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ONE
An alarm sounds.
I’m not asleep, just half-dozing on my cot, face in my pillow, shoulder throbbing. Bat slept before we began the job, so he’s piloting. Burns from the close calls with bullets yesterday aren’t severe enough for me to feel them, not after slathering salve all over them and trying to think of something else. 
The hole ripped through the human flesh in my shoulder is more difficult to ignore. I have stronger painkillers, but I hate the needle it’ll take to get into my system and don’t want to be fuzzy in the head when we catch up to the sister in her stolen ship.
The alarm sounds again, this time in the comm behind my ear as well as over the ship’s speakers.
“You awake?” Bat calls, soft enough it probably wouldn’t have woken me.
Muffled by my pillow, I say, “Yeah, I hear it.” 
I don’t want to get up. Heat from the nearby star’s low, red fire shimmers through the window parallel to my bunk, baking the entire ship. After that frozen piece of rock, it’s welcomed. Leftover annoyance with yesterday’s botched job isn’t adding to my motivation.
The damn fisherman had to go and shoot me.
Keeping my eyes closed, movements small, I fiddle with the wall panel beside my bed before remembering I turned off all exterior communications. Just left the ship’s AI to tell me when our escaped prisoner putters into range.
There’s only one contact who would override the computer.
The alarm crawls through my head as I consider answering. It bounces off the inside of my skull until I press my finger to the implant behind my ear. The sudden silence has a ring of its own.
Carefully, I ask, “What?”
“Are you asleep? It’s five in the afternoon. And you turned off all your comms.”
After only hearing from her once in six months—just to tip me off on this job—Audra’s once-familiar voice is strange.
I roll off my face, turning my eyes back up to full sight. They send me blobs of reds and oranges from all the heat. Rays of starlight warm the metal along my bare chest, tinting long streaks of my skin in red.
What do I say? I don’t want to mention how the job is going.
“Not everyone goes by your time standard.”
“You do.” There’s uncommon amusement in her voice.
I sigh, my chest knotting. She doesn’t sound worried, but then again, she never does. I’ve never known her to call just for a chat.
“I’m almost afraid to ask why you’re calling—”
“I need you to back off this job.”
That wakes me up. I sit, ignoring the fire in my shoulder, and lean against the hot glass of the window. Bat waddles in from the other room. His comm is connected to mine and I didn’t shut the connection off, so he’s listening.
“It’s 300,000 credits. My ship needs repairs. I’m not backing down on this—”
“Aaron—”
“And you tipped me off!”
Audra’s voice dips, quiet and stern. “You never wondered why the price was so high?”
“They broke into Amerov and out of Clock. Really, I’m surprised it isn’t higher—”
“Captain’s coming after them.”
A knot starts in my stomach, adding to the one in my chest. The veins of metal in my bones and skin ache. It isn’t real pain, but I flex my fingers. My ears ring, eyes burning. I pinch my fingers together until the phantom pains ease. Bat jumps onto my knee, snout pointed up to look at me, a welcome weight to remind me where I am.
“Aaron, do you understand what I’m saying?”
I understand. Amerov’s leader is dangerous. He isn’t unkind, per se, but he’ll drag me back to Amerov for reconditioning in a heartbeat. There are plenty of unregistered cyborgs floating around the galaxy, safe for the most part, but Captain is fanatical about his creations. When he runs into one not functioning as it should, he takes great pains to fix the problem.
He’ll find out my chip is missing—the fact I never had one in the first place—and make sure I have one implanted.
A complete wipe of who I am as a person.
And Audra won’t be able to let me go again. Not with the close eye he’d be keeping on me. The mechanical joints in my fingers are still throbbing.
Irritation replaces the leftover panic. More so at Audra for bringing it up than at Captain for being on the chase, which is unfair. But I live with the knowledge that, with my appearance, any Amerov number crossing my path will know I’m unregistered and attempt to bring me back to Amerov. Any that might have shown up on Yayth to chase the bounty could’ve tried to turn me in. It’s never stopped me before.
I’m fast. I can work quick and disappear before Amerov catches up. I have the head start. Captain being on the job himself doesn’t change the odds. Just adds another level of panic. There’s a chance I can catch the woman before Captain even enters this star system.
A good chance.
Trying to even out my voice, I say, “I understand you sound worried and you’re not telling me something.”
“He wasn’t on the job when I alerted you to it. He is now. And I don’t think you want to come face to face with him. And if they discover your . . . situation with your chip, I’ll have a hell of a time of it as well. You’re reading into nothing.”
She’s lying. Her voice is the same emotionless drone as usual, but she’s lying. It’s never so simple. And she’s trying to guilt me into backing off the job. Yes, she would get in trouble, but we both know nothing would come of it. Of all his creations, she’s Captain’s favorite. I doubt he’d do anything more than yell at her, if even that. Cyborgs aren’t programmed well to yelling.
“Just back down,” she says. “I’ll send you the next job when it comes. Keep checking your bounty charts.”
I toss a pillow aside, pick Bat up with one hand under his belly and drop down the few steps to the ship’s controls, trying to ignore my aching shoulder. Bat squirms in my grip until I deposit him beside the manual steering.
“Fine,” I say. 
There’s a considerable pause before Audra says her goodbyes quick and curt.
I’m not sure she believes me. Then again, I’m not sure I believe her.
This job cannot go right.
“We’re giving up?” Bat asks.
“You remember Captain?” We’re both his creations, after all.
He leaps to the floor and noses his way into the nearest cupboard containing snacks. “I remember shadows, lots of shadows.”
“No names?”
Black eyes blink at me, his big ears flapping. “Not back then. Names didn’t have much meaning.”
I know the feeling, vaguely, a dream stuck with me too long. We’ve always kept on the outskirts of Amerov’s reach. They made us and would have us back, but our ship is old and beat up as I feel, soon to fall apart at the seams. A little risk is worth a large reward.
Plus, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to myself this feels a little personal now, thinking about both siblings’ bounties and everything that happened on Yayth.
The brother saved my life.
Bat’s head is cocked, watching me weigh danger against reward.
There’s a blip on the sensor. We’ve been tracking the sister and her run-down ship for the past eight hours, and she’s finally getting within sight. Probably trying to slow down and find a habitable planet circling this bloody star to hide on. 
We can beat Captain if we run.
“You want to risk it?” I ask Bat.
He rolls each shoulder of his metal limbs in one giant, full-bodied shrug. “No giving up.”
I rub his ear. “No giving up then,” I say, and send our ship zipping for a collision course.



TWO
The target’s stolen ship is a heap of trash. Then again, I suppose I can’t judge with the thing we’re piloting.
Bat sits on the ledge of the port window, sears casting silhouettes against the glass. The ship is a shadow in the distance, a dark shape against the glimmer of atmosphere surrounding the small planet it’s heading toward. There’s a chance she sees us against the blazing brightness of the star behind. Maybe she thinks she can lose me in the jungle crawling the planet’s surface. Or that she can kill me. Maybe she and her brother both think they can outsmart Amerov.
They’re underestimating the cyborg planet. Severely.
Which won’t be my problem so long as I catch her before Captain. The bounty chart says her individual reward is 200,000, twice the amount her brother would have been on his own. That’s what happens when you break out of Clock.
“It’s a miracle that thing is airtight,” Bat says, wobbling down the trapdoor ladder into our little pod seated in the belly of the ship.
I was in it, and I’m surprised too. Our ship isn’t much to look at, but our pod is tough and fast. Our ship is home—this prisoner is already a loose cannon and I don’t want to risk losing our craft. And the engine’s been giving me trouble lately, not starting on demand even before the strange cold of Yayth. The pod is slightly newer and not so run into the ground, better for a chase. I set up our ship’s AI to scan out as far as it’ll go into surrounding space. We’ll have some warning if Captain’s ship gets close.
But we won’t be cutting it so tight. “Let’s hope it’s not with a little rattling. Maybe it’ll just come apart.”
“Think Audra will be pissed?”
Bat’s never had much trust for the other cyborg—not much trust for anyone other than me, really—any respect he offers her has always been for my sake. “Only if we get caught. She’s not the one we have to worry about, anyway. Let’s be in and out of here in a few hours. By the time Captain gets here, I don’t want any trace of us left in this star system.”
Bat looks at me from the floor of the pod as I tighten the airlock, sealing us in. His badger snout and huge, bat-like ears manage to be as expressive as any human features.
“But yes,” I add. “Once she finds out, she’ll be pissed, even if everything goes well.”
Which it may not, I think, because yesterday was such a trash fire. I try to shake off the thought. I’m not much of a power-of-positive-thinking guy, but self-doubt won’t help.
Bat chuckles as the pod drops from the belly of the ship. Instead of entering coordinates, I slide into the pilot’s chair and grasp a steering lever in each hand. The feel of a ship has been a part of me since waking up on Amerov. Since Audra broke protocol to let me pilot her own personal vessel through the blueish atmosphere of the frigid planet. First time I’d seen the stars without the blue of the atmosphere, the drift of the ship when the engines lulled, the dark of space as we’d circled the planet until it blocked the light of its icy star. How different the quiet of space was from the metallic hum and order of Facility Nineteen.
I’m never quite myself enough to know if I had a childhood before Amerov—sometimes I don’t even think I could have been born—but they only alter what lives volunteer, never creating from scratch. I was a boy sometime before I woke on Amerov, ill and dying. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the love of flight was programmed into me. But this is pure human passion. Captain could’ve never replicated something like this. 
I would never feel it again if he’d finished my augmentations and put that chip in the back of my neck, not in the same way.
It makes my job smoother. My targets have a difficult time out-flying me.
Our pod keeps the heat signature of our target as a little glowing blip on the monitor. It’s a good backup for my eyes whenever the stupid things decide to glitch out. The woman’s ship is glowing hot, overheated by its long run and dive through the atmosphere. The planet’s greenery partially conceals the heat signature, but it still burns bright. Bat stands on the console, watching with perked ears. We dip through the atmosphere with a roar and he goes scrambling to the floor with the sharp clang of metal on metal. I get a snarl when I snort.
“How’s the atmosphere down here?”
Bat climbs back up to the controls, one metal paw gripping the edge to steady himself.
“Breathable. Twenty-six percent oxygen. Wow, that’s high. Humid and wet. No registered habitats. Not a bad place to hide out.”
How is Captain tracking her? He must have started at the same place I did: on Yayth. Maybe there’s a tracking chip on her. It wouldn’t be surprising—I’m not sure if Clock tracks their prisoners, but it would be wise of them. Audra pretty much always knows where I am, but she wouldn’t have given Captain my location. Not when my discovery would mean trouble for her.
Bat taps the glass of the display. “Heat signature’s gone. Was northeast of here a second ago.”
“Hiding behind a waterfall, maybe.”
We skim along the surface of a small ocean, saltwater spraying behind us like the tail of a comet. A dozen waterfalls cascade from the green-orange cliff-sides into the waves. The cliffs themselves are a dusty orange, made redder by the glow of this planet’s star. Trees cling to their sides, hanging against the thick air, overgrown with ferns.
There are plenty of places to take the small ship under a cold waterfall to lose a heat signature. Which means she’s definitely noticed me following. But the shimmer of metal in starlight is difficult to mask.
“There!” Bat points a small metal finger against the viewports.
I turn us toward it, and the ship explodes from behind the waterfall, shooting mist and foam. The blip of orange and red heat on the screen reappears.
“‘Ey!” Bat flails as the ship nearly grazes our hull in an attempt to get away. I yank back on the controls, flipping us up and over.
She takes off out of my direct line of sight until I swing the pod about and zip after. Now I’m up close to the ship and not concentrating on getting it away from a giant fish, I notice how beat up it is. I wasn’t paying attention back on Yayth. Paint is worn, deep gouges marking the wings and hull, patched but still showing wiring and soot. Some of the damage might have been from Bat firing at her back on that frozen wasteland. The power seems to sputter out every few seconds only to pick up again.
Maybe that thing really isn’t safe. I try not to feel smug about it. 
Teach her to run from a cyborg.
“Let’s shake this thing a little, see if she falls apart.”
Bat scrambles to the gun chamber below my feet. Soon after I realized how apt he is with weapons, I fitted the controls of the pod’s man-sized guns for his small arms to move and tiny robotic hands to operate. He loves the weapon, and I fixed up his busted arm earlier, so I trust his aim.
“Try not to blow her up, they want her alive,” I remind him. “Let me bump ‘er a little.”
I catch our pod up with ease, hovering under the ragged wing. Scratched panels line the belly of the ship—I wonder if I did that skidding it along the ice. Glass panels line the sides. We’re close enough I can see the captain’s seat and her pair of boots against the panels.
“Come on, flip us over, I wanna blow the wing off!” Bat’s voice carries over the whir of both ships’ engines. 
I roll my eyes. “Settle down, trigger happy.”
He growls.
Aligning the pod under the wing, I yank us up, slamming into the underside. She flips half-over before correcting, veering to the greenery below, snapping off the tops of small trees. I maneuver out of range of the flying branches. I can’t tell if she’s a talented flyer or terrible.
At least the ship doesn’t have guns.
“Aaron,” Bat complains.
“Shut up, I got it.”
I weave the trees, tailing her. She ducks and weaves the tallest trunks, taking panels off the sides of the ship. Not a great flier, then. Even if she outruns us on the planet, she wouldn’t be getting back into space with the hull in such a condition. Believing she broke out of Clock is getting a little difficult.
Until she stops dead in front of me.
How can the thing even stop so fast?
It spins sideways, flipping its wing in a roll. With no space to stop, I jerk the pod sideways, twirling so tight my own head spins. Bat yelps. The straps on the seat don’t do much to hold me—I didn’t secure them properly in the first place—but my grip on the controls makes sure I don’t go flying. 
Until she slams the side of her ship into our wing like a bumper car. We nearly flip. My shins knock against the control panel with the alarming sound and sensation of metal on metal, what little flesh covered my iron bones cutting away. It doesn’t hurt, but it will. My stomach twists at the anticipation of the pain. Bracing myself against the seat, I get enough stability to get the pod upright.
