. And all white with soaring archways leading to bright rooms with curved ceilings, row on row of archways, curving up above me. It’s all so … majestic. Nothing like no ship I ever seen before.

Some Crowpeople are doing that laughing sha, sha, sha thing behind me. I don’t know what at. Me lying on the floor, running my hands over it? Staring up at all those levels above me? Me nearly killed by that haze? Arse-shits. They’re crowded around me like they got something new to look at.

Three giant claws reach for me. Crowpeople grab my jacket and lift me and we’re flying up through the heart of the hive-shaped thing. Me hanging like a rag, thinking, none of this is real.
  


TWEETOO!

A warm breeze blows upwards from the base and the Crows circle the centre of the hive as they rise. I cross my arms tight across my chest so the tug on my jacket won’t make me fall out of it.

We’re higher than the landing bay back on the Layla. And above us the hive goes on and on and we go up and up. Other Crowpeople circle the outside, gliding down. Most of them in black like Tootoopne’s squad.

The ones lifting me fly towards a landing and drop me on the flat deck. The deck is the entrance to a massive space, a lounge with tables and seats. The furniture looks like it was shaped from something that just grew out of the floor. All the same white as the walls.

This is their squad home, maybe? I stagger in from the edge, away from the long drop down into the hive that sets my head spinning. No handrails here. Back out in the hollow centre of the hive, hundreds of Crowpeople are flying up and down. It’s probably half a kilometre, top to bottom, at least. Makes me look for something solid to cling to, sink closer to the floor. I’m light. The gravity here is similar to Level Three back on the freighter. Each step bounces me onto my toes. Nowhere near Earthed. These are not Earth creatures.

‘Weku,’ one of the Crowpeople whistles at me.

Maybe it’s my name now. I bob my head like they do. Anything to keep this crowd of scary Crows from negging on me.

Some of the squad are dirty, bloody, some with burns and injuries. They’re in small groups, whistling, waving their claws. Weapons still slung at their sides. But some of them won’t be coming back here. That grenade the captain threw, the one that took some Crowpeople out. What if they think I caused that?

The lounge goes real quiet as I follow the Crows in. Heads turn. Pale eyes stare. Some from inside helmets but others from bare velvety faces, noses long, but shorter than the helmets, and rounded. Low whistles start up, growling at me, like they don’t want me here. Shoulders hitch, wings quiver, like maybe they’re getting ready to tear me to pieces. Tāmāde. I wanna run, but where? One of the Crows that carried me up holds out his wings, whistles loud, explains something maybe, and most of the Crowpeople bob their heads and stop their growling when he says, ‘Tootoopne.’

Quiet whistling starts up again around the room. The Crows give me a few side-eye looks but mostly go back to what they were doing.

A loud whistle from the back empties the room of noise again. Boots stomping is the only sound as a Crow surges from the back, straight at me, wings out and quivering, armour glinting. This one has wider hips than the others, and a helmet that’s skinnier at the nose. She’s a woman maybe? Don’t matter what she is, cos she’s so enormous, coming at me so fast, she’ll hit hard enough to push me off the landing!

Another Crowperson whistles at her. ‘Tweetoo!’

I lift my elbow, drop my head and squeal, ‘Tweetoo!’

It pulls her up. She bowls into me just enough to knock me down.

I’m on my hands and knees, the white floor in my face, with the pain of her hip armour hitting the side of my head. From here, there’s only one thing to do. The only thing that’s kept me alive.

Never mind my shaking knees, I stand and face Tweetoo. Her wings are high, quivering like she’s about to pounce. Her uniform’s streaked in red. Crow or human blood, I dunno. I lift my elbow again and duck my head. ‘Tweetoo,’ I say.

Nothing. I drop my elbow and look up. Tāmāde. Her pale green eyes, staring out from the shadows of her helmet, wanna slash me to bits.

I don’t dare move. I reckon they’re all crazy-mad at me like this Tweetoo Crow.

Then the Crow beside me steps in front of her, faces me and smacks his armour at the breastbone. He has a fatter helmet than the rest. He flew me up here.

‘Wooloo,’ he says.

I lift my elbow and salute. ‘Wooloo!’ This starts a thing where squad members call out their names for me to salute.

‘Telooloo! Tualoo! Wanoo! Teeka!’ I squeal. Tweetoo stares, eyes still shooting me down, never mind me imitating like a good pet.

Vomit crawls up my throat. I swallow and move away from Tweetoo, doing my trick. Showing I’m not worth killing. And I don’t know how I’m moving, anyway, my legs are weak as. Some kind of auto-pilot survival thing, maybe.

Wooloo brings me food and I perch, broken and lost, on the edge of a white couch. I poke at the strange green rubbery stuff in the bowl, watching the Crows and worrying about Gub. How he’ll be feeling twice let down by me not being there. How lonely he’ll be with no-one to cuddle him and rub his back. A jab in my thigh makes me pat my pocket. Headless is in there, so he don’t even have his toy to make him feel better. Poor Gub. I suck in a breath, swallow down the sting in my throat.

When Wooloo brings a bowl of water, I drink it all. It cools the burning in my throat a little.

The Crowpeople get back to whistling to each other and peeling their helmets and jackets off. Their heads are round and covered in the brown velvety fuzz. Their whole faces stick out just below their wide, forward-facing eyes. Not as far as the helmets made them seem. Just enough for a man to wrap his hand around, maybe. Still beak-shaped noses, but more like a long nose bone than a hard beak. Nostrils are flat halfway along, and their mouths and jaws are underneath. Weird as.

The thumping and whistling of the Crowpeople fades and I slump on the couch. It’s a shock crash, I know, but I can’t stop my eyes from closing. There’s no more fight in me.

A touch on my leg wakes me. It’s Tweetoo tying a cord to my ankle. I’m too gone to care.
  


WEKU?

I wake later, the next day maybe, to Crowpeople padding around the lounge. They side-eye me like I’m some mess nobody wants.

I sit up and rub the side of my head. It’s all lumps and bruises. I ache everywhere and I’m stiff as. Never mind, I’m alive. And Gub is too. He has to be. I can’t think of him any other way. I’d take any pain to keep him safe. Did he cry himself to sleep last night? Is he waking up whispering for me? Or Lazella? How long before help gets to him? How long before the tow ship arrives to salvage the Layla? I reach for Headless, wipe my wet eyes on my jacket shoulder.

Crowpeople stretch and groan.

A pair of battle boots stops next to me. Three talons at the front, and one on the rear of each boot. I stand, lift my elbow and look up into glaring green eyes. ‘Tweetoo,’ I whisper and duck my head.

Nothing, so I drop my elbow. She keeps staring, her eyes working their way down my body. My bare foot is dirty, scraped raw, caked in dried blood. My trousers are stiff and stained red. I swallow hard. Blink quick. I’m wearing my aunt from the knees down.

I stroke at her blood on my knees, then lift my hand. The blood is dry but red rings my fingernails and lines the joints of my fingers. Lazella’s. She’s still with me. ‘Oh,’ I whisper.

Tweetoo’s glaring at me like she wants me dead. I run. Get two steps before my left leg is jerked back by the cord and I smack into the floor.

I lie there, broken, sobbing. I can’t be here. I have to be with my Gub.

Tweetoo undoes the cord from the couch and uses it to drag me across the room. The cord gets tighter, cuts into my ankle bone. Other Crows whistle at her, but she don’t let up.

I squeal, grab at furniture and corners, but she yanks the cord so hard, my nails tear.

She drags me into a room, a row of holes in the floor, white spouts formed out of the walls above. The stupid arse could’ve asked if I wanted to wash! But then she pulls a knife from her belt.

I crawl back towards the door. ‘Tootoopne!’ I squeal. One of the other Crows has to know Tootoopne said I could live. Or did Tootoopne change his mind? Did he tell Tweetoo to slaughter me?

Tweetoo latches onto my jacket and slices it right up the back. She does the same to my T-shirt and they fall off. She stomps on the small of my back. I hit the floor. Suck for air. She levers my one boot off and throws it back towards the door. The cold knife touches my ankle and the blunt side runs the length of my leg and up to my waist, then down the other side. When she lets me up, my pants drop in a puddle on the floor. Tweetoo taps the wall and water flows from a spout above me. Blood spreads and swirls away from my trousers.

I snatch them up and hug them to my chest. My aunt’s not going down a dirty alien drain. I rub the trousers against my face. ‘Lazella!’ I cry. I’m rocking, hunched over the bloody trousers. The blood slides on my face. It’s on my arms and across my chest and thighs. This is the last of her. I can’t absorb her. I can’t keep her. The last of Lazella. When she’s gone, it’ll be the end of her. Forever.

She swirls off me and onto the floor. In lines, she bleeds and spreads her way to the drain. I try to gather her back, scooping the bloody water away from the drain, but I can’t. She’s leaving me. ‘Lazella,’ I whisper. ‘Lazella.’

I close my eyes, and she’s here, tapping on the shower door, cos she’s heard me start the shower again. ‘Tamara!’ she whispers. ‘I’m greasy as, and you’re using up my daily water!’ I shake my head, point to my ears and whisper, ‘What?’ Never mind she knows I heard fine, Lazella rolls her eyes, shakes her head and leaves me my extra minute of shower.

‘Weku?’ Tweetoo whistles. I lift my head. She’s not angry. Something else. The door of the washroom is full of Crows staring, silent.

I stop crying. I stop rocking. I sit and stare at the drain. Now they’ll kill me. They’ll kill me for being weak and my blood will wash down this drain, and they’ll dump my drained pale body in the garbage.

Too quiet for Dios. Too small to work on a freighter. Too weak to get back to Gub. There’s no place for me.

Tweetoo gathers up my cut clothes, pulls the trousers from my hands. As they slip through my fingers something falls. Headless! I snatch him up and squeeze so hard, his legs and chewed-up neck stab into my palm. Gub, my little Gub, with no-one to pick him up, smooth the hair off his forehead. How can I get back to him?
  


PIECES OF ME

Tweetoo pushes a foaming brush at my hands. And when I don’t move, she scrubs my back and hair.

I take a deep breath. My legs shake so bad I can’t hardly stand, but I grab the brush from her and scrub at my hands and fingernails, at my knees and feet and face, until nothing that happened yesterday is still on me. Never mind all my grazes and bruises sting and ache, and add more blood to that alien drain, I scrub them hard as. Scrub deep, but I can’t get deep enough, cos none of them hurts as much as my heart hurts for Lazella.

I stand under the water and rinse the bubbles and tears away until Tweetoo shuts the water off.

Crowpeople still stand in the doorway like maybe they’ve never seen a naked human before. Wooloo brings a sheet and wraps me in it, undoes the cord from my ankle, and tows me back out to the lounge.

A Crow has a wing spread over a table while another stitches up a tear in it.

I stare as Wooloo leads me past. The Crow doing the stitching stops and stares back like I’m the freak. And maybe I am. First I’m facing down aliens shooting all around me, then I’m a sobbing snotty mess lying in a puddle.

I stand and stare, my body shaking like mad, never mind it’s warm as in here. Wooloo gives me a bowl of water, and I cling to it, the little dinosaur held tight in my palm.

On the other side of the table, a Crowperson sharpens a knife, long strokes scraping up a curved blade. I should be afraid. I should hate them. But maybe I’ve shut down feeling anything?

When I saw Lazella dead, I fell into some kind of aching darkness. Everything going on around me, but numbed by the ache, like it wasn’t even me. I try to remember me, but it’s like there’s a missing piece now that makes it impossible to put me back together.

Think. Think! I’m good with my hands, cos I was always rigging up ways to get the vents off, to climb and get around the ship, and stop fans so I could crawl through them without being chopped to bits. Moving quiet as, watching people, rigging things, that’s what I do. Survival skills on a freighter where I wasn’t meant to be. And now I’m here, where I’m really not meant to be. But I don’t know about survival here. I don’t know how to go on with pieces of me missing.

I hoist the sheet tighter around me and push my back against a warm column that reaches up to the roof like a tree. I watch the Crowpeople like I watched the freighter crew, and the Crowpeople watch me right back, like maybe they don’t know what to do with me. I’m not used to that. I’m the one who watches from the shadows. But now I’m in the light.

Watching, copying. That got me this far. That’s what I need to do. Cos if I can’t survive, I’ll never find my way back to little Gub.
  


TWA
(WATER)

‘Wooloo,’ I whistle, slow and clumsy, trying out the sound. His large velvety face turns my way. I point to the little bit of water left in my bowl. But maybe they don’t point with fingers or claws. Who knows?

I tap the bowl. I step towards him and tap his jacket where his curved breastbone sticks out. ‘Wooloo,’ I whistle.

He steps back, surprised maybe. But didn’t he tap his own chest last night, when he said his name? How am I gonna do this?

I tap my chest. ‘Weku.’ I tap the bowl again and look at him.

‘Twa,’ he whistles.

‘Twa,’ I whistle. My first try at whistling the word comes out almost silent, but he bobs.

I drink the rest of the water and hand the bowl to Wooloo. ‘Twa,’ I whistle louder, and he fills it again. I bob and take it. Then I walk around, wrapped in my sheet, tapping other things. Food and furniture and a pair of boots on the floor. Wooloo whistles out names and I try to repeat them, in a whistle, then a squeal, try to remember them. I have to learn this language fast if I want to stay alive.

Weapons propped against walls, or on benches, I don’t tap those. Tweetoo’s eyes follow me everywhere. Other squad members join in my tapping game like maybe it’s fun for them, but then they get busy cleaning up themselves and their weapons, boots and helmets.

I sit at the table, pull my feet and knees up into my sheet cocoon and twist Gub’s toy in my fingers, keeping my aching heart from showing, as the Crow who was stitching the wing moves on to a wound on a squad member’s arm.

Under their uniforms, Crowpeople are covered in fine, short hair. Dark and velvety. Sleek over bone, like the delicate skin of racing hounds. Which makes me understand why they wear the scary helmets. Muscles ripple from the centre of their breastbones back to their shoulders. Their strong upper arms are really short and angled upwards. The leathery wings are connected at the elbow and run along the long forearm until they get to where the wrist is. Then two long, jointed bones, like long fingers, branch down, supporting and controlling the wing. The rest of the wrist, free of wing, carries on, ending in three claws. All impossibly thin like they could snap easy as.

One Crow pulls on his black battle jacket over the complicated wings. The jackets do up under their arms and they’re heavily armoured across the breastbone and shoulders, with lumps and bumps like on crocodile’s backs in movies, but glistening, like a raven’s feathers. When the Crow’s done hauling it on, he slaps at the armoured wrist cuff and flexes his wings till his jacket settles on him. He looks invincible in that jacket.

The squad lines up by the landing, helmets on, weapons by their sides. Again they’re killer Crows. My breathing gets real fast at the sight of them. Tweetoo comes out of the washroom carrying the cord. She ties one end around my wrist and the other around the table leg, jerks it and walks off. They all plunge off the landing in single file, leaving me alone.
  


WHAT KEEPS ME SAFE

The cord is locked tight somehow. Like she’s set it, and it won’t loosen when I work at it. The more I pull, the tighter it gets. But Tweetoo don’t know me at all. I lie on my back under the table, brace my feet against the table top and shove it up, hard as. A crack starts at the top of the leg, close to where it spreads out to the table top. I shove again, force the crack open, jerk my hand up the leg, pull the cord out of the gap. When I let the table top drop back onto the leg, the crack repairs itself right away. I run my finger over where the crack was. Smooth as, but the tip of my finger tingles. Never mind I’ve bruised my hip bones on the floor, now I can go to the toilet without Crowpeople checking me out, at least.

I get some water and poke around a bit. I dunno what they’re gonna do with me. I need to find places to hide or escape. Knowing my way around, that’s what keeps me safe, and getting back to Gub can only happen if I can get off this crazy-arse ship.

There’s rooms off the main lounge, rooms with beds and other washrooms, a storeroom and pantry. No vents, no wet-walls. There’s not even water pipes. Never mind there must be some kind of tube inside the walls to carry the water in or carry the waste away, there’s no plumbing I can see, just spouts and holes made from the same white material as the walls. And the walls just breathe warm air through their pores. This place is not built at all like a freighter.

The squad left weapons behind. Some giant complicated guns and knives and strange blades. I don’t touch anything. They see something moved and I’ll be in deep with Tweetoo, for sure.

Even spending hours checking every surface in every room, I can’t find any way out of these giant squad rooms except the way I came in. At the edge of the landing, I stare down into the hive.

There’s no leaving this place without a Crow to carry me.

The other end of the cord is now just a knot. It’s tightened itself so much there is no way I can get it back on the table leg. I stretch the ache in my back by lying on the couch thing, made of the same white stuff as the floor, but softer. It warms my back, makes me sleepy.
  


TEENOS WI KOOLOO
(BEANS AND ALGAE)

My arm jerks straight up and pulls me with it, waking me. The cord cuts into my wrist and I’m face to face with Tweetoo. Her long helmet in my face, green eyes blinking at me. She’s whistling like an engine from some old steampunk movie. Negging hard. I find my feet, slap the sleep from my eyes, lift my elbow. ‘Tweetoo!’ I say. Then I grab my sheet and pull it up as it slips away. She shakes the cord and the free-swinging knot slaps me in the face.

Tweetoo waves a claw at the weapons lying around, then at the kitchen area. Her wings quiver. I salute again but she yanks the cord hard to stop me. The cord gets tighter and tighter on my wrist.

I work at it with my other hand, trying to slide fingers in where it hurts most. Why’s she so mean?

She sees my fingers wrapped around something and pulls my corded hand towards her, digs at the dinosaur in my palm, but I won’t let it go. I won’t let her take my one thing I have left of Gub. She’s strong, and flicks it out onto the floor. I dive on it, wrap my fingers around Headless again. Squeal at her as I pull him to my chest.

She must’ve seen it was nothing dangerous but she gets her head down to my level and whistles right in my face like she’s asking me to shove her or hit her, like she wants me to start something she can finish for me.

More squad arrive and, never mind that they whistle at her, she keeps on shaking the cord. My hand is burning but I won’t let go of Headless.

‘Twa!’ I say. ‘Twa!’ Will they believe I was just thirsty, not trying to escape or grab weapons?

One of the squad whistles, ‘Tootoopne!’ The salute runs around the room. I turn. Tootoopne is on the landing, folding his wings, steadying himself on a tall walking stick. He limps towards me. Wings snap up and the salute is repeated. I salute when he gets to me and so does Tweetoo. She drops the cord.

‘Weku,’ Tootoopne says, tilting his head, looking me up and down. Then he turns to Tweetoo and they whistle at each other. Tweetoo waves a claw at the weapons lying around again, but she’s not so loud now.

Tootoopne limps over to the nearest weapon and picks it up. ‘Weku,’ he calls.

I go over to him and salute. He shoves the weapon at me. I step back, don’t take it. It’s a test, maybe. I salute him again, never mind that my hand is purple and aching as.

‘Weku!’ He whistles louder and shoves the weapon right into my stomach so I have to take it, but I step back and let it clunk to the floor hard as, hard enough even to break. I salute him again.

I’m not stupid. If I took a weapon and killed them all in their sleep I’d still be stuck here waiting for another pile of Crows to pick me off.

Tootoopne laughs, sha, sha, sha. Other squad members join in. Tootoopne whistles and Tweetoo undoes the cord. I move away from her, rubbing at the red dent on my wrist, stretching my fingers to get the blood moving.

There’s a rush as Crowpeople fly in and lay food out on the table. Some of it’s that green sludgy stuff, but some comes from ship’s Stores on the Layla.

I point to the beans and say, ‘Beans.’

A young squad member, Teeka, I think her name is, laughs and tries to copy me. ‘Teenos,’ she whistles, like maybe her mouth can’t make the word work. I try whistling it too and do an even worse job than she did. The green stuff she calls ‘kooloo’. Also real hard to whistle. Gotta work on my whistle. Never mind me not ever figuring out how to speak to humans, surviving now depends on me learning how to make a whole new kind of noise. And learning real fast.

The squad let me sit at the table and tell me the names of the food. I also learn ‘yes’ and ‘no’. This is some kind of after-battle celebration maybe, and I shouldn’t even be here. They’re knocking back cheap beer from the Layla as well, and there’s a lot of that sha, sha, sha laughing going on along with the eating, and a bit of hugging and shoving, which sometimes bumps me. Warm velvet wings nudge my face, making me pull back in case they get mad.

They teach me the whistle for ‘little’ and ‘big’, and soon as I have ‘little’ I mime holding a baby, squealing ‘little’ over and over, holding up a plastic lid from some bulk can of veggies and spinning it around to be the freighter. But they don’t understand my mimes. To ask them about Gub I need more of their language.

So never mind feeling like they might turn on me, I try to pick out more words. Try to remember names and figure out faces, pick out the differences in nose sizes, eye shapes and colours, the lines of their mouths. Who’s male and who’s female? I can’t tell. Wooloo I think is male just cos his nose is fatter, and Tootoopne cos he’s bossy as. Tweetoo’s nose is sharp and she holds her space like a woman does.

After most of the food is gone, the Crowpeople drift off to their rooms until only Tweetoo and Tootoopne sit, tweeting softly like old friends. I rest my head on my arm and watch them, replaying the whistles they use to agree with each other in my head. Tootoopne stands and Tweetoo brings out the cord again. I sit up.

Tootoopne laughs and takes the cord from Tweetoo. He loops one end over my wrist, and the other end over Tweetoo’s. Then he hobbles to the landing and launches himself off.

Tweetoo and I stare at each other. I shake my head. Tootoopne is too smart for either of us.

Tweetoo jerks the cord and I stand up. She could probably undo it if she wants, but I guess she don’t want to deal with negging from Tootoopne. She stomps off towards one of the rooms, dragging me, and as we pass the washroom, I tug the cord. She whistles low but we make a quick toilet stop. Well, I do. Iron Bladder holds on. It’s just a hole in the floor, so I lift up my sheet and squat. She looks at the wall.

In her room, she throws a cushion on the floor for me like I’m some kind of animal who needs to know her place, then climbs onto her enormous bed, kicks off her boots and struggles out of her battle jacket.

I sit on the cushion. When she’s all settled, I climb onto the bottom of the bed in the space that’s left, dragging the cushion with me, cos I ain’t no animal. The bed is made of that white stuff again, weirdly soft and warm just like the couch was.

As soon as I’m settled, Tweetoo kicks at me and I punch her foot. She kicks again and I punch harder, like I can keep this up all night. So much hate. Never mind I’m the one should be hating on her, on all of them.

When she thinks I’m asleep, she picks up my hair, rubs it between her claws and lets it drop again. I’ve never had a bed to myself so I don’t mind having to listen to Tweetoo’s breathing. It reminds me so bad of sharing a bed with my aunt that I cry for her all over again. Then I press the little dinosaur into my cheek and cry for little Gub, cos he’ll be crying too, wondering when me or Lazella will come for him, not even Headless to suck on.
  


TOOR
(GO)

I wake to a soft sha, sha, sha. Tootoopne’s standing at the foot of the bed. I leap up and salute him, dragging the sheet around me, jerking Tweetoo’s arm. She’s on her feet, saluting, quick as. Tootoopne whistles, winding his claws around each other and pinching at the air like he’s tying a rope. But Tweetoo undoes the cord and drops it. She takes my sheet and loops it around me, knotting it at my neck and waist until I’m wearing the baggiest overalls in the universe, but at least the sheet won’t slip off.

It makes sense when Tweetoo takes me to the deck. She wraps a claw around my sheet-waistband, and grabs my upper arm with her other claw. She drags me over the edge, me grabbing at the waistband knot to keep it tight, flies me down to another level and puts me on the landing there. It’s some kind of wide corridor, all soaring ceilings and white arches, and the other squad members follow us in.

Non-uniformed Crowpeople walk past me, bristling their wings. If they have small Crowkids they pull them behind their wings or pick them up, like maybe it’s me who’s the killer beast. I try to hide between Wooloo and Tweetoo. I’m not used to being seen, never mind all this.

We keep moving, on our way somewhere together. Some of the Crowpeople look official, and older than Tootoopne. Not dressed in uniform but the fit of their clothes makes me think they’re important. They’re staring, whistling to each other, getting louder, angrier, negging on me, following me. Pins and needles drive up my spine, make my scalp crawl. I look around for Tootoopne. He’s not here. If I were on a freighter with a Crow I’d captured, I bet people would come hunting for it. Maybe that’s what this is.

There’s a group in front of us. Blocking our way. Shit. Tweetoo whistles and the squad stops and salutes. The official-looking Crowpeople march right at me, whistling, angry. I turn and run. They chase me. The squad stands still. None of them help the other Crowpeople catch me. They just stare. The occasional Sha! sounds when I do a quick dive or dodge.

I duck in and out of squad members until I’m standing on top of a nearby seat cos there’s nowhere to run to, and the new Crowpeople are all around, glaring at me. One lunges at my legs. Tweetoo steps up then and whistles, ‘Weku!’

I salute her. ‘Tweetoo!’

She tells me, ‘No.’ She knows I’ve learned that word. She waves me down. What choice do I have? Never mind I’ve got nowhere to go, I do what she says.

She waves at the landing and I walk back towards it. The official-looking Crowpeople don’t touch me, but they get in behind me so I can’t turn back.

I stop at the landing and look at Tweetoo. She grabs me and flies me to a landing high in the hive, plops me down gently on my feet. Then she pushes me forwards, alone, into a giant hall.

I whistle, ‘No!’ but she pushes me again. I take a few steps into the massive white space. Some kind of meeting place. Dozens of Crowpeople wait there, some a little hunched, eyelids a bit heavy, so they look older than the squad members. Most of them look older than Tootoopne but none of them larger. Maybe these are the rulers, or a council? They wear dark colours, deep greens and blues and maroons, like that’s a thing for older crows. They stare at me like they want me dead.

If it weren’t for Tootoopne, I’d be dead already. I wish he were here to tell them to leave me alone.

One of the older Crowpeople comes over, stares at me, and then whistles at Tweetoo. I pick up the whistle ‘Toor’, meaning ‘Go’. Hear Tweetoo’s ‘No.’ So long as she’s here, she’ll mind Tootoopne’s orders to keep me alive.

Maybe. Shit.

She tilts her head at me, waves a wing at the room and whistles, ‘Go.’ I salute her and walk to the middle of the room. Maybe if they think I’m a good little pet they’ll let me live.

I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. The Crowpeople step apart as I walk between them, forming a circle around me, whistling quietly to each other, the terrible hiss of their whistles wrapping around me. Here it comes. They’re gonna rip me to pieces!

A Crowman I’ve seen before steps into the circle, and the hissing drops away. It’s the one who stitched up the wing at the table. He whistles to the others in the room like he’s talking about me. He picks up my hand, spreads out my fingers and folds them into a fist, then taps the knuckles like maybe, ‘This is how a human punches Crowpeople in the head.’

I pull my hand away from him and salute them all silently. I wanna show I’m not dangerous.

‘Weku!’

Tootoopne stands near the landing. His wings are spread wide. His scar twitches.

‘Tootoopne!’ I salute.

As he walks towards me, still limping, he waves to where Tweetoo and another squad member wait on the landing, tells me, ‘Go.’ I salute again. Saved! I hurry to Tweetoo.

Whistling starts up in the circle behind me. Tootoopne argues with the older-looking Crowpeople. It gets louder, Tootoopne’s shoulders hitch higher, and finally Tootoopne turns and limps at me flat out. His face is twisted, his scar twitching under narrowed eyes. His wings quiver high and his claws reach for me.

The only one who can save me has turned on me!

I go to take a step back but that’s just a drop, so I reach for Tweetoo, but she and the other squad member have stepped away.

Tootoopne grabs me by the sheet-waistband and flings me off the landing. But he’s not following me over the edge.

Nobody does.
  


TZAAR
(HIVE)

Tweetoo just stands there, staring, as I drop. No-one follows me down, and I’m falling fast as! The sheet slaps against the wind like it’ll tear off. The floor of the hive races to meet me. Wind roars past my ears. My chest clamps around my heart. The pattern of the holes on the floor becomes clear. I open my mouth to scream.

The floor heaves. A blast of warm air smashes into me, blasts my scream against my open mouth, flaps my cheek skin, whips my hair into my eyes. The roar of the blast hurts my ears, pushes me against my fall. Slows me. That hot wire slices through my brain. Ideas push into me, ‘pull limbs in, roll body,’ and I do. I pull my knees in and twist. I hit the floor with my shoulder, air slamming out of me, and roll a few times before I stop.

The floor, it blew at me. It spoke to me.

Someone cries, ‘Weku!’ and Wooloo glides in beside me.

I roll over and press my cheek into the floor. I love it for its blast of warm air. I love it for not smashing me. For being solid and warm. It warbles, far-off voices drifting on a warm Dios evening, like it’s praising me.

‘Weku?’ Wooloo tweets.

I flop onto my back and stare up, looking for the landing I was just thrown off. Get my breath. Tiny Crowpeople dressed in dark colours stare down at me. The ones who want me dead. They stare like me lying here alive is not what they wanted. But who saved me?

Wooloo whistles at me. I crawl over to him and hug his boots, my legs too shaky to do me much good, then get up and salute him properly. Did he turn the blast of air on? He bats me softly with his wing, picks me up and flies me back up to the squad rooms.

Still shaky, I salute Tweetoo and the other squad member when they come back. Wooloo goes to them and they talk in a huddle. Something’s going on about me. No idea what, but it seems everyone looks at me a bit nicer, like I’m different.

Tootoopne’s not back, and I’m glad. I still see that look on his face.
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The next day, Tootoopne holds out a package to me, like throwing me to my death never happened. Or maybe this is meant to make me forget. I take it and bob my head.

It’s clothes and battle boots, a jacket, and a helmet with an artificial long Crow beak sticking out. The helmet is kinda terrifying, but the clothes are squad uniform, all black. I slide out of the sheet and put them on right away.

Tootoopne stands and stares as I get dressed but I don’t care. I’m happy to have these clothes. Not just that they’re the first clothes I’ve ever owned that are brand-new and fit real close, but if they’re dressing me like them, they’re not gonna kill me. These are real squad battle boots, not like my old too-big worker boots, but they seem to be copied from my old boot cos they’re still a little too big. They come up to my knees and have clasps up the outside and one small talon on the back. How did they do this quick as?

I unfold the jacket. It’s soft but armoured with bumps and lumps across the chest and shoulders and so shiny-new, it’s glinting green and purple in the light. There’s small leathery wing shapes hanging down from the upper arm, and I run my fingers around their outlines, wishing they were real. Flying is the only way to get around here. I pull the jacket over my head, struggling with the neck, then push my wrists into the cuffs and do it up under my arms. It’s human-shaped, but a real battle jacket. I turn around with my arms out so they can see.

Tootoopne laughs and limps away. I pull on the helmet. The squad members in the lounge whistle and laugh, and tap my helmet like I’m hiding in here. Maybe I am. They push me around a little, in fun, like I’m someone’s little sister. These big scary creatures like me dressed like them. Maybe I’m their mascot now, or their pet. That’s shit, but better than all that side-eyeing the weird human, better than having the official Crowpeople coming after me again. At least now I look like I belong here.

After a while, the squad line up and drag me to the edge of the landing. Wooloo taps my helmet, whistles, ‘Safe,’ and pushes me off. I’m guessing they won’t let me smash into the hive floor, not now, but I can’t look down. The wind whistles past my eye holes. It catches the leathery wings under my arms, which slow my fall a little. Crows snatch me out of the air and pass me off between them, jerking my jacket, making my stomach twist, and we end up back at the corridor and hurry through to some kind of combat training area, full of obstacles and fake weapons.