“Idiot,” I grumble, turning us on the spot to get her back in the viewport. The thermal map on the ship shows her right behind us.
Only to see her diving up and over. Directly into my viewport. Mere feet from my face.
“Shit!” The glass doesn’t break, but a spiderweb of cracks spread.
She slams into us again, somewhere from the side, dragging her vessel along the side of mine with a metal shriek making my hearing aids crackle. Our right wing is cut straight through the paneling of her ship.
Unbelievable.
Tugging us free, I spin the pod back up and over her, ready to let Bat blow the wings right off that thing, even if it crashes her into the trees.
A tugging pain shoots up my joints as I’m flung from the captain’s seat, hitting the wall or the window or something else cold and hard.
Did she hit our wing?
Our pod slams into the red, sandy cliffs, swirling into a free-fall, what’s left of the prisoner’s vessel spinning after. She’s going to be as stranded on this space rock as we are.
If she hasn’t killed all three of us first. 
My spine cracks against what must be the metal bars lining the ceiling. Somewhere in the corner of my mind, I hear Bat screeching as we plummet. He’s tough, but we’re both breakable at a certain point.
Pushing myself from the ceiling, I knock at the controls with my fingertips, trying to get my hand around them. With a sudden lurch, the pod rights itself. Belly first, it splashes into one of the seas below. I hit the floor hard, shoulder aching, head ringing, and a lot of other injuries slowly starting to make themselves known.
I claw at my hearing aids until the shrill noise they’re trying to kill me with cuts off. A moment of welcome silence floods the ship before the shadow of the prisoner’s ship, twice our size and flipping itself apart, careens down upon us.



THREE
Glass explodes. Water rushes in. The controls are dead when I grab them, crushed a moment later.
“Bat!” I call, rolling into the gun chamber as the main section of the pod collapses.
Something cracks, loud as an explosion. Water surges over my head. An unmovable force catches my shoulder, pinning me to the floor of the sea. Saltwater burns the sensitive skin around my eyes and a thousand different places along my torn human skin. No air is caught in my lungs—a lungful can last me near ten minutes, but nothing will kill me in less than one. Less than a minute to move what’s crushing me.
I grab the metal—a section of the target ship’s hull?—with my free hand.
Push.
My bones are reinforced titanium, more than eighty percent of my muscles replaced with superior synthetics. The ship moves ever so slowly. Something gives, the weight only increasing. Engines from the target’s ship are still burying themselves in the soft seabed, digging us further and further down. My lungs burn, muscles joining in. My human instincts want to scream. I don’t have the breath to waste.
The ship breaks free all at once, snapping under its own force, pinning me deeper in the sand but freeing my other hand. It’s heavy as lead, refusing to budge under even the strength of both my arms. Clawing at the wing, the sheet metal gives under the metal in my fingers. Wires tangle around my arms, but the crushing weight tears away. I rip at the wreckage, kicking off the seabed and bursting through the surface, gulping down lungfuls of sweet air. 
“Bat? Bat!” My voice comes out as a croak. I cough, choking on the breaths I’m trying to take in.
The little creature is nowhere to be seen in the roiling water. Panic squeezes my chest. “Bat!”
Nothing. I suck in a breath, diving under the target’s ship. It isn’t fully immersed in the shallow water. A wingtip and section of the hull still protrude like grasping hands.
Pulling through the wreckage where the gun chamber should have been, debris from the seabed scratches my glass eyes, coupling with the faulty thermal sensors and making it nearly impossible to see. Eventually, digging through metal and rock and sand, my hand finds Bat’s leg. I almost pass him over, the feeling skin in my fingers shredded.
Grabbing the scruff of his neck, I work him loose from the wires. Back in the fresh air, he shudders and chokes up water. The robot limb I’d fixed earlier is limp and twisted once more, hanging useless. He crawls onto my shoulder and curls against my neck, shivering and digging his sharp claws into my shirt.
“I got ya,” I mutter between breaths, trying to sound comforting, but my bleeding hands are shaking, and I don’t think I’m doing it very well. 
I swim to shore, hauling us onto the red-orange beach below the cliffs. As sharp as they look, they’re soft and sandy. Collapsing against the hot sandstone, I close my eyes. The air here is warm and soupy, heavy with the scent of saltwater and ripening fruit in the surrounding trees. Much better than the damn icicle we were stuck on the day before last. But everything is beginning to ache and sting. I remember banging my legs in the crash, the glass that exploded in my face, and the damage I did to my fingers I’m afraid to inspect. New injuries are adding to the list. My shoulders feel as if they’ve been detached and worked back into their sockets, all my joints unsteady, jelly-like. 
At least the healing wound in my shoulder doesn’t hurt much comparatively. How wonderful for me.
Bat pants, his breath rattling. Something mechanical might have busted loose. I lower him to my arms, putting my ear to his chest. His heart is pounding, but his lungs sound intact as they should be. He swallowed a lot of salt water. I let him roll back onto his stomach, laying across my arms with his chin in the crook of my elbow.
“That sucked . . . ” Bat mumbles, licking his snout.
I rest my free arm against my knees. “Yeah.”
“So we agree not to tell Audra about this part?”
I try to laugh but it comes out strange, my chest pinching. I wipe the water off his ears, touching a few cuts on his back and shoulders. He’s lucky the ship didn’t land on him the way it did on me.
The prisoner.
I squint at the wreckage still settling in the shallows. She was in the ship on top of the pile, so there’s a chance a pocket of air kept her alive, or she got a chance to jump for the water before her vessel crashed into mine. 
Unsteady on my feet, I stand, letting my body acclimate to the trauma. I was built to overcome and adapt, even without the chip in the back of my neck, but still want to lay down and sleep for a full twenty-four hours. I’ve never really slept since we left Yayth.
“We’ll lose the bounty if she died.”
“Hope she died,” Bat grumbles.
He doesn’t hope that, I know. We’ll lose the money we’ve risked our lives for and need for our ship.
Never had a target use their own vessel for a suicide mission to take us down before.
Someone coughs from below the cliffs.
Bat freezes, ears on alert. I set him in one of the bouncy ferns clinging to the sandstone. Most of our weapons are in the pod on the bottom of the sea—or safe back in our ship drifting above the atmosphere—but I still have a small gun tucked against my leg inside my boot. I work it free from the dripping leather, holding it unsteady with my injured fingers.
A figure stumbles up from the breaking waves, drenched and caked with orange, powdery sand. She gasps and throws up salt water. Her thick clothes are weighing her down. I keep my distance, approaching until she notices me. Her eyes get wide. She glances at the trees.
“Don’t even think about it.” My voice, at least, doesn’t shake.
She does the exact opposite—of course—diving into the nearby foliage, fumbling in her coat until a gun makes an appearance. I fire a warning shot and am returned a shot probably not meant as a warning, though I can’t shake the idea perhaps she missed on purpose.
The brother saved my life.
Ducking behind a tree, I try to think of a better option. I’ll be damned if I kill her after all this. What I would give for this not to be a living-only bounty. 
The tree next to my head explodes in a shower of wood chips.
I jump to the next tree, then the next, closer and closer, until I fire low at her feet and yank the gun from her hands. A fist connects with my face—the metal part of my jaw. Did she just punch me? A crack and her gasp of pain follow. Trying to swing her to the ground, her kicking legs knock me off balance. My already injured shins scream at the contact, and I slam my forehead into her face, satisfied at the crunch. All the weaknesses of human skin and bone.
She hits the ground hard, me on top of her. I want to get her away from me, don’t want to ever be this close, but she can’t budge me, and I’m not taking any more chances. Weight of my metal bones and my gun pressed to her mouth dissuades further fighting. We both glare, breathing hard.
Now I’m up close and the air is bright, I can see her face. Bruised, nose crooked, bleeding. Not terribly young—the bounty chart said a bit older than me—but under the circumstances, fear is making her appear younger. But defiant. Her eyes roam my features, horrified but unsurprised. She got a good look at me back on Yayth.
She almost killed me and Bat. I’m tempted to put a bullet in her—plenty of ways to do it without risking her life.
“Aaron?”
I glance over my shoulder. Bat’s standing a ways off, dragging his broken metal leg, blinking at me. I just fixed that leg.
Sighing, I shove the gun back in its holster and—without the cuffs I had in the pod (she seems to have gotten out of her old ones)—rip some long strips of cloth from her coat, tying her feet together and her hands behind her back. Dragging her out of the jungle, I deposit her in the shade of one of the larger tropical trees rimming the ocean.
Her struggling is gone. Back to the intensity I’d seen on Yayth. Her big eyes won’t leave my face. I turn away, disgusted.
“You . . . ” she says, voice barely audible.
“Go to hell,” I snap, and she promptly shuts up.
I limp to the edge of the sand, staring over the water at her stolen ship and our pod crushed to unrecognizable pieces beneath it. Glancing up, I can see the slight glimmer of our ship hovering outside the atmosphere. Adrenaline is gone, all the pain and straight thinking replacing it. I sag, staring back down at the finally calm ocean.
“Damn.”
We’re trapped on shore with the prisoner, stranded, injured. And Captain is on his way.



FOUR
Digging through the wreckage, I pull out some thin cable better suited for securing the woman, avoiding eye contact as I tie her up.
A waterfall mists nearby. Taking off my boots, I stand under the fresh cool of it, letting the salt and sand wash from my wounds. Bat sits in a nearby pool, licking his skin and rubbing his big ears against his shoulders.
Yes, I much prefer the heat to the icy cold.
My hands are shredded. Much of my fingers are metal as it is, but what was left of the pads of my fingers and hands are cut beyond recognition. I let the clear water roll over them until the cold numbs some of the pain. I have medicine back on the ship that will facilitate the human skin to grow back. Until then, I’ll just have to deal. After a moment, I sit in the stream below the falls and put my head between my knees, eyes closed.
I’ll have to dive back down into the salty water to pull everything I can back to the surface. Maybe I can salvage the target’s ship enough to get it out of the atmosphere and back to our own vessel. It’s going to be a challenge—Guli’s ship wasn’t great to begin with, I hadn’t even been able to get it off the ground. It’s probably going to take all night to even get the engines back up and running.
For a moment, I want to be still.
Bat struggles over to sit in the spray of water, chin on my leg. He isn’t often affectionate, at least not until he wakes from some nightmare and wants to curl under the blankets of my cot—but we don’t talk about that. But if I’m afraid of Amerov, he’s terrified.
That gets me moving, straightening out from under the waterfall.
“Should we try to get in touch with Audra?” Bat asks. 
I stare at the shimmering pool. The red star is setting, air bloody and vibrant, the whole world cast in its color. It’ll be dark soon. The weather is cooling with the setting light, and I wish to be back in our ship in my bed. Home.
I’m not sure how to answer, so I say, “I don’t think the grief will help.”
I can feel his little eyes staring. Guilt gnaws at me. I know better than to get us stranded on this planet with a prisoner. I appreciate a good chase, but being trapped reminds me of Amerov. And putting my friend in harm’s way doubles my irritation with myself, even if he wanted to do this.
“It’s fine, Bat. I can’t even get in touch with her from here. And she’s too far away to be any help.” I slosh out from under the falls. “I’m going to see what I can dig out. Something to fix your leg, maybe.”
He blinks at me. I’d tell him not to worry, but I’m worrying.
I ignore the woman as I pass, only taking a peek from the corner of my eye to make sure she’s still sitting there, not enough to meet her intense gaze.
The target’s ship isn’t completely drowned. A good half of it still protrudes from the gentle currents, including the cockpit, its glass paneling webbed with cracks but mostly unbroken. Opening the hatch, I slip inside. The controls are submerged, but it isn’t too difficult to get the power going. It may be a heap of junk, but it’s durable.
It hums to life, sputtering. Remarkable how undamaged it is, all things considered. Perhaps she crashed down after us from loss of control more than from engine failure. The controls aren’t as responsive as I’d appreciate, but with a little encouragement, jets of saltwater blast out the engines, and I manage to nudge the craft into the soft shoreline. A few smaller trees buckle under its weight but don’t damage its already shredded body and wings. I smile. Saltwater burns the cuts on my lips.
I can get this thing back up and running again. At least enough to get us back to our ship.
Seawater pours from the craft as I jump to the shore. Soft sand covers my toes. I left my boots back at the waterfall and the sand is warm and soothing. I can’t remember the last time we made planetfall just to spend time in fresh air.
Ironic we had to crash to get some starlight.
Bat has found his way down to the shore, flopping on his belly and promptly falling asleep. I’ll let him for a while. He isn’t going to be much help with his busted leg, anyway. I can feel the prisoner’s eyes on us. She’s only a dozen feet away. Her feet are bound, hand secured to a tree trunk—there isn’t a chance she can get away, and I hate the way she stares, but tying her up out of view wouldn’t be smart.
I manage to get the ship’s exterior lights on as twilight falls to darkness. Without the AI up and running, I can’t be sure how long this planet’s day/night cycle is, but the starlight didn’t die too quickly, and the planet isn’t too far from its star. I’d estimate a good few hours of darkness, at least.
Maybe we’ll be out of the atmosphere by the time the sun comes back around.
“Your name is Aaron?”
Her rough voice makes me flinch, unexpected after the hour of soft ocean waves and my repairs on her stolen ship. I hoped she was asleep. I glance at her dark shape from the corner of my eye but otherwise ignore her.
Moments later, she tries again, “Aaron?”
“Shut up,” I mutter, and can’t bring myself to mind how whiny I sound.
“I’m Lalia.”
Yeah, your bounty chart said that. I concentrate on the engine. No sense in firing the thing up again if the engine’s going to putter out halfway through the atmosphere. Humans are uncomfortable around me, and silent ignoring usually finishes the job.
“Can you loosen the cables?” 
I snort. Which hurts my bruised ribcage.
“My hand is broken.”
“Shouldn’t’ve punched me.”
“I know, but it hurts.”
I turn the nearest light on her. She squints at the bright, white-blue beam, turning partially away. There’s pain in her features, but there’s pain in mine as well, I’m sure. Her face is red and swollen, and both eyes are blackened from the bruised nose. Something in me is a little uneasy, maybe even guilty. I probably could have secured her without smashing my face into hers.
I wonder why she broke into Amerov with her brother.
I wonder why he saved my life.
Sighing, I drop the tools I found back in their case, limping across the sand. It’s still warm even in the darkness. Her hand is swollen, probably discolored, but my eyes aren’t being much help in the matter, especially with the low light. Out of pity, I suppose, I tighten the cable on her uninjured hand so I can loosen it on the other, moving it up near her elbow so it isn’t squeezing the broken area. Her feet are still tied. It’s not as if she’s going anywhere. Back on our ship, I’ll put a splint on the injury. Minor broken bones have no impact on the bounty reward, but I’m not cruel.
I watch the sky. Several dozen times I’ve done so already, expecting to see an Amerov ship. Still, there’s nothing but the blip of my ship orbiting with the turn of the planet. If we see the lights of Captain’s ship, there won’t be much to do but run into the jungle and hope the vegetation disguises our heat signatures.
Hopefully, Captain never figured out where the woman ran once she left Yayth. If we’re really lucky, he went after the brother instead.
I should have asked Audra for an estimate on how long before Captain expected to catch up.
“What are you looking for?” the woman asks.
Gagging her is a thing I could do. But I don’t want to return to her staring eyes. Or touch her again. I opt for silence.
“Is your name Aaron?” she insists, though she’s already said my name. She must have heard Bat calling me that, either here or back on Yayth. I frown at her from the corner of my eye.
“Is that important to you for some reason?”
The intensity increases. “I’m looking for someone named Aaron. He was taken to Amerov.”
I pause. Is that why the two of them broke into Amerov? They were looking for someone? It’s almost as much a surprise to hear a human speak of the cyborg planet or even acknowledge me without fear or mocking. She saw my appearance on Yayth.
She saw it more clearly an hour ago, though the darkness probably decreases the effect now. She’s so calm and doesn’t seem bothered speaking of it.
“Amerov is crawling with cyborgs,” I say. “And just as many out in the galaxy. One named Aaron isn’t that out-of-place.”
By the tone of her voice, I’m certain she’s grinding her teeth. “Aaron DeLouve. He’d be about my age now, a few years younger. He was taken to Amerov years ago, and I heard he hunts bounties.”
That’s a little too close to me for comfort, but I didn’t have a family before coming to Amerov.
Bat is shaking sand from his ears, blinking out of sleep. He glances between the two of us.
“As I said, there must be hundreds of Aarons.” Not as if he’d know you or care, is something I don’t add.
The part about hunting bounties doubles my unease.
She’s silent for a lovely moment of peace. “Where did you come from? Before Amerov?”
Personal questions. Wonderful. Bat keeps flapping his large ears, and I stop myself from snapping at him. I shouldn’t let her get to me. She has no business being interested in my kind. I’m unregistered, a rogue from Amerov’s carefully tended machine. Only Audra knows I’m a bounty hunter—well, Clock has me on record as a hunter too after all the jobs I’ve delivered to them—I keep such information nicely to myself, trying to stay as far from Captain’s attention as possible. I trust Audra enough to know she wouldn’t be spreading the information around. Even if she had, the chance some random prisoner would find out is slim to nothing.
“Who were you before Amerov?”
“No one,” I say, altogether too evenly. Everything before Amerov exists in blips and clues of colors and sensations, hardly real. Audra told me some of what she knows. I was alone and dying as a child. I had no one, and there was no one to return me to had they finished their enhancements to my mind and body.
I resent this woman’s chattiness. Her easy ability to dredge up things I’m perfectly comfortable never thinking about.
“Aaron—”
“Stop calling me that.”
“You said it’s your name.” There’s no fear in her voice. It’s starting to piss me off.
“For the people who know me.” Which means Bat and Audra. No one else.
That shuts her up. For a moment, at least. Then, quite softly, she says, “He was a little boy when he was taken. Twelve. They assured us he’d come back to us. He never did. He was my brother.”
Shutting off the outside lights, I move into the interior of the ship. I wish I could rest, but there’s no time with Captain on the way. My torn hands throb. Sleep drags at me. I turn the lights on inside the cabin of the ship, under the control panel, and try to figure out why the left engine isn’t starting up.
Exhaustion is good. Exhaustion keeps my brain from thinking past what’s in front of me, from circling on her words.
I try not to consider something Audra told me ages ago, back when I was a child sitting in her quarters on Facility Nineteen, the single quiet place I’d ever known. 
I’m the only child they’ve brought to Amerov in centuries.



FIVE
Nights on the little planet are shorter than expected. Only a few hours of darkness have passed and lazy bits of red-orange light are teasing the horizon. How long could the days be with nights so short?
I’m sitting on the roof of the hull for the three minutes I’m allowing myself to take a breather, staring at the bloody morning light. I can go for days without sleep, technically, but injuries wear me down. My fingers ache in threads of sharp pain, starting at the metal tips and shooting straight up my shoulders and into my collar bones. My body doesn’t want to get up now I’ve let it sit for a moment.
Bat sniffles under my chin, his soft, damp nose tickling behind my ear. Sometime in the night, he crawled up into the ship to do his best to help.
I take the moment of stillness to work on his leg.
“You look awful,” he says. 
I squint down at him, with his hairless, gray skin cut and bruised, ear notched, the mechanical leg I’m working on twisted and limp. “Takes one.”
He shows his teeth, which is almost a smile, and shakes his lifeless leg at me. After a minute of me working, he brings it up. 
“You told me Amerov doesn’t take children.”
They don’t. Amerov is the military force for the galaxy, among other things. Tough and unbreakable soldiers emerge from their augmentations, but they’ve created quite the society of their own as well. Most of the men and women are willing and informed volunteers—as much as anyone can be willing and informed of exactly what it’s like to lose your humanity. A rather small amount are prisoners no one could control, stripped of their humanity and will.
Then there’s me.
Bat knows my past, everything Audra’s told me, so it makes as little sense to him as it does to me. 
I don’t want to talk about this, but he’s one of the only creatures who could understand. “That’s what Audra said.”
“Does she look familiar?”
I pause. I hadn’t considered looking, to search what memories I have for hints of the prisoner’s features. Because it’s impossible. Nothing has sparked a memory, but I’ve been avoiding eye contact like it’ll give me the plague.
Would it be worth remembering before Amerov? This is who I am. A strange human thinking she can find a long-lost family member changes nothing.
And if she does know me? It would make me her brother? Nothing of my human life exists in me anymore. Maybe a love for flying. I don’t know what use it would be if we were related.
“No, but I haven’t been looking too closely.”
“And if she does know you?”
I press my lips together. She isn’t my sister. Audra would have told me if I had any living relatives. She had no reason to lie. And I trust her. 
If she was my sister, it means I had some family out there who gave me to Amerov as a little boy and never wanted me back.
I prefer my real past.
“Don’t really want to talk about it.” 
Bat grunts and lays his chin on my leg, letting me work. When I fix him up, he can get to parts in the broken ship I can’t. 
It’s better to think about practical steps than anything else.
•
She wakes after an hour. I can hear her groaning and cursing under her breath. A night of sleep both helps and hurts injuries. I’m back down under the ship’s wing. While she slept, I’d gotten a good look at her face. Her broken nose doesn’t seem too bad, but I’m glad Clock tests her DNA, not her mugshot.
She coughs and makes a croaking noise. I haven’t eaten in hours—my body can take a few days before weakening from hunger—but I’ve been drinking from the waterfall.
I don’t want to interact with her again.
Snatching the canteen I’d fished from the ship, I fill it with fresh water. She yelps and glares when I pour it across her closed eyes. This mood is better than last night’s earnest strangeness—maybe she won’t ask questions this way. She jostles the chords on her wrists, but I tip the lid to her mouth without bothering to free her. Fighting me again seems unlikely, but the chance isn’t worth it. Not with my luck over the past few days.
“I’m hungry,” she rasps. 
It isn’t a statement worth answering.
I’ve patched the engines—there’s only so much to be done without replacement parts—and ensured the hull is air-tight. With Bat’s arm repaired, he’s been crawling through the walls and under the hinges from the inside, working his magic with the damaged wiring. His brain was engineered to maintain a ship, to work with weapons, and to stay alive in a fight. As far as I can tell, he’d been a prototype, discarded by Amerov.
Somehow, they thought he was useless.
Engines shoot to life under each wing. I have the paneling pulled from the floor of the craft so I can keep an eye on the crystal in the center of the engine. It’s small enough it wouldn’t have much use in my own ship. More worriedly, its blue light flickers at just a few feet off the ground. But it seems to be holding. We hover over the orange sand, jetting it out from the belly of the ship. I grin at the blinking controls until I see the woman’s eyes on me through the glass panels. Her face is scrunched in a frown. Confusion or fear or pain, I can’t tell, but feel myself recoiling from the intensity. Most of my targets avoid eye contact.
Then again, most don’t try to kill me by sacrificing the ship they’re strapped into.
In a foul mood, I activate the middle thruster, the one that’ll actually get the ship through the atmosphere. It seemed undamaged by the crash, but I had trouble with it on Yayth. The ship rises a few dozen feet above the shore. The crystal pales as the engine strains but holds. Bat jumps to the console beside my hand, grinning with his rows of long teeth.
“What are you grinning at? I did all the work.”
He swipes at my arm, missing by a hair. “Can we leave now?”
An ear-grinding screech crackles my hearing aids. The middle engine gives, dropping the ship to the beach. I hit the metal floor painfully, knees and hips screaming after yesterday’s trauma. The crystal is still giving off a dull blue, so it must be something else.
What the hell?
Bat groans, scurrying out the hatch, dropping back to the beach. I follow, ready to kick the piece of junk across the sea and contemplating how much it’ll hurt if I try. With the thing lying belly-down in the sand, getting to the main engine from underneath may be impossible. Putting my shoulder to the underside of the wing, I try to tip it sideways. My muscles can take a lot of stress, but not a full ship, even as broken as this one is. They scream at the weight I’m trying to shift, and my bones feel as if they’re grinding through my joints. I drop what pitiful progress I’ve made and stumble when my legs wobble.
I wonder if I can get one thruster up in the left wing and tip the ship sideways. But I wouldn’t be able to get under the ship while maintaining it. Even if Bat kept it steady, getting close to a live thruster to get the other engine would fry me.
If I could get it to fly, I could try propping one wing up on a rock . . . I kick at the soft waves, swearing when the salt burns the busted skin on my legs.
“What happened?” The woman’s voice drifts around the ship.
Bristling, I stomp around where I can glare at her, some small part of my brain acknowledging I’m acting like a child. “You tried to kill me, that’s what happened!”
“Aaron . . . ” Bat says, but I ignore him.
“Really, what was your plan? What were you going to do after we were all dead, you included?”
“Aaron . . . ”
Dull panic in Bat’s voice catches me off guard. I spin to find him staring at the sky. For a moment, all I see is the subtle blinking of our ship, then another joins in, and my stomach drops.
“Gather everything you need,” I say, and when Bat remains frozen, snap, “Bat! Everything you need! Go!”
He dives through the things scattered along the shore. I yank on my boots. There’s nothing I can do to cool the engines I’ve heated up by starting the ship.
Except shoving it back into the waves.
The thing still looks like a broken wreck. If I can get the hot engines under the water, they won’t be able to tell someone just started it. Hopefully.
I toss what supplies I can out the hatch to Bat, dropping to the ground. Maybe the soft sand will make it easier to move if I’m only trying to shove it, not lift it completely up in the air.
“Get her off the tree, we’re gonna run,” I tell Bat, putting my shoulder to the ship. My hands resent the strain, and I grit my teeth as I press my palms to the unforgiving metal. But the ship moves. A few feet at a time it slides into the lapping waves until I’m knee-high in water and the engines under the wings are submerged. Completely under would be best, but it’s sunk into the sand, and we’re running out of time.
“Aaron!” Bat calls. 
A glow of Amerov ships enters the atmosphere. I’ve been nursing a small, foolish hope it was some other passing vessel. Now I’m certain. No one else would stop by this backwater planet, especially not what appears to be a larger ship with a smaller fleet of pods. They’ve seen my ship and know someone’s down here in the area they’re searching for an escaped convict.
I want nothing more than to rest, sink into the cool waves, but I slosh to shore, snatching the bag of supplies Bat has packed. The prisoner’s hands are bound in front of her now, feet free, and she stares up at the approaching ships. Downright fear lines her features. 
On that, we can both agree.
When I grab the cables between her hands, she asks, “What are you doing?”
“What it looks like.”
“But—”
“Shut up and run.”
To her, I’m of Amerov. I look like one of them—well, not really, but I don’t look human—and I’m hunting her for Clock’s bounty.
As far as she knows, I should be welcoming those ships. They’re my own kind, after all.
I ignore her confusion and flee into the thick jungle, Bat scurrying ahead, the cables digging into my hands as I drag her along behind.



SIX
It takes her a good half-hour to start screaming at me.
“Aaron! Aaron, stop! Aaron!”
I’m pulling her by the cables on her uninjured wrist, but that doesn’t mean I’m not jostling her. And she must be as shaken up and aching from the crash as I am. Worse, in her human body.
My own hand is shooting with pain from gripping the cables.
Finding the largest tree I can, covered in broad leaves cool and filled with water, I hope the chill will hide our heat signatures should Captain fly over.
If we’re lucky, they’ll find the wreckage in the waves, sweep the nearby area, and assume the current carried away our bodies.
Judging by the last few days, I’m not holding out much hope.
She collapses the moment I release her, crumpling at the base of the tree and grimacing. Her hand is as swollen as last night. A strange pang of guilt nudges my chest; I shove it away.
Lying down sounds wonderful, but I creep out from under the big leaves to take a peek at the red-blue sky. It’s clear, nothing but the noise of the jungle. Maybe they won’t pass over this area. I’ll feel a lot better when we find a cold waterfall or cave to hide our heat for sure. 