It’s my job to follow at the back, maybe. Teeka bats me around the head with her wing and pushes me down when I don’t copy what they’re doing. They whistle at me and show me what the commands mean.

I try to learn quickly, never mind I have no idea what I’m doing it for. I finger the little headless dinosaur tucked in my jacket pocket and whisper, ‘It’s okay, Gub, I’ll come back.’ There’s zero chance right now, but saying it brings me closer to him. Never mind dressing and speaking like a Crow, inside I’m still me, hanging onto Gub.
  


TEWO WOEN TA
(SHE IS MY HEART)

I’m still sharing Tweetoo’s bed, cos if I fall asleep on a couch she wakes me by creeping around checking I’m not stealing weapons or something. Even with the new uniform, I keep thinking someone will throw me off the landing in my sleep. I don’t hardly understand this place. So never mind that she hates me, I get up, go to her room, crawl onto her bed. That way we can both sleep. I need more language to find out what’s up with her.

I work on that, while eating, while training with the squad, while cleaning uniforms. I’m pretty good at learning names of things and instructions. But never mind that I listen to every whistle and understand plenty of words, and my whistling’s getting good, I can still only make short sentences.

I have the words for ‘little’, ‘safe’ and ‘ship’ now, so I go around asking them all if they saw a little Weku safe on ship. When I first got here, I wished they didn’t find him, me thinking that’s the only way he’d be alive. But now, seeing how they’re not complete beasts, how they protect their own children, I’m sure they would’ve spared a human so tiny, so maybe one of them did see him. Then it’s only a case of him keeping himself warm and fed on storeroom floor scraps until a rescue ship or haulage ship turned up, which must’ve happened by now. I keep asking cos I’m desperate for news of him, never mind they could only know the first part of his story. But none of them understand. They laugh and think I’m talking about me being little or something. I hold up fingers, one for Weku and one for little Weku, but still they don’t understand.

I give up thinking of them as Crows, and start calling them Garuwa, their name for themselves. The old, official-looking Garuwa still glare and point and don’t want me here, but the squad don’t mind me hanging around. Even Tweetoo is making space for me now, on her bed and at the table. And it’s weird being part of something bigger than my tiny family. Never mind I’d rather be with Lazella and Gub, I like that the squad is this big noisy moving thing that I can add my own noise to.

I dunno who is male and who is female, but sex don’t seem to matter anyway. There’s no divide. The ones I think are female seem stronger than the ones I think are male, except for Tootoopne.

Tweetoo seems to understand when she catches me tearing up an old sheet to use for period pads. First she’s annoyed when she sees me scraping the edge of the sheet on the sharp point of my helmet to get the rip started, but when I fold and position it in my undies, she tilts her head, draws her knife, and gets busy making me a stack of folded sheet strips, in the way a woman would. Don’t ask me if they even get periods, always seems like a waste of energy for human women, so I’m hoping it’s not a thing for an advanced space creature.

Tootoopne visits the squad and talks to them about going to a ship. I get half of every sentence. I jump when Tootoopne turns to me. ‘Weku, understand?’ he asks.

‘Yes, Tootoopne,’ I say, never mind I don’t really, me just being too scared to look stupid.

‘Tell me,’ he says.

‘Go ship. Go fast,’ I whistle cos that’s all I got. I have no idea what it has to do with me.

Tootoopne nods. ‘Before here, what was your work?’

Thief and stowaway are not jobs I should say about even if I knew the whistles, so I say, ‘Make food,’ cos I know my way around a kitchen and storerooms.

‘Now you work for me?’ Tootoopne asks.

‘Yes, Tootoopne,’ I say, cos what the hell else do you say when a giant Garuwa asks you that?

Tootoopne stares. ‘Why?’

I don’t know what he wants me to say. He is way smarter than me. I think any answer will be wrong. I hold up two fingers. ‘No Tootoopne, no Weku,’ I say and drop both fingers. So at least he knows I think my survival depends on his.

He nods. ‘Learn more. We will talk again. Now we go. For the hive.’

I bob my head the way I’ve seen the Garuwa do and repeat, ‘Swa tu Tzaar.’ For the hive. Never mind my head is screaming at me, if you’re on a freighter you can hide, wait for the salvage, get back to Gub.

Helping Wooloo get ready, I ask him about when Tootoopne threw me off the landing. ‘Did you save me? Did you make air go big?’ I say.

He laughs, sha, sha, sha! Then he says, ‘You’ve asked before. I did not save you. You passed the test.’ Wooloo nudges me like I’m being silly, goes back to polishing his boots like he’s told me something I understand.

‘Old Garuwa not like me,’ I say, cos if it was a vote, my squad would be outnumbered, for sure.

‘The leaders want you dead. They think all humans are dangerous. But the hive saved you and they can’t argue with the hive.’ Wooloo stops and scratches his broad nose. He twists his head and stares at me, like maybe he’s looking to see something he didn’t see before. ‘I don’t know how Tootoopne knew the hive would save you.’

I frown. ‘Who is hive?’

He puts down his boot. ‘The hive is the hive.’ He waves a claw around the room. ‘The hive is she.’

‘The hive? Walls and floor and air?’ I ask.

‘The hive knows what’s good, and she likes you, little short-nose.’ He bats me across the back of the head with a wing. ‘I was surprised the hive didn’t cut you down the first time you entered.’

‘The hive is alive?’ I ask, and it’s obvious as, the warbling, the warmth, the love. I’m stupid for not seeing it sooner.

‘How else does she do such a fine job taking care of us all?’ Wooloo asks. ‘She has to think and feel.’ He snorts. ‘Tsa! I thought you knew. You hugged the floor like you knew. Your stinky human ships do not even self-repair. I have no idea how humans keep alive in those cold things.’

‘Sha!’ I say and bob my head. ‘Hard for human.’ When I slide my hand up the wall, it warms and gets spongy under my touch, tingles my hand with messages of love. If I had my own little hive for just me and Gub, that would be a perfect world.

Wooloo tells me they feed the hive with the humans’ white powder and space rocks, and she feeds them things like the green food and builds all this. He waves his claws at the lounge room.

‘Little Garuwa, live in this hive?’ I ask.

He flicks his head down and away, the Garuwa action for ‘no’. ‘Mostly in another hive, for families, not squads.’

I mime a baby in my arms. ‘What is little Garuwa called?’ I ask.

He gives me the whistle for baby or child.

‘Wooloo?’ I whistle and study his pale grey-blue eyes. His funny fat nose. I think back to Gub, little chunky feet together, pasta bits and crackers in his lap, and I can’t see his face. I can see his big dark eyes, I can see his button nose, flat on the end, but I can’t put them together in a face no more. And it’s giving me a sick-cold panic that it means he’s dead. That’s why I gotta ask, and keep asking till I know.

‘Did you find, on ship of Weku, human baby in kitchen?’

He looks down and away. ‘I never sweep the kitchens. The younger Garuwa do the kitchens. Ask Teeka.’

I bob my head.

‘What was this human baby to you?’ Wooloo asks as he stands me up, checks my jacket is done up, and hands me my helmet.

‘All things,’ I whistle. ‘My heart.’
  


WOUL TOOR
(COME OUT)

I’m bundled in the back of a dark, round flyer like maybe they expect me to do something useful, never mind I’m all rubber-leg shaking, as we approach a freighter that’s identical to the one I was on.

On screen, the weapons slam open a hole in the landing bay doors of Starweaver Janie’s Got a Gun. Garuwa flyers are left bunched in the airlock, waiting for the emergency seal, then we burst into the landing bay, all blams and slams against the humans waiting there.

We leave our mini-flyers and squad up, and scenes from the Layla punch at my memory. McVeigh’s rag-bag face crumpling, doors shattering, Gub’s round eyes looking up at me like I’m his whole world, my Lazella on the floor, her face a mask. I squash my helmet on, grip the plastic dinosaur. Tears roll down my face, but I stay behind Tootoopne as he rides his tall black wave of death through the freighter towards the flight deck, and even as I’m looking around for vents, for grates, for a chance to slip away, I do what the rear Garuwa say.

And I jump at every blam and shrink at every scream.

This is not just about getting minerals and food, or they would’ve just taken Levels Two and Three. We’re heading out, sweeping every level. Killing every level. Heading for Six.

On Four, I spot the door to the toilets and see Teeka is looking the other way. I take off, slam the door against the wall behind it. Teeka’s whistling behind me, but I don’t stop. I’m into a stall, locking the door, then hauling at the wet-wall panel. It’s done up tight. Up on the toilet, leaping to grab the edge of the vent grate, balancing on the top of the stall wall, struggling to haul the grate loose. Below me, Teeka is smacking the toilet door open with the butt of her weapon. She hauls me down, whistling, ‘No, Weku!’ and shoves me back out of the cubicle, into a man wearing engineering grey making a break from the stall next door.

‘Run!’ I scream. I’ve led Teeka to him!

Teeka slams my back and her weapon blams in my ear as I fall, right on the man’s boots. My helmet knocks into the wall, twisting, so I can’t see, but Teeka has my collar, hauling me up again, shoving me forwards. Me, blindly stepping on the man’s body, boots slipping on the floor beside him, the stench of meat. I hit the door frame, grabbing at my helmet as Teeka shoves me up the corridor after the squad.

‘Swa tu Tzaar!’ she whistles, negging bad as. No way she’ll take her eyes off me again.

A Garuwa lies dead on the floor ahead. A burn line up his throat and across his helmet, smoking. The stench of burning. I gag.

My eyes are squeezed shut more than open, and dread sets in heavy, like the gravity of the outer levels. When the flight deck door falls and Tootoopne calls me, I stumble to him and salute.

He’s hunched, dragging his feet. Garuwa are space-creatures, not built for the gravity that comes with planets and Level Six.

‘Tell them to come out,’ he whistles between breaths heavy as. So this is what he wants me for. To tell the flight deck crew what to do. To negotiate with them, maybe.

I salute again and turn towards the flight deck. ‘Hold your fire!’ I yell.

The shooting stops. ‘Who are you?’ a male voice asks.

‘The whole ship has been taken. Throw down your weapons and come out,’ I say, lines straight from a movie.

‘What assurances can you give for our safety?’ the man asks.

I don’t have a clue what Tootoopne wants. I hope his deal is simple enough for me to tell the captain. ‘Throw out your weapons and come out. The Garuwa want to negotiate.’

Four weapons clatter in the doorway and the noise of it sends me fast-skittering back down the corridor.

A middle-aged man comes out. Behind him are two female pilots in uniform, and a young man probably not twenty yet. They line up across the flight deck doorway, hands in the air. ‘Lower your weapons, we want to negotiate!’ the middle-aged man yells and I guess he’s the captain.

‘Weku!’ Tootoopne whistles. I run forward and salute. ‘Who is the boss one?’ he whistles.

‘Are you its little bitch?’ the young man whispers, making me twist to look. He scowls like he wants to get me, like I’m doing something to him. And it stalls me, cos he’s only a bit older than me and he’s angry as, and whispering like he knows I whisper. I wanna tell him that I’m in the shit too, just doing what I’m told to stay alive, cos of Gub.

‘Weku!’ Tootoopne whistles.

‘What is your name, Captain?’ I ask, looking at the older man. He has a square forehead and swept-back hair like a movie star.

‘Captain Remy Tau of Starweaver Shipping,’ the middle-aged man responds.

I nod my head at him, turn back to Tootoopne and salute. ‘Tau is leader,’ I whistle. ‘What do you say to him?’

Tootoopne whistles and weapons blam and when I turn, only the captain is standing.
  


TSO DEE
(DID GOOD)

The young man and the two women are folded around holes in their chests, sliding back into blood spray, into the flight deck. Him, head twisted up, looking back, eyes squinting right at me, like I did it. Like I fired the weapon!

I stagger back, pull off my helmet. Hanging onto the wall, I vomit and choke.

Why! Why have me call them out?

The captain wails, then screams.

Someone whistles, ‘Tootoopne!’ And the captain’s hand passes by me.

I vomit again and gasp for air, but it tastes of burning and blood and death. Hits me in the guts. I spit the air back out.

Tootoopne turns and strides back down the corridor. ‘Weku!’ he whistles as he passes. ‘You did good.’ Teeka grabs me and shoves me after him.

Good? What the hell did I do?

I pull my helmet on and stumble. I’m dragged along, tucked in the back of the mini-flyer and heading back to the hive, before I even know it.

Tears run down my face. My body jerks and shakes like it’s shutting down. I’m struggling to breathe. Just breathe. In. Out. The loudest sound I’ve ever heard.

I didn’t know. I thought Tootoopne was getting me to call out the Sixers so it would be different. That he had a plan for me to talk to them. But the arse just has me here to help him cut off captains’ hands!

Back at the squad rooms, I crawl onto a couch and curl in a ball. I pull out the headless dinosaur and hold it against my lips. I didn’t know they’d kill everyone. Me, just going along with it. Just calling them out.

If they’d found Gub, he’d be dead. I was stupid to think they would’ve left him alone. But he can’t be dead. He’s my one thing. My one thing in all the universe. My rainbow and my star.
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When the squad has finished whistling about the raid, Tweetoo comes and picks me up. I push her off, but she don’t let go, she holds me tighter, crooning softly like she knows I’m hurting. She takes me to the washroom, pulls off my boots and helmet and pushes me under the shower. She peels off my jacket and shirt, me snatching Headless from the floor and squeezing him tight, as she takes off my trousers and socks. She wraps me up in a large sheet, carries me to her bed, pulls the cover over me and leaves me there.

When I wake in the night, she’s sleeping next to me, her breathing slow and regular. I squirm my head closer until a dull ‘bud-bud, bud-bud’ reaches my ears. Her heart’s like mine. Just like my Lazella’s. Our hearts side by side, so alive in the darkness. Why does she kill?
  


TOOTOOPNE KWEE SWAL
(TOOTOOPNE KNOWS EVERYTHING)

The next morning, my uniform sits clean and folded on the warm floor. I pull it on and pace circles in the lounge as squad members wake up and stretch and get food. I’m trying to figure out a way out of this. My guts are twisted to shit from what went down on the freighter, my body still shaking. If Tootoopne’s just gonna be dragging me along to get the Sixers out to die, if this is my life with no hope for getting back to Gub, then better to line me up and kill me too.

Tweetoo says there is an after-battle meeting but I whistle, ‘No!’ She drags me off the landing anyway.

At the meeting I stand, jiggling, as Tootoopne talks to the squad about how the food and minerals will help the hive. He talks about the Garuwa who got shot by a human. Wanoo. She was kind to me at the start, and young, a friend of Teeka. Tāmāde.

Tootoopne talks about how more and more human ships come into their space, and how they worry for their hives if more come. He talks about how humans fire on anything in their path. How humans take the minerals the hives need to grow. He talks about how much good we do protecting all the hives of their children.

I never thought space could belong to anyone. Space is just there. Land, planets, minerals, that’s what humans want, but space is empty. It’s what you travel through to get someplace else, unless your people live in hives that float in space, I suppose.

My aunt and Gub and me, we weren’t invaders of Garuwa space. We just took a job on a passing ship so we wouldn’t starve, but maybe Starweaver Shipping are invaders. Maybe those captains know they’re pushing into Garuwa space.

Tootoopne’s eyes find mine and his large brown lids slide down over his glassy grey eyes, as if he’s pleased.

He thanks me for saving lives by drawing the humans out. I hang my head. How can he thank me for something that’s killing me? I can’t do this again.

Over the big meal waiting back at the squad lounge, the other squad members thank me, like I’d made it safer for them to go near the flight deck. Tootoopne joins us for the meal, and I move away. I think maybe he’s a puppet master, and I’m his little puppet. I stay with Teeka and the younger squad members, never mind they’re quiet as after losing Wanoo. Teeka chasing me through the toilet saved her from the ambush that killed Wanoo, and helped her find that engineer, so she’s not as mad as she should be. She tells the others that I was scared and trying to hide. Better they think that, than I was trying to escape.

Tootoopne gives me a side-eye look, like he knows I’m staying away from him. Like he knows I don’t wanna be his puppet, but I need him to wanna keep me around, otherwise I’m good as dead.

He knows everything.
  


SWA TU TZAAR
(FOR THE HIVE)

I’m not happy to go back to training but I use it to learn more whistles, and I get up early to cook breakfast for the squad. Anything to keep the squad talking, cos surviving, and not being Tootoopne’s little puppet, depends on me understanding what’s going on. And for as long as I can, I keep out of his way.

I talk to Teeka, who has lots of clean-up jobs. She likes me to help. I ask why the words for ‘she’ and ‘he’ are the same. I confuse her for a while acting like a perv, trying to mime out male and female. But cos she’s young maybe, she gets it and laughs. Turns out I was wrong about half of them. Everyone is female until they have children, then they get called mother. There’s no males in this hive. I ask Teeka why, but she don’t know.

‘They’re not so useful as females,’ Teeka says and laughs like she made a joke. She hands me another bowl to wipe and stack. ‘They are slower. Eat more,’ she says.

‘So Tootoopne is she?’ I ask.

Teeka bobs her head. ‘Tsa! Of course,’ she says, like maybe I’m stupid not to see it. ‘Tootoopne is mother. Mother to three!’ She says ‘mother’ like it’s something powerful.

Lazella was a mother. She took me in when my parents died and she kept me and Tamiki safe with a slow-burning power. That’s the thing that makes me sad the most when I think of her gone too soon. My aunt giving up for us, and her never living to enjoy easier times. The three of us living off food meant for one. And my aunt never making friends cos of her preferring to eat meals in her cabin, and us both waiting till little Gub had eaten before we shared the rest between us.

Where might Tootoopne keep her children? Or maybe they’re already in a squad somewhere. Tootoopne would raise fighters for sure.

‘Teeka,’ I whistle quietly. I put a bowl on the stack and lean close. ‘Did you see a baby human on the ship where I was? In the kitchen?’

Teeka looks down and away. A little swing of her nose. ‘Those cold wrecks are no place for anything small,’ she says.

‘Tsa!’ I agree. ‘But did you?’

‘Never seen a human baby,’ she says, and that’s good. Cos if a human baby is something they’ve never seen, then it’s something they’ve never killed. So Gub stayed nice and quiet like I told him. But when the salvage ships came to haul the Layla back to Dios for repairs, did he stay quiet then too? Did anyone find him?

I catch Tweetoo with her ear to the hive wall, and I put my ear against it too, down the wall a bit under hers. She’s been way nicer to me since the raid. There’s a gurgling, like the hive’s belly is grumbling.

Tweetoo tells me Garuwa are miners. That’s why their weapons take things apart. They were made to work on rocks and minerals, not for pointing at meat.

She says there are lots of hives that are homes for lots of Garuwa and the hives all need minerals to stay alive. Space rocks, dust and local planets give them all they need. Sometimes the hives collect it right out of space by themselves, but mostly the squads bring it in, break it up for the hives. The first wars against another species taught them that armed hives, like this one, around the edges of their space were useful. I don’t ask what happened to the other species. I figure they didn’t have defences against big blasty mining guns.

‘Now things like you come to kill us, take the minerals all around us,’ Tweetoo says. ‘Always someone wanting what is ours.’

‘What happens if the hive runs out of minerals?’ I ask.

‘She starves, little one, she starves.’ And Tweetoo says it like I would say it, like she’s been there before. ‘She is hungry now,’ she says. ‘That last human ship. It cut her. She needs minerals to repair.’

Never mind that I never asked to be here, the hive saved my life and I don’t like that she’s hurting. I can’t feel the hive through the wall like I can when I’m lying on the hive floor. ‘Fly me down to the bottom?’ I ask.

Tweetoo does and I slide to the floor, my whole body spread over those warm holes. I press my ear to the hive. She warbles to me. It’s gentle, like she’s welcoming me.

‘I’m sorry they hurt you,’ I tell her. ‘They don’t understand,’ I whisper to her, cos she understands me no matter how quiet my words come out.

Ideas and images flow from her direct to me, bolts of light through space, and black scars and pain that hurts my head, and that hungry stomach-pinching need, and love for the Garuwa, and in my head it becomes Lazella kissing my palm and pulling me close and warm against her body at night, never mind we’re both too hungry to sleep. I could lie here forever, safe in the arms of the hive.

A shadow falls over me. I turn over and look up at Tootoopne. My cheeks are salty-tear stiff. I sniff and swallow. She drops to one knee and leans over me.

‘What do you need to tell me,’ she whistles softly, and I know my avoiding her is over. She seems to be in a gentle mood, but her palm sits on her knee and her claws stretch and jiggle above me. How easy it would be to stab me through the neck with just one claw. Her being a mother makes her somehow more dangerous. Like, deep in my core I know that a man kills, a woman protects.

And protecting is something you gotta see through to the end.
  


SWOOLTOOL TA
(MY SISTER)

Tootoopne looks at me, head tilted, waiting for me to speak. I take a deep breath. ‘The humans in Stores and first levels,’ I say, ‘they don’t know about your space. They don’t know about you. They just do what leaders tell them.’ I sit up, slide out from under those jiggling claws. ‘You don’t have to kill them.’

‘To kill a beast, you cut off its head,’ Tootoopne says and angles one large grey eye at me. ‘To cut off its head, you must first cut off the claws that scratch at you. They are the claws.’

Then she glides away into the updraft, leaving me wondering if anything I say matters a tiny bit the way everything Tootoopne says seems to matter.

Tweetoo carries me up to the squad rooms.

I run to Tweetoo’s room, cocoon myself in the covers and sleep. Lazella is in my dreams, her heart thudding loud and clear next to me. I turn over, reach out one finger and touch her cheek. Her skin slides off her face, leaving red bone! I sit up, wide awake, breathing fast.

Tweetoo is here. ‘Okay, little one?’ she whistles, and taps the wall to increase the light, like the hive wasn’t paying attention. The hive always knows when someone wants more light.

‘No,’ I whistle back.

She nods. ‘You are not a fighter.’

Her eyes are green, but as pale as the flesh that gets pulled out of a capsicum, and flecked with rust at the edges. The kind of eyes you could stare at all day, watching those whitish lines that fork out and away from her pupil, little lightning bolts cutting through the green pools of her irises.

‘Why did you not trust me for a long time?’ I ask.

She don’t answer. Instead she asks, ‘That first day, when you were in the shower rubbing blood on yourself and crying, who were you calling for?’

‘My trousers had on them the blood of my … mother,’ I say, not knowing how to explain how I only had an aunt. ‘She was shot.’

Tweetoo is silent. I lift my head.

Tweetoo bobs and there are all sorts of questions in her pale eyes. She finally says, ‘I understand.’ She takes a breath. ‘My sister. A big human on your ship bashed her in the skull again and again. I couldn’t get to her.’

I stare at Tweetoo’s long velvety nose as she turns away from me. She feels the death of her sister bad as I feel the death of my aunt. So bad it hurts to even think of her. That’s why she negged on me. ‘I’m not that human,’ I say. ‘I do not kill. Except when Tootoopne makes me call and point.’

‘That is not killing,’ she whistles.

‘Yes, it is,’ I say.

We are silent for a while. That I still don’t have any answers about Gub scratches at me. Would the Garuwa have killed him or shut the door and left him? I turn the little plastic dinosaur over and over in my hand, run my finger over the rough plastic of the chewed-up neck. I know that Gub’s little pearl teeth poked through his pink gums chewing on this, but I don’t remember him with it in his mouth. I don’t remember the shape of his lips. Not exactly. It’s like little bits of him are slipping away. Pieces of him gone. And maybe he’s gone forever. I blink back tears. If he’s gone, at least then, maybe, I will have the courage to say no to Tootoopne and die too.

‘Tweetoo,’ I whistle. ‘On the ship where I was found. On the ship where your sister died. Did you see a small human baby hiding in the kitchens?’

‘I have not heard of human babies being found. Who is this baby?’ Tweetoo asks.

‘My little sister,’ I say, cos I don’t know other words.

‘All this time you don’t know?’ Tweetoo asks.

‘All this time, I don’t know,’ I say. ‘I need to know.’

Tweetoo nods. ‘I will do the asking,’ she says. ‘I know what it is to lose a sister.’

I reach up and lay my hand on her sticking-out breastbone. Her heart pads against my palm, ‘bud-bud, bud-bud’. Then I say, ‘You are a killer of humans, but I am not a killer of Garuwa. But every night I sleep next to you cos you don’t trust me not to kill you.’

Tweetoo bobs her head. ‘You are not a killer, Weku. You have saved the lives of my squad. I am sorry it hurts you.’
  


NOOTU TOOTE
(YOU'RE DEAD)

The squad spends the next few days lazing about, chatting, cooking up big meals, repairing uniforms. Some go out visiting other hives, always back in time for daily training. The blam of those weapons so close to my head, the deaths I couldn’t stop, they find a place in the back of my mind, like a deep unhealed wound.

I don’t see Tootoopne again until I am told to go to her war room.

Tweetoo flies me up to the landing, joking about not leaving before she comes back. I push her off the landing, watch her swoop away.

Tootoopne’s not answering my whistles, so I’m left hanging in the small area outside. I’m wearing my helmet like I do when I leave the squad rooms so that regular Garuwa don’t neg on me.

Three tiny Garuwa swoop neatly onto the landing, whistling so busy at each other, they don’t notice me. When they do, they go quiet as and stare.

‘What are you?’ one tweets.

‘I’m a little Garuwa,’ I whistle back.

‘No, you’re not. Are you Tootoopne’s human?’ another tweets.

‘You guessed. I’m the terrible human,’ I say.

They huddle together like maybe they need each other to feel brave.

‘Take off your helmet,’ one says.

‘No. You will be scared,’ I say.

‘We are not scared of anything,’ they whistle. These must be Tootoopne’s children.

I sigh. ‘If you cry, don’t blame me.’

I take off my helmet and shake out my hair. They breathe, ‘Tsa!’ and creep forwards, stare at my face and touch my hair. They pick up a bit and tug at it like maybe they don’t believe hair can grow long.

‘I’m Weku,’ I say.

‘Is that what a Weku looks like?’ the smallest one asks.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ the middle one says. ‘Weku isn’t a real thing.’

‘What’s a Weku?’ I ask.

‘Some old-time thing,’ the tallest one says, and tilts her head to the side. ‘All the life in the universe was born on a squealing whistle. A Weku is the whistle of life.’

Tootoopne got that right. I was screaming for my life, but was I giving life by screaming?

‘But they say you can hear the Weku when you’re out in the flyers,’ the youngest says. ‘Squealing into the dark spaces between the stars, making strange new life.’ She waves at me like maybe I’m a strange new thing from between the stars.

The tallest one squints like she’s about to tell off the youngest, so I ask her, ‘What’s your name?’

‘I’m Twilloo, this is sister Weetwoo, and sister Tetoopwe.’ She flips her claw at each of them.

I bob my head, lift my elbow and say each of their names.

They fall silent, like they’re not sure what to do next. Like poking and prodding a human is okay but actually talking to one is wrong.

‘We shoot the humans,’ little Weetwoo says into that silence.

‘But not me. You don’t shoot me,’ I say.

Weetwoo tilts her head and looks like she might argue.

‘Cos I’d shoot you first!’ I say and grin. I lift my hands like a gun and say, ‘Blam, blam!’

Weetwoo jumps back, eyes wide. There’s a second when I think she’s gonna cry, then she gets that it’s a game and makes her three claws into a gun.

I make my eyes scary-wide. ‘No, Weetwoo, please don’t shoot me!’ I beg and scramble away across the bench.

‘Twon, twon!’ she tweets, unable to get down to lower tones.

I grab my chest. ‘No. You killed me!’ I squeal and flop onto the floor. I lie still. Small feet shuffle as they creep towards me, and a sudden rush of giggles fizzes up in my brain, a feeling I haven’t had since playing with Gub. When they are close, I spring up, growling. They go running. ‘Killing me makes me angry!’ I whistle.

‘No. You’re dead!’ Twilloo squeals.

‘Dead makes me angry!’ I tweet back, and make my hands into a gun.

Weetwoo runs up with both claws shaped like guns. ‘Now you will die forever!’ she says.

‘No, please!’ I say, cowering, but then I see Tootoopne on the landing, staring.
  


WOA TSO TEE
(WHAT DO YOU SEE?)

I leap up and salute. ‘I’m sorry, Tootoopne,’ I say, cos she’s angry, never mind I don’t know why.

She strides over, lifts her wing and bats me away. I stagger into the bench and catch myself.

She turns away from me. ‘You do not play with human!’ she says to her children.

‘I’m sorry, Tootoopne,’ I say again. ‘I started the game. Don’t be angry at the little ones.’

‘Wait here!’ Tootoopne says to me, then herds the children into her office.

Twilloo tweets as she enters, ‘But Weku is fun.’

After a while they file out again. They seem happy and bob their heads at me as they pass.

‘Weku!’ Tootoopne calls.

I hurry in and salute. ‘I’m sorry, Tootoopne. I thought a game would be fun.’

Tootoopne stands just inside the door. Her claws are tight as. Her scar twitches. ‘You are human. You were shooting my children. Do you understand how that looks? Garuwa and human are enemies.’ The final word hangs heavy.

I take a deep breath. I don’t know what to say. The squad are my friends in this strange place. They keep me alive. Do they all think this way?

I shake my head and stare at the floor. ‘I am not your enemy, Tootoopne,’ I whistle quietly. ‘I like the children. We were playing.’

‘I do not understand you, Weku. Why do you play games like a child?’

I stare at her. ‘I have a –’ I stop. ‘A tiny sister who was very young. I am young.’

‘Are you too young to travel with my squad?’

I shake my head.

‘You say you worked on the ship with the food,’ she says like I’m lying.

I drop my head and lift my elbow. ‘I was the child of someone who worked with the food. The captain didn’t know I was there. I was hiding. Sometimes I stole food. I didn’t have the language to say before.’

She walks around me, looking at me, as if trying to see me as a child. ‘What happened to your parent, your sister?’

I see Lazella’s perfect face, Gub’s chubby hands clutching pasta. I look up into Tootoopne’s pale grey eyes, hope burning in my chest, cos she will know for sure. Tootoopne knows everything.

‘Did you find a baby on my ship?’ I ask. ‘A baby in the kitchens?’

If Tootoopne found him, maybe she let him live. And if Gub was alive when the Garuwa left the Layla, maybe he lasted till the humans found him. Maybe.

‘I saw no babies,’ Tootoopne says.

‘Please,’ I say, hope gone cold. ‘You are a mother. If you ever find a baby or a small human, will you let her live?’

Tootoopne bobs her head. ‘Yes,’ she says. A promise. A promise given to me so easily, and one I believe, cos Tootoopne don’t say what she don’t mean. ‘And you didn’t say about your parent,’ Tootoopne whistles, soft as, like she can guess it’s bad.

‘My mother was killed,’ I say, never learning a whistle for ‘aunt’. My breath stalls in my throat. ‘The squad killed her.’

Tootoopne rolls her head, angry all over again. ‘Then why save my life? Why play with my children? Why do you not see Garuwa and humans are enemies?’

I think a minute and say, ‘We don’t have to be.’

‘The humans come to us,’ Tootoopne says. ‘They take our minerals. They fire on our hives. They want us dead.’

‘Not all humans have weapons,’ I whistle. ‘The children are not a threat.’ I take a breath. ‘And the hive, she let me in. She knows I’m not your enemy.’