Crouching back under the tree, I check Bat’s leg, but it’s holding up.
“Why . . . are you running . . . ?” the woman asks, still panting for breath.
I try to ignore the question, but apparently, she’s done with the silence. “Hey! The hell is going on?”
“Do I look registered to you? I assume you’ve seen plenty of cyborgs considering you broke into Amerov and all that.”
All annoyance drops from her face. Intense inspecting starts up again. Nothing has changed. All she’ll see is what frightens everyone so much, just as the family on Yayth. Metal lines my jaw and cheekbones in a macabre patchwork. My eyes are metal and glass, fragile skin around them never losing the haunted red it’s had since I was dying as a child. Wiring shows behind my ears and the base of my skull, never covered in protective metal. My hands, now ruined, are metal all throughout, and my wrists bear none of the markings of a registered Amerov cyborg.
Maybe she and her brother were so caught up in the drama of Yayth that they didn’t get a chance to think about what my appearance must mean
She looks as if she’s just now comprehending it.
Quite suddenly, with an unusual tightness in my chest, I miss Audra. I don’t need anyone’s company save Bat, but she’s always helped me. She was there in my life from the first memories I have of waking on Amerov, even before they’d replaced my eyes and I only knew her voice. Blank and emotionless as she is—just as the rest of her kind—she was compassionate to me. At least, it seemed she was. 
I shove the thoughts down somewhere they won’t bother me. More urgent issues are at hand.
The prisoner’s expression is strange, I’m not even sure what such an emotion is, so I try to find a comfortable section of ground. Heading out from the cool of the tree isn’t an option until I know where the ships are.
“How are you planning on turning me back to Clock if you won’t . . . ?”
I didn’t expect her to speak again. Her soft voice gives me pause. She can’t still be on the brother thing, can she?
“I have my ways,” I say, because I don’t think she’ll shut up otherwise.
“How long have you been living this way?”
I glance over. The bruises on her face are quite the sight, but she’s caught her breath and her expression is kind, curious. 
But the phrasing gets under my skin. “I’m not living any way.”
“Do you remember being human?”
“Yes.” A lie.
“How old were you when you were taken to Amerov?”
I think about telling her I was taken as an adult, and of my own free will like most. Instead, I say, “I’m starting to think I should have broken your jaw.”
She snorts, then groans, hugging her middle. Probably some bruised ribs. I know the feeling.
Bat jumps to his feet, legs and ears straight, alert. He has better hearing than me. He noses my arm. “I hear them.”
I drag the woman up by her elbow, trotting through the undergrowth with her sleeve in my hand. Finally, I hear the purring of ship engines. And crashing water.
“They’re going to see us!” She yanks back as I haul her from the trees, heading for the cliffside and the pooling water below.
I yank hard and she stumbles, crashing into my back and shoulder. My muscles bunch at the unwelcome contact. 
“They’re looking for heat signatures.”
This waterfall is larger than the one back on shore. A wall of water and mist careens several dozen feet, with steep, moss-coated slopes on all sides. From here, jumping is the only way down.
Bat hesitates but shoots me a wary eye and dives straight off the edge like a bullet, legs held in, ears plastered down. Bobbing back to the surface, he shoots down the clear water, robotic legs churning with ease.
“Wait,” the prisoner says, looking at the sky but giving the cliffside a much more fearful glance. “You need to untie me. I’ll drown.”
I scowl. Real panic crosses her face, mouth popping open, eyes huge, before she says, “Untie. Me. Now. Aaron.”
Heat fills my veins. I think about saying something biting, but the roar of the pursuing ships is obvious, loud enough she hears it now, turning to search the patch of sky between the trees.
I yank the knotted cables off her arms. She looks at her freed hands, up at me . . . And bolts.
I snatch a handful of her hair before she gets even two steps away. Strands dig into my shredded hands, and I grab her by the arm, hauling her off her feet and toward the edge.
She flails, kicking and clawing at my face with her unbroken hand. “I can’t swim!”
Of course not. Nothing can go right on this mission. 
I fling her off the edge.



SEVEN
To her credit, I hear no screaming as I jump. After running in muggy, hot air, the water is a shock of cold, knocking the breath out of me. My eyes would probably be swimming with spots if they weren’t synthetic. Bubbles tickle my human skin. Surfacing, I find the prisoner’s sputtering shape and drag her head into the air. If I wasn’t made mostly of metal, her flailing and clinging would probably drown us both.
“Hold your breath,” I say.
She doesn’t appear to be listening.
“Hold your breath now!”
She goes still, staring at me as if I’ve appeared from nowhere, then sucks in a breath. Dragging her beneath the lapping water, I kick off the rocky bottom toward the underside of the waterfall. She’s struggling, but at least seems to be struggling in the right direction.
Under the falls, the pounding water shoves me into the rocky bottom. Scrapes form on my already torn skin. Shoving off the bottom of the pool, I shoot us up on the other side of the waterfall, bumping into a smooth section of stone. The prisoner claws her way out the moment I release her, glaring and coughing up water. 
“What part of hold your breath don’t you understand?” I mutter, which only earns me more glaring.
Bat’s metal claws clatter as he shuffles up next to me, shaking water from his ears. “Did you see them?”
“No, heard them though.”
“How powerful is their equipment?” the woman asks.
“Powerful. But we’re small and underground. The water is cold. They shouldn’t pick us up.”
“Shouldn’t?”
I sit her on a projecting rock at the back of the cave. She’s still giving me the side-eye but isn’t difficult to ignore as I slip close to the waterfall. Any sounds from the Amerov ships are drowned by roaring water, but I’m not risking going out to check. When they’ve had a chance to be far, far from here, I’ll take a peek.
I hope they don’t try to drag off my hovering ship. It’s ancient, but if they all think we’re dead, they might want to junk it.
“What happens now?” she asks.
“Wait them out.”
“I mean after. You’re still turning me in for the bounty?”
I give her a look. “Well, I have to replace my pod now, so I should think so.”
She has the decency to seem ashamed. “I didn’t mean to crash into you. Not that much. I was trying to throw you off and wasn’t used to the controls on that junker ship. Then the thing just went haywire.” 
Nice to know she isn’t insane enough to try to kill herself alongside me. From the corner of my eye, I see her edging closer.
“Aaron . . . ?”
“You’re very stubborn about calling me that.”
“You’re very stubborn about not being my brother.”
Well. I guess she’s still on it after all. I suppose it was too much to hope she’d let it go after the silence I’d sent her way last night.
“Can I talk to you about it?”
I lean against the cavern wall and close my eyes, ignoring the aches and pains and chill of my wet clothes. “I know you’re going to no matter what.”
Her momentary silence feels angry. At least she’s in as bad a mood as I am. Bat flops against my leg, licking water from his metal limbs. I wonder what the woman thinks of him. At least she hasn’t reacted like the mother back on Yayth.
“You said you remember being human . . . so you remember your childhood, right?”
“That would be the implication,” I say dryly, which doesn’t feel as much of a lie.
“Why were you taken to Amerov?”
If my answer fits into whatever story she’s telling herself, I’ll never hear the end of it. Then again, what are the chances? I’m not her brother—I have his common name and we were both taken to Amerov as children. Maybe we were both even sick at the time. But I know my past, and there isn’t a chance. Audra said I was the only child there in centuries, but she could’ve been mistaken. No one knows everything.
The prisoner hasn’t mentioned why her brother was taken. Which makes lying trickier.
“No dramatic story. I was an orphan. They took me because I was a waste to society as I was.” There. Half true. Not that I remember any of it.
“Amerov doesn’t take orphan children.”
“The people who ran the place turned me over.”
“And you remember? Having no family your entire life?”
She sounds so profoundly sad I open my eyes to stare. She doesn’t turn away, just blinks at me, expression drawn but calm. She doesn’t seem afraid. I might feel sympathy for her if she wasn’t so persistent and irritating. 
“Your brother’s probably long dead,” I say. “It almost killed me, what they did at Amerov. The chance another child survived it is slim to nothing. Even if he’s alive, I doubt he’d remember you, and I doubt he would want to. You wouldn’t be happy with what you’d find.”
It’s the most honesty I can offer.
She turns away, staring at nothing along the wall, cradling her hand. “Looking for him’s the only thing we’ve known for a long time.”
“Where’d your brother take off to?”
She shrugs, still turned away. “We were going to meet up somewhere after we shook you off.”
I doubt she’ll tell me where, so I don’t bother prying. Bat is staring at her, hidden behind my leg. Closing my eyes, I let the crashing of the waterfall drown out my thoughts. I don’t feel the need to watch her—even if she knew how to swim, she’d never have the strength to manage the current on her own.
Bat shifts, his weight leaving my leg. A few moments of deep silence and he says, “Aaron, I hear a ship.”
“They’re still searching.”
“No,” he says, and I look down. His ears are sharp and alert. “I hear the vibrations in the ground. They’ve landed.”



EIGHT
I slide into the falls, freezing water numbing my aching fingers. Bat’s huge ears pick up noises I can’t, but if he’s right, I need to be ready to run. I don’t want to give up the prisoner, but I will. If it means keeping me and Bat away from Amerov, I’ll give up the money.
I grind my teeth at the thought.
A sliver of sunlight reaches between the cliffside and the edge of the falls. Bobbing through the water, I glance out, trying to catch sight of anything suspicious. Even this close to the entrance, the cold and water should keep me off their sensors. It’s been ages since I’ve seen another of my kind, even Audra, and I’m not looking forward to the occasion.
No sign of movement. The hot of the jungle obscured by the icy chill of the water and stone is making my eyes go haywire with oranges and blues—seeing anything around it is giving me a headache. Out in the cold of space, my eyes, broken as they are, can pick up the burning pinpoints of ships and stars and planets reflecting light. Here, it’s like filtering through static.
Not helpful.
I’m going to have to bite the bullet and find some way to get these damn eyes fixed—even if it means finding a black market parts dealer.
“Anything?” Bat asks, and I shake my head.
Maybe they landed thinking they saw something that wasn’t us. I don’t know how far their technology has progressed since my years there, but they shouldn’t have picked up on us in the caves. My only equipment is what we grabbed at the crash. My small pistol and tools. Not much protection.
Bat’s ears are swiveling, snout pointed to the ceiling of the cave. He catches my gaze and shrugs a shoulder.
The ceiling cracks.
Bat yelps and dives for the water. Grabbing the woman, I drag her back into the pool as boulders shower down. Water fills my nose.
She tries to kick free once we break the surface, gasping for air.
I clamp a hand over her mouth, hating the feeling of her skin on my bare metal fingers. “They see you running, they’ll shoot on the spot.”
She freezes. Her face is inches from mine. I wish I could push her away, but don’t trust her not to draw attention. The waterfall is destroyed, waves from the collapse washing us toward the opposite shore. It takes all my concentration to squash the instinct to run. 
An Amerov ship hovers, guns humming blue, viewport pointed at the remnants of the cave.
“Quiet,” I say, moving my hand from the woman’s mouth to her arm. “Stay in the water. Go slow.”
Even when I let go, she clings to me, broken hand held to her chest, kicking her legs ungracefully in the water. Her eyes are pinned on the ship.
“They’re going to see us,” she hisses.
Bat paddles close, hoisting himself onto my shoulder, ears down, shoulders hunched, breaths small and quick.
“We should’ve stayed in bed,” I tell him. “You should get out of here. If they get me, they won’t bother tracking you down. You can probably fix the ship up on your own.”
He blinks, but his eyes narrow. “Sorry, gotta stick around and save your ass. Be nice to have you owe me for once.”
I grimace, ignoring the frown the woman is sending us. I’m glad he’s staying.
“Oh,” I say, staring up at the ship searching the ruins.
Bat’s ears perk up. “Oh?”
“Oh,” I repeat. “We need a working ship.”
There’s a moment of silence, then, “No. I hate you. Absolutely not . . . that could work.”
“What?” the woman asks, and I’m mildly pleased with the shock in her voice. “You can’t be serious.”
“It’s just a pod,” I say, thinking aloud. “There are probably half a dozen that broke off from Captain’s ship—”
“Who’s Captain?”
“—We could fake it long enough to get to my ship. It’s faster than most of Amerov’s fleet.”
“Captain’s ship could be fast,” Bat says.
“Could be,” I admit.
Should we risk it? Maybe I can get the trash ship crashed in the waves back up and running. If I can get to the bottom engine. And Amerov doesn’t catch us first.
Take advantage when you have it. Audra used to say that to me. Over and over. Once the hearing aids had been implanted behind my ears and the world was no longer silent, only dark.
The ship lands beside the destroyed falls. We’ve drifted to the opposite bank, and I’m still hesitant to make sudden movements. Taking the prisoner by the arm, I pull us behind a crop of boulders, still in the cold water. The bank stinks of rotting plants and too-wet soil, an unpleasantly sweet scent. 
“Tell me what to do,” the woman says. She has the same determined furrow to her brow when she was about to punch me in the face. Which wasn’t smart, but I admire the guts.
“Give me your coat,” I mutter, dragging her close enough I can tear the thick inner lining out of it. Grabbing her arm, I try to think less about touching her and more about splinting her hand. I ball up fabric in her palm and between her fingers, wrapping her wrist and hand to stabilize it as best I can. It’s been a while since I’ve splinted knuckles, but I have better first aid equipment on my ship. Her eyes water, jaw grinding, but she doesn’t resist or make a sound.
Next problem is what to do with her. I don’t trust her. Not for a minute.
She scowls at the indecision on my face. “If you tie me up again, I swear I’ll scream loud enough they’ll hear me.”
“They’ll shoot you.”
“I’ll take the chance.”
From beside me, Bat sighs. Cracking someone across the head isn’t the best way to go—it’s easy to do permanent damage, and unconsciousness doesn’t last long—but she’ll run if I don’t watch her, and I believe she’ll scream.
A light punch to the jaw works nicely. I don’t want to add a broken one to her list of injuries. Before her head can slip under the muddy water, I drag her to shore and bind her hands and legs back up with the cable I stuffed in my pack. She’ll have a hell of a time running if she wakes.