‘Even though you saved me, I still thought she would kill you,’ Tootoopne says. ‘And when the leaders wanted you dead, and I had no choice, I let the hive decide. I was surprised.’

‘Yes,’ I agree, cos being thrown to my death is still raw in my head. ‘Maybe there are others she will let live?’ I ask.

‘Perhaps she knows you are young. Perhaps she knows you can help us.’ Tootoopne tilts her head at me. ‘Weku, how far would you go to protect the squad?’

‘I like the squad. I don’t like the raids. I don’t like death. And I am not a killer.’

‘Would you kill to protect the hive?’ she asks.

If I were truly a Garuwa I would say yes. But Tootoopne can smell a lie, so I say nothing.

Tootoopne stares at me like maybe she’s trying to read something in my face. She turns around and a cabinet behind her lights up.

No! I stagger back.

‘And this?’ she asks. ‘What do you see?’

The cabinet is full of hands.
  


WA ZAA WOONAN
(THE BIG HUMAN)

It’s a horror movie.

Cut-off hands stand in rows inside the lit-up cabinet. Captains’ hands mounted at the wrists. They cast fingery reaching shadows and, as I step back, the shadows move. I can’t pull my eyes away. Three down and four across with three spaces empty, ready for more captains dying.

Most of these are not my fault. Only two of them. The rest of them happened before I came along to call them out. But two are there cos of me. The only difference I make by calling them out is that we lose less squad.

I count the hands again. Nine captains and so many more crew dead. That’s a lot. That’s enough lost cargo for Starweaver Shipping to have sent an army by now, even if they don’t care about their crews.

‘These are all captains’ hands?’ I whistle soft as from nearly the other side of the room.

‘Yes,’ Tootoopne whistles. Her head tilts, seeing if I fail her test. Whatever it is, I’ve failed, for sure.

‘You hit nine ships?’ I ask.

‘Yes!’ she says, and bobs her head. ‘These show how many times I have honoured and saved the Garuwa and our hives.’

‘But that’s so many lives, ended. And freighters belong to …’ I don’t know how to say ‘corporations’. ‘Big humans. They will not let you keep killing them and stealing their goods.’

Tootoopne flicks her wing. ‘Tsa! Why do they not guard their goods if they value them?’

‘You think they don’t care cos there’s not many people on the ships?’

‘Yes.’

‘But to hire guards for the freighters needs …’ I have to say the word in English. ‘Money.’

‘What is … nonee?’ Tootoopne stumbles over the word.

‘Humans are given money for work,’ I say.

Tootoopne steps closer. ‘They do not work for the good of their hive?’

I shake my head. ‘They have no hive. Each human works for themselves.’

‘No!’ Tootoopne bats me around the head with a wing. ‘That’s impossible. It will not work for a species. I was hoping when you got more language you could explain humans to me, but this is more confusing.’

I step back, nervy as, and salute. ‘I’m sorry, Tootoopne. I can’t explain it. Maybe they’re doing it wrong. There’s lots of unhappy humans.’ A world not about money? In my world, having no money makes you less. Less smart. Less useful. Less clean. Less human. People pushed past us on Dios, talked over us, sneered down. Made me want to yell at all them arse-shits, ‘We’re good as any of you!’ But of course, I never did.

The Garuwa all want the same thing: a strong hive for everyone.

Tootoopne shakes out her wings. ‘Explain what does nonee look like?’

‘Money is numbers.’ I put my fist over my head. ‘This is me working for the human who owns the ship. I am cooking. I cook for one day. Big human gives me money.’ I put up one finger. ‘I cook for two days.’ I put up another finger. ‘I cook for three days. Big human gives me money for all my work, my numbers are big.’ I add my other hand and put up ten fingers over my head. ‘When I get to a planet, I am cold, I want a new jacket. I give one of my numbers to the human who makes jackets.’ I put one finger down. ‘I want food. I give one of my numbers to the human who has food.’ I put down another finger. ‘I want a place to sleep. I give my numbers to the human who has rooms.’ I put down two fingers. ‘Soon I have low numbers, so I must get back on a ship and work for the big human again to get more numbers or I will be hungry.’

Tootoopne squints. ‘So nonee is something to show honour. You work for the good of the hive, they reward you with gifts?’

I shake my head. Why is this so difficult? ‘Humans work for the humans who have the money.’

‘Tsa! So if any human has the nonee, she can make others work for her?’ Tootoopne says and bobs her head like she suddenly gets it.

‘Yes,’ I say slowly, knowing plenty of battles been fought between mining companies with mercenary soldiers, and maybe Tootoopne could buy herself a whole human army if she wanted.

My head spins and the more I talk about humans, the more Tootoopne looks at me like it’s crazy talk. And maybe it is. Maybe my whole life, I been surrounded by crazy and I was just too human to know it.
  


WOELLEOL
(TEACHER)

The next day, Wooloo stops in front of me, tilts her head and looks me up and down.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Tootoopne has a job for you,’ she says. Never mind I’m wiped out from yesterday’s lesson on money, I grab my helmet and do up my jacket on the way to the landing.

Wooloo launches off with me. ‘Tootoopne says you are a child?’ she whistles.

‘One day I will be taller,’ I squeal. Whistling into the wind is hard.

Wooloo laughs. ‘And maybe your wings will grow.’

Wooloo takes me to an enormous bright room where the green kooloo we eat, and even stranger plants, grow in troughs. They have fleshy leaves, bending and twisting, all floating in pools. The roof is panelled and glows bright and warm like an enormous sun.

‘Tsa!’ I say, and move from plant to plant. ‘Do these bite?’ I ask, just short of touching a plant that is so fleshy and pale, I’m thinking it’s human skin.

Sha, sha, sha! Wooloo laughs like I said something stupid.

Wooloo leads me down the rows to where Tootoopne and her three children are in some sort of lesson, next to a trough.

Weetwoo notices me first. ‘Weku!’ she tweets. ‘Come see what we are doing.’

I pull off my helmet. The trough is full of seedlings. Earth plants. The labels from the packets sit alongside the rows. Carrot. Chilli. Capsicum. Peas.

‘We are trying to grow them,’ Tootoopne says. ‘We thought they might use less minerals than our traditional foods. Can you tell us about them?’

I look up at Tootoopne, seeing her as a mother and teacher, not just a warrior. And then at the children wanting to know about these alien plants.

I bob my head and tell the children how I say the names and the sizes of the vegetables. Me, learning mostly by watching my aunt through the venting, and documentaries about off-world farming. An older Garuwa stands near Tootoopne. Her eyes follow me, and she gives me the frown that the older Garuwa give me. The one that tells me I shouldn’t be here. But I’m too full of the warm fun of the kids to even care about her squint-eyes.

Then Tetoopwe pulls out a box of dough and I help the children shape the vegetables that will grow from each plant. Their little claws mould and scrape at the dough. My breath catches as I think how much Gub would love this game.

‘It burns your tongue?’ Twilloo asks when I tell them more about the chilli I’m rolling out in red dough.

‘Well, it won’t burn it off. It makes it hot. A little is nice. A lot is bad. And if you touch it, and touch your eyes, it will make your eyes cry,’ I say.

‘But it is the smallest!’ Weetwoo says.

‘Tsa! The smallest can be the strongest,’ I tweet, quiet as, and she laughs like we have a secret, cos she is small and so am I. It’s nice to have silly jokes with a child again. I take Weetwoo’s claw beside me and give it a squeeze. The older Garuwa steps towards me, and I let go and get back to moulding the dough.

When the children have asked me all the questions they can dream up, Tootoopne leads me towards the landing and says, ‘Thank you for your help, Weku. I wanted the children to see you as someone who can teach them things. You are good at it.’

I salute. ‘Thank you, Tootoopne.’ I smile at the idea of me being a teacher.

Behind Tootoopne, the older Garuwa is wiping Weetwoo’s claw where I touched her. Little Weetwoo watches her, learning that I have germs. That I am dirty.

On the way back to the squad rooms with Wooloo, I figure out Tootoopne wasn’t doing it for me. If her children grow up to fight humans they’ll need to know how we think.

‘The old one. Did she think I would hurt the children?’ I ask.

‘She was sure you would rip off their heads or give them diseases,’ Wooloo says and claws at me, pretending to be a wild human.

‘Sha!’ I force a laugh, but the old Garuwa’s ideas settle on me heavy. It’s like when new squad members just push past me, ignore me.

Never mind how much I hide in the squad rooms or inside my helmet, or how nice the hive is, this is no place for me. Wherever it is in the universe that I fit in, I belong with Gub.
  


NOOL ZAAL WA TONDEE
(NOT THE HEAD OF THE BEAST)

Tootoopne arrives at the squad rooms, wings spread, and whistles loud enough to wake anyone sleeping. She gives the order to suit up, never mind that I chase her down, ‘Tootoopne! Please! The killing has to end!’ She flicks a claw, back of her hand catching me across the cheek, and launches off the landing like she’s not heard.

Standing at the edge watching her swoop around the centre air column, my heart gets stone-cold. Anything I taught her is useless. Here we are again. I’m pushed into the back of a mini-flyer and I memorise every step to get it moving, in case I get a chance to fly myself away.

On the freighter, Starweaver My Sharona, everything feels wrong, right from when Tweetoo hauls me, kicking and fighting her, from the flyer. We blast through to the landing bay. It’s empty. Spooky-empty. No sirens sound. No-one comes running. The doors leading down to ship’s levels have extra metal beams, but they shatter easy as.

I’m following along behind, thinking all the Stores-people are hiding. I won’t be ratting them out to the squad if I see where.

Getting close to the flight deck, we meet only two security people. They are old, scarred and tattooed across their faces, and wear armoured combat gear. Not like ship’s security. More like hired heavies. It takes the squad a long time to kill them before we can move forwards. The younger members of the squad break off to search the ship. I break off with them, though I know I’m not supposed to. I’m burning with a new sense of purpose. I’m gonna hide on this old hulk till it gets picked up by Starweaver or scrap merchants, anyone that can help me find out about Gub. They don’t see me slinking along behind them, but I’m only around the corner before Tweetoo swoops me into a wall and whistles, ‘Tootoopne needs you.’

I whistle, ‘No! She’s just gonna kill them!’

She drags me back towards the flight deck anyway.

‘Call them out,’ Tootoopne orders when the flight deck door shatters. ‘Swa tu Tzaar.’

I stay against the wall like I’ve not heard her. But one of the new squad members belts me across the back of the helmet, shoves me forwards. I salute Tootoopne and walk into the line of fire, me feeling hopeless as, like I deserve to be wounded, never mind I gotta stay alive for Gub.

‘Stay low, little one,’ Tootoopne whistles softly, like I’m one of her children. And for a moment, I wish I was. I wish I could be a Garuwa kid, safe and warm back at the hive.

I drop to one knee and call for surrender, the lines rolling out of me like a movie on a screen.

An old man answers. One more human weapon snaps. The old man wails. One weapon clatters into the flight-deck doorway.

Only the captain steps out. He’s bald, not a scrap of hair, and a lot of muscle for a man so old. His face is stiff, pale, trembling, hazel eyes watering. When we step forwards, beyond the door frame, I see another old man, the pilot, lying in a pool of blood behind the captain, his weapon on the floor beside him. The humans are killing themselves now.

I cover the eye sockets of my helmet with my hands, listen to my breathing in and out, when I’ve no right to. When Tootoopne whistles, ‘Is this the leader?’ all I can say, waving my hand at the old man in his captain’s jacket, is, ‘He is a leader but he is not the head of the beast. He’s just doing his job.’ I run back up the corridor. I can’t stop this, but I can’t see it anymore either.
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Tweetoo takes me up to Tootoopne’s war-room the next morning. Tootoopne waits on her landing this time. The cabinet lights are out in her office and the hands are just shadowy shapes in the darkness.

‘Why do they not fight us?’ Tootoopne asks, leading me in.

I bob my head and whistle, ‘Maybe the big humans don’t have enough money to send humans to fight.’

Tootoopne laughs. ‘No nonee makes them weak?’

‘Yes,’ I whisper. I don’t wanna keep trying to make Tootoopne understand humans. Never mind what I teach her, she just goes on killing.

‘Go to the washroom,’ she says, and points to a door in the corner.

To ask why would just get me a clout around the head, so I salute and get moving. There’s a rustling of feet on the floor as I go in.

The old captain from yesterday’s raid sits tied to the wall by one of those cords, one hand above his bald head. Yellow-green bruises mark his face, and he has a fat lip and a cut above his eye. He pulls himself to his feet. His tied arm twists, showing a compass tattoo on the back of his hand. His two middle fingers are just stumps, but not bloody. Some old injury maybe. He still has his hand!

Never mind he’s all beat up, first thought that hits me when I see him is: will he know what happened to the Layla after I left? Will he know about Gub?
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TUWA SOOSULSOL
(THIS ONE IS TROUBLE)

‘Hi! Hello! You’re the one who pointed me out,’ the captain says, like he’s excited to see me.

I stare, cos why is he here? Why has Tootoopne kept him alive? How did she convince the hive?

‘What’s happening?’ the old captain asks. He’s full of his own questions. ‘What are they going to do with me?’ He steps towards me, his tied arm sliding back, holding him to the wall.

I open my mouth, but it’s so long since I spoke to a human except for movie lines, and I don’t know the answers to his questions anyway. So I say, ‘I wanna know about a baby on the –’

‘For pity’s sake, answer me, girl!’ the captain yells, and all the times I’ve been yelled at crowd in on me. There is too much desperation in this old man. Too much pulling at me. I shut my mouth.

Tootoopne whistles from the other room. ‘Tell her quiet!’

So now I’m ordered to speak. I take a deep breath. ‘Please stop yelling,’ I say, and my voice comes out soft and small, like it’s afraid. I have to not sound so stupid. Sixers, always speaking loud like they got a right to be heard. I gotta speak loud back or he won’t listen.

‘You pointed me out and made them save me. You have to help me,’ the captain says. His eyebrows lift into peaks.

I shake my head. Tāmāde. I did the opposite. ‘Tootoopne saved you.’

‘Is he the big Vulture?’ the captain asks.

‘Garuwa,’ I say.

‘He keeps coming in here and whistling at me and every time I answer, he thumps me.’ The captain says it like it’s a question.

I tilt my head as I think, like a Garuwa. ‘She maybe wants you to speak Garuwa.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ the captain says.

I lift my elbow to show him. ‘You need to salute –’

The captain straightens up. ‘I do not salute the enemy. Don’t even suggest it!’ His stubborn chest sticks out, grey hairs showing where buttons have torn away, hazel eyes fixed on me.

I say, too quiet again, ‘It might save you.’

‘You think he … she … intends to kill me?’ he asks.

‘Tootoopne never took a captain prisoner before,’ I say.

He frowns. ‘Then why did you point me out?’

What can I say to that? So she can kill you and put your hand in her cabinet for a trophy? Shit.

Tootoopne’s just outside. ‘This one is trouble,’ she whistles. ‘Trouble for me,’ she goes on, cos never mind how in deep she got for bringing me back, a captain smuggled on will make those old Garuwa freak.

I step back out and bob my head. ‘I have not seen a human in your washroom,’ I say.

She nods. ‘Good.’

‘Why have you got that human I didn’t see?’ I ask.

‘I think she is a slave,’ Tootoopne says.

‘Girly! Come back!’ the captain calls.

Tootoopne jerks her nose at the washroom. ‘She is too noisy.’

I bob to Tootoopne. It’s weird calling the captain a ‘she’ but I have no other word. ‘She will not be a good slave,’ I say.

‘Tsa!’ Tootoopne says. ‘I don’t want her to be my slave. I want to understand why she is a slave to the big humans with the nonee.’

‘You think the captain was a slave?’ I ask, me only ever seeing the Sixers as the bosses.

‘You do not explain nonee very well. You are too young. I want to ask the captain why she faces death if all she will get is the nonee.’

Tootoopne leads the way back to the bathroom.

The captain’s chin sticks out when he sees Tootoopne and he pulls himself taller. ‘I am Captain Anthony James of Starweaver My Sharona, and I demand you release me!’

‘Her voice is low and ugly,’ Tootoopne says. ‘What does she say?’

‘Her name is Antonee and she is sad to be captured,’ I say. Word for word’s not gonna do the captain any good.

‘Tell her my name and I have questions,’ she says.

I bob my head to Tootoopne and then to the captain, no matter it’s not a human thing. ‘Never mind saluting,’ I say. ‘Nod and say “Tootoopne” in a high pitch. She has questions for you.’

The captain scowls but nods his head and croaks out, ‘Tootoopne.’

Tootoopne turns to me. ‘Now we are getting somewhere. Ask her, why does she risk death for the nonee?’

‘Captain James, I been trying to explain money, but the Garuwa don’t have any, so Tootoopne don’t understand. She wants to know why you risked your life to bring the freighter through. Was it just for the money?’ I ask.

He sighs. ‘I’m old, can’t get captain’s jobs no more. This one voyage was worth four because of the risk of Vulture attack. Starweaver Shipping said most of the ships were getting through and they sent the money to my daughter up front. That will set her up for five years, help feed her kids. That’s more than I was doing back on Dios.’

My jaw prickles at the mention of Dios. Life on Dios was hard, but it’s where Gub was born. Our little star. I wanna ask about Gub bad as, but first I gotta translate for Tootoopne. So I tell about what the captain said.

‘She has children?’ Tootoopne says, like maybe that makes the captain special. It’s not special in the human world. More a problem if you don’t have money, far as I can tell.

Tootoopne stares a bit harder at the captain. ‘So if you have no nonee and you are hungry will no-one feed you?’

I nod. Maybe Tootoopne thinks food is free. I guess it is here. ‘There are too many hungry humans and not enough food. Only the ones with money will eat.’

Tootoopne hitches her wings. ‘I don’t understand this. The hive cares for all. Only those who do wrong are cast from the hive.’ She waves a claw at the captain. ‘Did she do wrong?’

I look down and away. Are there really no hungry Garuwa?

‘Ask her what will happen to her children when the nonee runs out,’ Tootoopne whistles.

Maybe I should just tell Tootoopne what happens when the money runs out. I’d know better than some old Sixer. Me and Lazella have gone without food for five days straight and slept outside more times than I can count. Your stomach shrinks so much, it hurts if you do find something to eat, and you are so tired, you can’t even think what to do next. You’re cold, never mind if the nights are mild, and you huddle against your aunt next to a warm humming air-purifying unit in an alley and hope she knows a way back to some shit-arse cabin on a cold old freighter heading nowhere, cos then there will be food and a bed and maybe some movies you haven’t already seen.

I ask the captain anyway. ‘What will happen to your family when you don’t come back?’

The old man breaks down. His shoulders drop and he slides his free hand across his cheek, rubs the back of his neck. His hazel eyes water. ‘When?’ he asks.
  


WA TOSON NONEE
(A SLAVE TO MONEY)

I look at the wall above his head. ‘I’m sorry, Captain James, I meant if. If you don’t go back, what happens? I’m sorry.’ Tāmāde. But I don’t mean if, do I? Cos how does he get back? Does he think Tootoopne will give him a mini-flyer and send him on his way? He should be dead. At any second, for all I know, he could be.

The captain sniffs. ‘They’ll starve, girl. They’ll starve. My daughter is alone in the world with two kids to feed.’

My throat tightens. Alone with two kids, just like Lazella. I slap at the tears filling my eyes and bob my head to Tootoopne. I try to whistle but my lips are thick and I have to swallow and start again. ‘She says her children are alone and they will starve.’

‘Ask her why her hive will not care for them,’ Tootoopne demands, her shoulders hitching higher.

I turn back to the captain. ‘She don’t understand why your … community won’t care for them,’ I say.

‘Everyone is hurting. There’s not enough food. The price has gone up, cos the phosphorous that does get past these Vultures is mostly promised to Earth. That’s where the big money is, the billions of rich people relying on space phosphorous there. Food production units out here are suffering.’

That sets me wondering about little Gub. If he’s alive still, is someone giving him enough food? Do they cut it small enough for him? Do they care that beans make his stomach hurt? Or was it corn? I should know. Why don’t I know anymore?

I’m blinking when I turn back to Tootoopne to translate. ‘She says there is not much food cos the big human who owns the shipping cannot get enough minerals past the hives. If Antonee does not send money, her children will starve.’

Tootoopne takes two steps and belts Captain James across the side of the head, me stepping forwards to stop her if she’s gonna kill him. She can’t kill him till I know about Gub.

‘It is not the fault of the Garuwa if your hive has no care for your children,’ she whistles. ‘Why did you not find a better hive to leave them in?’

I translate and Captain James straightens against the wall, rubbing the side of his face. ‘Tell her majesty, I don’t have wings. I don’t have my own ship. I can’t just fly them anywhere. It costs money to move.’

Tootoopne stares at me as I translate. She paces up and down the washroom. Then she stops. ‘So nonee tells them where they live, if they eat, what work to do?’

I nod.

Tootoopne tilts her head at the captain as if she suddenly understands. ‘I’m right! Antonee is a slave to nonee!’

I repeat it to the captain, who throws up his free hand and rolls his eyes. ‘Of course I am. Every human is born into slavery and only one thing can set them free. Money. Lots of it.’

Tootoopne calms down when I tell her what the captain said. ‘I knew the human system was about slavery!’ She walks away, head down, then walks back. ‘Ask her how I can get some nonee.’

I don’t see the point but I ask anyway.

The captain laughs. He throws back his head and hoots like he’s watching the funniest movie ever. Maybe he’s cracked it.

Tootoopne steps towards him like she might hit him again. ‘Captain, please?’ I say.

The captain sucks in a big breath and changes his face to something I can’t read, like maybe he’s explaining something to a child. ‘It’s so easy,’ he says, running his free hand over his sweaty bald head. ‘All your Vulture here has to do is provide safe passage for the freighters, through to the mining outposts beyond, and the shipping companies will give her loads of money.’
  


WA TOSANE
(THE THIRTY)

I tell Tootoopne, and she sha, sha shas softly and drags me out of the washroom, never mind I haven’t asked the captain the one question I need answered.

Tootoopne points to a shelf in her wall and says, ‘Get her food and water.’

I smile, hardly believing the captain gets to live. I scrabble through snack foods, many of them straight from freighters, picking out treats. I fill a bowl and go back into the washroom.

The captain has sunk to the floor, head down.

‘Captain James?’ I say. ‘Are you hungry?’

He looks up at me. His eyes are glassy and rimmed pink. ‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

‘Weku,’ I say. Screaming life into the universe. Or speaking for this man so he can keep living a while longer.

‘Weku, tell me, girl. What will she do with me?’ he asks.

I shake my head. ‘I never can tell what she’s thinking.’ I push the snack food across the floor to his free hand, fill the bowl with water and bring it back to him.

‘Are you her slave?’ he asks.

I shake my head. Then I say, ‘Maybe. I just do what she tells me.’

He sighs. ‘I’m a captain. I can’t be a Vulture’s slave.’

‘She wants to know about humans, that’s all.’ I shrug. ‘You know things about shipping and money that I don’t.’

He screws his lips to one side. ‘But what will she do with that information? And what will she do with me?’

I shrug again, open one of the packets and try a snack biscuit from it, salty-sweet. ‘What did Starweaver do with you?’ I whisper and offer him the rest.

The captain huffs. ‘Where did you come from?’ he asks, ignoring the snacks.

‘Starweaver Layla,’ I say, and my chest starts up thumping at getting to find out about Gub. ‘Did you hear about any other survivors from the Layla? A baby?’

He shakes his head and my heart drops.

‘Once they hit a ship, they pick its bones. I doubt anyone else survived.’

I swallow. He doubts it, but he don’t know for sure. He don’t know, that’s all. So maybe Gub’s alive still. Maybe. I blink the damp from my eyes.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asks.

The answer is, ‘too long’. Too long away from my little Tamiki. Too long not knowing if he’s okay. I squash the little dinosaur hidden in my pocket against my thigh. ‘Listen,’ I say. ‘She don’t like your voice. It’s too low. Don’t yell no more. There’s other Garuwa would kill you if they found you. You have to stay secret.’

He nods.

‘My squad, in these jackets, do what Tootoopne says.’ I shake my collar to show him the jacket. ‘As long as Tootoopne wants, they will keep you safe. Do what they tell you. I told Tootoopne your name was Antonee cos she can’t get her tongue around James. If she says your name, bob your head and squeak “Tootoopne” or try to whistle it. If you need water, the word is “Twa”.’ I stand up.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To find out what I should be telling you,’ I say.

‘Thank you, girl,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to die. Tell her I can help her get money from the shipping company.’

I head back out to Tootoopne’s office, salute and stand to the side, keeping my eyes from the cabinet of hands.

‘What have you told her?’ Tootoopne demands.

‘I told her to be quiet and how to ask for water,’ I say.

‘You can teach her to speak?’ Tootoopne asks.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘She says she can help you get money.’

Tootoopne tilts her head. ‘She would turn on her masters?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘The big humans sent her to die.’

Tootoopne bobs her head slowly. ‘If I had a lot of nonee, I could make the humans give me the minerals our hives need?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘They will bring them to you.’

‘Teach her to speak!’ Tootoopne orders.

I salute. ‘Will she live in your washroom?’

Tootoopne stands up. ‘If she wants better conditions, she will learn the words. Thirty every day. If I don’t hear thirty I will make things worse. If she learns good I will make things better.’

I salute. At least I won’t have to watch Captain James die any time soon. I go back to the washroom and explain Tootoopne’s deal.

‘Do you have any idea how hard that is for me, girl?’ he asks. ‘My brain is old and set in its ways. Can you negotiate her down to ten maybe?’

I drop to my knees beside him and stare at the floor. ‘Captain James,’ I whisper. ‘I’ve seen so many captains die. This is your only chance.’
  


WOELLE DEE
(GOOD TEACHING)

He’s right. He don’t learn fast. It takes us all day to get through thirty simple words. ‘Yes’ and ‘no’, and parts of the body and things in the washroom.

I fetch him another bowl of water, cos he says whistling is hard on dry old lips. When he’s slurping it down, I ask again, ‘Are you sure no-one rescued a baby boy from the wreck of the Layla?’

‘A baby?’ He licks the water off the corners of his mouth. ‘Was your brother on the Layla too?’

‘My cousin,’ I say. ‘Tamiki.’

The captain looks at me, thinking. ‘Well, you know, I heard that one guy survived by hiding under a spare rocket cone.’ Then he squints and shakes his head. ‘But I’ve never heard of a baby being found, not that that means anything. Babies are certainly easier to hide than great lumps of mechanics.’ He shakes his head. ‘I wish my memory was better to tell you something useful, kid.’

I say about how I hid Gub in the kitchen storeroom and how Lazella raised us to be real quiet. ‘How long do you think a baby could survive in there, alone?’ I ask.

The captain nods his head slowly. ‘A long time, I’d say,’ he says. ‘Something so tiny with that much food. A long time.’

‘And how long before the ship got towed back to Dios for repairs?’ I ask.

‘Oh, they’d pick it right up. Probably within the week, and check for survivors then.’

I start to count up how much food and drink I remember scattered round the floor, cos even though the captain is just saying what I want to hear, I still reckon it was a lot of food for a tiny kid like Gub, not used to big meals. Plenty enough for a week. But then Tootoopne comes in. I jump up and salute.

‘Weku, Antonee,’ Tootoopne bobs her head.

Captain James stands up and bobs his head too. ‘Tootoopne!’ he whistles clumsily.

‘Make her say her words,’ Tootoopne says.

I nod at the captain and he rattles off twenty words quickly, then slows, finds a few more, stops, then finds a few more. Finally, he gets to thirty.

Tootoopne bobs her head. ‘Good teaching, Weku,’ she says as she leaves.

I hang with the captain a while longer, happy that Tootoopne has a new job for me. Maybe this means no more raids. Maybe I’ve taught her something after all.

Tweetoo comes. She has a proper meal and a blanket for the captain.

‘This is Antonee,’ I tell Tweetoo. ‘Captain, bob your head and say hello to Tweetoo.’

The captain does and Tweetoo tilts her head and gives him an eye-off, bottom to top. I guess she’s gonna take a while to trust another human.

I hand the captain the food and fill up his water bowl. ‘You have to be quiet, remember.’

The captain nods. ‘I hear you, girl.’

Tweetoo tugs my jacket. ‘Come on, Weku, my sister. You’re keeping me from my meal.’

I follow her. Sister? She called me sister? I have a sister in the squad, and I’ve stopped a captain from dying. I am making a difference.

‘Girly? You’ll come back?’ Captain James yells.

‘With thirty new words tomorrow, Captain,’ I call.
  


SOOLWO TOSONOO TA
(WORDS WILL KEEP ME PRISONER)

Wooloo brings me back the next day, and never mind the captain has already forgotten fifteen words, we struggle through thirty new ones. At the end of a long day sitting on the floor, I teach him how to start putting words together so he can make sentences.

Captain James works real hard on getting the whistles right, using his tongue to stop and start and shape the words. His voice is too low to cheat-squeak his way through the difficult words like me.

When Tootoopne comes to listen, the captain murders one word so badly that Tootoopne rejects it and the captain has to come up with another word. He chooses one of the joining words I just taught him. Tootoopne bobs her head, and Wooloo arrives with a cuff with a longer cord, and a meal. She holds her claw against the washroom wall until the hive moulds out a short bed with a soft spongy layer on top.

The captain lies down and stretches. ‘My old bones thank you,’ the captain says to Wooloo, and I translate.

Wooloo bobs her head.

‘We need to write these words down, girly, so I can practise them when you’re not here,’ the captain says.

I can read, at least, words I know, signs and things, but I never did much writing. ‘How will you write whistles?’ I ask.

‘I’ll figure out a way. Find me something to write with.’

I go out and ask Tootoopne.

‘She makes pictures?’ Tootoopne asks. Maybe Garuwa don’t do much writing either.

‘She draws the words,’ I say.

She hands me something black that looks like a crayon but smells chemical. ‘Tell her to write on the walls and floor, because the words keep her prisoner and she will not be coming out until she learns them all,’ Tootoopne whistles.

I bob my head and go hand the crayon to the captain and tell him what Tootoopne said.

‘Ha! I’m beginning to like that Vulture,’ the captain says. He mutters, ‘Words will keep me prisoner,’ and he whistles his new words as he writes on the wall.

The next day the captain stuffs up two of his words, never mind they’re scrawled on the wall, and loses his bed. I leave him sitting on the floor with only a snack bar for dinner.

When I go back out to Wooloo on the landing for my ride back to the squad, she tilts her head. ‘Tootoopne says you can stay here tonight because you failed.’

‘But I didn’t fail. Antonee failed!’ I whistle.

Wooloo runs her claws through my hair. ‘Try not to make a mess,’ she says, and turns and plunges away.
  


TU TAOLALA!
(YOU STUPID!)

I stomp back to Captain James and whistle at him in Garuwa. ‘You stupid! Why didn’t you learn fast? Now I’m stuck here.’

‘Weku, my girl, calm down,’ he says. ‘Speak English.’

‘I’m not your girl,’ I say. ‘Never mind you’re the one who made a shit of it, I have to hang here all night with no dinner and no bed.’

‘Well, I’m sorry. I did the best I could. I’ve been electrocuted on the way into this place, tied to a wall for four days, beaten around the head, starved, terrified and left to piss down a drain. That I got to twenty-eight words was a miracle for an old man like me.’

‘You have to try harder!’ I yell.

Captain James sighs. ‘Yoisho. Don’t be angry at me, Weku. Please? I’ll be glad for the company.’

I slide down the opposite wall and sit there with my back against it, burning at the old man, burning at being left behind by Wooloo.

‘Do you get lonely here, Weku?’ he asks.

I glance at him through my eyebrows. ‘I have the squad.’

‘No, I mean lonely as in you miss humans. You miss speaking to people who understand you,’ he says.

‘I lived my whole life as a stowaway on ships. They only spoke to me to chase me off,’ I grumble.

‘Really? Your whole life in hiding?’ he asks. ‘You and your little cousin?’

I shrug, cos I don’t want to talk about it.

The captain nods along like he understands. ‘And now, for the first time, you’re part of something.’

‘I know I’m not meant to be here. And there’s plenty Garuwa that don’t want me here, but they like me, the squad. Some of them call me “sister”.’

‘Oh, girly.’ The captain shakes his head.

‘My name’s Weku.’

‘I worry for you, kid,’ he says softly. ‘I have a grandkid your age. You should be living in a family.’

‘I can’t,’ I snap, cos I’d take that option any day for me and Gub, but there’s no way I’m ever gonna be in the kind of family the captain’s talking about. Sixers don’t know what it’s like for kids like me. ‘For now, I have the squad,’ I say.

Antonee nods. ‘That’s not a family. Maybe they’re nice to you, but if they were ordered to lock you up, or sell you to a zoo, they would.’

‘They wouldn’t!’ I shout. I bury my face in my knees. They would. Never mind how much they like me, they do whatever Tootoopne tells them.

‘Don’t be angry with me. If I could get us both out of here right now, I would. I’d take you back to live with my family.’ The captain lowers himself to the floor opposite. He don’t know he’s talking about impossible things.

Never mind how hard I work to teach him the words, I work even harder not to like him, cos captains die. Captains always die.

‘You save my life daily, kid,’ he says. ‘You put in so much to teach me the thirty.’

‘I do it cos Tootoopne tells me,’ I say.

The captain nods. ‘But you do it like you care. When I feel like giving up, you’re there telling me to keep going. You. Not Tootoopne.’

I wipe the hair from my face.

He crosses his ankles in front of him and wraps his arms around his knees. ‘I want to be your friend. Your family for as long as we’re both here and alive. Okay?’ His old hazel eyes stare right into mine.

‘And if you caught me stealing food on your ship?’ I ask.

‘I won’t lie. When I was a younger man, I would’ve locked you up, but the last few years?’ Antonee shakes his head. ‘No. I don’t lock up kids, especially for only stealing food. I would’ve found you a job.’

That was all I ever wanted back then. ‘I’m sorry I got mad,’ I say.

‘No problem, kid. That’s family for you. Always arguing.’ He winks, like being family is our secret.

Probably it should stay a secret to my heart. Keep him out of it. But I can’t help liking him, the way he’s sitting over there, a rock of calm, even though he’s lost everything, ready to take me in.

I slide closer across the floor and ask him about his real family. A daughter and two grandsons. I ask him all about the kid who’s my age and the things he does, and where he lives. I try to imagine me living a life like that boy, with a mother and maybe a returned grandpa to take care of me, a normal life. But I can’t. I couldn’t belong there any more than I could grow a pair of wings to fit in here.

He breaks his snack bar in half, gives one piece to me, and asks me about Tamiki. I tell him about his soft brown eyes and wispy hair, and how I kiss his little palm at night and call him Gub. I try to talk Gub back to me, never mind I can’t remember the feel of my lips pressing into his little palm no more, or that he seems so far away from me, he might not even exist. I don’t wanna think about that. I can’t. Instead, I hold up Headless. ‘I’m gonna give this back to him when I find him.’

‘I’m sure you will, girly,’ he says, and winks at me like I’m full of surprises.

Antonee tells me stories about his family. His rough voice drones low and kind, and I stretch out on the floor, my head on my arm. I go to sleep, listening to him talk. The hive warbles up through the floor, softens the hardness under my hip and shoulder, and warms a patch just for me.
  


WOEN SOOTSOONE
(LOVE NEVER-ENDING)

We work hard at the thirty words day after day and Antonee earns his bed back. Now I speak in Garuwa and follow it up with a translation, hoping he will hear the way the words are whistled in sentences.

We work on the thirty and we talk. We talk about his family, his crews, his travels, how he left two fingers frozen to a helium-3 tank, and how they still hurt him even though they’re not there no more, like maybe the finger-stumps remember that biting cold. Him, rubbing the stumps as he tells me. We talk about his tatts. The compass on the back of his hand points him home, he says. Cos it has the initials of his wife and children on it and they are his home. Same as Lazella used to be mine. He holds his hand out and makes me point to each set of initials and then tells me a story.

MJ: Merrilee, the daughter who he lives with when he’s not captaining. He named her Merrilee so she’d be happy, but she’s too serious.

DJ: Daniel, the grandson who is my age now. He likes history, code-breaking, skateboarding and soccer.

‘What’s code-breaking?’ I ask.

‘Oh, like ciphers, or codes for sending messages,’ he says. ‘Like morse. Morse is a series of dashes and dots, so it’s a good one. You can send messages using light or sound or touch or blinks, or anything really. Daniel and I have our own code based on morse. He was always saying one thing and blinking another. Or standing behind his mother tapping out a silent tune on his cheek with one finger to send me a secret message.’ He tap-slides a finger on the floor. ‘It’s “G” for “got it” – our way to say, “understood”.’

I tap-slide back.

He laughs, and his short grey beard jiggles on his chin. Never mind he hasn’t been able to shave, his head is still bald as Gub’s bum.

He teaches me some Daniel-code words and I learn the words in taps and blinks. Then I use my poking-out tongue to spell the word, ‘arse’.

Antonee shakes his head and grins. ‘You’re just like my Dan,’ he says. ‘Too bloody cheeky. You know, you have a real talent for picking things up. If I had a memory as young and useful as yours, Tootoopne and I would be chatting over a cup of tea like lovers at breakfast.’

‘Sha!’ I say at the idea of Antonee and Tootoopne in love. I don’t say my memory is also a curse, cos never mind that little Gub is slipping away day by day, I can see Lazella’s face, smudged with blood, clear as anything. I can see it anywhere.

‘This is our sign-off,’ he says. ‘It’s based on a real morse of 88 meaning hugs and kisses. That’s the usual sign-off. Ours is just one fat cat, 8, it means hugs and love. Because cats are cuddly, Dan made this up when he was smaller, you know, and …’ He loops his finger in the air doing a sideways 8 over and over, ‘… love goes on forever. It’s great because it fits in a four beat, like a song.’ Antonee whistles, ‘Tweet, tweet, tweet, tootoo,’ just like he’s starting off a song. Then he claps three single beats and a double. ‘Eight,’ he says. ‘The fat cat of love never-ending.’

I copy him.

He sighs like I’m a piece of home. Then he holds out the back of his hand again so I can see the compass tattoo. I point to the AJ.

‘Alina,’ Antonee says, and blinks the dampness from his hazel eyes. ‘My wife. She died three years ago. Broke my heart.’

The way he says it, like a darkness falls on him, so he has to peer out from under it when he talks about her – that’s me, thinking about Lazella.

‘My heart broke for my aunt,’ I whisper, cos I always think of her in whispers.

He nods, swallows and blinks, then reaches out a hand to me. I’ve never touched the captain. When I give him food and drink I stand just far enough away. He’s a prisoner and prisoners do things to get free. Plus, I never trusted any Sixers before. But cos we are sitting opposite with our hearts broken, I shuffle forwards and take his hand.

His grip is strong as, and he tilts his head towards mine until our foreheads touch. I’ve not sat like this with anyone since I left the Layla, and it’s strange, but it helps me feel not so alone. We sit forehead to forehead, our two hearts beating opposite, and the pain in that large old bald skull of his spreads its sharp claws and scratches at the dark and hurting places in my head.

Places we share.

‘Oh girly,’ he whispers, quiet as, and he kisses the back of my hand and gives it back.
  


TOOANA TUWUUOSO
(THE SQUAD NEEDS YOU)

The next day, we’re just ten words in when the hive groans and shudders. I throw myself against the wall, press my ear to it, hear the painful warbles. An attack, a burning scar. The captain asks what’s going on but I wave a hand at him. The hive wants the thing that’s hurting her to stop right now. She wants minerals to repair. She needs help.

I sink back to the floor. ‘It’s nothing,’ I tell the captain, and I try to steer my head back to the words, but Tootoopne strides in dressed in full battle gear. I jump up and salute her.

I take a deep breath. It’s been long as since I went on a raid. I thought I’d never have to again.

Tootoopne hands me my helmet and whistles, ‘The squad needs you.’

I’m ready to scream ‘No!’ but she takes something from her jacket pocket and holds it out to me. Something small, black and shiny.

I bob my head and take it. It’s a small utility knife. I open up the tools. A blade, a prong and a lever.

‘Every squad member carries one,’ Tootoopne says, like now I’m trusted or something. ‘There’s a pocket in your boot.’

‘Thank you, Tootoopne.’ I bob my head again, put my helmet on the floor while I slip the tool into the panel inside my boot. A gift, from Tootoopne?

‘Swa tu Tzaar,’ Tootoopne says. For the hive.

‘Swa tu Tzaar,’ I repeat.

‘Tweetoo waits on the landing,’ Tootoopne says as she leaves the washroom.

‘What’s going on, girly?’ the captain asks.

‘The squad needs me,’ I say.

‘Where are you going and why did she give you a knife?’ Antonee asks. He takes two steps towards me and holds out his hand.

‘Tweetoo is waiting,’ I say and shove my helmet on.

‘Weku?’

I hurry out of the bathroom.

‘Girly?’ Antonee calls. Then he claps out, ‘Clap, clap, clap, clip-clip.’ It’s 8. One fat cat. Hugs and love never-ending.
  


TOORWOO
(KEEP MOVING)

The raid is like the one where we picked up Captain James. There’s hardly a crew on Starweaver Lucy in the Sky, all older men and women, and I imagine their grandchildren starving without them. These people must need money, same as Antonee. Starweaver lied to Antonee about how many ships got through. Lied to these people too, or else why would they be here?

We battle through the blocked-off corridors, me looking for a chance to slip away, Teeka always shoving me on, until we get to the flight deck.

‘Hold your fire! We want to negotiate!’ I yell, and this time I hope it’s the truth. This time I hope Tootoopne has a new plan for the captains, like Captain James.

The firing stops. ‘Tāmāde! You want us. You come get us!’ an older woman’s voice yells from the flight deck.

‘Please!’ I say. ‘If they come after you they’ll kill you.’

‘Those murdering Vultures never spared no-one yet. We’ll take our chances!’ she yells.

‘Are you the captain?’

‘Who’s asking?’ she growls.

‘Weku. I’m their translator,’ I say. ‘Please come out and talk.’

‘Translator bitch! Translate this!’ Then she lets loose with swears I’ve only ever heard McVeigh use when he dropped a cargo hook on his foot in the storeroom. Weapon-fire snaps and sizzles the walls above me.

I duck and hit the cold floor. ‘They will not come out,’ I say as I scramble back to Tootoopne. She bats me into the wall and organises the squad.

The people on the flight deck shoot. The squad duck and surge forwards.

I’m turning to run when Tweetoo pulls me after the squad. But I don’t go into battle! I’m here to stop battles. Human weapons bang all around us. The squad whistles through the smoke. Someone squeals, a Garuwa voice, and my heart stops. Who’s hit? Our weapons blam and parts of the flight deck disintegrate. A man screams. Chunks of metal will be chopping them to pieces. I trip on a foot. A squad boot. Wooloo! Wooloo is down. I drop to my knees and crawl to her head.

‘Wooloo!’ I squeal.

‘I’m okay!’ she whistles.

Burning flesh stink fills my nostrils, my gagging throat. I check her shoulder where she grips it. A deep burn has sliced through her muscle and her wing. It’s not bleeding much. I pull a vial off her belt and stab it through her sleeve into her arm, never mind my hands are shaking so bad I almost drop it. I grab her good arm and help her sit up.

‘Keep your head down!’ Wooloo whistles and shoves me back towards Tootoopne.

A weapon blams right beside me. I hit the floor, then scramble up again. I don’t know what’s going on. I’ve never been under this much fire. I get in behind Tootoopne. She steps over a body, helmet smoking. It’s Teeka. My friend. She’s not moving. I reach down to take her helmet off, but Tootoopne grabs me, and we’re surging forwards again. I have to keep low, ducking down behind Tootoopne, who knows how not to get shot. I don’t want my Gub growing up alone, no-one to hold him when the ache of hunger gets too much to bear, no-one to look on him with eyes of love.

Then the shooting stops. Everyone stands taller, never mind the gravity of Six crushing in on us. We shuffle through the bits of broken consoles, chairs and walls. The haze clears.

Tootoopne shoves me to where Tweetoo stands on the wrist of a woman, pinning her hand and weapon to the floor. The old woman has cuts all over her body and a gaping hole in her hip and thigh. A larger weapon lies on her other side. She don’t struggle. Beside her on the floor a man sits slumped over his stomach, holding it like it might slide away. His shirt is shredded under his hands, blood seeping through. It’s too late for me to plead for their lives. They’re bleeding to death right in front of me.

‘Which is the leader?’ Tootoopne asks.

I’m sure it’s the woman. She spoke, and the man has a tatt of a racer on his forearm. I’ve seen tattoos like that before on pilots. They like all vehicles, large and small. I point to the woman.

‘She is a proud fighter,’ Tootoopne says and bobs her head to the woman.

A blam ends the pilot’s agony. Tweetoo leans down with her hot knife and takes the captain’s hand, fingers still wrapped around her weapon, and passes it to Tootoopne. It goes into Tootoopne’s trophy pouch, weapon and all. I don’t dare breathe.

This captain don’t scream, don’t watch her own hand leaving her. Her eyes on me. Her teeth grinding. ‘They admire your pride,’ I tell her. My voice comes out thick and croaky like I’ve been crying. My throat locking away my voice like it always does when I need it most.

She nods, like maybe she’s grateful for my words, and then Tweetoo finishes her off with a quick slice through her throat. One second she’s looking at me through alive eyes, then they’re flat.

My knees buckle as the burnt ring around her throat seeps blood. Tweetoo grabs me and turns me and we follow Tootoopne back out. We step over Teeka. The weapon sliced right across Teeka’s eye socket. There was nothing to stop it cutting deep into her brain. ‘Teeka!’ I squeal, reaching for her.

‘Keep moving,’ Tweetoo whistles. ‘Keep moving.’

She won’t let me stop until I’m tucked into the back of her flyer and heading back to the hive.

‘Okay, little one?’ she asks.

I suck in air in a big sobbing breath and I can’t answer. Tears float off my face.

‘Why wouldn’t they come out?’ Tweetoo asks.

After a couple of minutes I thin my lips enough to whistle. ‘They knew that Garuwa kill everyone. They wanted to die fighting.’

‘You did your job, Weku. We can’t ask more,’ Tweetoo says.

‘I’m sorry, Tweetoo.’ My face is in my hands, my knees pulled up to my chest trying to squash the ache. ‘Will they bring Teeka home?’ I ask.

She squeezes my shoulder. ‘Yes. Teeka protected the hive. She was a good sister to us, as are you.’
  


TSO WA SOOL
(DO THE WORDS)

When we get back to the hive, Tweetoo flies me straight up to the squad rooms and tells me to clean up. ‘I’m taking you back to finish your words with Antonee,’ she says.

‘I can’t!’ I shake my head and drop to the floor.

‘You can,’ she says. ‘Tootoopne says you can.’

While I’m showering, she cleans the blood off my helmet and boots, then brings me clean clothes. Before I know it, I’m stumbling in off the landing at Tootoopne’s office. The freighter captain’s hand is already in the cabinet, weapon and all. I run past, my eyes not letting me look away, and stumble into the washroom sideways.

‘Weku?’ Captain James asks.

I spin around and face him.

‘You seen a ghost, girl?’ he asks.

Can he see what I’ve seen, reflected in my eyes? I back up against the wall. My helmet clunks. One day he’ll leave the washroom and he’ll see all those hands. What then?

‘Calm down, girl. Take off your helmet,’ he says.

I shake my head and slide down to the floor, where he can’t reach me.

‘Weku?’ he asks. When I don’t move, he taps out on the table: ‘Dah, dah, dah, di-di.’

The code reaches into my head. The rhythm of love. One, two, three, four-five. Meaning 8, the fat cat of love never-ending.

‘Le– let’s do the words,’ I say. My voice is hollow through the helmet’s beak.

‘You’re shaking. You can hardly speak. What happened?’ He strains at the cord that holds his hand to the wall.

‘Jus– just tell me the words you le– learned this morning,’ I say.

‘No. The words don’t matter,’ he says. ‘I don’t care if I lose a blanket or a meal. I can’t stand to see you like this. Where did you go?’

I drop my head so my helmet rests on my knees and my long fake nose stabs me in the stomach. ‘We took another ship,’ I whisper.

‘Oh.’ He’s silent for a while. ‘Survivors?’

I shake my head.

‘Bad, huh?’

I don’t answer. I can’t explain how I hoped the raids were over cos of Tootoopne keeping him alive. How Teeka died and Wooloo was injured cos I couldn’t do my job, but how I never wanted my job ever, anyway.

‘Slide over here, and take my hand. It’ll be all right,’ he says.

I don’t. I take out Headless and hold him close to my neck. I shouldn’t be here. I should be with Gub. But maybe he’s not even alive no more, cos if he was, it would’ve been a miracle, and wouldn’t Antonee have heard about it? Maybe there wasn’t enough food for him in the storeroom. Maybe nobody found him on the first search of the ship. Maybe he was locked in the storeroom the whole way back to Dios. Maybe he’s still locked in there! Life support systems shut off. The spin shut off. Just a tiny frozen body floating in the storeroom, bumping into all the rubbish.

‘Weku,’ the captain says. ‘We’re family. We’ll get through this together. Slide over here.’

I slide over, never mind there’s no family without my little cousin. I slide towards the hand reaching out for me even as I slip into the darkness of my own mind telling me Gub is dead. Antonee grabs my hand and pulls me close beside him. He wraps his free arm around me and squeezes. Our hearts, side by side, beating together.

‘You’re going to be all right, kid. You’re going to be fine,’ he says softly. His rough deep voice sounds sure as, never mind he has no idea how it really is.

After a while, I take off my helmet and dry my face on the backs of my hands. Antonee ruffles my hair. ‘See, better already. Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Can we do the words now?’ I ask.

Captain James sighs. ‘Yoisho. If you want.’

I do want. I don’t want to talk about the raid. I slip the dinosaur back in my pocket and focus on teaching the captain more words, but when Tootoopne comes, Antonee has only learnt seven more.

I salute, and Captain James bobs his head. He rattles off those he knows.

Tootoopne looks from me to the captain. She’s not angry like normal. She just stares back and forth like she’s trying to figure out what to do with us.

The waiting is too much for Antonee. He explodes into bad Garuwa. ‘Why Weku go? She child! She not fight!’ he whistles and steps towards Tootoopne, pulling on the cord.

And Tootoopne hits Antonee so hard, his feet lift off the floor as he flies backwards and hits the wall.
  


SUTU TOOANA
(I AM SQUAD)

‘Tootoopne!’ I squeal.

Tootoopne spins and I duck a wing aimed at me. Antonee rights himself. Already a white lump ringed in red has formed on the side of his head. He eyes off Tootoopne like he’s going to have another go.

‘Antonee!’ I squeal. ‘Stop! I had to go with them. I am squad!’ I follow it up with a whistle translation.

‘Weku is squad,’ Tootoopne repeats, rounding back on Captain James. Pulling herself up to tower over him, the pink scar under her pale grey eye twitching out a warning.

I step towards Antonee. ‘There is nowhere for me in this hive. If not for Tootoopne, I would be dead. If not for my job in the squad, I would be dead.’

Antonee stares at Tootoopne like it’s a challenge and Tootoopne stares back. But Tootoopne is growing with every second and Antonee is wilting.

‘Please stop, Antonee,’ I whisper. ‘Tootoopne is a great warrior but she spared us. She is the only one who can keep us safe.’

Captain James steps back and stares at me. Then he bobs his head at Tootoopne and whistles her name.

‘Out,’ Tootoopne orders. And I hurry to the door.

I hover there while Tootoopne dips her head at the captain, low and menacing. ‘Weku is squad,’ she whistles again. ‘Weku is my squad.’

Antonee sees me hovering. He don’t take his eyes off Tootoopne but traces a sideways 8 in the air with the index finger of his free hand. ‘Weku is Tootoopne squad,’ Antonee whistles, then adds, ‘Weku is family.’

Tootoopne bats him away as she turns towards the door. I duck through to the office.

Never mind that Tootoopne’s temper is still boiling hot when she follows me, she changes the topic. ‘Tweetoo said the last leader would rather fight than surrender.’

‘Yes, Tootoopne.’ I look at the floor. ‘I’m sorry Teeka is dead and squad are hurt.’

‘Yes. The humans are beginning to know us,’ she says. ‘They fought well for so few.’ She pauses and tilts her head at me, her anger boiling slowly away. ‘Antonee is angry, but you know you can only be squad?’

I bob my head. ‘I know.’

Tootoopne nods slowly. ‘You saved my life and I would not ask my children to do as you do, but this is a hive for Garuwa.’

‘I am not like Twilloo. I understand. You saved me by letting me join the squad.’ I meet Tootoopne’s eyes and whistle, quiet as, ‘If only there wasn’t so much death.’

Tootoopne takes a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry you saw so much today. But if not their deaths, it will be ours. Go back to the squad, now. Understand your place.’

I bob, and go out to the landing. Tweetoo waits. She blinks at me and tilts her head.

‘I’m okay,’ I say and hold out my arm.

She grabs me and we fly back to the squad rooms.

‘How is Wooloo?’ I ask as we glide.

‘She is already back. You can ask her yourself,’ Tweetoo says.

‘Is the squad angry I couldn’t call them out?’ I ask.

‘If anyone is angry, they don’t remember how many lives we lost before you came,’ Tweetoo says. But it don’t change that Teeka died cos I failed.

Understand my place. I am squad, my uniform says so, my Garuwa friends say so, the leader of the squad says so, but if I can’t do anything to help the squad stay alive at the flight deck, a job I never asked for anyway, then my place is losing grav big time.
  


TOORDOO!
(GONE!)

Making breakfast for the squad and Antonee is like my morning hello with Lazella. It’s like maybe I’ve found a small part of her again, cos she talks to me about cooking in my head. ‘More salt!’ she says, and, ‘Balance the sweet and the sour.’ And I look down on myself, rummaging through packets of stolen human food and pots of hive-grown food, like I looked down on Lazella from the grille above the kitchen. And never mind I’m heavy-hearted and lonely for her when the cooking is done, I feel that never-ending love of hers drifting in space, waiting in the dark. I can find my aunt in the kitchen, in the food, in me. If Gub’s still out there, if I ever get back to him, then I’ll cook for him and teach him about his mother. If.

The day after the raid, I stop speaking English to Antonee.

‘You know I can’t ask hard questions in Garuwa!’ he complains, onto my plan quick as.

I wink ‘arse’ at him.

And he winks back ‘G’ for ‘got it’. He still tells me stories of his family, breaking into English all the time, and I still tell him stories about little Tamiki in Garuwa, holding up Headless so he knows who I’m talking about. Talking about Gub is my only way to connect to him now, to pull him close to me even as memories of him slip away.

Antonee’s understanding of the whistles grows, and black scrawls fill the walls. ‘The words that keep him prisoner,’ Tootoopne said. I like to imagine that when the walls are filled in black, she will let him go. But how can that ever be a thing, here?
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Now when Tootoopne comes in to hear the thirty, she asks Antonee simple questions. I help Antonee with the whistles for his answers.

Questions like, ‘Do you have enough to eat?’ and ‘How many humans did you command?’

She does this every day, and the questions get harder. But soon I’m not even helping, and Antonee just asks me to explain what he don’t understand. Then he learns to ask Tootoopne in Garuwa.

Tootoopne bobs her head and talks to Antonee, with me just watching.

And while I’m watching, what I see is Antonee’s face not so hard anymore. I see his mouth lift at Tootoopne making silly guesses about humans, and him push the corners of his mouth back straight. Tootoopne comes into the washroom now with her shoulders relaxed and wings tucked behind her, and bobs her head at the captain like she’s meeting another Garuwa. She waits for him to find the words to explain the world of the Sixers and the shipping companies. What I’m seeing now is two people beginning to get along. A human and a Garuwa, showing me that there can be understanding, cos this is the greatest Garuwa warrior that ever lived, and an old man who lost his friends and is being kept from his family. If they can get along, maybe there is a way to end the fighting.

‘She’s a smart old bird, that one,’ Antonee says to me. ‘She’ll have Starweaver Shipping dancing a jig to give her anything she wants before long.’

Which sets me wondering what it is Tootoopne really wants. I would’ve guessed lots of dead humans before, but now, seeing her with Antonee, I’m guessing, hoping maybe, that she is gearing up to make a deal. Cos making peace between Garuwa and humans would mean some kind of communication, maybe, and if we’re talking to humans, I could find out about Gub for sure.

One day, after Tootoopne has heard the thirty and talked about shipping with Antonee until I’m almost asleep, she turns to me. ‘Weku, you have done a good job. We need you on squad tomorrow. Go get some sleep now.’

My heart drops. Since Teeka died, I’ve been thinking there’s no point to me being in the squad and maybe that was my last raid.

‘Tootoopne!’ I say and salute, to show her I respect her, cos I’m about to make her mad. ‘Why not talk to these ones? Me and Antonee can help.’

Tootoopne’s wings hitch up, and I step back, but she’s just eyeing me off like she’s trying to find some patience. ‘This ship is not passing through. It is searching for us. If it were seeking peace it would go back where it came from. It is searching for blood.’

‘But you can do a trade, like Antonee said. They might pay for peace in minerals. The hives would be safe and fed,’ I say, pushing my luck, cos Tootoopne never explained herself to no-one before.

‘This hive takes care of me, my family, my squad and you. There are risks I will not take. You will go back to the squad and stay there until we go. Swa tu Tzaar.’

‘Swa tu Tzaar,’ I repeat, and salute. I whistle soft as, ‘I just wish there was a hive for us humans.’ I’m so heavy I can’t hardly turn to Antonee. I can tell by the way he searches my face that he understands. ‘We’ll work on the words after I get back,’ I whistle, like I’m not falling to pieces, and head for the door.

Antonee bobs his head just like a Garuwa. Taps out ‘8’ on the table. One fat cat of love never-ending. He’s worried for me.

Tootoopne stays with Antonee, to ask him more questions, maybe. It’s weird that they can talk without me.

My sleep is all tossing and sweating and staring at the dark, so I’m up early and making breakfast for the squad before we go out, never mind I can’t eat a thing.

Tweetoo follows me out after a while, hauling on her battle jacket.

‘Fly me down to leave breakfast for Antonee?’ I ask.

‘We’re supposed to wait for Tootoopne’s talk,’ Tweetoo says.

‘I’ll be so quick, we’ll be back before she even knows.’ I hold up Antonee’s bowl of food. ‘It’s all ready.’

Tweetoo looks around at the other Garuwa stumbling from their rooms, following the smell of the beans in chilli sauce and fried green kooloo I’ve cooked up for their breakfast. They’re hauling on jackets. None are ready yet.

‘Come on, little sister,’ she says, and with me holding the bowl for Antonee, I run with her to the landing.

Tweetoo waits on Tootoopne’s war-room landing while I go into the washroom, a pretend smile hoisted on my lips so I don’t show the worry in my head.

The washroom’s empty.
  


SWAL WA ZAAN
(ALL THE CAPTAINS)

The cord lies on the bed, still tied to the wall. Antonee’s blanket’s bunched to one end like he got up in a hurry.

My throat tightens. I drop the bowl on the table and run back out to Tweetoo. ‘Antonee’s gone!’

Tweetoo comes in and checks like maybe I can miss seeing a full-grown man in a small washroom.

‘She can’t have escaped!’ I whistle. There’s no way off the landing, and never mind that the hive let him in, she wouldn’t save him if he jumped, or let him out to the mini-flyers.

‘Tootoopne must have moved her,’ Tweetoo says, but on the way back through the war room, she stops and stares at the cabinet.

‘What?’ I ask. The dark cabinet of hands. I run at it. Eleven spaces full when there were nine before. Nine, plus the captain of Lucy in the Sky holding a weapon. Ten. Plus … the captain of the My Sharona.

‘Weku, stop!’ Tweetoo tweets.

There’s a hand. A new hand. A new hand with two stumpy fingers and something dark on the back of it. I can’t breathe. ‘Turn the light on!’ I whistle.

‘Weku, you don’t –’

‘Turn it on!’ I squeal.

Tweetoo won’t. She backs away. ‘Let’s go,’ she says.

I drag a bench to the cabinet and stand on it. Up close the hand has the edge of a dark circle on it, and the initials DJ. A tattoo of a compass.

I shove myself away from it, fall off the bench onto my knees. I hunch down, my face in my hands, and rock back and forth, sucking at air that won’t move anywhere near me. My throat shrinks. My eyes burn.

How could she do this? Was all that work for one conversation? Did she get what she wanted from Antonee, then kill him? I was part of this. I hate me. I hate Tootoopne.

‘Weku?’ Tweetoo touches me and I whimper. ‘Stand up, little sister,’ she says, and tugs at my jacket. She lifts me by the arm. ‘For the hive, Weku,’ she pleads. I stand and blink through tears. Those shit-arse trophies. I run to grab something off the table to smash the cabinet. Tweetoo drags me, kicking and struggling, and pulls me off the landing. She flies me back to the squad rooms, me hanging like a rag. My heart split open, dying.

The squad are already moving to their flyers by the time we get up there, so we turn around and follow them. I’m all stumbling and blinking tears as Tweetoo shoves my helmet on and pushes me towards her flyer. I can’t look at Tootoopne. I can’t do anything.

‘Weku!’ Tweetoo shakes my shoulder.

‘Antonee was my friend, Tweetoo,’ I say after take-off. ‘She said we were family.’

‘I understand,’ Tweetoo says. ‘When family die, your life empties all at once. But Tootoopne is a warrior, the greatest that ever lived. A warrior must have her trophies. She must take the captains. All the captains. She has to show she has protected the hive. This is how it is. This is how it always is.’

‘It don’t have to be!’ I whistle. ‘Not Antonee.’

I touch the soft velvet of Tweetoo’s wing. When it’s my turn, when Tootoopne has no use for me, will Tweetoo say, ‘This is how it is,’ as she slices my throat for Tootoopne?

This raid, this ship, is my last chance to escape. I can’t call people out no more, and there’s no Antonee to teach to speak, so I’m no use to Tootoopne. And it don’t matter that she seems to like me. I thought she liked Antonee. My tiny Garuwa tool is in my boot, and I hope I don’t have to slash Tweetoo or Wooloo to get away, but no-one’s gonna stop me this time.

I’ll hide on board this next freighter and, after the killings, when the Garuwa are gone, when the humans are all dead, I’ll steal a uniform and ID, fake my way onto the tow ship heading back away from the Garuwa, and find my little Tamiki.

My arms ache like they wanna be holding him now. All this. All I’ve done to stay alive to get back to him, it’s gotta work out. I pull out Headless and hold him to my lips. Gub’s gotta be safe.
  