I ignore the guilt starting back up in my chest. Just because she’s under the impression I’m her brother doesn’t make her anything to me. 
“She’s gonna be pissed,” Bat says dryly, staring at her unconscious form.
“She can get in line behind Audra. Come on, and don’t get shot.”
I slip under the surface, not coming up for air now the human isn’t in tow. Bat shoots ahead, bubbles tickling the fleshy parts of my face. I try to pick up heat signatures through the water. Even with debris stirred up from all the destruction, it’s still clear enough to see, and though my eyes aren’t being particularly helpful, a few fuzzy oranges and reds wobble through the lens of water.
Swimming as close as I dare, I slide up behind a row of boulders close to the ship. Can they tell I’m here? They’re speaking to one another, combing the shoreline near the falls. Voices low, nothing more than a hum.
My stomach flips at the idea of coming face to face with them. Ridiculous. I spent years on Amerov, only cyborgs in sight, usually much more advanced, finished with their augmentations. I’m acting childish.
One is approaching. Footsteps squish on the wet bank. A peek around the boulder lets me know they’re close. A male, as far as I can tell, wandering his way toward my hiding spot. Looking at his wrist. A heat tracker, maybe, or a comm from one of the other Amerov numbers.
I could kill him. Rather easy and quiet with my little gun.
But I won’t. Another thing that chip does—the one in the back of my neck I’m supposed to have—is condition us not to kill our own kind. It’s physically impossible.
Killing another cyborg. I might as well stand on a pedestal in front of Captain and yell about how Audra never gave me my chip.
Footsteps stop beside the boulder. His shadow against the ground leans my way.
I look up into a pair of very human, emotionless eyes.



NINE
I strike before he has time to be surprised.
Breaking his knee with my boot doesn’t take much effort—he mustn’t have nearly as much metal in his body as I do. Clamping a hand around his mouth, I knock the forearm-sized gun from his grip, digging my fingers into the comm embedded in his arm. His yell is muffled against my palm. It’s a simple matter to drag him behind the rocks and crush my arms around his neck until unconsciousness gives way. 
It was mere luck with this one. He isn’t large and heavily augmented. Amerov’s changes vary from individual to individual. Only united by the reconditioning chip.
Well, united except for me.
A gun twangs. I cringe, but the rocks hide me well. Rolling away the unconscious body, I slip behind the treeline in time to see Bat scurry under the ship. One of Amerov’s numbers is giving chase. I fire at his legs and Bat claws his arm the moment he goes down. If no one calls this into Captain, we may actually get out of here.
I take out the next one that sees me, too quickly to take in their features, jabbing whatever sensors I can without permanent damage. I’d rip out the chips in the back of their neck if they weren’t protected by metal even my fingers can’t tear.
The ship’s guns hum to life.
“Dammit.” 
I slip behind the jointed legs as it rises, gripping the edge of the airlock as it yanks me skyward.
A human hand, hot from the humid air, wraps around my wrist in an unbreakable grip. There’s metal in that hand, probably in the arm too. I twist up and kick with all my strength, relieved when a soft stomach gives under my boots.
More hands take their place, drawing me further into the vessel and onto my feet. I ignore the bubbling panic and throw my weight back.
“Stand down, number,” one growls, voice close to my ear. 
Grabbing it by the neck, I flip us onto the floor. Amerov’s little pods are shinier and newer than the heap of junk Bat and I call home. Still, it’s a ship. Kicking the controls will do something. Everything veers. A male and female try to grab me and gain their balance at the same time. The female is nearly half my size, but knocks me back against the opposite side of the ship with ease.
Behind her, the male is fiddling with the comm in his arm. Calling Captain. These are Amerov’s newest cyborgs, pristine models, stronger and faster. I won’t be outmaneuvering them hand-to-hand without the element of surprise. Three weapons hang against the wall to my right, a few slots empty. All three are large, strange, and unfamiliar. The female raises her own weapon a little higher.
“Don’t even think about it.” Her voice is not quite human, too robotic. Maybe she took damage to her vocal cords at some point. Both look relatively normal—most aren’t as blatantly inhuman as I—but I’m willing to bet most of their bones are reinforced metal. Ports blink behind their ears. There are likely other telltale signs under their clothing. The male has obvious metal in his knuckles, but that isn’t standard.
“You’re unregistered, aren’t you?” the female asks. “That tech’s at least twenty years old.”
I harden my expression. One thing I’ll give Captain: his creations are volunteers (save the few criminals) and fully informed of what will happen to them. Maybe some of them might hate the changes after time, but they don’t understand anyone running and never coming back.
I was a child. A dying child, yes, but I never wanted what they did to me. Never wanted my humanity muted.
“Don’t kill him,” the male says. “Captain will want him.”
The female glances back, and I launch myself. Gunfire sounds somewhere nearby as she collides with the male, the three of us tumbling from the hovering ship. Crashing into them feels like flinging myself against a metal wall.
Is this how the woman felt trying to fight me off?
Landing atop the female, I hear her huff under my weight. The landing’s no easier on me, but at least I can breathe. I flip her gun from her hand, pointing it at her mouth. She freezes. Glares. So sure I won’t kill them even if backed into a corner. 
Maybe I won’t. 
I crack the butt of the weapon along her jaw, same as I had with the bounty, with just a hell of a lot more force. It jars my arms and injured hands but works. A gun hums beside me, the male finally regaining his footing. I roll to the side in time for him to shoot where my legs were. 
He can’t kill me either, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt. He’s pissed, human face red, jaw clenched, and I’m positive he would kill me if he could. I aim for his middle—which probably won’t kill him, Captain makes durable creatures, after all—but the gun doesn’t fire, the trigger not even pulling. Locked. Only the owner can activate it.
I duck again. Soil flies into the air behind me. Options are low out in the open. I duck behind a tree, but most weapons can fire through the rotting wood. Heat from another shot grazes by. My shoulder is still throbbing from the other day’s wound. 
I spot my pistol in the grasses under the still-hovering ship. It probably went flying in the scuffle. There isn’t much cover from here to there, and throwing the useless gun in my hand probably won’t afford me half a second of distraction.
“Where the hell you running to?” the male snaps. 
I slip behind another tree. He’s close enough I can hear his breath. 
Somewhere in the corner of my eye, something moves. I’ve enough time to hope it isn’t another Amerov number when a shower of sparks halos the back of the cyborg’s head.
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The cyborg twitches, eyes rolled back. He stumbles sideways, dazed, swinging drunkenly at whoever attacked him.
My prisoner yelps and ducks, hands still bound, a fist full of wires clenched in her unbroken hand.
How have both these idiot siblings saved my ass in the past three days?
I tackle the stunned cyborg from behind, locking both arms around his neck. Lucky for me, we all still need breath and blood flow. Somehow, one of the ports on the back of his neck got busted, exposing some wiring. He’s lucky she didn’t yank the chip right out of the back of his head.
When he falls still, I drop him face-first into the damp ground, sitting back on my knees. The woman blinks.
We stare at one another in the sudden silence. Her already bruised face is swollen from the punch to the jaw, and Bat is right, she looks about ready to kill me.
I can’t believe she didn’t run for it.
She eyes the gun the cyborg dropped but doesn’t go for it. It wouldn’t work for her anyway. “I swear, if you hit me again I will end your obnoxious existence.”
“To be fair, you tried to kill me with your ship, I think we’re about even now.”
Her mouth falls open, but she settles for a scowl. Getting my feet under me, unsteady, I search for Bat. He emerges from a nearby bush, Amerov gun in paw, one of the controls from the number’s arm in his mouth. He trots by, winks at me, and leaps onto the leg of the hovering pod, disappearing inside.
Lalia is still glaring when I turn. Then she smirks. “You look like crap.”
I grab the cables around her hands. “Takes one. I was sure you’d run for it.”
“Didn’t think I’d get very far. And you seemed to be having a tough time.”
I pretend not to hear the last part. It shouldn’t matter to her, but I’m assuming she’s still on the whole brother thing. It would explain what the two of them were whispering about on Yayth and why the brother went out of his way to help me. 
The whole thing makes me uncomfortable in a way I’ve never been.
“Are they going to catch us?” she asks.
Bat lands the pod long enough for us to climb in. I sit her in one of the command chairs and roll over the unconscious cyborg I’d kicked in the gut. He makes a grunting sound but doesn’t wake. Kneeling, I attach the controller on his arm to the bundle of ports at the base of my skull. I want some sort of passcode to his gun, but the files drifting through my line of sight aren’t helpful. I snap the control panel, wincing at the sound it makes in the creature’s arm. I roll him off the ship and seal the airlock behind me.
“So, you can universally attach yourself to other cyborgs, huh?” Lalia asks.
We’re meant to be able to connect to one another. Sharing information is essential, even if you don’t have an automated feed to send things at will, you can still connect. But as the female pointed out, I’m old and out-of-date. I’m lucky my augmentations are still compatible.
Lucky for once.
I know enough about Amerov ships, even newer models, to be able to access the comms. My time at Amerov at least taught me how to speak to them. “Control, we lost the targets heading into the jungle northwest. In pursuit.”
“Copy, we’ll follow you out.” It isn’t Captain’s voice on the other end, I’d know the sound of it anywhere, but my skin crawls at how it could have been him answering. “Any injuries?”
“None.”
“Copy.” The voice cuts off.
That should hold us for a little while. Enough to get to our ship and the hell out of this star system. I was so close to living this life with others of my kind. Would I have come to like it had I stayed? Brotherhood or family doesn’t exist on that cold, sterile planet, not with emotions dampened as they are. But there would have been safety among my own kind.
Had I stayed, I’m not even sure I would have been human enough to feel that safety.
Bat is using the control panel he yanked out as a pass-key to the ship’s main controls. He’s better with ships than I am—the mechanics of them, anyway—he’s bred for it.
Lalia stares as I sit opposite her, offering my hand. For a moment, she doesn’t move. My ruined hands aren’t inviting, but her expression is suspiciously kind as she offers over her bound wrists. I unwind the cables, dropping them to the polished floor. As the pod hums to life, zipping up into the atmosphere, I rummage for a proper medical pack. There’s no running water of any kind in the pod—I’ll have to wait to wash the filth from my hands.
“Ow,” Lalia mutters as I fit a plastic and cloth splint over her hand. The pale material is startling against her torn clothes and dirty skin.
“Are you still going to turn me in?”
I almost snort. “Why wouldn’t I?”
Lounging back in the chair, she scowls at me as we zip from the tiny planet. She’s definitely still on the brother thing, which gives the silence weight. Pushing down the part of me that might be a little curious, I relax in the pilot’s seat, back to her, and study the ship’s control panel. If Bat and I can strip the programming out of this thing, it would make a decent pod.
Digging through the cabinets, I find a bottle of some vaguely familiar drink. Not alcoholic, but bitter and warm. Bat stares until I let him lick the neck of the bottle. He flops his tongue out, scrunches up his face, and goes back to the ship’s controls.
Might be able to strip the pod and sell it for parts. Better not to have anything tying us to Amerov.
“If you get me on the comms, I can call our brother.”
I choke on the drink, nose burning. Lalia’s expression is deadpan when I give her the worse scowl I can muster.
I will not acknowledge the ‘our brother’ part of the statement. “Yeah, I forgot about the other criminal.”
She raises an eyebrow.
“You two are quite the pair.”
“He’s your twin, ya know.”
She’s nuts. I’m chasing a bounty who’s completely mad.
“He doesn’t look a thing like me.”
The moment I say it, I realize how the argument won’t work. Not with how mutilated I appear.
She must as well, her smug expression dropping. “You looked like him when you were a child. You don’t look like him anymore.”
My face winces of its own accord. Of course, I wouldn’t look like him. I don’t look like anyone. If only I’d learn how to keep my mouth shut.
“And yes,” she says. “He’s a criminal too. He’s gotten in trouble with Amerov trying to find you as well. He’s just better at running than I am.”
I help Bat guide the little pod up to the belly of our ship. I don’t want to think about what she’s saying. I don’t have to think about it. Once we’re out of this situation, I’ll turn her over to Clock for the bounty, and I won’t ever have to think about it again.
No matter what sad eyes she’s sending my direction.
Below us, the planet glimmers red in the light of its dying star. I can’t see Captain’s ship, though I’m sure it’s down there, maybe circling around the opposite side of the planet. More pods must be spread out among the trees, searching for us. My skin crawls at the thought, my already sore hands aching with phantom pains. I flex them, focusing on my knuckles, until I catch Lalia staring. Her eyes hold an emotion suspiciously akin to pity. Which I despise even more than uncomfortable silence.
Twin brother.
None of her random, unfounded claims matter. None of it matters.
It’s difficult getting the pod into the port of our ship, but Bat manages. I haul Lalia into our ship by her elbow. Ease washes over me. Home sweet home. Our ship hums to life with a touch of the control panels. I consider the pod attached to the underbelly of the ship. Bat jumps up next to me and gives me a look that would probably be raised eyebrows if he had any.
With a sigh, I dump the pod. I’m not positive we can strip the tracking out of it, and I don’t want even a hint of where we’re going for Captain to follow.
We head off in the other direction of the red star—hopefully the heat of it will mask the signature of our little ship should Captain try scanning nearby space.
“Sit,” I say, pointing Lalia to one of the padded seats near the back of the hull. I’ve fallen asleep in those before, they’re plenty comfortable.
She looks at the chair, sighs, and does as she’s told. Taking out a pair of handcuffs, I secure her to the chair by her uninjured wrist. Just because she thinks she’s my sister doesn’t mean I don’t think she’ll try to pull something.
“I’d really like to call Zane,” she says. I’d almost forgotten the other bounty’s name. 
Guilt tries to push its way up. I’ll turn her over to Clock, or to Audra if she calls me up. Either way, she’ll end up back in prison. All for trying to find a brother who was taken from her as a child.
If she’s telling the truth.
Or isn’t bat-crap crazy. Which I haven’t entirely discounted.
It hurts my head to think about. Suddenly, I can’t look at her, and her gentle expression which doesn’t flinch. “No.”
Her voice is soft, “Aaron . . . ”
“No. Sorry.” I’m surprised by the lack of anger in my voice. “Maybe the child I was wanted to be rescued by some people saying they were my family. I wouldn’t remember, anyway. Even if I was your brother, I think it would be many, many years too late. For your sake, I’m sorry I’m not.”
I won’t meet her eyes. I owe her nothing, and I still despise the way she unnerves me, but there’s pity brewing in my chest, and I wish with everything in me to push it away.
I’m not human. Can’t even remember a time I was. Pretending isn’t in my nature.
Before she can speak again, I slip into my bunk room and close the door.
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I leave the prisoner alone in the hull of the ship. Bat’s there, and she’s secured to the chair. Nothing to worry about.
Which gives me a chance to sit on the edge of my bunk and stare at the floor. Space is silent, just the soothing hum of the ship’s engines. My body aches, my shoulder and hands worse than the rest. Now that I think about it, individual cuts on my face sting where the pod’s viewport shattered.
Lalia emerged remarkably unscathed, lucky little human.
If I sit too long, I’ll start thinking. Thinking won’t do me any favors at the moment. 
Shuffling to the attached bathroom, I slide the door shut and press the shower buttons on with my knee. Struggling out of my filthy clothes without using my fingers probably looks less than dignified. I kick away the pile of fabric in mild disgust.
For a minute, the burning water hurts my wounds more than the cool of the waterfall, but my body adjusts. My muscles unwind. Standing with my back to the spray, I watch the grime wash down my body and swirl the drain. The water turns pink before clear. I lean my forehead against the cool wall. I want to sleep, but calling Audra will be the first order of business. Filling her in won’t be fun, particularly when Bat and I almost got ourselves killed.
My left side stings. I finger a shallow gash I hadn’t noticed. The female cyborg shot at me when I dove for her. Vaguely, I remember the sound of the unfamiliar gun. Nothing hurt in the moment, but it burns now.
Eyes closed, I check the rest of my body with my fingers. Metal, no longer shiny new, juts out from several places where no fat or muscle exists between skin and bone. A few places along my ribcage. In my knees and elbow and joints in my feet. My shins were torn in the crash, and I know I could stick my finger into the wound and hit my skeleton. I push at the places where my skin fuses to protruding metal and wince, but it’s phantom pains. It hasn’t been uncomfortable in years. Not in the places that aren’t injured.
“Aaron?” Bat’s voice comes from the doorway.
I rest my chin atop the glass door of the shower. His cuts and bruises are well-tended to—he has the tendency to bathe himself in the kitchen sink where his short little limbs can actually reach the water spigots. When he flicks his ears, water droplets fly.
“How are you?” I ask.
“Better than you, by the looks of it.”
I stare at myself. The glass door doesn’t do much to hide me, and the parts of me still flesh are largely black and blue. Some bruising along my ribs is green. That’s mildly alarming.
Bat does look better. I snort weakly. “Go make yourself useful.”
“I’m taking a nap.”
“Hrm.”
“Although,” he muses as his metal claws click away. “Some soup sounds delicious.”
Soup does sound good. When was the last time I ate? Some snacks before we reached the jungle planet. Now that Bat brings it up, my stomach growls.
I manage to wash my wounds as thoroughly as possible without moving my fingers too much. Eventually, the discoloring on my skin is only from bruising, not filth and leftover blood. It takes longer to ensure the more serious injuries are cleaned and bandaged with ointment. I wrap gauze around my hands and only the worst parts of my fingers, trying to leave them mostly free, grimacing at how they ache when I bend them. Carefully as possible, I open the jar of bluish sap-like gel that’ll encourage my skin to regrow quicker, grimacing at the way it stings. It fills the washroom with a sour stench, but the discomfort is worth the benefits.
I avoid the mirror over the sink. It’ll only show me what I’ve seen before—scars and protruding metal around my temples and jaw, raw skin around synthetic eyes, and uncovered metal strands of wires behind my ears.
Grabbing the medical pack to tend to Bat, I take a breath and limp out to the hull. Bat is slinking around the kitchen counter along the side of the ship. Lalia’s eyes flicker to me but go back to staring listlessly at the floor.
At least she isn’t trying to talk.
When did I start thinking of her by her name?
Rummaging in the icebox for a little bottle of orange juice, I slide it over her shoulder so I don’t have to meet her eyes. Bat chops up a carrot while I tend to the cuts on his back. I rub his big ear as I’ve always done to calm him, and he makes a sound akin to purring.
I help him with the soup the best I can with my aching hands, trying not to rub off the gel, but he’s much faster at it anyway with his nimble little fingers that don’t hurt him. A short time passes in silence.
Until there’s a soft snort from behind us.
I glance at Lalia. She’s holding her bottle of partially finished juice in one hand, smirking at me.
I stare, but her expression remains so cheerful I snap, “What?”
She snorts again. Then, at my confused expression, giggles. Bat blinks, turning to me for an explanation. I shrug. 
“You’re making soup,” she says and laughs harder. “You’re making chicken soup.”
Bat rolls his eyes.
I ask, “Did you think we just plug ourselves into a wall or something?”
Alright, some of us can do that, but not most, and she doesn’t need to know. Most are largely human enough they need to eat.
She continues laughing, eyes scrunched closed, until I ignore her. It’s a struggle not to smile a little, so I turn back to the soup. Of course, she thinks it’s funny. People might respect Amerov’s creations, but they still think even the registered ones are metal monsters. Watching Bat and I go about such an average task might be a little strange, a little funny.
I hand her a bowl of soup when it’s simmered. She handles the spoon awkwardly with her left hand, nibbling at the food. I sit on the kitchen counter. We’re not friends, certainly not family, and I won’t be sitting next to her in the other padded chair. 
She’s filthy. I should un-cuff her long enough to let her clean up. After the hell of the last day and a half, it feels like the right thing to do.
Our ship is dimming the lights. I have it set up on the same day/night cycle as Amerov since we’re not usually in a place where stars can mark the passing of time. The small red sun is beginning to fade into a smaller and smaller shape past the port windows behind us.
“Where’s your brother?” I ask before I can convince myself it’s a bad idea.
Her eyebrows shoot up. She chews on a piece of chicken so long I think she won’t answer.
“He’s nearby,” she says. “We’re going to meet up at some unregistered place after we shook you off. But he’ll be nearby once he realized you followed me. We were going to meet back up once I’d . . . convinced you of the truth.”
The last part is barely above a whisper. I sigh. She believes it. She truly does.
“Do you understand?” she asks.
I don’t know if I do, but I’m suddenly uninterested in the conversation. I didn’t expect the weight of sadness in her voice, and it throws me off guard more than any of the intense staring. I take my tablet from its cubby and pull up the bounty chart. Delivering successful bounty jobs for Clock for nearly a decade affords me the ability to claim bounties before I’ve delivered them. It isn’t binding, but a way to let Clock know I’m on the way with a prisoner in hand. The tablet accepts my DNA and beeps softly.
Bat is curled atop my leg, bowl of soup empty, breathing soft. Asleep. I think of doing the same, but I still need to call Audra. She’s going to be pissed. If things had gone worse, she wouldn’t have been able to get me out of the situation with Captain without jeopardizing herself. I’d never want to put her in such a position.
This all could have gone so much worse.
But it’s over now. Bat and I are on our way to safety, bounty in hand, and Audra won’t need to worry about me or herself.
Maybe she won’t be too pissed.
Setting Bat in the other padded chair, I wander to the control panel. I’ll call Audra in the privacy of my bunk room where Lalia can’t eavesdrop. I check the thermal maps and the direction our ship is heading on autopilot. Toward Clock a few star systems over. Space is quiet and dark.
A little blue light blinks to life on the panel. My stomach twists around my food.
Before the ship can give a report, I swing it around to point the viewport behind us. Bat yelps and slides out of the chair. A soft gasp comes from Lalia.
There’s light in the expanse of space, coming from something closer than the fading red star. Not a natural light.
Captain’s ship. And it’s certainly faster than ours.
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“Is it them?” Bat’s voice is unsteady. “I checked the whole pod before we dropped it, there weren’t any trackers.”
“It couldn’t have been from that, we dropped it back at the planet.”
Lalia strains in her chair, jostling her cuffs as she tries to see out the viewport.
“Did Clock put a tracker in you?” I ask. I figured she doesn’t have one, otherwise, she wouldn’t have been put on the bounty charts to begin with and Clock would have tracked her on their own.
She probably should have one being so high-security.
“They never gave me one. Do they normally?”
Not always. Frowning, I push the ship past the speed I’d normally max her out at. The engines hum loudly, grating against any ears. The machine is old, and I don’t like pushing her so hard. 
But I don’t know what to do other than run for our lives.
Lalia’s eyebrows are scrunched, lips pressed into a thin line. Sure, she’d be going back to them one way or another, but I didn’t want to be anywhere near when Captain gets his hands on her.
“Are they catching up?” Bat asks.
The heat signature is growing—not the little pinpoints of the tiny pods, just the large, expanding presence of Captain’s main ship, large enough to hold all the little machines he’d sent after us. I chew the insides of my cheek, suddenly numb. “Yes.”
They’re going to catch up. There’s nothing I can do.
Bat flattens his ears. I lift him onto my shoulder where he hunkers against my neck. Amerov created him—a failed experiment never again attempted as far as I know—and would likely destroy him if they realized what he is. Panic makes it difficult to swallow. I grind my teeth until rage takes fear’s place. Anger at Captain, but mostly at myself for diving into the situation knowing he was also on the job.
Opening some of the paneling in the floor away from the heat of the engine, I take Bat by the scruff of his neck and drop him in.
“Stay,” I order, relieved my voice, at least, is calm.
Replacing the panels, I stare at Lalia’s confused expression. “If you tell them he’s down there I swear I’ll kill you myself.”
She blinks, but the confusion is gone. A strange realization takes its place, and I hate it. Hate how she’s seeing little human things about me when I’m not supposed to be this way. I don’t want to be understood. Not by any human.
The comms beep, soft and clear. Standing over the console, I hesitate. What good will it do me to answer? Perhaps they don’t know I’m unregistered. Perhaps I can bluff my way out of this. Claim I’m on some private job for some rich family out in a different star system. Registered cyborgs are hired out to people with enough money. Maybe they’ll buy it and I can turn Lalia over and never even get a sideways glance at Captain.
Maybe. If I hadn’t stolen their pod and attacked their soldiers. No registered number would do that.
Still, when I press the button to open the communication, I say, “Leave me alone, I got the bounty fair and square.”
A scratchy noise like a chuckle comes through, and it unnerves me more than any angry voice would have. “Registration number.”
I grimace. What do I say? I have no chip, and therefore no number.
“Number,” the voice repeats. It isn’t Captain speaking, but that doesn’t help.
“You’re not having her,” I say, hoping something will throw them off. “I went after her first, she’s my bounty. Unless you plan on replacing the pod she smashed.”
A loud boom sounds, my whole ship shaking so badly I almost lose my footing. They’ve secured themselves to us.
“Number.”
I let my hand fall from the control panel. No use arguing. They’ll take her no matter what, and I can’t avoid coming face to face with at least some of them, even if Captain doesn’t make an appearance. My features alone are enough to tell them I’m unregistered. I glance up through the viewport at the long, deep shadows of the ship above us, blocking out the stars.
Lalia’s voice is calm. “What are they going to do to you?”
I don’t answer. It doesn’t matter. Not to her. Maybe she thinks she cares because of the strange delusion of family. I don’t believe it would matter even if I was her brother.
“Bat, stay.” His big ears will pick up the words. The last thing I want him to do is reveal himself, even for my sake. If there’s a chance I can get them to let me go, I need him to stay silent.
More shadows envelop us as Captain pulls our tiny junker of a ship into his port, swallowing us up. The belly of the ship is largely empty, but a few pods are docked inside, half a dozen cyborgs filtering in as soon as the huge airlock seals behind us. Two are taller than the others by a long shot. Enhanced and strong.
I’ve met Captain a few times before. When he came to Facility Nineteen to check on the progress of the first child brought to Amerov in centuries. I’d hidden behind Audra as much as possible without wounding my child’s pride.
I remember the sound of his voice, the shape of him, the way he appeared to my new metal and glass eyes. A shadow wanting to take away who I was and would ever become. Nothing more.
He’ll tear my ship to pieces if I don’t bring her out. It’s the closest thing Bat and I have to a home. And he’ll find my little friend hidden in the panels of the floor. I’m afraid for myself, but more so for Bat.
I open the airlock and let the hangar light flood in.



THIRTEEN
Neither Captain nor I speak as I crouch in the airlock, staring. 
He drifts from one of the many doors, wandering around the formation of his numbers to stand in front of them, hands behind his back, inspecting me. His face is surprisingly human compared to many of our kind, certainly compared to mine. Implants shimmer in both temples, smooth and clean and newer than any of the rough things protruding from my skin. I know there’s a port on the back of his neck. With a long coat and long pants, there isn’t much else to see, but he holds himself in such a way I know he’s as augmented as I am. Probably even more so. He’s spent the time to have any resulting deformities fixed. Mine would have been as well had I stayed.
My throat tightens. I swallow until I no longer feel as if I’m going to puke my guts up on the shiny hangar floor.
I wouldn’t stand a chance, so I don’t fight the numbers leading me and Lalia away. When I glance back, they’ve sealed up my ship. No sign of Bat, and the knot in my stomach unwinds the slightest bit.
We’re led to a holding cell. I try to memorize the walkways and turns and length of the staircases, but I’m not sure I’ll retain it all over the sound of my pulse behind my ears. 
Our hands are bound. I stare into the face of an unfamiliar male before he closes the cell door. His eyes flicker to my ruined hands, and if he thinks something of it, I can’t read it in the smooth human skin of his face.
Two bunks protrude from opposite walls of the cells. Without acknowledging Lalia’s existence, I sit on one, knees against my chest, arms folded carefully, eyes closed. Hoping I look calm. At least I hear the rustle of cloth as she slides onto the opposite bunk.