DESERTED

The landing bay of the Jolene is as deserted as the Lucy in the Sky. Nobody stops us busting through the safety airlock. But I won’t be hanging round to kill no old Sixers on the flight deck, I’ll be long gone.

I’m scanning, scanning for some grilles to pop, my little multi-tool gripped tight, still warm from my boot. I’m following the squad out of the flyers towards Stores, the coldness of the air choking at my throat. The stress of what I’m about to do hammering at my heart.

The door to Stores One rolls open as we get there, and I’m wondering why that is, but a deep roar above has us all twisting our heads to see. It’s rockets! Human rockets coming through the airlock after us, firing on the Garuwa flyers! The little round ships, defenceless and untethered, bouncing as each shot hits and smokes. And shouting in Stores One down the ramp in front of us. It’s not got bulk tanks in it, but armed humans, lined up behind some kind of heavy rubbery wall, weapons pointing at us!

The first smack of weapons at the floor around us and I’m down, bouncy-scrambling on hands and feet in the low grav, but Tweetoo leaps into the air, hooks me with one claw, and flicks me up to the wall above. I latch on to a pipe, easy as, so light here, I’m like some wall-walking movie superhero. Above me is a vent. Below me, Garuwa weapons are pounding, human weapons are snapping back, and people are yelling and screaming, but never mind all that, I’m clawing along the pipe for that vent. I use the tool to lever off the grille, the freighter shuddering so much it’s hard to get the tool into the gap with just one hand, but I rip the grille off and dive into the duct. Me, crawling like mad, getting out of there, leaving the Garuwa for good.

‘Weku!’ Tweetoo calls into the duct behind me. Was she hit? Did she see me leaving her there to die? No. Think of Tamiki. It’s my Gub I have to care about, not the Garuwa. I pull off my helmet and go on. I don’t look back.

I know this duct, it leads out to Stores Two, usually where they store heavy stuff, bulk stuff, but this time it’s full of small rockets. This freighter is armed. This freighter ain’t really a freighter. It’s a trap.

I lie safe in the darkness of the duct, getting my breath back and listening to the sounds of battle. The different weapons argue back and forth like they’re thinking for themselves cos the screams and whistles and shouts around them don’t make sense. Well, they don’t make sense in words. They make sense in all the tones they carry. Fear, hate, anger. It’s in the voices, and it’s in the whistles. It goes on around me. But it’s not my problem. Not no more.

Flyers start up, whining. Seems like plenty of Garuwa are getting away, and I’m glad for them. Glad that my squad, but my squad no more, gets to live.

Then comes the silence, settling in too heavy, too sudden after all that noise.

I did it.

I’ve left the Garuwa.
  


THE WEKU CALLS

Down below me is a bank of ten lockers. People will be busy with clean-up. I kick off my boots and cut the talons off the back. These are good human-looking boots, never mind who made them. I wriggle out of my jacket, rescue the headless dinosaur from the pocket, and throw the jacket up the duct. The cold eats into my shoulders right away, the Garuwa shirt too thin to keep it out. I put Headless into the pocket in my boot where the tool’s supposed to sit. Put the tool between my teeth.

I pull my boots back on and kick my heel hard on the grille, then slide over the edge of the hole. I dangle by my hands, drop, hit the floor, barely a sound, and bounce behind one of the rockets.

Then I make for the lockers, long low-grav strides. The first couple I try are empty, the third has overalls covered in streaks of rust and grease. ‘Tāmāde,’ I whisper. The next two have a squarish coat, new, but too big and a weird kind of red, and a smaller black jacket, worn and faded and frayed around the cuffs. I pull it on. Still too big, but at least it’ll keep the freezing air from biting. I push my cold hands into the pockets.

Boots clunk behind me. One pair, thudding fast like they seen me. I climb into a metal locker full of stinky greasy gear and pull the door shut. Scrunched on the floor, arms wrapped around my knees, holding my breath, listening in the dark.

Pock! Pock! Pock! Round lights wink on above me in the locker door. Something hits the back wall of the locker. Hot metal falls on my shoulder and burns through my jacket.

‘Stop! I’m human!’ I scream. I slide the tool into the back corner of the locker. Nothing that makes me look too Garuwa is gonna be good for me.

‘Identify yourself!’ a man yells.

‘Ship’s engineer!’ I say quickly.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he yells, and my idea to pretend to be crew seems stupid as.

The boots stomp closer, the door chinks open and the nozzle of a weapon pokes in.

I lift my hands. ‘Don’t shoot me!’ I say. The door flies all the way open and smacks against the locker beside it.

The guy standing there looks like a storeman. Probably why he’s popping off shots at locker doors.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he says again, nervy as.

Who the hell am I?

I’m Weku, the one who screams life into the darkness.

I’m family to my little Tamiki, the only one he has.

I look up at him and drop my hands.

‘I’m Tamara,’ I say, loud as any Sixer, loud enough to call my name alive from the darkness.
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SMALLEST VULTURE I'VE EVER SEEN

I swing my legs out of the locker and stand up, never mind the guy’s not lowering the weapon.

‘Tāmāde,’ he swears, like he don’t know what to do with me.

‘Is it over?’ I ask. I used to be so much better at avoiding storemen.

He don’t answer. Instead, he tilts his head to his jacket collar. ‘Need a guard in Rockets Two!’ he says.

‘Yoisho,’ I say. ‘Why you negging on me?’

‘You on the manifest?’ he asks, squinting at me, like he can guess I never been on a manifest ever.

‘I’ll tell you a truth. I’ve been a prisoner of those things and I just now escaped.’ I give him a smile, like I’m some rescued kidnap victim from a movie. ‘Lucky to be alive,’ I say, but I’m checking over his shoulder, looking for a way out. Don’t wanna meet no guard. Problem is, this storeman pops holes in lockers when he don’t even know who’s in there. He could pop a hole in me, easy as.

Another pair of boots thuds across Stores and my stomach drops. It’s a guard. A woman in a desert-brown uniform, weapon pointed at my head.

‘Hit the floor!’ she yells.

I do.

The metal floor sets cold crawling up my cheek and hands. Cold as on these ships. I don’t feel safe now with just dead metal between me and the dark nothing of space. Already I miss the live, warm hive, caring for me, healing every blow. But that’s not where Gub is. This cold dead ship is my way back to him.

I breathe. I wait. I should’ve run from the storeman. No chance now.

‘She says she escaped the Vultures,’ the storeman says.

‘Is that right?’ the guard says while she’s checking my pockets and armpits and belt. ‘Smallest Vulture I’ve ever seen.’

I wanna say, ‘Garuwa, not Vulture,’ but I don’t, cos I gotta keep on their good sides. I gotta look like Garuwa are my enemy too, never mind that’s not truly how it is.

‘They were so bad to me,’ I say, and my voice squeaks. My throat shrinks at thinking of Antonee, and my Lazella. I blink away the damp from my eyes.

The guard hauls me to my feet. Her weapon is already away. The storeman disarms his and pushes it into his jacket.

‘Welcome back,’ the guard says. ‘I never heard of the Vultures letting anyone live before.’

I rub the cold from my hands. ‘I think they figured I was harmless.’

‘We better go on down to security, get you registered. I bet you’ve got some stories to tell,’ she says.

‘Nothing but horror stories,’ I say, needing for them to take pity on me.

She pushes me towards the stairs.

Whole way out two flights of stairs, I’m thinking I’ll run, no, I’ll stick it through, pretend I don’t know why my ID’s coming up blank. Maybe they thought I was dead and threw away my ID, I’ll say. But that won’t work. I should run.

There’s no way the guard is letting me out of her sight. Her hand’s on my elbow as we go down the corridor to security, like maybe she can feel my muscles bunched tight ready to run.

She drops her hand once we’re through security’s doors and it’s too late. We’re trapped inside a cold grey box. Seems to be a block of cells off to one side, and we’re waiting for a large man to look up from his screen.

When he does, he’s frowning hard as so I give him my biggest smile, never mind the pins and needles driving up through my legs telling me to run.

‘What’s this?’ he asks.

‘This,’ says the guard, ‘is an escapee from the Vultures.’
  


MY SECOND LANGUAGE

‘Welcome back,’ says the large man.

‘Makasih,’ I say.

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Tamara,’ I say. Then, ‘Situ,’ the last name of my aunt, cos I never needed a last name before.

‘You’re looking in fine form for someone who’s just escaped a pack of monsters.’

‘I kept my head down,’ I say. ‘But they killed my aunt and my friends.’

‘Sorry to hear that, kid. Have you got any relatives who need to know you’re alive?’

‘Yes,’ I say, my heart bulging. ‘My little cousin, Tamiki. I hid him on board the Layla before the –’ I stop myself. ‘Before the Vultures came,’ I say, never mind the word ‘Vulture’ sours my tongue. ‘Did anyone find him?’

‘We’ll ID you first, then see about him.’

‘I really need to know he’s okay,’ I say, desperate. ‘Maybe someone remembers hearing about a baby on a wreck?’

‘I think I heard about a baby a while back,’ the guard says and I open my mouth to ask her more, my insides turning over cos that’s the first proper news I’ve heard.

‘How long you been gone, kid?’ the big security guy asks as he presses each of my thumbs onto his screen, then uses it to scan my face. He gets rid of the guard with a jerk of his head.

‘I dunno,’ I say, watching her leave, wishing she’d tell me more about the baby.

The scanner beeps and I get ready to tell him my story about being thought dead.

‘You have outstanding charges,’ he says. ‘Stowaway, theft and escaping arrest on the Layla. Am I going to have a problem with you?’

All that from a thumb? I need better plans. ‘No, sir,’ I say and my voice cracks. When I escaped that shit-arse captain through the toilet wet-wall, my aunt was happy as. She’d thought she’d be caught for sure and all of us dropped off at the next stop. She smuggled a square of chocolate out of the kitchens that night, just for me.

‘How old are you?’

I shrug.

He tilts his head. ‘When these charges were laid, back on the Layla, they guessed your age at around fourteen.’ He checks the screen again. ‘That was over six months ago. We’ll put down fifteen.’

‘Really?’ I ask, my eyes full of water all over again. Six months! I’m looking at my palms held out in front. Will Gub’s chubby lumps for feet still fit them? Will we be two pieces of something that belong together? What if he’s walking and his feet are all flattened out? What if he don’t like to play monkey-miki no more?

‘Says here, you refused to speak on the Layla,’ the security guy says. ‘How long have you been gone?’

‘Too long,’ I say. ‘Too long away from my little Tamiki.’

The jailor frowns. ‘Where did you learn to speak like that?’

‘Like what?’ I ask.

‘Quiet and slow like you’re considering every word,’ he says. ‘Is English your second language?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Language is my second language.’

The guy snorts like maybe I’m telling jokes, says his name is Israel. He gets me a drink and asks me to sit while he checks out my story.

‘And my cousin,’ I say. ‘Don’t forget to check on him.’

He taps away on his screen, steps through to the next room, talks to someone quietly, keeping one eye on me.

Then he’s back in front of me saying, ‘I guess we’ll have to find you somewhere to live.’

And I jump up, hoping I’ll be a real manifested crew member, until he walks to the door of a cell and holds it. ‘In the meantime, hop in here for a bit of a lie-down. I got some things to do and ship’s doctor wants to check you out.’

‘You’re not gonna lock me in, are you?’ I ask, stopping at the door.

He just waves a hand, and the moment I step through, the door slams and locks.
  


BREAKABLE THING

‘Hey!’ I say. But he’s off, leaving me trapped in this cold grey box. ‘What about my cousin!’

I sit on the bunk, blanket pulled over me. Israel and guards go past my door, then back, then past again. There’s some thumping and shouting down in one of the other cells, and someone swears.

I press my face to the glass in my door. A man in desert uniform, with a half-bubbled face, like maybe someone ripped his mask off near a gas leak, turns and stares at me. His eyes are ice, like he’s military modified, like he can see in the dark or locate long-range targets. I duck back, pull my blanket back over me again.

Being locked in here with just these bare grey walls lets my brain slide back to this morning and Antonee and his hand with the compass on the back. I pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them tight, press my eyes into my knees to stop them burning, swallow at the stinging lumps in my throat.

Israel comes in with a woman who has long hair, not tied back the way Lazella liked. ‘This is the doctor,’ he says.

‘Hello, Tamara,’ she says, all gentle, like I’m a breakable thing. ‘You must have been through a terrible ordeal.’

‘Yes,’ I say, trying real hard not to feel breakable, cos that’s not me. I ask Israel, ‘Did you find my little cousin?’

‘I haven’t had time to look that up,’ the big man says.

‘Can I check you over?’ the doctor asks, waving some kind of scanner at me.

I nod, and she gets busy poking and prodding me and looking in my eyes and ears and mouth.

Israel says, ‘I saw some footage of you landing here.’

My stomach sinks.

‘You were wearing a Vulture uniform –’

‘They made me!’ I say, quick as, shoving my innocent words over the top of his accusing ones. ‘I didn’t fight for them.’

‘Someone found your helmet and jacket dumped in a vent,’ he says, like I’m trying to trick them or something.

‘I didn’t want no-one to kill me by accident. I’m not one of them. I was just their translator. This is the first chance I’ve had to get away from them,’ I say.

The doctor twists and gives Israel a look that I can’t figure out.

‘Tamara,’ she says, after a long pause. ‘Would you translate for us?’

Tāmāde! Down in the other cell. They must have a Garuwa!

I nod, cos never mind I’ve left the Garuwa behind, I need to see who. The idea of one of the squad, here, captured, breaks my heart.
  


YOUR BEAUTIFUL WINGS

They lead me down a corridor past a few empty cells to another cell. I tiptoe to the hatch and peer in. Hunched against the wall, bent and broken, wrists wrapped in cords and punched through her wings, is Tweetoo. My Tweetoo!

I hold my breath, blink back tears. No, not my Tweetoo anymore. I left her. Left all of them. But my Tweetoo, still. Always. My sister. My family on the hive, her heartbeat each night filling the space after my aunt died. My friend. How can she be here? Is it my fault? Was she looking for me? She would. She would come for me. A woman protects. And protecting is something you gotta see through to the end.

She’s not completely tied. Her legs are free. She lifts her head and her green eyes flash at the open hatch. My heart breaks. Her eyes are lost. And there’s something wrong with the shape of her jacket. She’s hunched over. Her jacket’s damp with blood at the front and it’s smeared across the floor. Her wrists are tied to her throat, like she was lassoed cowboy-style, and her arms are winched in tight against her body. Where her wings stick out, they’ve just ripped through the wing skin like it’s not alive. Like it’s some kind of fabric. Arse-shits. The holes drip blood from their edges. Three strange red flags are pinned into her thighs and back.

I blank my face before I turn to the doctor and Israel. My throat is too full of lumps to speak.

‘We’re trying to treat this one,’ the doctor says. ‘It has a shard of metal lodged in its abdomen. None of our drugs seem to work on it and every time we enter the room, it thrashes around so much, we can’t get close enough to help. Before it was tied up, it tore the wound even larger.’ She shakes her head like she don’t understand.

I swallow. ‘What are the red flags?’ I ask, my voice wobbly as.

‘Tranquillisers. We don’t know the dosage. They’re taller than us but thinner. So far we’ve given it enough to take down three men. Any more may kill it. We don’t know what human meds can do to these aliens. We need you to tell it we want to repair the wound.’

‘Can I … go in and talk to her?’ I ask, and look back through the hatch. I don’t dare look at the doctor in case she reads the panic on my face.

‘Her? She has quite a range of motion in her legs, and those talons are sharp,’ the doctor warns.

‘She won’t hurt me,’ I whisper.

‘You sure?’ Israel asks.

‘I know her.’

I know her so well.

Israel hits something on his wrist and the door slides open.

I rush to Tweetoo huddled against the wall. ‘Tweetoo,’ I whistle. Her foot swings around and smacks me in the chest, sends me flying backwards, tears through my stolen jacket. ‘It’s me!’ I whistle as I hit the floor.

‘Weku?’ she tweets and shuffles round to face me.

‘Yes.’ I push myself back up. I am Weku once more.

‘You okay?’ Israel calls.

Tweetoo stares at the hatch where the doctor and Israel watch. ‘Why are you here?’ she asks.

I slide my hand along her wing. ‘To help you. They want to heal you. Look what they have done to your beautiful wings.’ My whistle catches and I blink back tears.

Tweetoo nudges my hand away and glares at the door. ‘Heal me so they can torture me and get information!’ she says.

‘Is that why you tried to rip open your wound?’ I ask.

Tweetoo looks at me and her eyes soften. ‘Weku, I can’t be a prisoner. I can’t be the one who tells them how to find the hive.’

I bob, cos it’d be the worst thing for a Garuwa to do.

‘The humans will torture me. And they will force you to translate,’ Tweetoo whistles softly. ‘It will kill both of us.’ Even the way she is, all bleeding and in pain, Tweetoo thinks about me. Brown lids close over green eyes, then open again. Her beautiful eyes are glassy, the pale lightning lines fading.

‘What does she say?’ the doctor asks.

‘She don’t want you to touch her!’ I yell back.

Tweetoo lifts her head, which pulls her arms up, jerks her wings. ‘Weku, you are my sister. You are my squad, yes?’

‘Yes, Tweetoo,’ I say and bob my head. Never mind I ditched them just a few hours ago, I don’t know how to give up on Tweetoo. I am a woman too. I protect. I will protect her to the end.

‘Then you have to help me,’ she tweets.

‘As much as I can,’ I promise.

‘Tear the wound open. Let me bleed to death.’
  


A SMILE SO FAKE

I look down and away, my insides burning. Pins and needles in my legs telling me to go, cos Tweetoo’s made up her mind, and I don’t wanna be here talking about this. I don’t want it to come to this. But I know it has, by the look in her eyes. And the burning turns to dread, heavy as, low down in my guts.

‘That is slow and you will pass out and they will fix you,’ I say. ‘Anyway, I am not a killer. You know that.’

‘Weku, do this for me. For me and the hive. It is not killing. It is saving the hive the way she saved you. You are the only one who can.’

I blink back tears. ‘I can’t, Tweetoo. I love you too much.’ And when the whistles leave my mouth, they ring with truth.

‘Then who better? How beautiful to die with someone who loves you? I came looking for you. Tootoopne told me to leave, but you are my sister,’ she whistles.

I shake my head. It is my fault! I breathe in and in again. Tears cloud my eyes. ‘You’re here cos of me?’

‘Please, Weku. What has happened can’t be changed,’ Tweetoo says as I slap the tears from my cheeks. ‘I need you to stand by me now, my sister, at the end. I trust you to spare me the agony of torture. I will not speak and they will kill me anyway.’

She came back for me, the way Lazella would’ve, the way I would’ve gone back for Gub, if I could. And now she needs me. I move close and lean against her. Our hearts side by side. This. This feels like family. It’s stupid now to think she’d kill me if Tootoopne said, cos she went against orders to find me, and now there’s only me and her. And all this is my fault.

‘Tamara?’ the doctor calls.

I blink, harden my face, bob my head to Tweetoo and turn to the doctor. ‘She says I can fix her up, but she won’t let you touch her.’

The doctor shakes her head. ‘It’s too technical. The shard needs to be removed and the wound stitched at every level.’

I shrug. ‘I’m good with my hands, and she’d lie still for me. She’s not going to let anyone else do anything.’

The doctor mumbles with Israel. ‘Okay,’ she says. She opens her bag and hands some antiseptic through the door. ‘Douse the area in this, and your hands. You’re going to need to pull the shard back the way it entered, and then pack the wound with this.’ She hands through wadding. ‘Work quickly, because it’s going to hurt. Our knock-out drugs haven’t worked, but if the pain gets too great she may pass out and I can take over.’

I grab the antiseptic and the wadding and sit them on the bunk, then go to Tweetoo, pluck the darts from her thigh and carry them back to the hatch. The doctor takes them from me. ‘The metal looks slippery,’ I say.

The doctor ducks away a moment, then hands me a pair of long-nose pliers. ‘Wish me luck,’ I say, and smile. A smile so fake it’s sure to give me away.
  


FOR THE HIVE ONCE MORE

A wave of calm hits me. No. Numbness. I am numb.

I go back to Tweetoo and show her the pliers.

‘Weku, you have saved me,’ Tweetoo says, and shuffles sideways to the bunk, her claws tied at her neck, wings angled out. She sits at the end of the bunk, breathes deeply. I go to her, lever her helmet off and stare at her face. The long thin nose, the strength in her pale green eyes, edged with rust. How can this, all that she is, even end?

‘How am I supposed to go on after this?’ I whistle.

Tweetoo drops her nose, finds my eyes with hers. ‘Listen to me. Your little sister, no-one saw her on your old ship,’ she whistles. ‘No-one in our squad hurt her. You must find your way back to her.’

I suck in air. I suck in hope.

‘You must find her. You are stronger now,’ Tweetoo says.

I stand up. I am the big sister, strong, like Tweetoo. Strong like Lazella.

‘When I lift my head, you’ll see the artery just above my jacket collar and below the bindings,’ she whistles. ‘Please do not miss. Make sure they can’t fix it.’

‘Tweetoo,’ I breathe and reach for her. To stop her. But I can’t.

She lies down in front of me and blinks slowly at me. She trusts me, only me, to save her at the end of everything.

I pat her chest and loosen her jacket. I wish I could say something. My throat has closed over. I rest my hand on her breastbone. Her heart thumps against my palm. ‘Bud-bud, bud-bud.’

‘Thank you, my sister,’ she whistles softly. ‘I am proud you are in my squad.’

I can only bob my head.

Tweetoo lifts her nose, exposes her throat. I grip the pliers with both hands, prongs closed, pointing down. With as much force as I can find, I stab them into a groove just above her jacket collar. She leaps on the bunk, but her head stays back, her mouth opens, and a whisper of breath escapes. I drag the pliers down in line with the artery, and pull them out.

Then panic. I can’t have done that! My head pounds. I stare at my hands. Ugly hands, not part of me. I’m sick.

I’ve hurt Tweetoo. Clammy sweat crawls down my face, my arms. When Tweetoo sliced the throat of the old woman captain, she took that life clean as.

Blood pulses. It blooms. I close my eyes. Her blood is warm on my face, my chest. From her heart to mine. Opening, closing. Beating together for the last time.

I fumble for Tweetoo’s claw in the warmth. It closes around mine, tight. Tight enough to hurt. Then the claws uncurl and the hand falls away.

Israel knocks me backwards. I hit the wall and slide to the floor. Eyes wide open. Red streaks follow me down. The doctor races to Tweetoo and packs her throat with wadding, pushing down. Tweetoo thrashes and belts her with her nose. The doctor staggers into Israel. The packing drops away.

Tweetoo’s head rolls towards me. Her green eyes stare, the pale streaks gone, her starlight leaving. The rust-flecked edges fade. She lies still.

The blood drips and pools on the floor as I sit against the wall holding the pliers. I’m numb. Frozen. A spectator in a cold metal box.

They yell. Both of them bent over me, yelling. I don’t know what. I can’t see them. Only the blood dripping, puddling, spreading on the grey floor. The big man knocks my hand, hard. The pliers go flying, clatter on the wall.

The smell of urine fills the cell. It runs off the bunk and slices through the blood on the floor, mingles and swirls with the red. Tears run down my face, hot tears on cold skin. I want to sit and watch the blood spread and run. I want to touch it and cry for everyone I’ve lost. Lazella, Teeka, Antonee, and now Tweetoo, but the big man hauls me up. I fight him off, then vomit down his trousers.

Tweetoo, my friend, so brave, so strong, is gone. I’m empty. Broken. Twisted and aching. This world has nothing for me. Nothing unless little Tamiki is still alive. My Gub.

‘Why?’ the doctor screams. ‘Why?’

Israel shakes me.

I drag my eyes off Tweetoo’s blood and look at the doctor. ‘She asked me to,’ I say.
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Israel takes me back to the cell, shoves me in. I sit on the floor and stare at my hands. My palms sticky and thick with blood, blood under my nails. This is the last of Tweetoo. I won’t wash her away.

I rest my cheek on the cold floor and draw a sideways 8 in blood. Love never-ending.

Shit. What have I done?
  


COMPLETELY VULTURE

Israel shoves food in through a hatch. He won’t look at me. I don’t eat. I sleep. When I sleep, there’s no remembering, no cold cell.

But sleep don’t save me for long and soon I’m awake, sitting, arms wrapped round my knees in my blood-soaked, ripped jacket and cell blanket, shivering, trying to keep myself from being torn to pieces at what I did.

Israel comes back. He stands, hand on the door frame, head hanging. ‘What you did was all kinds of wrong,’ he says.

‘I know!’ I snap, cos what kinda choice did I have? Cry like a baby, walk away from Tweetoo when she needed me? She came back for me. She chose me over Tootoopne. But now she’s gone. My link to the Garuwa stops with her. Now I gotta be human again, to get to my Gub.

‘You landed me and the doctor in it, all right. Yoisho.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to, but she asked me,’ I say, and lower my feet to the floor. ‘She was my friend,’ I whisper.

Israel looks me up and down. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up.’

He leads me to a shower room, and once again I’m left scrubbing at blood, watching it swirl down a drain. Everything ends in blood. Blood and tears. I turn the water to cold, let it wash the redness from my eyes.

When I come out, my boots sit there, cleaned up, next to a pile of new clothes. They mostly fit when I pull them on, and they’re warmer than my Garuwa gear, and little Headless is still in the pocket of my boot, so that’s something.

‘Let’s go answer for our sins,’ Israel says and leads me out of security and down the stairs.

I hang back at the flight deck door, like my body remembers all the other flight deck doors, never mind my brain knows this time is different.

The doctor turns in her seat, a careful smile, when we come into the meeting room where she sits at a long table.

‘Tamara,’ she says softly. ‘How are you?’

I’m shit. I’m the shit shat by a shit drowning in an open sewer. ‘Okay,’ I mumble and look at the floor.

The cold-eyed man comes in, sneers at me, and sits next to the doctor.

A captain, shirt so white, jacket with not a wrinkle, shiny gold badges, comes in followed by another ship’s officer. They sit, then all eyes turn on me. I step back into Israel. He stands me up again, hangs onto my arm.

‘Let’s make this quick, shall we?’ the captain says, and checks his notes. He mumbles the names of everyone present in a rush, like he’s got better things to do than deal with the likes of me. The man with the eyes is Rochford. The captain is Atala. I miss the rest.

‘This Tamara Situ, occupation …’ He checks his notes. ‘Stowaway and thief, killed a Vulture in our cells. Jailor, how did that happen?’

Israel’s fingers get tighter on my arm. ‘The Vulture was wounded, sir. It wouldn’t let us treat it, thrashing about and such drama, bleeding to death. The moment this girl turned up, it went all calm, and they were whistling back and forth. We thought she could help us save it.’

‘Instead she stabbed it in the throat.’ Captain Atala checks his notes again and frowns. ‘Because it asked her to, and it was her friend.’

Tāmāde! Why didn’t I explain better?

The captain leans forward and looks down the table at the doctor.

‘I believe Tamara was compelled to do as she was ordered, and regrets her actions,’ the doctor says like maybe it’s not even my fault.

‘Major Rochford, impact to the war effort?’ the captain asks.

‘I believe this Vulture was high in ranking and could have led us to their fleet,’ says the man with the blue eyes.

‘The jailor says she spoke to the Vulture. Surely we could use someone like that?’ Captain Atala asks.

‘She’s turned completely Vulture, sir,’ Rochford says and stares at me, and I’m thinking maybe those eyes see something in me that even I don’t know is there.

‘I’m not!’ I say.

Israel shakes my arm, like I’m not allowed to speak for myself. And it sets me burning. ‘I’m human and I have a cousin who needs me, and you don’t know nothing about –’

The captain holds up his hand to stop me. ‘You will wait until I ask you to speak,’ he says. He gives a fake smile, his teeth whiter than his shirt, and waves at Rochford.

‘There’s a bit more to her story,’ Rochford says and sneers, his scarred skin wrinkling up one side of his face. He props up his screen on the table and an image appears on the wall at one end of the room.

Me, in my Garuwa gear, at a flight deck door.
  


THEY ALL KNOW

It’s a punch to my throat. I wanna scream, no, stop this! But I can only gag. These people can’t see this. They’ll hate me. They’ll lock me up forever.

Everyone at the table sees me call out the flight deck crew. Everyone sees them die. They see the captain lose his hand. It passes under my pointed helmet nose. Tweetoo slices the captain’s throat. Blood leaking from the slice. Sweat running down my back.

‘Our systems show this is Tamara Situ.’ The blue eyes turn on me, like they’re watching for me to say it’s not. Like they’re cutting into me, looking for what’s wrong with me.

‘Did you call them out to be killed?’ the captain asks and I choke.

‘I didn’t know,’ I croak, cos I didn’t, not that first time.

The screen flicks to a different flight deck. The footage shows me calling another captain out. I want to yell that the captain didn’t die, but he did. Not then, but Antonee died anyway. His beautiful hazel eyes, full of tears at the death of his pilot friend. The recording flicks again, showing me calling. Her, the old woman captain, swearing back at me.

They know. Now they all know. Numb right through my legs, pins and needles driving up my neck. The screen goes on showing scenes. Severed hands. Severed throats. Details I couldn’t look at then, now up in front of me. Too large. Too bright. Showing them what kind of killer I am.

‘I tried to change it,’ I mumble. I can’t look at anyone.

‘Tamara!’ the captain shouts and Israel hoists me up, stops me trying to melt into the floor. ‘Do you think what you did was wrong?’ the captain asks.

I lift my head then and look at him sitting there in his straight white jacket with the gold Starweaver logo on his chest, every hair on his head in its place, his large fleshy hand stretching at me like he can reach into me and pull the truth out. Like maybe everyone in the universe gets to choose between right and wrong. ‘Very wrong,’ I tell him.

The captain frowns. ‘Then why did you do it?’

‘I didn’t want to, but if I didn’t, I couldn’t be in the hive,’ I say, and there’s no way I can make him understand.

‘So you did it to survive?’ he asks.

I nod. ‘Yes, sir. But not for me. For Tamiki. For him. He needs me.’ And all I want is to hold him. To know he is safe. All I did, all of it, was for him.

The captain leans forwards. ‘But you said the Vultures were your friends.’

‘Some,’ I say.

‘How can they be your friends and yet you were afraid they would kill you?’ he asks.

I stop a minute. ‘If I did my job, I could be in their squad.’

The captain glances at the doctor, who nods. ‘Given the circumstances, that would be a reasonable assumption for a young person in a captive situation,’ she explains.

‘She’s been brainwashed. She’ll always be a Vulture,’ Rochford says.

‘No!’ I yell. ‘I’m human. I came back to find my cousin and live with humans. You have to help me!’ And it’s stupid to plead, cos nobody ever helped me and Lazella before, but I can’t find Gub on my own.

The captain holds up his hands like maybe I’m losing it. ‘We want to help you. We want you to help us.’ His voice is too calm, too fake, but it’s all I have.

‘Anything. Just get me to Tamiki!’ I say.

‘Well, Tamara, we have located your cousin alive and well on Dios …’ the captain says, and I can’t hardly see for tears.

I did it! I kept him safe! Everything was worth it. Everything.

‘… then we can know for sure,’ the captain says.

‘No!’ the doctor shouts.

‘What?’ I say.

Captain Atala takes a breath, like maybe I’m pushing his patience. ‘If you agree to some testing, given that we are unfamiliar with what has happened to you in the last six months, then we can put Tamiki on a ship here, right now.’

‘Yes!’ I say. ‘Put him on a ship to me, right now. Anything.’ Cos haven’t I already done the worst things?

‘Tamara, they are talking about interrogation techniques!’ the doctor says, her face pale.

‘Get Tamiki here, and I don’t care what happens to me,’ I say.

‘Well, I object,’ the doctor says. ‘This child has been through a traumatic –’

The captain slaps down his screen and stands up. ‘All yours, Major. Report back to me.’

A sick sneer crawls across the bubbled skin of Major Rochford’s face as the captain leaves the room with his officer.

He’s leaving me with Rochford?

The major strides towards me and my feet step back into Israel again. Rochford walks around me, looking me up and down. He stops, pinches my chin and tilts my head up to look him in those pale blue eyes. Those cold glass arse-shit eyes.

‘In any interrogation there are two types of answers,’ he says, real quiet. ‘I find answers given to make pain stop have more details than those offered freely.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I’ll tell you everything! I’ll translate for you, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know. What I did was to get back to my baby cousin. That’s all. If you help me with that, I’ll tell you anything.’

‘Get started then,’ Rochford says, like maybe he don’t believe me. ‘Tell me about where you came from.’
  


DIE EASY, DIE HARD

Rochford backs off to sit on the table, and I tell him my whole story right from the start. Born to two medics. The old humidicrib I slept in to muffle my cries. My parents dead in a disease outbreak, me too young to know. Me, with just my aunt, the chef with the beautiful dark eyes. How I learned to be silent, hiding on freighter after freighter going deeper into dark space, wherever the next stinking cold freighter was heading. Gub’s birth. Our little star. Our stall on Dios. How I failed. How we never stood a chance cos our muscles were weak after years on Level Four. Am I crying? How I was caught, a stowaway. How little Gub missed me, then didn’t trust me so much. Monkey-miki, that day my aunt became just a pale mask on the floor. Hiding Gub in the storeroom. Leading the Garuwa away. Saluting until Tootoopne let me live. But I couldn’t get back to Gub. The living hive. Tweetoo, Wooloo and the squad. The cabinet of hands.

‘What?’ Rochford yells.

‘Tootoopne,’ I say. ‘Every ship she takes, she puts the captain’s hand on her shelf to show she has honoured the hive.’

I tell him how Antonee was alive for so long before Tootoopne killed him and added his hand to her collection. And the compass, the compass shows him the way home to his family but he don’t have it now. He’ll never find them! I’m bawling. Sucking at air. And Tamiki alone all this time!

Israel gets me a chair.

‘Tell me more about the hive,’ Rochford says. He grabs a box of tissues off the doctor like she’s annoying him by worrying about me. Then shoves them at me like I’m annoying him by crying.

My feeling sad for what I’ve lost turns to burning at this man with the cold eyes and cold heart. But I need him to get Gub to me, so I say about entering the hive, the hazy gate, about public areas and the squad rooms. I guess the size of the hive and how many Garuwa live there. Tell him there are other hives that Tootoopne’s hive protects. That they’re just miners. Just collecting minerals. Minerals that humans steal.

‘What about their military? What about the generals?’

‘There are no generals, unless Tootoopne’s a general. They have squads. Lots of squads on Tootoopne’s hive, and lots of flyers.’

‘How many flyers?’

‘Four hundred, maybe even five hundred on Tootoopne’s hive. And there’s elders. Grouchy elders who don’t like humans at all. Everyone does what the elders tell them, except maybe Tootoopne.’

‘Is that the one who organises the raids?’

I nod. ‘Tootoopne. She’s the smartest person I ever met,’ I say.

‘It’s not a person. It’s a beast. A Vulture,’ he says.

‘Tsa!’ I say. ‘If you think that, you won’t get nowhere. She’s smarter than us all.’

‘Sounds like you’re a Vulture-lover,’ he says.

‘Not Tootoopne,’ I say. ‘She pretends to have a heart but then she just kills everyone anyway.’

‘So how do we take down this murderer?’

I shake my head. ‘You can’t. You have to leave them alone. If you take their minerals or hurt their hives, they’ll kill you.’

‘Is that what they told you to say?’

‘They didn’t tell me to say nothing. They didn’t know I was gonna sneak off.’

‘That’s your story. You certainly didn’t mind helping them before.’

I stand up, right into him leaning over me, so he has to step back. ‘I did mind! I minded so much I was sick every time. I tried to make her stop the killing. She was gonna do it anyway. You saw her blasting that flight deck when they wouldn’t come out!’

‘What I saw was you trying to trick them into coming out to die!’ he yells.

‘Die easy, die hard, they were always gonna die! Nothing I could do about it but die alongside them, and then who would look out for Tamiki the rest of his life?’ I’m shouting now, my voice ringing through the room.

‘Hey, hey!’ the doctor calls, getting herself between me and that arse Rochford. ‘You’re both going to have to calm down.’ ‘And you’re gonna have to sit down,’ Rochford says, real slow, showing that he’s the one in charge. ‘I’m not done.’

‘Well, perhaps you could be less accusatory and ask more direct questions,’ the doctor says firmly, waving for me to sit back down as she drops back towards her seat. But I don’t. Always people bigger than me demanding answers. I’m getting real tired of it. I stand tall against the heavy gravity, against the heavy stare of this arse-shit man.

‘All right,’ Rochford says, taking a step back. Taking his negging down a tone. ‘Where is the hive you came from?’

‘I don’t know. The Garuwa saw you circling, searching, so maybe you’re close. Can’t you make a deal with them, instead of shooting at them all the time?’ I ask.

‘I need an actual location. You must’ve seen surrounding stars going back to the hive after those raids,’ he says.

I shake my head. ‘I was always behind someone.’

‘Then have you seen how they operate their ships? How they plot a course back to the hive?’

Never mind I’ve seen them operate the flyers plenty of times, and it’s simple, simple as, there’s never been no course-plotting going on. ‘I don’t think they do,’ I say. ‘I think they feel their way.’

‘Feel their way? You’re making this up!’ Rochford says.

‘I’m not making up nothing,’ I snap. ‘I know things about the Garuwa you can’t even believe, things you’re gonna need to know to stay safe against them, and if you don’t get my cousin back to me, you’re never gonna know them.’

‘You said you’d tell me everything,’ Rochford says.

‘You said you’d get Tamiki on a ship to me!’

‘Tell me how to find them!’

‘If I knew how to find them, I’d be dead in that cell alongside that Garuwa! You think they would’ve let me live?’

‘Then what good are you?’

Arse! What an arse of a universe this is! Everyone wanting to know how they can use you. Shit. But I’m stuck, aren’t I? Stuck playing the game, cos this is as close as I’ve ever been to getting my Gub back.

‘Major!’ the doctor interrupts, like maybe she’s thinking my silence is giving up. ‘Stop berating the child, and let her have a rest.’

I suck in a deep breath and look that Rochford right in his dead blue eyes. ‘I speak the language. I can negotiate with them. That makes me, I reckon, the most important person on this ship.’ I let that sink in, watch his piggy, scowling face. ‘All his life, I been with Tamiki. All I been through was for him. Only thing I want is to get him back. You help me, I’ll help you,’ I say.

Israel stands next to me like he knows this questioning session is over. Whether it’s over cos Rochford and me are gonna start punching each other, or cos Rochford’s gonna figure out he does need me, I don’t know.

I’m watching Rochford, watching for his scarred face to agree. His scowl drops a little. He takes a breath. ‘I’ll ask you more questions later, but I’ll tell you one thing right now,’ he says. ‘There’s only one way this ends, and that’s with all those thieving, murdering Vultures dead.’

Israel grabs my arms, cos my hands are fists and I’m swinging at that arse-shit Rochford. Israel drags me off back to the cells.
  


HIDING HIMSELF FROM THE WORLD

Israel brings food the next morning but I don’t move. I pull the blanket over my head.

He’s back a while later. ‘Found a little something to cheer you up,’ he says, making me sit up. He comes into the cell and gets busy on his screen, flicking through pages. ‘There.’

Starweaver News pops up on the screen. There’s a headline: Baby Survives Vulture … and an M word I don’t know, cos I don’t read so good. And there he is, in the video, my little Gub, in the same baggy jacket I left him in, on the hip of a grey-uniformed engineer, his little chubby hands over his face, hiding himself from the world.

A flood of heat swells my chest, makes my lungs pull in a huge hunk of air. Like I never really breathed at all since I left him on the floor of the storeroom, not till I saw him again just now.

I’ve waited so long, waited even when it was impossible for him to be alive, or for me to get back to him, hanging onto nothing but a dream of him. But there he is, real and in front of me, all over again.

My Gub.

And it’s like a piece of my heart, calm and warm, locks back into place, and I’m almost a whole person again.
  


THE TRANSLATOR, THE MASTER AND THE MERCS

In the news vid, the engineer pulls Gub’s hands down, which pulls on his cheeks, makes his dark eyes stretch, showing pink inside his lower eyelids. His eyes are scared as. His cheeks stained by stripes of salt. Poor Gub. Tears roll down my face. They’re saying they have no idea who he is, how he got there, how he survived the Vultures, how he lived for two weeks till they arrived to haul the freighter back. Two weeks! I swallow at the lump in my throat. The main thing is, he survived. I did enough to save him. I did it. And he must’ve done it too. He must’ve figured out how to chew into another pack of juice or milk, suck it out. He’s a smart baby. My nose is running now too. I wipe my eyes on my sleeve and sniff. My heart’s growing wings, soaring. After all those months of guarding my worry, my longing, suddenly I’m free to love little Gub again.

‘Those better be happy tears,’ Israel says.

I nod. ‘He’s on his way here?’ I ask.

‘Yep, next freighter off Dios,’ he says. ‘Should be one leaving in a few days. Starweaver Hey There Delilah.’

‘Can I speak to him?’

‘First ship-to-ship relay, we’ll have a go. Follow me. Can’t have a kid living in the cells. Ain’t nobody in here but drunks, thieves and the occasional Vulture.’ He waves me out of the cell.

‘Where am I going?’ I ask, following him to the hallway.

‘They found you a job as a translator, and a cabin.’ He holds up his hand. ‘It’s only on Four because there’s too many people on Five and Six objecting to a kid who stabs her friends, so they want you with the mercs, but they’ve found you a nice cabin-mate who’s not a merc, so you’ll be fine.’

A small woman, jet-black hair cut perfectly along her jaw, comes in and smiles at the jailor and me.

‘Hello, Israel. Hello, Tamara,’ she says, all careful.

‘This is Seoul Song,’ Israel says.

I nod.

‘Song is master of prospects for Starweaver, and has been studying Vulture-speak.’

‘Master?’ I ask, cos that’s high up, higher up even than Mella.

‘I’m your new roomie,’ Song says and smiles. ‘Looking forward to your help with some messages we’ve been able to intercept. I’ve been struggling with them for quite a while.’

Israel picks up my hand. Me, still staring so hard at Seoul Song, trying to figure out how she got to be in charge of seeking out new routes and minerals for a giant shipping company like Starweaver, that I’ve just let him snap some sort of security device around my wrist.

‘It’s tight,’ I complain.

‘Has to be,’ Israel says. ‘This one is indestructible, lets us find you whenever we want and also delivers a knock-out drug if you’re about to do something dangerous.’

‘Fun,’ I say, as we step into an elevator.

‘It also does this if you’re being sarcastic.’ Israel taps the tiny screen he wears on the inside of his forearm and my hand flies open. The ends of my fingers prickle.

‘Makasih,’ I mumble and rub my fingers.

Israel laughs. ‘Was that more sarcasm?’

‘No, sir!’ I say.

‘It works well, then. Song has control too, so mind what she says.’

Song waves her wrist and shrugs like maybe she’s sorry she has that function on her watch.

The elevator opens to a smoky, body-odour-stinky corridor packed with mercs, Starweaver’s hired heavies. The kind that’ll bust up a mining rig if another company wants to move in. Steal your kids if you’re late on your debt. Beat you up if you ask your boss for more pay. Rich people’s law and order, ready to fight and die for anything if they get paid enough. How much are they getting paid to fight the Garuwa?

They squat on boxes playing cards on box tables or clacking down tiles. Shouting, talking, smoking, laughing, leaning against graffiti-covered walls, shirts open or hanging from their waists cos of the mugginess caused by so many bodies. Normally the corridors of these freighters are cold and dry.

‘This freighter was retrofitted to be a Trojan Horse of troops and weaponry, so there’s a lot more staff, a lot more cabins. Mostly mercs here,’ Israel says as he leads us into the mess of people.

‘I don’t like mercs,’ I say, hanging back.

‘You don’t like Rochford. Unfortunately, he’s your boss. You answer to him, he answers to the captain, the captain answers to the shipping company and the shipping company tries to stay one step ahead of the law.’ Israel glances back at me. ‘You get me?’

I nod. I heard Chef Santos telling Lazella one time, ‘Everyone’s a pirate in dark space, but Starweaver are the pirate mega-corp.’

‘Hey, Vulture!’ a woman yells. She’s a head-shaved merc in just a bra and combat trousers, tattoos down her arms and across her throat. I blank my face. Never mind Garuwa aren’t vultures, I can’t let them see me scared.

Song tugs my elbow, turns me away from the merc.

A hush comes over the corridor. The other mercs get up and crowd around. Sweaty bodies bumping, heat and breathing. They sneer and shove me as I pass, chanting, ‘Vulture!’

I make fists to keep my hands from shaking, try not to jump at every angry yell. But I’m not used to people.

‘Back off!’ Israel yells, and they do. They let us through, but the chants of ‘Vulture!’ follow me.

‘Here we are,’ Song says. A door slides open. It’s a tiny lounge room with a couple of bedrooms and a bathroom. The door snaps shut, shutting out the noise and mugginess, closing us into our own awkward quiet. Song waves at the room in the corner. ‘That will be your room. And here is the bathroom. My room.’ She points to the other rooms. ‘The doctor insisted you live with a family to normalise, but no officer families were willing to have you.’

Sixers. This is how it is with them. Only Antonee wanted me in his family, and that’s never gonna be a thing now.

This is the cabin me and Lazella always talked about getting when we could both cook. Way larger than any she ever had. I open kitchen cupboards to see what Song will say. There is snack food in one, cups in another, the third has a slide-out screen. No glass. No knives. Nothing sharp.

‘We eat in the mess hall,’ Song says. ‘So there’s not very much in the cupboards.’

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Israel says to Song.

I check out my room. It’s tiny and bare. I sit on the bed. It’s big enough for me and Gub when he gets here.

‘No change of clothes or anything?’ Song asks Israel.

I go back to the lounge.

Israel shakes his head. ‘Just the clothes on her back, and the chip on her shoulder.’

Song opens the door for him. He waves as he leaves. She turns and stares at me. ‘You’re not what I was expecting.’

‘What were you expecting?’ I ask.

One side of her mouth lifts like maybe she’s laughing at herself. ‘Someone older. Some battle-hardened misfit. Rochford said you were completely turned Vulture.’

I shrug, give her my best battle-hardened misfit stare. ‘Rochford’s an arse.’

She laughs. ‘Don’t worry about the mercs. They’ll come round when they get used to you.’ She looks around. ‘I was going to say settle in, but it’s not like you need to unpack. We’ll eat early, then go pick you out some stuff.’

‘Stuff?’ I ask.

‘Toothbrush, change of clothes, that kind of thing.’

It’s been long as since I had stuff. Like I’ve spent so long trying to stay alive, and now I’m finally back on a human ship, I have to wind my brain down to talk about small things, like toothbrushes and stuff. It’s not going there right yet, so I’m left staring at Seoul Song’s perfect hair, so dark and shiny it slides like it’s one piece of fabric. Her fitted clothes and shiny nails tell me her ja’im is all about looking professional. Maybe that’s part of being a master. She’s not much taller than me, so she’s brave to let me, a battle-hardened misfit, share her cabin.
  


STABS ME, RIGHT IN THE HEART

‘Out there, keep your head down. Let me fight the battles. Those mercs are just waiting to tear you up,’ Song says.

‘Fun,’ I say, never mind I’m thinking of ways to not go out there at all. I try out my battle-hardened misfit face again.

The door slides open and mercs hoot and laugh. We step into the sweaty corridor. A chemical smell stings my nose. The hoots drop to snorts and we look back at the door as it snaps shut. A skinny Garuwa is painted on the door. At least, most of one. Its head is painted on the wall beside the door, connected to the neck so that every time the door opens, its head comes off. Below the head, there’s a penis that also gets cut off when the door opens.

‘Mmm,’ Song mutters. ‘Just what these walls need. Another penis.’

‘Garuwa don’t have penises,’ I say.

Song looks at me. ‘Really?’ she asks.

I shrug. ‘They’re all female.’

‘But they’re so stinking huge.’ Song shakes her head and leads me down the corridor, me thinking maybe we’re both too small as mercs shove us and call out, ‘Vulture!’ But she glares at them and the mercs step back.

The whole way down the corridor is like walking back through time. It’s not the corridor; I never travelled by corridors. It’s the smell of cooking and grease getting stronger and stronger. I almost hear the soft whump, whump of the fan, the sharp chop of Lazella’s knife on the bench.

‘Good, we’re early,’ Song says when the mess hall doors open and the tables are mostly empty.

The smell! Fried potatoes and chilli beans. Onions! Just like on the Layla. Song leads me towards a table near the front. Plates rattle in the kitchen and a woman with a long black ponytail walks past the counter. Lazella?

I take off, hit the door to the kitchen so hard it slaps back against the wall.

‘Hey!’ Song yells behind me.

I skid to a stop at the kitchen bench. The woman turns. Dark eyes, but no stars, no love. This woman’s nose is pointy, her face is thin. It’s not my Lazella. How could it be? But there’s the door to the storeroom where I hid Gub. In two steps I’m there, ripping it open, even as Song grabs my arm. I pull her into the storeroom with me. No baby on the floor. Cans and packets and boxes all packed tight onto the shelves.

‘Tamara?’ Song says and turns me to face her.

I blink away tears. I’m on the Jolene, not the Layla. Why the hell do they all look the same?

‘Hey, kid,’ she says softly. ‘You’re gonna need to go back to your “drop-dead” look for the mess hall. Ja’im, ya know?’

I take a deep breath, my head spinning. Image. First stuff, now image. This is not me. Never mind me spending most of my life on freighters, this place is as strange as learning to live with the Garuwa. How do I fit in?

Song leads me to a table, and I sit as she gets us some water. A group of men come in and one jerks his head at me, whispers. They come over and circle a couple of times, checking me out, then sit at the table.

One merc sits right next to me. I stare at my hands, keep them still, don’t let them show I’m about to lose it.

Song comes back with the drinks and puts them on the table. ‘If you lot are sitting here, you better behave,’ she warns. Then she pokes the guy next to me. ‘Move over, you’re in my seat.’

He does and I can breathe again.

‘So this is our Vulture?’ the guy asks. ‘I thought she’d be scarier.’

‘This is her,’ Song says.

‘The one that was on all those freighter raids where every single person was exterminated?’ he asks, looking me up and down.

‘Yep,’ Song says.

‘How does it feel to be an exterminator?’ he asks, and lifts one side of his top lip. He has black hair, straight, glossy, shaved up the sides but long on top and flipped over to one side. His dark eyes, dipping down at his nose, up at the outside, have long lashes.

‘Knock it off, Budapest!’ Song warns the guy.

‘Does she speak for herself?’ Budapest says.

‘One human got through those freighter raids alive,’ I say quietly.

Budapest sits back. His mouth opens and closes.

The guy beside him whistles and smacks the back of Budapest’s head and they give each other a couple of shoves. Everyone stops being so tense. Budapest smooths his hair back off his face.

‘Good on you,’ Song whispers to me.
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We get back to Song’s cabin with less trouble and Budapest tagging along. I don’t want to deal with people anymore. ‘Makasih for taking me to the mess hall. I’m tired now.’

‘It’s too early for bed,’ Song says.

‘Maybe the Garuwa are on a different sleep cycle,’ I say.

Song nods. ‘Tamara, lots of things are happening. Lots of changes. If you need to talk, I’m here. Okay?’

I nod. ‘Makasih.’

‘The mercs will lighten up soon,’ she says.

I shrug as I walk to my room. ‘It can’t be harder than fitting into a squad of Garuwa.’

As the door closes, Budapest whispers to Song, ‘Yoisho. Every time that kid opens her mouth, she stabs me right in the heart.’

I press my forehead against the cold wall, missing my warm living hive. At least I fit with her, even if I didn’t fit with all the Garuwa, and I fit with Tweetoo, right at the very end. A stone in my throat when I think of what I did to Tweetoo. It’s me should be saying yoisho.

No way to know how trying to find Gub would turn out for Tweetoo. No way to guess that would happen. I wish she could hear that I found him.

After a while I kick off my boots, crawl onto the bed and wrap my hand around Headless. Whisper ‘sleep sweet’ to little Gub, who’ll soon be on a ship heading my way. A path laid out through the long dark night of space, drawing back together what never shoulda been apart ever, anyway.
  


TRANSLATOR

I wake to noise from the kitchen. I pull on my boots and jacket, rub my nose and ears to get the warmth back in them and go out there. Song has put two bowls on the bench and is checking packets, turning them around, putting them back.

She sees me and throws up her hands. ‘I thought we could have some food here and get straight into work, but I don’t know what you like.’

‘I’ll fix it,’ I say. ‘I make good snacks.’

She smiles. ‘That’s right, your aunt was a chef.’

I nod. I’m not gonna mention the food I made for the squad. I have to fit in here, not remind people I lived with Garuwa.

Song waves at the open cupboards. ‘Go for it. I’ll set up.’ She grabs a couple of screens and carries them to the table.

I mix a packet of beans in hot sauce with a packet of potato salad, divide it into two bowls, then crush a packet of spicy noodles and sprinkle them on top of each bowl. I carry the food to the table.

‘Oh,’ Song says when I give her a bowl. She frowns but shoves a fork in and tries it. ‘Hey, this is actually good.’

‘The creamy potato cuts through the spiciness and the crispy bits change the texture,’ I say.

‘Spoken like a true chef,’ she says, and my cheeks hurt from grinning, my aunt in the food, in me. I’m so close to her again. Song holds up her hand. ‘Unfortunately, Rochford has employed you as a translator. Now I realise this work is going to bring up some bad memories, but I’m going to do my best to help you out.’

I nod.

‘First, I found something that you might like to see.’ Song opens a screen and shows me a Starweaver News article about Gub arriving on Dios. ‘It’s dated four months ago,’ she says. ‘Cute kid.’

I smile. Gub’s peering up at the camera from behind a chair. His little hand wraps around the chair, like he’s afraid to stand alone, maybe. He has on new clothes and a hat that’s half off the back of his head, cos it’s too big. His dark eyes are round and serious. My heart breaks for him.

‘The little boy everyone is calling “Whisper”, sole survivor of Starweaver Layla, has arrived on Dios, where he will be housed in the Port Authority Children’s Home,’ the reporter is saying. ‘The survival of the toddler, who only whispers, has everyone asking: do Vultures have hearts after all? Or was little Whisper quietly overlooked?’

‘Why does he only whisper?’ Song asks.

‘Cos we taught him. How else to keep a baby secret?’ I say. ‘Do you have any more reports about after he got back to Dios?’

Song shakes her head. ‘I can’t find anything more. But it won’t be long before we can hook up a ship-to-ship relay, and you can speak to him yourself.’

‘Makasih,’ I say, warmth spreading through me. ‘For everything.’

Song smiles softly, leans over and starts the report on screen again. Lets me watch it all the way through. When it’s done, she rubs my shoulder, takes the screen back, and flicks it over to some other app. ‘Well, I’ve been studying this language you call Garuwa for a while, and I’m excited to learn more. You speak it as well?’

I nod.

‘How do you manage those whistles?’

‘If I can’t whistle it, I squeak it,’ I say.

‘I’m going to get you to show me how to do that, but we need to get moving on some translations or Rochford’s going to be down here demanding answers.’ She slides a headset at me. ‘These are recordings we have intercepted from the Vultures. Most of them are pretty old, from months ago, so they might not make much sense. Do this to play.’ She holds out the screen, swipes a snail line one way. ‘And this to replay.’ She swipes it the opposite way. ‘If you understand any of it, just start speaking and it will record in a parallel timeline. After you’ve done the first one, tap two times to bring up the next.’

I pull on the headset and play the recording. Me, only thinking about my Gub, I play the recording three times before I actually hear it. ‘Now they see us. Taking the hull in one bit. Line up. Clean this one out for the hive.’ I’m glad I don’t recognise the tone of the whistles.

‘Take your time,’ Song says, like maybe I don’t understand it. She’s wearing a headset too, and watching her own screen.

I replay it and translate, then double-tap and move on to the next recording. It’s a couple of Garuwa calling in the spotting of a freighter. I translate that too.

Song listens and asks questions and we work through the whole day that way, and the next one too. We get into a way of working, me making the snacks, doing the translating, Song listening and making notes on her own screen, sometimes asking me to whistle words so she can copy, sometimes asking me to explain things, and I think I’m doing good.

As I work, Song shreds scraps of plastic, then weaves them into a colourful bracelet for me to wear to cover the security bracelet Israel put on my arm, the one the mercs see that reminds them to yell, ‘Vulture!’ at me.

I do maybe twenty translations in the morning and the same number in the afternoon, so I’ve done a lot by the end of the second day, and I wonder then how it is that Tootoopne is sloppy as about letting the humans listen in. It’s not like her to make mistakes.

Budapest stops us by buzzing the door and making us go for dinner in the mess hall. And never mind that the mercs hoot and growl, I feel like maybe I’ve found a place I can work at belonging. I miss the hive’s warmth and care, and Tweetoo and Wooloo, but maybe I can make friends here. Maybe even I can make a life working for Starweaver, same as Song does, and that will keep me and Gub fed and housed and putting some money away for when he’s grown.

That’s if this freighter can keep away from the Garuwa ... but cos its job is to find and kill Garuwa, I don’t think that’s gonna work out.
  


THESE COLD METAL WALLS

The third day of work, and the door slides open to the noisy stinky corridor. Rochford steps in. I jump up. The door slides shut.

Song salutes.

Rochford don’t salute back. ‘Why is the locational information so vague? We’re damn near chasing our tails out there!’ he says.

Song looks at me, and that makes Rochford turn his glassy eyes on me. ‘Why are there no specific location co-ordinates?’ he demands.

I shake my head. ‘The Garuwa don’t talk about it, sir.’

‘So they fly around in space blind?’ he asks.

‘No, sir, they just seem to know,’ I say, and think of how to explain it. I think about a doco I saw. ‘Maybe it’s inbuilt, like bees or pigeons. They feel their way.’

‘Ridiculous!’ Rochford spits. ‘If I get one hint you’re holding out on us, if you are protecting the Vultures by subverting the transcripts, I will have you in interrogation so fast your feet won’t touch the floor between here and the cells.’

I back away. A chair grates across the floor behind me. ‘I’ve never heard Garuwa talk about it.’ I turn to Song for help.

‘You know you’ll always be on a freighter or outpost in deep space, don’t you?’ she asks. ‘You’ll always be one of us, so you wouldn’t hold back any information that could help us, would you?’

I’ll always be one of them? When have I ever been one of them? But I have to be now, don’t I? Even if it means hurting the hive. When my back’s slammed against the wall, will I be able to point my finger at the hive that saved me?

‘If that giant Vulture walked in here right now, you’d salute and do whatever it told you!’ Rochford shouts, like he can smell my doubt. And he’s such an idiot that it makes me burn.

‘I would, cos you’d all be dead!’ I yell.

‘Calm down, both of you!’ Song says, pulling herself as tall as she can. ‘Major, what’s got you running so hot today?’

Rochford throws his hands up, stomps across the small room and back again. ‘A huge shipment of phosphorous has just vanished. Gone. No trace of the ship,’ he says.

‘The Vultures?’ Song asks, as my blood runs cold.

‘Maybe, but it’s thousands of clicks away from here,’ Rochford says grimly. ‘Nowhere near where the Vultures are supposed to be. It was taking a back route towards Dios, a massive shipment to make up for Starweaver’s losses. So how would the Vultures have found it? There’s no wreck. No report of an attack. The Breakfast at Tiffany’s was fine one minute … gone the next.’
  


CRAZY TALK

I’m thinking Tootoopne must have learned something about Starweaver from Antonee, and this is some new trick, a new way to outsmart humans. When Rochford turns his eyes on me, they narrow, and I reckon he can see my thinking with his cold-arse eyes.

‘You know something!’ he says.

I shake my head. ‘I don’t know. Not for sure. Maybe it’s Tootoopne. She’ll be angry about this ship. Maybe she found something else to take. For payback.’

‘If Starweaver can’t keep the supply chain running, they don’t collect money. They don’t collect money, and none of us have jobs,’ he says. ‘This is a huge hole in the supply chain. It’ll force food prices up all over deep space, maybe even all the way back to Earth.’

Even when the hive was scarred and hurting, she knew to feed her Garuwa, feed them so they could protect her. Never the threat of starving in a hive. We should be asking the Garuwa how to build hives, not killing them or ourselves in these cold old hulks. But I can’t tell Rochford the Garuwa got things worked out better than us, or he’ll be calling me a Vulture-lover again.

He’s waiting for me to say something. I shake my head. My scalp’s prickling up, telling me something bad’s going on. Something we can’t even imagine, but I don’t know how to explain that.

‘We don’t know really if it’s the Garuwa,’ Song says. ‘I’ll hunt through the last known co-ordinates, maybe it’s just gone black for a while. Could be all kinds of anomalies out there.’

Rochford’s still staring at me.

‘We’re all on the same side,’ Song says, and I reckon she’s reminding both of us.

Rochford grumbles as he leaves.

‘I’ll go get us some noodles,’ she says, then she’s gone too.

‘I’m doing the best I can,’ I say to the sliding-shut door.

When Song comes back, she’s got a pile more plastic scraps and bits of wire and stuff, and we sit on the floor with the stuff between us, making bracelets and eating noodles.

‘This is good,’ she whistles in slow Garuwa.

‘You are really good at learning Garuwa,’ I whistle. She’s so much faster than Antonee.

Song laughs and says, ‘You’re a good teacher. You make it seem easy.’

I give a little smile, shovel more noodles into my mouth and keep weaving the plastic string in my lap. I’m kinda pleased I’m good at something, never mind it don’t always end well. ‘I’ve taught someone before,’ I whisper.

‘Oh, who?’ she asks.

I shrug, swallowing hard. ‘He’s dead,’ I say. ‘Tootoopne got the information she wanted from him, and that was it.’

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Sorry.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Well, you’re a natural with language.’

I snort. ‘I think sometimes, I’m better at whistling than speaking,’ I say.

‘You’re a smart cookie.’ She smiles and goes back to working on her bracelet. It’s a good one, made from packing plastic, shredded, twisted and plaited by four. Somehow she’s got the colours to circle around and around the bracelet like snakes coiling around a stick.

‘If we were sitting on a hive floor,’ I say, ‘she’d make the floor soft and warm right where we’re sitting, so our arses wouldn’t get cold and sore.’

‘Really?’ Song asks. ‘How?’

‘She’s alive,’ I say. ‘She only lets in people who’ll help her. And then she gives them everything they need, warmth, shelter, light, food, everything.’