After a time, she asks, “Why aren’t you like them?” 
I crack an eye. She’s picking at the splint on her hand, expression particularly drawn.
“I’m a lot like them,” I say before her question completely sinks in. “How am I not like them?”
Sure, I look different, and maybe I have one too many emotional outbursts, but otherwise, human eyes shouldn’t be able to tell the difference.
“They’re all so robot and unemotional. I thought cyborgs were robots with a little bit of skin and bone in them. That’s what they seem like. You’re not much like that at all.”
“Why?” I ask, maybe too snappishly. “Because I got pissed when you almost killed us?”
Her smile is small. “If they’re robot with a little human, you’re human with a little robot.”
What does that even mean? Leaning my head against the smooth wall of the cell, I stare at the ceiling and wish I could see the stars through layers of metal. I wonder why they put us in the same cell. There’s plenty, all empty. Maybe Captain hopes we’ll say something interesting. An image forms of him watching my life like a good television program.
I wish there was something in this entire star system that could ruffle his feathers.
Our polished metal cell holds no windows, only glimpses of the hallway through a barred door. It’s similar to Amerov itself, with all the cold metal and sterile walls. Claustrophobia creeps its fingers along my skin.
There were windows on Amerov, at least, if you went searching.
“You tend to ignore me when I’ve said something you don’t care for.”
Which makes me ignore her.
She sighs. “His name is Zane, by the way. Our brother. Thought you might want to know.”
“I know, it’s on the same bounty chart as yours.”
“Oh.”
If I had a family, Audra would have told me. I believe it in my bones.
“You said you wouldn’t have remembered.”
“What?”
“When you were telling me back on your ship it wouldn’t matter if we’re family . . . you said you wouldn’t remember us even if we were. That’s not what you said before. You said you remembered your childhood.”
It takes a moment for my thoughts to catch up to her words. Damn. I slipped up. Talking to her so honestly was a mistake. I’m still not even sure why I did it.
Somehow, instead of shutting up, more words come pouring out. “The woman who runs Facility Nineteen on Amerov took me under her wing a bit. I remember being blind and deaf, waking up in one of their medical rooms. She was kind enough to me if you can count cyborgs as kind. I ran away a few years after I first arrived. But she told me who I was. I might not remember it, but Amerov’s records don’t lie, and she had no reason to either. I’m not anyone. And I didn’t have a family, even before I went to Amerov.”
Lalia won’t take her eyes off me. I don’t turn away. No sense in giving her reason to think I’m lying. I need her to know I’m telling the truth, and I’m not doing it to be cruel.
For a moment, I think she might cry, but she leans her cheek against the cell wall, eyes closed. “Thank you for telling me.”
“If I knew of anyone else by my name, I’d tell you.” I don’t know why I even bother saying such a thing. I’m sad for her, and even if I knew what happened to her brother, she’s going back to Clock, and I’m sure they’ll keep a better eye on her now. Zane will be next, especially with Captain on the hunt.
She nods, still not opening her eyes. “What happens now?”
“Not sure. They may let me go, though that would be the day. They’ll probably take me back to Amerov and rip out every memory that would ever make me want to run away.”
I might have smirked at the horror on her face if I could muster any amusement. I think about explaining, but footsteps click down the hallway. Though I want to know my fate, I don’t want to hear it from Captain.
But I know the sound of his footsteps, soft for a man his size. I remember noticing how quiet he was back on Amerov when I was fourteen and trying to stand behind Audra without looking like I was hiding. Now, I watch him press his fingers to the wall beside the door, stepping in with a child’s soft foot and taking in the two of us sitting opposite one another.
Lalia frowns. I’ve been so wrapped up in my own fear of him it didn’t occur to me she may not have any idea who runs Amerov, or the difference between him and any other cyborg.
Instead of taking interest in her, Captain wanders to me, offering a smile rather disarming. Though I’m sitting, I can tell he would still have a foot or two of height on me should I stand. I’m no longer a tiny, frightened child, but I might as well be.
“You’re the child we brought to Amerov, aren’t you?” he asks, seating himself on the foot of my cot. “The one Audra decided to pamper.”
After spending years on Amerov, afraid of my humanity being ripped from me, afraid they’d take me to a different facility where Audra wouldn’t be able to help, pampered catches like bile in the back of my throat. To them, human decency isn’t a given, because it’s human.
I don’t speak. Pissing him off won’t improve the situation. And letting something slip about Audra would be worse.
He raises an eyebrow at my silence. His skin has been nicely repaired around his augmentations, so well it almost looks human, so the gesture isn’t grotesque as when I do it.
“Wrists,” he says, calm, gesturing with one hand.
I offer my bound hands, unsure of what he wants. He must have realized by now I have no numbers, no identity or existence. Hopefully, the existence of a cyborg without a chip has happened so rarely in history it doesn’t even cross his mind to check. If he was suspicious of that, I’m sure he would’ve checked the moment he got me out of my ship.
He inspects the insides of my wrist without expression, pinching the skin as if he’s never seen human flesh. His own fingers feel odd and synthetic. Not quite right. How many times has his skin been replaced? Not even regrown like mine.
“Interesting,” he mutters, but I don’t believe it is, not to him. “When did you run away?”
“You don’t have that on record?”
He looks up without raising his head, expression somehow sour though the muscles in his face don’t so much as twitch. He knows. Of course, he knows. He’s messing with my head for the hell of it.
Some things aren’t programmed out, even with a chip.
I sigh. “When I was fourteen.”
“Why?”
I can’t tell him it’s because I didn’t want the chip. He thinks I have it, and I can’t so much as hint I don’t. 
“Because you may have put that chip in me, but I still want to know who I am. I don’t want to be reconditioned at every step, any time you think something’s off about me. I’m still under the same impression.”
“You think you’re human now?”
“No. But I’m not you.”
He blinks, head tilting. Pulling back his tight sleeve—it’s more a stretchy turtleneck than an Amerov uniform—he touches the panel embedded in the inside of his arm. Ignoring me. I dare a glance over his shoulder at Lalia, and she blinks between the two of us as if she’s trying to parse out the conversation. 
“We found your little traveling companion, by the way,” Captain says so evenly I didn’t even register the words for a moment. “I can’t imagine where you got him. The last experiments we ran on those things were over eight years ago. They all died relatively quickly.”
Swallowing bile, I shove my hands between my knees so I don’t strangle him, claw at his eyes, rip at the implants in his head, anything to make him feel wrong. 
Captain smiles. A fully inhuman thing not emotional at all, just a gesture to enrage me.
The cell door opens and a pair of footsteps join us. I don’t look. I’m too busy trying as hard as I can to murder Captain with my gaze alone.
A voice says, “Aaron.”
I look up into Audra’s familiar face.



FOURTEEN
Relief washes over me. Then I tense.
She must have been listening to the conversation I had with Lalia. About her. Even if I never said her name.
And I’ve always had my suspicions she tracks my ship. I’ve no proof and never asked—it hasn’t been a problem. 
Until Captain somehow knew what direction we headed away from the jungle planet.
Would Audra have told him where to find me?
No. I can’t believe she would. Even for her own sake and the possibility she’d get in deep trouble should Captain ever figure out I don’t have my chip. He must have gotten lucky in the direction he picked to search for me. 
He must have.
Audra isn’t pleased. But not angry either. But she’s never shown much emotion, just as the rest. Her human face, lighted with metal and the softest wrinkles, never moves an inch. I can count on one hand the times she’s acted human. She, much like Captain, is rather average. Average in height as well, probably a little shorter than me now. Dark eyes. Pale skin of someone constantly on the walkways of a ship or the inside of Facility Nineteen. Well-toned muscles. Head shorn as it’s always been. I think her hair might be brown if she were to grow it out. Makes it easy to see the subtle ports and wiring running from the base of her skull to the backs of her ears. They still work but are enhanced. Her eyes are still her own, but a tiny blue light blinks at the corner of her right, giving her the same automated vision as I have, albeit much more up-to-date.
What is she doing here? What am I supposed to do now?
I doubt she can talk Captain out of taking me back to Amerov—and it would be too suspicious if she tried—she may be one of his favorites, but they’re not friends. Cyborgs don’t have friends.
No one speaks. Captain is watching for a reaction, eyes flickering between the two of us. I don’t know what to say, and Audra’s expression remains as impassive as ever.
“He has no number,” Captain carries on as if the tension can’t be cut with a knife. “He’s the one, I take it?”
“He is.” Audra’s voice matches her expression.
He is. I’m what? The kid who ran away? Or the one she let hide behind her leg and sit under her desk while she worked.
Captain grunts, rising from the cot. He takes Lalia’s wrists as well, inspecting the brace. Lalia doesn’t glare up at him, just looks between the three of us before catching my eyes and holding them. It seems shameful and somewhat awful to leave her with Captain. But they’re turning her over to Clock for the money same as me. There’s no difference.
“I won’t dispute the bounty with Clock,” I say, and Captain’s head half-turns. “Let the two of us go, the little creature and I, and you can have her bounty, money and everything.”
Clock is familiar enough with me and the bounties I’ve turned in that they’d take it seriously if I disputed Captain’s claim.
Hardly a threat. Rather pathetic, actually.
I’m an Amerov creation. Captain doesn’t need me to give up claims on the bounty. He can drag me back to Amerov, rip all consciousness from my mind, and I won’t even remember I have a claim to the bounty.
I’m almost certain it won’t work, but not trying isn’t on my list of options.
Captain glances at me, at Audra, then the panel on his arm blinks. Turning his wrist over, he stares at it for a long moment, looks at Audra once more, back down at the panel—
“Deal,” he says.
I blink, my head thumping back against the wall of the cell. He pulls a tablet from the pocket of his pants and hands it over. I stare at it.
“Don’t believe me?”
“Not particularly,” I say, though there’s no deception in his face. Audra has never had much good to say about the man, but she told me once that lying isn’t in his programming. Still, I’m unsure.
Audra taps her fingers thoughtlessly against the panel in her own arm. Did she do something? She tipped me off on this bounty in the first place, then told me to back off, and is suddenly here. I don’t understand any of this.
“You have my word,” Captain says. 
Why? I want to ask, but I don’t need to know. 
I take his tablet and withdraw my claim on the bounty. Captain unlocks my cuffs. Lalia grabs my hand as I walk by, but I yank away, trying to hide the shudder working over me. It’s strange, the contact of human skin. I can hear Audra following me out, Captain in front of us, but I don’t look back.
The cell doors clang shut so hard I flinch.



FIFTEEN
They’ve removed Bat’s metal legs.
Most likely because he tried to claw their eyes out the moment they found him. I catch sight of him struggling against the metal hand of a female and want to break Captain’s arms and legs. The female hands him over by the scruff of his neck. My ugly expression doesn’t faze her in the slightest. Bat stuffs his head into my elbow once I have him, hiding his face and ears.
“I’m sorry,” I tell him low enough none of the others will hear. Then, I nod to his prosthetics, facing the female. “I’ll take those back, they cost a lot of money.”
Her lip twitches as if she wants to smirk, but she looks to Audra before returning them. I don’t look over my shoulder. Don’t make eye contact. Pretend there’s no connection at all, though I doubt it would fool Captain.
Not that he’s paying attention. He’s having a look around the interior of my old ship. I grind my teeth and try to keep my expression clear. Audra’s shoulder brushes my arm as I pass. I try to glare, but it’s difficult. She’s the only one of my kind I’ve ever trusted. I have to believe Captain found another way of tracking me down other than her help. She must be here for a different reason. I don’t know what it could be, but I have to believe it isn’t with the intention of hurting me.
I have to.
“There’s a chance,” she says, soft enough none of the others will hear, “she is who she says she is. Not much of a chance, but a small one.”
My skin tingles. I keep walking. Is that why Audra sent me their bounty information in the first place? It was a bit odd she’d gotten involved after months of silence. It isn’t as if I needed her recommendations before. What did she find out? Was there something wrong with the Amerov records? Or did she lie to me when I was a child?
Captain is still snooping around my ship, and I clench my aching hands against the idea of slinging him out the airlock. This is our home, and he’s invading it.
Instead, I stand beside my controls until he notices.
“We could get you a new ship,” he offers.
“I like my ship.”
His eyebrow twitches. “New eyes, definitely. Those ones look a few decades old. They must not be treating you well by now.”
“Too high a price.”
“They wouldn’t cost you anything.”
“Not the cost I meant.”
“You’ve been reconditioned before.”
No, I haven’t. “Didn’t care for it.”
“What could be so alluring about living your life with a broken chip?”
“I could never explain it to you.”
He smiles again, such a strange, full-faced gesture, trying with such enthusiasm to make it genuine, but I don’t think he knows the difference. “So much hatred. I do wonder what made Audra so interested in you.”
“I’m a delight.”
I would never talk to him this way if I had a chip—in his mind, a working one. I bite the insides of my cheeks until I taste iron to keep from speaking again. I’m lucky he only clicks his tongue as his boots echo down my gangplank.
“Happy trails, Aaron.” Cheerful words are unsettling from his mouth, and I try not to shudder as the airlock seals behind me.
I close the metal shields over the viewport, kick on the engines, and drop with a huff into the captain’s seat. Everything is quiet, and I don’t know what to do with myself. Our ship drifts out the hangar doors into the empty dark of space.
Finally, Bat asks, “What happened?”
“I offered to let Captain have the woman’s bounty if he let us go. He agreed.”
Bat flattens his ears, head cocked. I swallow the strange lump in my throat. Lalia will be returned to Clock whether it’s me delivering her or Captain. Feeling this way is ridiculous.
There’s a chance. Audra said so. A chance she’s my sister. Does it matter?
She’s going back to Clock, and I’m getting away with Bat’s life and my sanity. It shouldn’t gnaw at me, but I can’t ease the tightness in my chest. 
Why did Captain let me go? He has a greedy side, sure, but he doesn’t need the bounty, large as it is. He runs the entirety of Amerov, fully backed by the royals. Clout from chasing a high-level bounty is nothing more than entertainment for an ancient and re-wired mind. Everyone he wants to fear him already does.