‘How does she keep people out?’

‘The hives have gates. Just fuzzy air really, and when you pass through, she reaches into your head, and it feels like wire slicing you up, looking at every part of your brain, and if you don’t think real good thoughts, she’d kill you probably.’

‘It sounds scary, but I’d like to see a hive,’ she says.

‘I never seen Sixer cabins, but I reckon the hive is nicer,’ I say.

Song shrugs. ‘Sixer cabins are just bigger boxes.’

‘Did you have a Sixer cabin before you had to slum it here with me?’ I ask.

‘Ha! I’d rather slum it on Four if it means I can hang out with you,’ she says. ‘Tell me more about the hives.’

I tell her about hearing the hive’s warbles through the walls or floor. How she grows food for everyone, and makes them furniture, or light, just by them touching her walls and thinking what they want. I tell her about the warm updraft in the hive’s centre and how the Garuwa use it and their wings to go up.

‘You know,’ she says, ‘Garuwa would have five fingers like us, except two of those fingers grew into massive structures to support their wings.’

‘Really?’ I ask. ‘How do you know?’

She shrugs. ‘We get one to examine occasionally.’

I’m sick with thinking what they would’ve done to Tweetoo’s body. And then sick at what I did to Tweetoo. I swallow down the tightness in my throat. ‘So they’re like us?’

‘Well, as similar as a bird or bat,’ Song says and smiles. ‘So, yeah.’

‘Similar enough so maybe one day we could get along?’ I ask, cos weren’t me and Antonee and Tootoopne all getting along fine for a while there before Tootoopne went back to her old ways?

Song just lifts her eyebrows at me, like it’s crazy-talk.
  


BRINGING GUB BACK

I throw myself into the translations, cos that’s how I pay for them shipping Gub to me. Never mind the recordings are all crackly and hard to hear, it seems like there’s not enough no more. Just the ones that they intercept that day, and they’re all full of scratching. It’s so bad, I can’t hardly hear the whistles. A couple finish with a scritch-scar just like someone saying ‘G’. And I think of Antonee. I miss that big old lump of kindness. I wonder if the fuzz in the recordings is the Garuwa trying to cover up their messages, at last.

One day, Song says, ‘I found a family to mind Tamiki until he reaches us here on the Jolene.’

‘A Sixer family?’ I ask, cos I want him to have good muscles as he grows, and maybe to be picking up some nice ways of speaking. That sorta stuff is up to me now.

‘They’re travelling on Level Five, on board Starweaver Hey There Delilah, but don’t you worry. He’ll be fine. They heard his story and really want to help him,’ she says. ‘Once they’re closer, we’ll set up a ship-to-ship relay, so he knows just who he’s coming to see.’

I can’t even talk for that swelling feeling taking over my heart that he’s on his way. That he gets to live with a family for a month instead of just in a children’s home. Never mind I know life can’t be like on screen, I can’t stop thinking about him curled up, smiling softly at the family around him like in those happy Earth movies he used to watch to go to sleep. I take Headless out of my pocket and hold him to my lips.

‘What’s that?’ Song asks.

I hold up Headless for her to see. ‘It’s Tamiki’s toy. He gave it to me to hold when I hid him in the kitchen storeroom.’

Song smiles. ‘Through everything, you’ve kept it?’ she says.

I shrug. ‘It’s all I have of him, and he’ll want it back.’

‘I’m so pleased to be part of bringing you two back together,’ she says, and smiles a smile I can trust.

Day after day, it goes like this: I translate the fuzzy recordings, Song stops searching for the missing ship and checks my translations for locations, then sends them on to Rochford. Far as I can tell, he’s chasing down every mention of a star or planet, looking for the Garuwa.

Then a second ship goes missing.

Song works day and night on her searching, combing through reports and screens. When she sees I’ve finished my translations for the day, she makes me check through recordings of the missing ships. She’s already checked them, but says I might pick up something she’s missed with her ‘too human’ thinking.

‘They’re too far away to have been attacked by the Garuwa,’ Song says. ‘Both ships just blipped out. There one minute, then gone.’ She thinks for a moment. ‘But if it is the Garuwa, then they’re up to something new. As master of prospects, I’m running out of options. Even if it’s rich in small planets and space rocks, maybe we’ll have to pull back to Dios and let all those beautiful minerals lie unclaimed.’

‘But they’re already claimed,’ I say. ‘By the Garuwa. That’s the problem. They think you’re stealing their space rocks and mining their planets.’

She shakes her head. ‘They can’t own space.’

‘They do own space. They’re not land creatures. They live in space.’

Song nods, rubbing her eyebrow like it’s a weird idea irritating her and she’s having to massage it into her brain. She looks over the extra work she’s given me.

From the first freighter, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, there was a broadcast just before it vanished. A scream into the darkness, like all the flight crew crying out together for just a second. Me thinking that could be what a Weku sounds like. Then silence. The second one, the Roxanne, got a message from Starweaver that they say they never sent. Then it vanished too without even a squeal.

After the first ship vanished, that’s when the static started up. That’s when the Garuwa messages for me to translate slowed down. I tell that to Song but neither of us know what it means. Never mind understanding it, something changed the day the first ship vanished. And I reckon the Garuwa did it.
  


WHISPER

Some days there’s so much static in the intercepts it’s like voices are trying to interrupt the whistles. It’s almost like space is calling to me, or ghosts of the ones I’ve lost. One day I even think I hear 8: scar, scar, scar, scritch-scritch, love never-ending. I take my headset off then and ask Song, ‘Can I speak to Tamiki on the ship yet?’

‘I’m sure I can set that up,’ she says, and holds up a hand to calm me down, cos I’m sitting upright ready to talk to him right now. ‘It’ll take me a day or two to get the link-up running. It’s not an easy thing, but our comms systems out this far are getting really advanced with all the military-grade hardware Starweaver are installing to keep their ships safe.’
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I sit, staring at the black screen. A picture of me in the corner, my dark eyes staring back, waiting, worrying, my face stiff. I try a smile. Looks weird. I glance at Song. She smiles and nods at my screen. And then he’s there, and I’m smiling for real!

Wisps of dark hair over his forehead, large dark eyes giving a sideways look, showing lots of white, like he don’t trust the person holding the screen. My heart breaks.

Button nose, flattened on the end, delicate eyebrows, arms longer, thinner, than I remember, clothes I never seen before. When I try to breathe, it comes shuddering in, then catches and chokes. He’s clinging to someone. Gub’s tubby little fingers wrap tight around a small hand, smooth skin, small fingers, trimmed-short nails white from squeezing Gub’s hand right back. A boy bends down, about eight years old, hair cut real short. He pushes Gub forwards a little, towards the screen, and points at me.

‘Gub?’ I say.

The video turns to pixels, stalls and starts again. A man’s voice says, ‘Come on, Whisper. Talk to your cousin.’

‘That’s my cousin, that’s Tamiki Situ!’ I say.

The video gets closer to Gub’s face. ‘He don’t do more’n whisper,’ the man says.

I get closer to my screen too, so Gub can see my face better, know it’s me.

Gub’s large brown eyes finally turn to the screen. His dark lashes lift right up like he can’t hardly believe it’s me. He leans in, pulls the screen to his forehead. ‘Tamara-mawa?’ he whispers, and it’s like every forehead-to-forehead whisper we ever had, right now, flooding back to me.

I swallow hard and touch my forehead almost to the screen too. ‘Yes, Tamiki-miki?’ I say.

‘I never told dem my name.’ His tiny whisper is full of pride at keeping himself a secret like my aunt taught him. My heart breaks again.

‘Good, Gub. You’re good,’ I say, cos I can’t find words to tell him what he means to me.

‘Dey call me Whista,’ he whispers. The image stops, flickers some pixels and jumps ahead.

‘Gub, I love you, never mind what name,’ I say.

‘Tamara-mawa?’ he whispers. ‘Where my ma?’

Shit. ‘Gub, baby.’ My voice croaks. I breathe in. ‘She had to go. She couldn’t come back like me. She wanted to, but she just couldn’t,’ I say.

Gub don’t say a thing. His eyes blink, stare at my mouth like it just spat at him.

‘She loves you, Gub. I love you,’ I say. ‘Now I found you again, we’re gonna be together,’ I say.

‘Soon?’ he asks.

‘Soon,’ I say.

A smile sneaks over Gub’s little pink lips, shows his white peg teeth, then his smile drops. He looks up, straight up at the ceiling so I only see his chin and the line on his neck underneath. His mouth opens. The screen goes black.

‘Song!’ I shout.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Something’s gone wrong. Dropped out maybe. He’ll be here in just ten days. It’s not so long to wait, is it?’

‘It’s too long!’ I say. ‘I don’t even know how he survives a minute without me!’

‘Tamara, it’s okay. He’s fine, you’re fine, and everything’s going to work out. I’ll try and get him back.’ She makes a call out to some engineers on Five, asking them to hook up again, but then her face goes pale as, and she takes a deep breath.

‘What?’ I shout, cos my bones have gone cold. Something’s happened to Gub! Gub, his tiny hand clinging hard as to the hand of the little boy. Both of them too tiny to be out here. Too precious. I should’ve gone to Dios. Why couldn’t they just send me to Dios?

The door flies open. Rochford steps in, stares at Song as she’s thrashing around on the big screen, flipping through charts, buzzing down to the flight deck for answers.

Song waves me down to calm me, cos I’m yelling at her, asking what’s happened, why won’t she tell me, but then she gives up and just says it.

‘His ship,’ she says. ‘It’s vanished.’
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THE PULSE OF MOVEMENT

Tweetoo’s screams don’t let me think. I can’t hardly hear Antonee’s taps through it, but I pick out, ‘Come back,’ in the static.

‘No, I have to wait for Gub,’ I say.

‘Weku!’ Tootoopne orders.

And I shout, ‘No, I won’t give up on Gub!’

I wake up. Israel is there, mumbling something to Song, a small kit bag in his big hand.

‘Oh, you’re back,’ he says. ‘How are you feeling?’

I don’t answer cos all I am right now is confused. I’m lying on the couch in Song’s cabin. Was I asleep?

‘Tamara?’ Song asks. ‘You were very emotional.’

I sit up. ‘Is the ship moving?’ I ask, never mind the pulse of it thrums through the floor.

Song nods.

‘But he was almost here!’

‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘We’re going to look for him.’

But it’s not okay. Once again, I don’t know where Gub is or if he’s even alive. ‘You promised you’d get him to me,’ I snap at her. ‘I translate, you get me Gub. That was the deal!’

‘I know, and we will, soon as we figure out where he is,’ Song says, tight as.

‘Give it a few minutes to wear off,’ Israel says, like I’m not thinking straight. He sits opposite me on the coffee table, swipes a selection on his watch and the bracelet on my arm pops open. He prises it off my arm and wipes a tiny red dot on my skin where the bracelet stabbed in. He polishes the bracelet, then snaps it back on with a dull click that almost sounds like what I heard in the static. A scritch.

‘Now behave yourself,’ he says.

And I remember what happened then, why I was out cold. I remember Rochford demanding answers from me about what the Garuwa are up to, as if I’m part of some big plan. And me, swinging at him, seeing him reaching for his watch. Me, just before that sting in my wrist, punching him in the face.

Shit.
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Israel leaves, and Song waves at the headsets. ‘There’s only a couple of translations there. Why don’t you have a shower while I get us some noodles.’

I nod and take my groggy, confused self off to the bathroom, the sounds in the static scritching claw-marks in my mind.

When Song’s back with the noodles, I’m slouched on the couch, hair dripping, thinking this freighter full of mercs and weapons and fighter rockets is an arse full of stupid. They have no clue where the missing freighters are.

‘Come on.’ Song shoves a screen and headset at me. ‘It might be important.’

It’s a couple of recordings about hauling some big space rock back to the hive. The static is going crazy. I dunno if it’s cos it was recorded when we started moving or what.

Song takes the translations down to Rochford and leaves me to choke down noodles.

I think back to my dream, to the message in the static. And never mind that’s all it was, a dream, something finally, finally clicks deep in my brain.

Heart pounding, I grab the headset and replay the recordings. This time listening to the static under the whistles. ‘Crush, crush, crack, crack, crush.’ Like a code. Like it’s spelling out letters in a code that I know.

It’s the code Antonee taught me.

Three people know that code. Just three. But Antonee wouldn’t have had time to teach it to anyone else before he died, and anyway, it’s code for letters. It’s no good to a Garuwa.

Those times I thought I heard ‘8’ or ‘G’ in the crackle, all those times. It took a dream to make me pay attention!

Never mind I’m bad at spelling, and it’s been a while since I played with the code, I’m picking out words from the crackle. ‘Not’, ‘now’, ‘new home’. I replay it, then replay it again. ‘Not long now, you will like new home.’ Is it a message to me? There’s a pause. Then ‘G’ for got it, and ‘excited’.

Two people. Not me. Daniel and Antonee. But it can’t be. Daniel’s on Dios. Antonee is dead. But who else? Who else? What’s going on?

Gub’s missing. The crew of the Jolene don’t know what’s going on. Tootoopne is up to something making whole ships vanish, and someone is using Antonee’s code. Something is going down and I’m sitting here, doing nothing to find Gub. This is not me.
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I buzz Song and ask her for door access so I can go to the mess hall to get something sweet. The door slides open and I take off into the sweaty stinky corridors, dodging mercs, slipping past a card game where chips are stacking up in front of a big guy with circuitry tattooed across his muscly face. He scowls at me, sticks his giant boot out so I have to jump over it, but the cards are keeping him busy. Tiles clack and mercs hoot further down the corridor. Long as I keep moving, they don’t have time to start nothing.

The next level in is deserted and cold after Level Four where all the mercs hang out, and it’s just one level from where I ditched my helmet and jacket and hid my little Garuwa tool in the locker. If I move fast, I can get it. Nobody ever said they found it. If I have that, all the vents and wet walls will be mine again. I will be me again. Playing the Starweaver game to get Gub back has got me exactly nowhere.
  


OVER THEIR HEADS

The tool is still cold against my leg, back in its pocket in my boot, when Song catches up to me in the mess hall.

She laughs at the scraped-empty dessert bowl beside me that I grabbed from another table on the way in. ‘You sure can eat for a skinny thing,’ she says, like I’m naturally skinny, never mind I only ever spent a year on Dios with decent gravity to build up my bones. But Song don’t know. She’s a Sixer, she’s never had to worry about bones wasting away till she moved to Level Four to be with me. Even for saying stupid Sixer things, and believing I’d be eating sweets just after hearing my Gub is missing, she’s still a real good person.

‘I’m not running up a debt, am I? Cos technically,’ I wave the bracelet, sending all the handmade bracelets rattling too, ‘technically, I’m some kind of criminal.’ I’m really hating this bracelet now. Now I want to move around the ship without people knowing.

‘No debt,’ she says. ‘And I wouldn’t call you a criminal.’ She sighs. ‘Yoisho. Sorry about Rochford, you know? He’s an impatient person. I report to the captain and Starweaver though, and they’re both pleased with your work.’

‘Makasih, for looking out for me,’ I say.

She smiles. ‘All part of the deal. And with all the information you’re giving me about the Garuwa, I’m starting to realise they’re not as simple as we first thought they were. We may be in way over our heads.’

‘You really are,’ I say.

‘What makes you say that?’ she says.

And I have to think a moment, cos I was just agreeing with something I thought was obvious as. ‘Well,’ I say. ‘They have Tootoopne, who knows everything, and you have Rochford, who only thinks he knows everything.’

Song laughs like I’m joking around.

Sometimes I think it was wrong of me and Antonee to tell Tootoopne so much about humans. Especially now Gub is missing and Antonee is dead. Or at least his hand is dead in a cabinet. After the code in the static, I’m not sure.

Song’s watch alerts and she moves away to take the call. Then she spins back, her face pale and stiff, staring at me, her hand over her mouth, whispering.

It can only be about Gub. Nothing else matters to me. ‘What?’ I say. ‘What’s happened to Tamiki?’

Rochford’s at the door to the mess hall, and he looks like he’s just taken a beating. I don’t think I punched him up that much. His pale eyes are washed out and the side of his bubble-scarred face is red. Song and I both stand up.

‘I’ve got some news on the Hey There Delilah,’ he says. ‘We’ve located it.’

‘Is Tamiki okay?’ I ask all in a rush.

He pulls a screen out of his jacket and makes a few selections, then shoves it at me.

It’s a fuzzy image of a hive, but not a complete hive. Just a black dome top, absolute black against the starry night, dark tendrils crawling down over three freighters stacked up like pancakes. All of them spinning on like they’re still okay. The whole thing spinning on.

‘It’s in there,’ he says, and it sets my heart pounding. ‘We don’t know if anyone’s left alive, but it seems to be feeding on them.’

I nod, never mind I don’t think the hive is eating the ships. Maybe if the ships were blasted to bits I’d believe it. But still, tiny Gub, trapped by Garuwa, or worse, maybe dead. He was supposed to be with me. He wasn’t supposed to be there. ‘Did his ship get any messages out?’ I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

‘Nothing. That’s the Tiffany’s on top, from the safe zone, thousands of clicks away. And the Roxanne, which was even further away. Suddenly here they all are, together like they were hauled through space faster than they can travel. I have no clue how they appeared here, to be fed to this monster hive,’ Rochford says, shaking his head. He takes a deep breath. ‘We’ve got to take it apart before it gets bigger or whatever it’s doing. We’ve got to attack it while it’s forming. Who knows what kind of power this thing will have when it’s complete.’

‘No!’ I yell. ‘Gub might still be alive in there!’

‘Look at it, girl!’ Rochford yells. ‘It’s eating ships! You said it yourself, the hives are alive, and can feed themselves!’

‘But not whole ships! The Garuwa break rocks down to feed to the hives.’

‘Who knows what’s going on inside,’ he says, like he’s the only one who does.

‘I need to talk to them. Link me up. I’ll find out what they’re doing,’ I say.

‘They don’t know we have this intel. We are swinging round for a surprise attack, before they stock it up with their little ships. Last thing we need is you blowing the element of surprise,’ he says.

‘I’m on your side,’ I say. ‘Last thing I need is you blowing my cousin to bits and getting this freighter fried, when there might be another way. There has to be another way.’

He pokes his fat finger at me. ‘What you will be doing is sitting with Song, waiting for any messages we can intercept from the Vultures,’ he orders.

Song grabs my arm and stops me from shouting something at Rochford’s back as he stomps away.
  


THE TINY DARK SPACES

Everyone is on high alert. The mercs in the corridor outside Song’s cabin are thumping and shouting, all of them in boots and full uniforms, when Song opens the door for a look. Bits of weapons clatter and click as they’re cleaned with oil-stinky rags and made ready. Made ready for war.

But in here, me and Song are waiting. Sitting with muscles too tight. The recordings have gone silent. Song’s long search for the missing ships is over. Both of us sit here, staring at each other, waiting. I get up and pace up and down the cabin till Song begs me to sit again, never mind she can well-see there ain’t nothing relaxing about sitting.

‘We can’t do nothing!’ I say, and slam back onto the couch. ‘Attacking this is wrong.’

Song holds up her hands. ‘We don’t know that.’

‘That’s the problem. You don’t know nothing!’ I get up and go back to pacing, trying to link the pieces of clues together in my brain, like if I just think hard enough, I’ll understand. But after an hour of pacing, I’m no closer to figuring it out.

‘I’m gonna have a shower. A long hot shower,’ I say, like I think it’ll help.

‘Good idea,’ Song says.

I lock the bathroom door, turn on the shower and jam a nail file into the mechanism so it can’t stop after a two-minute standard shower. The bolts on the plate of the wet-wall come out easily and I ditch my jacket and slide into the gap, grabbing the damp pipes to haul myself in.

It feels like coming home, being back in the tiny dark spaces, close to the grinding hums and groans of an old freighter making its way through the cold dark night. Reminds me of a better time when we were all together, broke, poor and hungry, but alive and together, and mostly safe.

Scaling the pipes is easy as with the gravity lighter on each level in, never mind the slippery damp, but squeezing into the tiny cold vents is harder than it used to be. I’m finally growing, maybe.

I head towards the landing bay, not worrying if I make a noise cos it’ll be covered by the noise of mercs getting ready. I press my face to a broken grille in the landing bay wall, scanning the bay, looking right around the whole curve of the floor, spot-patched since the Garuwa attack, areas of black polymer covering blast patches on the floor.

Mercs are all around the rows of rockets, some standing on their casings, checking them over. Dragging tool trolleys, calling out for engineers to come and double-check fuel-injection lights, or compression valves, or weapons system warnings or whatever else some merc’s found that he or she don’t understand. The grey-suited engineers are left bouncing from rocket to rocket, handing out tools, diagnostic machines and quick advice so mercs can make adjustments themselves. Behind the rockets, pushed up against the wall, out of the way and tethered to the floor like it’s a prisoner, sits something I was hoping to see.

A round black Garuwa flyer. Maybe it’s Tweetoo’s. Maybe some other Garuwa who died in that trap the Jolene set. It don’t matter now. When it’s less busy, that flyer is how I get to Gub.
  


PUPPETS!

I crawl back the way I came, back through cold vents of freezing levels meant for cargo, back into the wet-wall, and slide out to Song’s bathroom on Level Four. She’s knocking at the door already.

‘Gimme a minute,’ I say, my head through the hole. I wind the bolts back in with one hand, rubbing at my eyes and slapping my cheeks with the other. Then splash my face and hair and hang a towel around my neck. I unlock the door as I’m drying.

‘It’ll be okay,’ Song says, like I’ve been locked in there, crying in the shower, for ages. She holds up her screen. It’s pinging to alert that a new intercept is waiting to be translated. I nod and plop onto the couch beside Song.

The door slides open and Rochford is there, waving a finger at the screen like, what are we waiting for? Translate it already!

I pull on the headset. The whistles are loud and strong and drag me back through time and space, back to standing with my elbow over my face squealing out her name. Tootoopne! I rip the headset off and look up at Rochford.

‘It’s Tootoopne!’ I say. ‘It’s not an intercept. She’s talking right at us!’ Then it hits me that there never were any intercepts. She knew that this ship was listening the whole time, with me translating. She only had to give a few hints and Rochford would send rockets buzzing off wherever she wanted. Puppets!

‘What does she want?’ Rochford asks.

‘She’s talking to us! Directly!’ I say, dizzy with the truth of it. ‘She knows everything. She knew you were listening.’

‘You translate. You leave the thinking to us,’ Rochford says.

Tāmāde! Too stupid to know it. I pull the headset back on. ‘I speak for all Garuwa,’ she whistles. ‘Our borders are closed. This space belongs to the Garuwa. If you wish to pass or to mine here, you will need our permission. And you will need to make payment.’

I translate her message. ‘That’s all there is,’ I say.

‘Is that a threat?’ Rochford asks.

‘I dunno,’ I say. ‘Tootoopne don’t need to make threats.’

‘Gah!’ says Rochford, and heads to the door.

‘She’ll pop a hole in the hull of this ship before you even know it!’ I warn as the door slides shut.

I turn to Song. ‘She can do that. She has a right to do that. Now she’s told you how it’s gonna be, that’s how it’s gonna turn out.’

Song nods slowly. ‘Tell me more,’ she says.

So I tell her how the hives need the minerals that humans take, and how firing on the hives makes them need more minerals to repair. Never mind they’re all the things I think I’ve said before, this time she’s listening.

‘So rather than fight, she wants to negotiate? But after she’s stolen a whole pile more minerals and ships. So is she holding them for ransom?’ Song asks. ‘To force us to negotiate, or are they a wall she thinks we won’t fire on? Or did she need all those minerals to build this thing?’

‘She’s smart. She’s real smart,’ I say, cos I can’t even guess. ‘And I don’t think she’s doing it to negotiate. I think she has a plan, and you need to go along with it or go away. Pull back to Dios like you said.’ Then I shake my head. ‘But I’m not going with you. I’m going to find Gub. I’m going to that thing Tootoopne is building.’

‘You think he’s still alive?’ Song asks.

I nod. ‘Tootoopne made me a promise not to kill babies. She promised. And anyway, this thing she’s doing now, it’s not about war, it’s about protecting her hives. It’s about making humans understand.’

Song has lots of questions about Tootoopne, like she’s trying to understand her. Me, being the person who should know how Tootoopne thinks by now, I’m just angry for not figuring her out. How can I be any help to Song?

So I tell her about the code in the static. About how only Antonee and Daniel know the code, but Daniel is on Dios and Antonee is dead. But I’m sure it’s real. Not ghosts.

Then Rochford is howling from Song’s screen, ‘Ask her, who is this clown, James?’

Song looks at me, but all I’m doing is frowning and shaking my head, cos this can’t be real. ‘Who?’ she asks.

‘James!’ Rochford barks back. ‘Ambassador Anthony James. Self-appointed probably. The idiot says he’s ambassador to the Garuwa peoples and Starweaver Shipping are to negotiate terms with him.’

I can’t hardly make sense of what he’s saying, but still I yell: ‘Is Antonee alive?’

‘I don’t know if he’s alive,’ Rochford says. ‘This rubbish is being broadcast from all three of those freighters they’ve stolen. Who is he?’

‘Captain Anthony James of Starweaver My Sharona,’ I say, thinking back to meeting him that day in the washroom, him standing with his chest out proud as. And I’m breathing life back into his name just by saying it. So I shout it. ‘It’s Captain Anthony James! Let me hear him!’
  


ONE FAT CAT

And there he is, his voice warm and rough, filling my heart with hope, never mind I saw his cut-off hand lined up with the dead hands of all the other captains. He’s talking about being the Ambassador, but me, I’m not paying attention to that. What I’m listening to, under the drawl of his voice, is the tapping. ‘Tap, tap, tap, tip-tip.’ It’s 8, one fat cat. Love never-ending. And I want to scream, is Gub okay? But this is a recording. And the tapping goes on.

‘C-o-m-e-h-o-m-e.’

This is for me. This message is for me, and on the table I tap-slide, cos I’ve got it, never mind he can’t hear that.

He wants a meeting. He wants to negotiate. He suggests Starweaver send their negotiator before they attempt to re-enter Garuwa space. And I’m pretty sure he wants me there too.

‘We’ll go to him,’ I say. ‘We’ll go to him and negotiate. It’s the only way.’

‘No!’ Rochford snaps from Song’s screen. ‘He’s probably got a gun to his head. This could be a trap. They don’t know we’re so close and ready for battle. Why negotiate, when we can have it all?’

‘Rochford!’ I yell. I want to punch him again, but he’s disconnected. ‘Song! This isn’t the time for fighting. Captain James wouldn’t lure anyone into a trap. He’d die first.’

She puts her hand on my arm. ‘That’s what I would’ve said about you,’ she says softly. ‘Garuwa have a way of getting to people.’

It’s like she’s stabbed me in the throat. All this time, everything I’ve told her and she still don’t fully trust me. I try to meet her eyes but she’s tapping on her screen.

She finally looks up at me. ‘The family on Starweaver Hey There Delilah, the ones I’ve got minding Tamiki, their last name is James.’

‘Antonee’s got his family there?’ I ask. ‘Then it must be safe. He wouldn’t bring his family to somewhere not safe.’

Song’s shaking her head. ‘Maybe Tootoopne did it to force Captain James to do as she wants. Maybe they’re all hostages now. How can we trust him?’

‘No! She wouldn’t do that. She understands about family,’ I say.

‘You said she only pretends to have a heart and kills everyone anyway,’ Song says, raising an eyebrow.

‘No. Not like this. This is different,’ I say, speaking fast, the words tumbling out. ‘I didn’t know then that she’d kept Antonee alive. You are master of prospects. You can negotiate for Starweaver. You and me, we go to this new hive-ship-stack thing and talk to him like he wants.’

Song’s shaking her head. ‘But Tamara, the attack fleet have already left the Jolene. They left before James’s message came through.’

‘Call them back! This is a mistake!’ I’m on my feet, leaning over her, and she’s scrambling sideways to avoid me. ‘Tell Starweaver to call them back!’ I yell, and she’s reaching for her watch.

I grab her wrist, lock it under my arm so my back is to her. She pounds on my shoulder blades with her free arm. I swipe her watch, unlock my bracelet the way I saw Israel do it that day when I punched Rochford, then lock it tight around her wrist and hit the knock-out button. She collapses onto the couch.
  


I AM THE WEKU

The corridor outside is empty, all the mercs off fighting or watching the battle, and for once I’m glad we’re on the merc level and so far in. I run for the stairs with one of Song’s feet under each arm, dragging her on her back, her floppy arms out to the side knocking boxes and stools left against the walls. The stairs are gonna hurt her head so I sit her up and pull her arm over my shoulder so I’m doing a fireman lift, but that’s hard as with her all floppy.

One flight in and my knees and shoulders scream at me to dump her, but my heart’s kicking hard as, fear’s prickling at my scalp, driving me on. Another flight of stairs in and it’s all getting easier in the lighter grav.

By the time we hit the landing bay level, I’m dragging her along by one foot, taking big strides, her skidding across the floor on her back behind me.

Outside the door, I stow her sleeping body to one side, take my bracelet and her watch off her arm, then use her watch to open the landing bay doors.

It’s empty except for the one round black Garuwa flyer. The rockets are all gone. So many rockets. My bones chill. They’re all heading to blow up my little Gub and Antonee. Me trying to guess how long it’s been silent like this. How much of a head start do they have?

I step through. The only guard on duty is the big man with the circuitry tattoos over his face. The annoying one, always putting his foot out, the one I’m never sure isn’t part bot or something.

‘So, little Vulture, come to visit your Uncle Swagger, huh?’ he says. I walk over with a smile and drop, wrapping myself around the big man’s ankles, pressing the bracelet into the flesh of his calf. I set it off as he reaches down, grabs me by the back of the jacket and throws me. I bounce on hands and feet, scramble up. The big man is still staggering around, reaching to unclip his weapon from the holster under his arm, so I go low again. Get the bracelet on his other calf and finally he goes down, slapping with fumbling fingers at his watch when he hits the floor. I scramble over him and push his hands apart.

‘Vulture,’ he groans and passes out.

I go back and pick up Song, who’s mumbling, all groggy and stumbling legs as I walk her in, one arm over the back of my neck.

I stop at Swagger’s now knocked-out body and put Song on the floor beside him, thinking, What kind of monster am I that does this stuff? Song’s been nothing but good to me. But I wrestle off Swagger’s watch anyway, wave it over the security pass panel on the console, then hit the button that says, ‘Cycle airlock’. I figure if they’re putting a meathead like Swagger in charge of opening and closing the airlock, it must be mostly automatic. Immediately the console asks Swagger to confirm something, but he ain’t gonna be doing that, so my game is almost up. How many minutes before they figure out Swagger’s not just being a slacker, I dunno.

Song is groggy-grumbling when I pick her up again, try to run her to the flyer. ‘It’s going to be okay,’ I tell her as I wrap my arm around her middle and get her, feet dragging, to the Garuwa flyer. ‘I’ll keep you safe.’ I lay my hand on the flyer’s warm thick black skin. ‘Do you want to go home?’ I whistle. The black coating peels away and I open the door and shove Song in, then loosen off the tethers, the minutes sliding away. Shit.

The landing bay door beeps behind me. Rochford stands there, staring at Swagger on the floor. Then he sees me ripping the last tether from the round flyer, and draws his weapon. His cold-arse eyes find mine, look into me and see everything wrong with me. Maybe he can even see me wishing I’d grabbed Swagger’s weapon, me still trying to judge if I can run and dive for it before he can get a shot off. But Swagger’s holster’s squashed on his side. Can’t even see that the weapon’s still in there after he fell.

‘Step away from that flyer,’ Rochford says, and smiles like he’s caught me out, caught me turning Garuwa.

But there ain’t nothing wrong with me.

I am the Weku that calls life from the darkness. I am the only one who understands both sides.
  


SHIPPING COMPANY BUSINESS

‘You need to let me talk to them,’ I yell. ‘If you attack this thing, you’ll make it worse.’

‘Get over here,’ Rochford says. ‘Attempting to escape is a serious offence. It’s over for you.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I have to get to Tamiki. Even if you shoot me, I’ve got to get back to him.’

Rochford’s eyes move to the flyer behind me, and he frowns. I turn. Song is sitting on the flyer’s seat, and she has Swagger’s weapon. Probably grabbed it while she was lying beside him. And it’s pointing at me.

‘Song!’ I whisper. ‘No!’

But then she swings it over to Rochford, and my heart lifts.

‘Rochford! Slide that weapon over here!’ Song yells and I can’t hardly believe it. She’s on my side!

I duck and run towards the flyer.

‘This will get you fired,’ Rochford warns Song. She shoots at his feet, makes him leap sideways.

‘Next time, I aim for your head. Drop the weapon, kick it over here, step out of the landing bay and shut the door. What we are doing here has nothing to do with a bloody merc!’ she yells like this is her idea. ‘This is shipping company business!’

Rochford’s face has gone pointy like a goose but he does what she says, shaking his head and scowling like she’s in for it, as he reaches to hit the door control.

‘Come on!’ Song yells.

I leap onto the seat beside Song, pushing her half off, jabbing with my thumb at the space behind the seat so she edges round there. Then I whistle, ‘Swa tu Tzaar!’, hit the starter and haul at the overhead paddles like I’ve seen Tweetoo and Wooloo do so many times. The flyer goes straight up and we’re floating. Song and me, a mess of arms and legs, me standing on the seat, bracing my shoulders against the roof, begging the little flyer for help, Song shouting, ‘Do you know how to fly this?’

I shove paddles again in an arc towards the airlock door. It stays shut, so I fire on it, open up a hole big enough for this little flyer to slide through, then into the airlock, causing the emergency set of doors to come down behind us. The exterior doors open, and I’m guessing it’s cos this freighter can’t afford to lose any more airlock doors after the Garuwa attack. We’re cycling through the airlock!

Out in the blackness, I shove the flyer into high speed, then hit the communications link.

‘Antonee!’ I whistle, hoping bad as he can hear me. ‘I’m in a flyer, I’m coming to find Gub! I don’t know where you are! Help me!’

Song’s got control of herself, pushing against the chair to stop from floating. ‘Tamara! You don’t have a clue what you’re doing, do you?’ she says.

‘You trusted me,’ I say, twisting a bit to look at her. ‘Don’t stop now.’

Song shakes her head. ‘I’m still not sure, but this is my job, and if the mercs are about to screw negotiations, then that’s not going to help Starweaver. And someone needs to see you reunited with Tamiki. I did promise that much.’

I smile, fighting back tears. ‘Makasih.’

She points out into the blackness where two stars are brighter than all the others. ‘Our rockets went that way, to the thing the Garuwa are constructing. Keep your nose pointed towards that star, the top one.’
  


EVERYTHING ENDS IN BLOOD

Two drones and a fighter rocket chase us away from the Jolene. Bolts of light suck and burn at the body of our little flyer. This flyer is faster and mostly organic, so it’s hard for the drones to get a fix on. I set it rolling, first one way and then the other, just like I seen Tweetoo do, but a bit rougher. It’s giving my stomach weird drops and making me dizzy. Song groans and hangs on. But soon, the bolts of light from the rocket just go flashing past below us, and drop away into the darkness.

Song sits, pushing herself hard against the wall, hair all floating and tangled after being dragged and shoved and rolled about, and now not having any gravity.

‘We have to stop Starweaver from attacking it,’ I say.

‘What’s your plan for getting past the rockets?’ Song asks.

‘Go faster?’ I say.

‘Exactly how much flying training have you had?’ Song asks.

I check her watch on my wrist. ‘About four minutes. They won’t see us coming up from behind.’

‘You just get us there alive,’ Song says. Then she takes her watch back off my arm and fastens it around her wrist.
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Rockets flare in the distance ahead of us, blazes of light, so many that I don’t know how they ever all fit in the Jolene. We’re racing right into them, cos I’m hoping I can hide in the heat of their burns.

‘Antonee? Tootoopne?’ I whistle into the comms again. ‘Please! Can you hear me? They’re coming!’

‘Weku!’ the comms comes alive. The whistle is Tootoopne’s.

‘Tootoopne!’ I whistle. ‘Many human rockets are coming. They’re going to smash you to bits!’

‘They’re early!’ she says.

‘I’m right behind them!’

‘I see you. Get down to the bottom ship, fast as you can.’

‘Tootoopne!’ I yell. ‘Is my sister there?’

There’s no answer. Just a click like maybe she’s gone off to do something and not heard my question.

My plan to stay in the burn of the rocket fleet seems to be working and no-one turns back to chase us off. Just as we get close enough that I’m worried about frying our hull, I pull up. Four black Garuwa flyers buzz across the front of the Jolene’s fleet, diving like annoying flies, drawing their fire. And we’re in the middle of the topmost craft, the Jolene’s fleet below us like an angry pot boiling up to grab us, pull us in, boil us alive, but no-one’s able to latch onto us. It’s like those moments they tried to lock onto the other flyers confused them. Then we’re up and over, and racing away with only bolts of light chasing us, passing us, sizzling at our little flyer’s skin, knocking us sideways, making my heart thud in my ears, but not stopping us from getting ahead of them.

I’m throwing the flyer this way and that, and the hits keep pounding at us. Any minute one will break through.

Another group of round black flyers come screaming out of the dark, right at us, a crazy game of chicken, but I’m guessing all the Garuwa know the rules of swerving. I don’t, and Song gasps like she don’t either. I squeeze one eye shut as they shoot over the top of us.

They take the fire, fire back, and never mind how good they are, that’s not enough flyers to take on so many rockets from the Jolene. The rockets are going to get through. They’re going to get to the new hive and freighters, to my little Gub, cos he’s in there. I can feel him in there.

A loud smoosh on the wall of the flyer and we jerk sideways so hard Song slams her face on the back of the seat and bounces off, spitting blood. The globs float out and splat on the walls and controls and on my trousers.

Everything ends in blood.

But not this. Not when I’m so close.
  


JUST MAKING IT WORSE

‘Yoisho,’ Song says, holding her bleeding lip. ‘I hope you’re right about this.’

Her watch alerts.

‘It’s Atala,’ she says.

‘Tell the captain to call off the attack. Tell him you’re going in to negotiate,’ I say.

‘Am I?’ Song asks, frowning at me like maybe she’s changed her mind about the whole thing.

‘If your own rockets don’t shoot you down!’ I yell.

Song wipes the hair from her face, lifts her wrist and takes the call. ‘Captain Atala, sir, I am currently entering the zone of the triple freighter structure. Please cease firing.’ She takes a breath. ‘In my capacity as master of prospects, I am initiating negotiations with the Garuwa. It is my advice to Starweaver Shipping Corporation that the only way to continue our shipping ventures in this region is to negotiate with the current owners. Please therefore ask your rockets to return to the Jolene before they destroy our chances of peaceful negotiation.’

‘Song!’ says Captain Atala. ‘This is not the plan of action we are taking. Get yourself out of the way of our rockets or you will be killed.’

I’m too busy swiping at controls and clacking at levers, trying to fly this thing, to even look at Song. That last hit damaged the little flyer maybe. I don’t have as much control anymore.

‘Sir,’ she says. ‘Starweaver cannot afford to wage war. We are in the shipping business. Let me do business.’

‘Return to the Jolene immediately!’

‘Call off the attack or you will cost the company, and you will forever be on the wrong side of history!’ Song shouts. She slaps her watch off as if she’d like to be slapping Atala.

I nod at her. ‘You’re doing the right thing.’

On the little screen, there’s hardly any space now between our dot and the dots that are the Jolene fleet.

I shove my face almost into the screen, trying to measure the gap with my eyes. ‘What’s going on?’ I say.

‘What?’ Song asks, pushing her face in beside mine. She pulls my floaty hair out of her way. The gap’s smaller. We’re slowing down!

‘Can you get it moving again?’ Song asks and reaches for the overhead paddles, flicking them like that’ll work. I haul at them too, cos it just might, but the gap keeps getting smaller.

This was all for nothing! Shit.

But then the new hive looms out of the dark. First we just see the pale roundness of the plate-shaped freighters, orange from the glow of a heap of stars shining through the swirls of a nearby dust cloud. The freighters are stacked up in a way that makes me think more of space stations than things that move. Dark columns stretch down in arches, adding a bit of hive structure to them, keeping them locked in tight, it seems. A hive sits on top, already looking fully formed.

The little flyer groans and strains and takes another hit, rolling off-course for a moment before swinging back towards the stacked freighter hive, like it knows where to go. It’s picking up speed again, like it smells home and can’t wait to get there. I take my hands off the controls. Another hit and the little flyer squeals like it’s hurting.

‘What’s happening?’ Song asks.

‘I think the hive is pulling us in,’ I say.

‘Tāmāde,’ Song mutters.

Giant black words are painted either side of a massive black tendril that’s coming down from the hive and hanging onto the bottom freighter. ‘Hey’ on one side and ‘Delilah’ on the other.

My heart crawls into my throat at reading the name of Gub’s freighter.

On screen, the little dots that are Jolene flyers are spreading out behind us, like they all want to get a clear shot at us.

‘No!’ I whistle. Not when I’m so close. Not when my little Gub is there, just ahead.

The hive-three-freighter-thing is huge now. Right here, but impossibly far away. It’s pulling us downward, to the underside, like it wants us to enter the bottom freighter’s landing bay tube, Delilah’s landing bay. As we go under, we see the whole underneath is coated in a thick black layer of hive skin.

Then the black skin lights up. The whole underside’s now grey in a blast of light, except for a black circle that is our shadow. Behind us! The rockets! ‘They’re firing on us!’ I scream. We’re dead now.

Long seconds stretch and bend as death reaches for us. The first bolts of light skim past us, giving Song time to grab my hand, squeeze. More shots pass us.

The light hits the hive-coating on the hull of the Delilah, and bursts and smokes, and on screen five small rockets from the Jolene are lined up behind us, like a queue to follow us in. They’re using us!

‘They’re following!’ I yell. We’re leading them in. Letting them in so they can blow the landing bay apart.

‘Tootoopne! They’re following us in! I’m so sorry!’

I thought I could help, but I’m just making it worse. If this flyer wasn’t here, the Garuwa would never open the landing bay tube. I’m stupid for thinking I could stop this battle, make them talk, save Gub. Nobody’s gonna listen to a runt-arse, rag-bag teenager.

Then Tootoopne whistles through the comms. ‘Lead them in, little one!’ she says, calm as. ‘The hive is waiting.’
  


YOUR WINGS STILL DIDN'T GROW

We’re sucked up into the blackness, into the centre of the Delilah, into the vast tube leading to the airlocks, also coated in black. Hive black. Ahead, there’s a haze. The haze speeds down the tube to meet us. I’ve never seen it move like that before. The wire slice to my brain lasts just a moment, but Song screams and grabs her head, floats up off the wall.

‘It’s okay,’ I say, and pull her shirt. Pull her close, so the hive can see me here too. ‘It’s the hive, she wants to know you.’

Song looks at me like I’m crazy. Then she relaxes, she breathes, she’s okay.

The landing bay airlock opens, lets us in, cycles us through.

Other ships are still right behind us, cycling behind us, but they don’t come through. They’re held there, stuck in the haze of the hive gate. She won’t let them through.

Tethered in the curve of the landing bay sit a few human rockets and a few round Garuwa flyers. And waiting for us to touch down are a mix of human engineers in grey Starweaver uniforms and Garuwa in squad gear.

When we land, it’s the human engineers who run to tether the flyer to the floor, and Garuwa who salute us as we stumble from the flyer. And I’m having trouble understanding how it is they’re working alongside each other like it’s no big thing, when outside, humans and Garuwa are locked in a deadly battle.

‘Weku!’ the Garuwa salute, like I’m important.

‘They’re right on our tail!’ I whistle, and lean back into the flyer, check the screen. Heaps of rockets are being drawn into the base at the bottom freighter. They’re firing. Spinning and firing back on themselves, then stopping. The haze is spreading out past the bottom of the hive. Swallowing up all the rockets trying to follow the other rockets that tailed us in. Dozens and dozens of rockets, stopping. They’re trapped in the haze! Trapped in the extended hive gate.

Song’s sitting on the floor of the flyer. I grab her hand and help her out.

‘Weku!’ Wooloo swoops down from above and I run at her, hug her around the middle, so tight my face aches pressing into her armour. ‘You funny little thing,’ she whistles.

‘What’s happening?’ I whistle. ‘Where’s Gub? Where’s Tootoopne?’

‘Come on,’ she says, and points up to a small tube tunnel heading back towards zero, something new, leading the opposite way to the airlock. I grab Song’s arm and bound across the landing bay, me knowing what’s coming, but she squeals beside me when a Garuwa grabs her arms and hoists her into the air.

Wooloo grabs my arms and flies me up to the tunnel. I’m heavy at first but as we get opposite the airlock, where rockets sit frozen and the gravity hits zero, I’m nothing in her claws and she pushes me off up the tunnel, sets me gliding towards the other freighters and the hive top. Song’s floating beside me, turning slowly, arms and legs out like that’ll stop her spinning. When I take her hand, it sends us both off-course towards a wall. I grab a rung, get my foot to it and push us off up the tunnel.

Wooloo sails past us both. ‘Your wings still didn’t grow!’ she whistles, and leads the way past the other freighters’ landing bays, the Roxanne’s and the Tiffany’s, empty and dark, to the base of the hive.

I grab Wooloo’s claw when she holds it out and she pushes me towards some rungs, so I can pull myself in until there’s some gravity and floor. Enough to bounce along, then, finally, to walk. Ahead is the haze of a hive gate.

‘Is this okay for her?’ I ask and nod my head at Song.

Wooloo gives her a side-eye look. ‘Maybe,’ she says.

‘Did she say, “maybe”?’ Song asks as I drag her towards the gate.

‘Don’t worry, Wooloo likes to joke around,’ I say, and haul her into the gate with me. Song falls to her knees, her head in her hands, and I’m pushed into the hive without her. I go back to get her but the haze is like a big soft wall, stopping me from even pushing a hand into it to grab her.

‘Song!’ I yell. ‘You’re here to save the humans from the Garuwa, but also to save the Garuwa from the humans!’

‘Tamara!’ she screams. ‘Help me!’

‘Song, please! I’m right. This is about peace. If you believe, the hive will know you mean no harm.’

Song screams, tears roll down her face, then she nods, keeps nodding. Closes her eyes and finally crawls into the hive behind me, but I don’t have time to check she’s okay, cos above me is the shiny black armour of Tootoopne, gliding down to the base of the hive.
  


WHERE DID YOU GO?

My heart sets up thudding like it’s going to burst. My body shrinks, like I can never bow low enough to please Tootoopne. My arm shoots up, me whistling, ‘Tootoopne!’ like I lost all control.

She swoops in gracefully. So tall. So thin. Black armour polished, reflecting green and purple.

‘Weku,’ Tootoopne says, and strides over. Rests her palm on my shoulders, claws scritching at my shoulder blade. Amazing grey eyes with orange flecks, staring down at me.

I drop my salute. ‘Are you here to make peace with the humans?’

‘The humans who are attacking us?’ Tootoopne asks. The scar under her eye twitches.

‘Yes,’ I say, never mind she’s made her point. ‘This one I have with me, she can speak to the shipping company. She can make deals. She can get them to stop the attack.’

Tootoopne tilts her head, studies Song as Song stands up. ‘We have managed to slow the attack for now.’

‘Her name is Tsongo,’ I say.

Tootoopne salutes Song.

Song smooths her hair, straightens her shirt, gets back to herself as she takes a deep breath, then salutes back.

‘We will be the guardians of this space forever,’ Tootoopne whistles. ‘Those who come here must pay to enter, and pay to take our minerals. Then long after our minerals are mined and gone, our children will buy minerals from passing humans, mining the space beyond, to keep our hives fed. This is the only way to deal with humans who will keep coming.’

I bob. She’s right. I hardly believe it, Tootoopne is out for peace. But she’s beating the humans at their own game. They’re all about owning stuff and money, and with money, Tootoopne and all the Garuwa will be the biggest puppet-masters around. Never mind that she can’t wrap her tongue around a human word, she’s learned humans perfectly.

I translate Tootoopne’s words for Song in case she didn’t understand them all.

Song bobs her head. ‘Then we will talk,’ she says in slow Garuwa. ‘The fighting will end. We will be friends.’

Tootoopne laughs softly at Song’s careful Garuwa. ‘You are the best teacher, Weku,’ she says. She looks down at me like I’m one of her children. And I feel like one of her children, safe in her care as she blinks slowly at me. Brown eyelids sliding down over her pale eyes and back up, so much patience shown to me. So much power on my side.

Tootoopne walks to the wall of the hive and waves me over. She rests her palm against the wall.

I rest my hand on the hive, but I’m no Garuwa, so I sink to the floor, flat on my belly, arms and fingers spread wide, fingertips pushing into the warm holes. The floor softens under me, breathing warm air over me. I press my ear against it. The hive shudders and howls in pain, in the distance, like a child crying out in the night. And it is a child. It’s a new hive. It’s a hive that needs to know humans, not just to guard against them like the other hives, but to let them into the freighters below, to live and to work, like they’ve already started doing.

Already it knows me somehow, like part of it came from Tootoopne’s hive, and it whispers to me, Welcome home, little one, welcome home. It warms my heart so much, I want the floor to suck me down and hold me there in that deep safe warmth, and it does, cos soon Song is calling and hammering the floor above my head, and I am in a world of white.

‘Tamara! Tamara! Are you okay?’

Tootoopne is sha, sha, sha-ing softly and the floor keeps hugging me tight, soft and warm, crawling into my mind like it wants to be my best friend and know all I know. I whisper to the hive, ‘Please help us find peace. The people in the rockets that hurt you are just doing their jobs. If you spare their lives, they will remember. They will see your kindness and tell other humans. The time for war is over.’

There’s the sound of human boots stopping next to me.

‘Girly,’ says a gravelly voice. ‘Where did you go?’
  


THE HUB

The floor lets me go, lifts me back to the surface, and I jump up.

Antonee! Bald head, trimmed beard, soft hazel eyes, bone-white claws on the end of one arm.

‘Weku.’ He grabs me and wraps me in his arms, his old worn jacket smelling of good food and warmth, and for a moment I feel so safe, I forget what I’m here to do.

‘They’re right behind us,’ I say when I remember. ‘A massive fleet of attack rockets from the Jolene.’

‘Yes, bit of a problem,’ Antonee says. ‘We’d hoped to make a deal before something like this happened. Right now most of them are stuck in the hive gate, and the rest have pulled back.’

He squeezes me hard once more, claws clunking on my back. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

‘I thought you were dead,’ I say into his jacket.

Tootoopne waits behind him, head tilted. ‘Tsa!’ she whistles softly. ‘You were meant to stay with the squad, not see the hand. I needed to keep Antonee hidden, and until we could build this,’ she waves her claw at the hive above us, ‘I needed to show his hand.’

I nod, guilty as that all the time I spent hating her was wrong. ‘And now? Do the elders like this idea?’

Sha, sha, sha, she laughs. ‘They are keen for safety, but not sure if something will be lost in making deals with humans.’

Antonee nods. ‘The fact was,’ he says, ‘Tootoopne made me an offer most old men would give their right hands for.’ He lets me go, waves his new claws and gives me a wink. ‘So I did! You remember it wasn’t such a great hand anyway, those ghost fingers always aching. Except for the tattoo. I miss the tattoo but it needed a couple more points added.’ He pokes a fake claw at me. ‘You and Tamiki and my family will always be safe here.’

‘This is a hive for us?’ I ask, never mind that the hive kind of already told me she was for humans.

Antonee nods and grins.

‘And me and Gub get to live here with you and your family?’ I ask.

Antonee nods again.

‘With our own rooms, in a hive who’s gonna look out for us?’ The idea of living, breathing, warm walls, to always keep us safe from the darkness, sets the top of my nose tingling and tears flooding my eyes.

Antonee laughs and hooks an arm around my shoulders, pulls me into his chest, squeezes me tight. ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he says.

Before I can ask about Gub, Antonee holds out his claw to Song. ‘Who’s this?’

‘This is Seoul Song, master of prospects, Starweaver Shipping. I brought her to help talk to Starweaver,’ I say.

‘Ah, that explains why the freighter comms are full of a Captain Atala demanding to speak to Master Song.’ Antonee offers Song a claw. ‘Welcome,’ he says. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, to validate to Starweaver what the Hub is all about.’

Song takes his claw carefully and shakes it. ‘Sir?’ she asks. ‘What is this place all about?’

Antonee smiles. ‘This is a marketplace. A trading centre. Independent of corporations. A giant Garuwa toll booth. A place of peace, with yours truly at the helm. So many people are lost out here. So many just searching for a home.’ Antonee sighs and looks up at the white arching levels above us. ‘This is the Weku Hub.’

‘Weku?’ I ask.

Antonee nods. ‘You started all of this.’ He puts his hand on my shoulder like he’s got something important to say, blinks just like a Garuwa. ‘You were right. We just need a bridge between the differences. That’s what you are, that’s what you taught me to be, that’s what this place is. If negotiations go well, Tootoopne will return to her hive and we will have our own squad of Garuwa to keep the peace, led by Wooloo. And every shipping company that passes through will have their own offices and personnel here.’

He turns back to Song. ‘Right now we’ve got to get in touch with Starweaver and see if they recognise the Garuwa’s claims and want to be part of this.’ He bobs to Tootoopne, and waves Song back towards the hive gate. ‘You’d be surprised at the number of freighter staff who’ve already signed on. Looks like, even if we have to turn Starweaver away, there will be a string of independents keen to service these routes.’

Song smooths her hair, her professional ja’im back in place. ‘How can Starweaver refuse?’ she says.

‘Antonee?’ I ask, my throat suddenly dry. ‘Is Gub here?’

Antonee laughs. ‘I tried to coax him down. He wanted to make sure it was really you first,’ he says, like he knows him well. Then he points up to a room a few steps off the hive floor.

A woman stands there with a small kid who isn’t Gub, and some guy who looks about my age. All smiling, all looking at the edge of the entrance. And then a toddler with big dark eyes peeps out from behind the wall and my heart falls out of my chest.
  


SHOUT YOUR NAME TO THE WORLD

‘Gub!’ I squeal. My voice cracks. All this time. All that I been through, and now, here he is.

Gub hurries to the top step, balances on the edge, right foot steps down, then balances on the next edge, right foot steps down again. And I’m proud as when I set off running towards him, to see the way he’s thinking with all his body – his little lips sucked in, cheeks out – about taking on the steps. At the bottom, he looks up, little peg teeth showing through his grin, and runs right at me. Arms and legs longer than I remember. Bare feet flattened out. When did he learn to run?

I step, dip, catch him, wrap my arms around him, haul him up and press my face into his neck to feel his warm skin on my skin, to smell him, to know he’s real after all this time. Our hearts side by side, beating together, like they shoulda been all along. If I could drink him in, I would. I’m like a hive floor, wrapped around him and crawling through his brain to know him again.

I spin him around a couple of times and he throws back his head and giggles little puffs of air. The giggles are coming straight from his belly, shaking him all over, and though they’re not out loud, they tell me my little Gub is okay.

‘Gubby,’ I breathe when I’ve got a hold of the tears streaming down my face.

He squirms like my breath tickles his neck. ‘Tamara-mawa,’ he whispers.

‘Yes, Tamiki-miki,’ I whisper back and pull back to see all of his beautiful little face, his funny button nose, flat on the end, his long lashes.

‘I finded you,’ he whispers.

‘I finded you right back,’ I whisper. I smooth the wisps of hair off his forehead, and pull the headless dinosaur out of my pocket. ‘And I found Headless.’

Gub wraps his little fingers around the toy. ‘Headiss!’ he whispers and rubs the dinosaur on his cheek.

He tucks Headless into his chest with one fist, and wraps his other arm around my neck so tight that I almost can’t speak when the woman comes to introduce herself. It’s Merrilee, of course, and she is dark-eyed and serious, just like Antonee said. The guy next to her is Daniel, the one who made the code, and he says, ‘Hiya!’ but the ‘ya!’ is a bit squeaky and his cheeks turn pink. He looks away, then grabs the kid in front of him and gives him a bit of a rattle, and grins a very nice grin and says, ‘And this is Monster. He used to have a name before he became monstrous but none of us can remember what it is.’

The kid squirms away, punches Dan in the thigh. ‘Syd,’ he squeals. ‘My name is Sydney!’

Gub giggles in tiny puffs, and all my attention is back to this heaving little heap in my arms, cos I never wanna miss a Gub giggle ever again.

Merrilee pulls Dan and Syd away to the corridor that leads back to the ship stack. ‘Dad will need help with the negotiations,’ she says. ‘We’ll leave you to catch up.’

Then it’s just me and Gub, and he yawns big and points back up the steps to the rooms that must belong to Antonee’s family.

The space is smaller than the squad rooms, but soaring ceilings and light, bright walls make it feel larger, and it’s warm. I can’t hardly believe how warm it is. I peel out of my jacket without putting Gub down and carry him from room to room, looking for his bed. He puts his head on my shoulder and sucks on Headless, like he never relaxed one minute we were apart, and his little feet bump against my thighs. The days of us silent-dancing in a cabin seem so long ago. These feet are not chubby lumps no more; these are feet in little boots on longer legs that swing when I walk.

Gub’s breaths are slow and regular. I find a room with two beds moulded out of the wall, and clothes at the end of one that are too small for anyone but Gub. I lay him down on the bed, staring into his little face with the dark lashes closed. Staring so I store all his beautiful face in my brain and never forget one bit of it ever again. I fill each of his palms with kisses, never mind he’s too asleep to feel a single one, and peel off his boots, then mine, sit them beside the bed and lie down next to him, cos I can’t leave him. I can’t put one little bit of space between us right now.
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Sometime later, Antonee puts his head in the door. ‘Okay, girly?’ he asks.

‘So okay,’ I say. ‘How’s the negotiating going?’

‘All done. We are official. Their rockets are heading back to the Jolene now. Don’t you worry.’
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Later still, I wake to Gub sitting on the bed, tickling my chin with scratchy tiny fingernails. He grins and snorts when I open my eyes. And it takes me a minute to realise this isn’t a dream.

I jump out of bed and the pair of us in our socks run silently through to the lounge. It feels early, cos there’s snores coming from another room. Must be Antonee.

‘Let’s make breakfast for everyone, Gubby!’ I say. I sit him up on the bench near the water spout, and spread packets and jars and tubs out on the bench next to him. ‘You know,’ I say, ‘your ma could make any food taste good.’

‘She can’t come back,’ Gubby whispers, and blinks his long lashes at me.

I nod. ‘She can’t, but whenever we make food, or do this,’ and I kiss his palm, big and smoochy, making him pull his hand away, hide it in his armpit, ‘we’ll be close to her, and she’ll be happy to know we are together.’

Gub nods.

I open a packet of noodles and give him one. He smiles and takes it, crunches on it so hard that it makes me wonder if that’s the most noise I’ve heard out of him. He’s still a silent, tiny, hiding thing, like I used to be.

‘Tamiki-miki?’ I say.

‘Tamara-mawa?’ He looks up at me, dark eyes big as on his tiny face, like I’m his whole world.

I swallow, find my voice, and say loud and strong, ‘You don’t have to whisper no more, okay? You can be loud as you want. You can shout your name to the world, cos it’s all gonna be all right.’
  


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Like a magical beacon in the wilderness, the Ampersand Prize arrived when I was stumbling around lost, to light a new path for me as a young-adult writer. I want to thank the Prize for taking a chance on a different kind of book, and Marisa Pintado, Luna Soo and the team at Hardie Grant Egmont for your constant guidance.

Thanks to family, friends and writing buddies for love, support and understanding even when I was hiding out being an anti-social hermit creature, trying to get the writing done. Thanks especially to Dee White, who read the manuscript over and over and delivered well-timed pep-talks. And to Ken for dusting off his reading skills just to be supportive.

Thanks to all the writers further down the path for your amazing stories, for sharing how you do your magic, and for letting me learn.


[image: images/p117.jpg]

Cally Black’s universe is filled with stories – from her childhood on hill country sheep stations, to youthful backpacking adventures, to more recent motorbike rides across the USA – but it’s stories set in future worlds that fascinate her most. And while she loves science and technology and the way they shape our future, what really grabs her attention is the people, especially those left on the fringes of society.

Cally works in education and lives in Melbourne with her family and a slightly nutty dog. She won the Ampersand Prize for her debut novel, In the Dark Spaces.


In the Dark Spaces
 published in 2017 by Hardie Grant Egmont
 Ground Floor, Building 1, 658 Church Street
 Richmond, Victoria 3121, Australia
 www.hardiegrantegmont.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers and copyright holders.

A CiP record for this title is available from the National Library of Australia.

eISBN 9781743585030

Text copyright © 2017 Cally Black
 Design copyright © 2017 Hardie Grant Egmont
 Cover design by Astred Hicks, Design Cherry

We welcome feedback from our readers. All our ebooks are edited and proofread vigorously, but we know that mistakes sometimes get through.
If you spot any errors, please email info@hardiegrantegmont.com.au so that we can fix them for your fellow ebook readers.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
’d g VETHE '
AY\!’ERSAN?é

Py M fFar ‘NZE \

¥
\
N\y





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/p1.jpg





OEBPS/images/part-2.jpg
PART TWO

ALIEN HIVE
DARK SPACE





OEBPS/images/part-3.jpg
PART THREE

GARUWA FRONTLINE HIVE
DEEP SPACE





OEBPS/images/part-1.jpg
PART ONE

STARWEAVER LAYLA
FREGHTER CLASS C
CARGO: 11B0UAD PHOSPHORODS AND HELIVA-3.
0UTBOUAD BASIC SUPPLIES FOR (MINING OPERATIONS.
ROUTE: DIOS TO MIAING RIGS 677-728 RETURN.





OEBPS/images/part-5.jpg
PART FIVE

STARWEAVER JOLENE
FREGHTER CLASS C - RETROATTED 2134
CARGO: 268 FIGHTER ROCKETS. 384 MULITARY PERSONEL.
BASIC SUPPLIES.
FOLL CREW, PLUS EXTRA ENGIREERING STAFF,
PLUS 1 TRANSLATOR.
ROUTE: 1nBOUAD FROM MINING OPERATION 709.
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PART FOUR

STARWEAVER JOLENE
FREIGHTER CLASS C - RETROAITED 2134
CARGO: 268 FIGHTER ROCKETS.

384 MILTARY PERSONAEL. BASIC SUPPLIES.
FOLL CREW, PLUS EXTRA ENGIREERING STAFF.
ROUTE: PATROLLING AREA BETWEED
MininG OPERATIONS 705-717.