Maybe he wants the satisfaction of taking her in himself since she did him the great disrespect of breaking into his high-security planet.
Maybe Audra had something to do with it.
It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. We’re free. None of it matters.
Beside my hand, the comms blink. I re-open the viewports, but Captain’s ship is still a fading shape behind us. I shoot us away, opposite the shimmering light of the red star. The comm blinks again. Blue. Audra.
I ignore it well. Very well. For a solid three minutes. Then I glare at the unsuspecting little light and smack the message open. It isn’t her voice, just a line of text, most likely sent from the panel embedded in her arm. 
He’s taking her to Amerov, not Clock.
I slam my palms on the controls, bringing the ship up short, thumping back into the captain’s seat with a grimace. 
Of course he is. She broke into one of the Amerov facilities, the highest-security planet in existence, then broke out of Clock, albeit with her brother’s help. She’s clever and obviously high-risk—even if she thought punching me in the face would end well—and a threat to Amerov. Particularly since they don’t understand her motives. They never can, not with muted emotions.
Amerov has quite a few violent criminals they’ve reconditioned into being good little numbers. She’ll be another one. Not violent, maybe, but so long as she remains human, they can’t trust her not to be a problem.
It doesn’t matter, I tell myself a few times over. It doesn’t matter.
Clock is one thing. It’s a prison. Just a prison. Amerov, against her will, when she’s never harmed anyone, pushes a line I’m unwilling to cross.
Bat stares at the transcript, ears flat, eyes scrunched in concentration or concern. When he looks up at me, he rolls his eyes.
“You’d better reattach my legs. I’m not flying back there with no legs.”
“I didn’t say I’m going back.”
“Your face says it.”
I grimace, trying to smooth my expression. I hoist him onto my shoulder and sit with him like he’s some house cat and not a wild animal with a mind capable of thought and painfully sharp teeth. He’s been living with me for years, so he sighs and puts up with my crap and doesn’t bite me in the neck. We both know he likes to cuddle, anyway.
Then I turn the ship around and shoot us back through empty space toward Captain’s ship.
“Legs,” Bat reminds me, then does nip me on the neck. “Is there some sort of plan? Or are you just planning on being an idiot?”
“You have a brain, you figure out something brilliant,” I mutter, slipping one of his legs back to the stump where his right should be. Three are easy to put back on, but his left shoulder isn’t completely metal and more delicate to reattach. “That female hurt you when she took these off?”
“Nothing I can’t handle.”
I take that as a yes, and make a mental note to rip the wiring from her neck should we cross paths again.
Captain’s ship looms above us, dark and round and rimmed with small, pale lights, drifting gently. Fear threatens to turn me right around, my hands aching, but I force myself not to think about it. Amerov ships are often dark and quiet. I know the planet. I know Captain. I know the protocols and how everything works. I know Audra. 
Hopefully.
Someone in the control rooms must be watching. I wonder what would happen if I simply called Captain and asked to talk. A rather sharp sense of dread fills me at even the passing thought. Swallowing, I force my breathing to slow to a reasonable rate.
I don’t have to think for long.
Dark and quiet, the bay doors slide open.



SIXTEEN
It’s Audra.
At least, it must be her.
Ignoring the part of me screaming to turn around, that it’s wrong to simply fly in once invited, I guide the ship into the open port.
Empty. No sign of Audra. Or Captain. No sign of anyone, even when the airlock cycles closed behind us. No alarms sound, no soldiers marching in, and I wonder what in the galaxy Audra’s done to accomplish such a feat.
Bat scrambles from my lap, snatching one of the smaller guns I keep for his tiny mechanical hands. “Guess she wasn’t trying to be an asshole after all.”
“I don’t know what she’s doing,” I mutter. There won’t be time to hunt her down for an explanation, and I’m going to have to lie low after this, maybe even jump galaxies for a little while. I may never find out what she’s up to.
As long as we emerge from this alive, I can live with not knowing, at least for a time.
I want to grab the rifle from under my bed, the one three times the size of Bat that’ll kick the crap out of my shoulder with recoil. But surely someone’s watching us, even if we can’t see them, and prancing around with a gun that size will get me shot on sight from some sniper. I take two handguns and tuck my electric knife up my sleeve—not the one I stole from Lalia back on Yayth, mine’s more powerful.
The hangar is quiet. Stepping onto the polished floor sends soft echoes. Red lights blink over the arches of the doors, bathing the hangar in a bloody haze. Bat creeps around my leg, metal paws clicking unavoidably loud.
“It’s freaky quiet in here,” he whispers.
It is. Either Captain is setting a trap, or something’s happened and we have a genuine shot at our little rescue mission. If Lalia punches me in the face again after all this, I’m not going to handle it well.
“Do you really think she is?” Bat asks, and I know he’s talking about Lalia.
“I don’t see how it matters one way or another,” I murmur, jogging for the door Captain escorted me through. I’m not sure I’m convinced longer, but now is not the time.
The hallway is as empty as the hangar. Unease wriggles its way up my chest, and I let out a long breath. Keeping my hand under the hem of my shirt where my gun rests, I slip down the hallway, Bat trotting along behind. Up a flight of stairs, then a few twists and turns, trying to remember the way we left. No signs of life, even as we approach the line of cells. Even the heat sensors in my eyes don’t pick up anything but Lalia’s red blob through all the metal.
My fingerprints don’t contain the passcode to her cell—even if they hadn’t been shredded in the crash—but one of my pistols can melt the metal bars. Had we more time, Bat could probably hack into the system, but this is quicker. It may be loud, but it isn’t as if no one knows we’re here.
They must know.
Where is everyone?
I rest the metal of my wrist against the hot bars, leaning in. Lalia’s head pops into view. If I wasn’t certain Captain will descend on us at any moment, the shock on her face would’ve cracked me up.
“Coming?” I ask.
“What happened?”
“Shh!”
“Aaron—”
“Can you maybe shut the hell up for ten minutes?”
Her bruised jaw snaps shut. Crouching near the glowing metal of the blasted door, she gives it a nervous eye. Taking her under the arms, I haul most of her weight through, setting her on her feet, ignoring my hands screaming at all the overuse.
“Where is everyone?” she whispers low enough I can’t scold her.
“I don’t know.”
I guide her by her uninjured wrist while Bat shimmies up my arm and goes to work on the lock. She doesn’t react to his touch in the slightest—I’ve seen people screech just passing too close.
“Was that your friend back there? Did she let you in?” 
“You know, for someone who broke into Amerov and out of Clock, you sure don’t know when to shut up.”
“I’m good at multitasking.”
Bat snickers, which softens me up a little.
“Both of you are going to get me killed,” I mutter, low enough only Bat can hear.
The cuffs come free, and I tuck them into the pocket of my coat. Never know when I’ll need a solid metal object. We’re almost down the stairs again. Down them, and back through the long hallway to the hangar. The ease of it increases my nerves with every step, adrenaline burning my limbs. Something must have gone horribly wrong. Alarms didn’t even go off when I blasted a hole in the cell door.
Heat slams into me like a wave. 
My mechanical eyes flare red-hot, sending blinding pain up my temples. My hearing aids crackle. Somewhere behind me, I hear Lalia yelp. It wasn’t a bullet, just something to stun me. I’m still a cyborg, even if I’m unregistered. They won’t kill me. At least, none of the foot soldiers will. Somehow, I wouldn’t put it past Captain, even with all his programming. I yank my gun from my pocket, firing blindly in the direction of the heat. There’s a strange, metallic noise, then the thump of something heavy hitting the ground. 
I press my palms to my eyes. Though they aren’t hot to the touch, they feel on fire.
“Aaron . . . ?” Lalia’s voice is far away, then a human hand touches my shoulder. I jerk, banging my head on the nearby wall, which doesn’t particularly help with the pain. 
“Aaron, I hear more of them.” Her voice is becoming clearer, her words registering. “Come on, I’ll help you walk.”
Her hand touches my elbow, and I shake her off. Wiping at my eyes, the world becomes clearer. A body lays in the hallway adjoining ours, the whole right side of him a smoldering mess of wires and metal. He hadn’t been a large target. I’d hit him by luck. My stomach turns. 
I’ve never killed a cyborg before.
If he didn’t already, Captain will definitely think there’s something wrong with my chip. Hopefully, he won’t consider the idea I don’t have one at all.
And I hear voices as well, footsteps. Pulling the extra gun from my pocket, I hand it to Lalia. There’s no hesitation when she takes it, eyebrows bunched in concentration.
The wall behind me is a target of singed black—that was one hell of a stun gun.
“Did they just now figure out we’re here?” Lalia asks, tugging on my arm until I run, trying not to let my legs wobble.
Lights hum to life. The hallway turns bright as it had been when Captain first took us.
Oh.
Oh. Someone cut the power. To the entire ship.
How much damage did Audra do? Enough the backup power only kicked on life support. Hopefully, she scrubbed whatever data shows she was in the control room at the time.
Sometimes the old cyborg is far too clever for her own good.
But the power is back up and running, which means we need to run for our lives. My ship’s guns should be powerful enough to blast the hangar doors since they probably won’t be open for us anymore. 
Hopefully.
Lalia runs alongside, Bat ahead. When I glance over my shoulder, the hallway is empty. I stumble after slamming my shoulder into the door leading to the hangar, busting it half off the wall. That’s going to be another bruise. 
Two cyborgs meet us on the other side. I knock Lalia to the ground before the one in front can get a clean shot. We’re close enough I can grab the larger one’s arm as Bat goes for the legs of the smaller. Twisting the gun from his hand, I give it a go at shooting the panel on the back of his neck. No such luck, but it pisses him off. He gives a swing at me I manage to dodge without releasing his arm. I’ll have to settle for shooting him in the leg. It’ll slow him down.
Lalia fires behind me. The numbers chasing us have caught up—half a dozen. I don’t want to kill them, but Lalia has no such restrictions. Two she catches directly in the chests. It won’t kill them, not with my small, borrowed pistol, but it’ll slow them down big time.
“Stand down!” One of them snaps, approaching with rifle raised. Bat takes him down with his little metal claws to the face. None of them seem to pay him attention until he’s attacking.
Another I hit in the hand and slam the butt of my gun into their chin. A large female tries taking a shot at me, but I hold the body upright and she hesitates long enough for Bat to charge.
The tallest, broadest male in the group catches Lalia by the hair. Probably thinks she’ll be easy to contain. I would laugh if I wasn’t vaguely panicking. He yanks her off her feet. Her shot misses by a wide margin, thrown off by the big creature’s handling.
Alright, maybe she needs help.
I shove the unconscious body off me, scrambling in her direction. There’s a terrible snap. I cringe even before seeing Lalia’s leg crooked and twisted. Her scream is delayed, but makes my skin crawl.
I point my gun at the big creature’s head, ready to take him out, when a calm voice says, “Stop.”



SEVENTEEN
Everything goes still. 
From the corner of my eye, I see the heat signature of the huge cyborg. Turning my head slowly as possible, I’m met with the worst end of a gun and Captain’s angry expression.
Well, at least I got him to show some genuine emotion. Wish I hadn’t.
“Shameful,” he spits at me, and a small, calm part of my brain thinks it’s a little funny he assumes I give a damn about his opinion. 
There’s a horrible pause. I glance at Bat, frozen on the ground, well aware he’ll get shot long before he can get his gun up. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I remember Audra telling me what a wicked shot Captain is. She wasn’t one for exaggerating, and I’m not going to take the chance with his gun pointed right at me.
“Your chip is damaged,” he says lowly. “You killed one of your own. Lower your gun. We’ll help you.”
He still thinks I have a chip in my head. That’s something, at least. A hysterical giggle threatens to bubble up, but I choke it down, biting the insides of my cheeks until I taste metal.
Which means he might not expect me to shoot him in the head. I hope it won’t come to that.
Because I don’t want him getting any ideas, I tell the truth, “It was an accident. He stunned me. I fired blind.”
His face twitches, but this seems to please him, his posture relaxing the slightest.
“Lower your gun,” he orders in a tone one might use on an unintelligent child.
I want to scream. But he’ll take it as another comment on my “damaged chip,” so I lower my gun. Just as he wants. 
All the way down. Level with my foot. 
His eyes are on my face, not the weapon.
Cock my wrist sideways.
Fire.
Captain’s foot is at least metal in the bones by the sound it makes when my blast makes contact. He slips but doesn’t fall. Leaving Bat to deal with the cyborg restraining Lalia, I kick his wrist with all my strength, trying to ignore the stabbing pain of his metal bones on mine. I suppose he’s been around long enough he might have as much metal in him as I do.
He stumbles back, losing his grip on his gun. I grip my weapon in both hands and crack him across the jaw. My injured hands ache from the reverberation. But he isn’t nearly so breakable as his numbers. He hits the ground, rolling for one of the discarded guns. I stomp on his hand, the heel of my boot making short order of the slim metal bones. 
He roars, lunging up and smacking me across the face before I can think about ducking. The world shifts. My hearing aids shriek. My bruised jaw groans and my gun slips from my hand. Out of instinct, I roll away, and a blast of heat whips past my temple.
A metal chunk explodes from the back of Captain’s head.
Crumpling, his fingers twitch, but he otherwise remains still. Breathing. 
I stare. Behind me, I hear a harsh breath. Lalia lowers her gun. She blinks at me with wide eyes, holding her leg still, tears on her cheeks.
That makes two times for her, once for her brother.
This is getting out of hand.
I stumble but manage to get my feet under me. My head throbs, cheek getting the worst of Captain’s backhand. Bat is limping. His ears go straight down when he spots something over my shoulder. 
I spin, ready to fire. 
And find Audra in the doorway, hands clasped casually behind her back, eyes flickering over the destruction we’ve caused. She shouldn’t have come down here. What will she do? Stop us? Let us go? What will Captain do to her if she lets us go? She’ll never leave with me.
She looks me square in the eye, then at the gun in my hand, then raises an eyebrow.
Oh.
I raise the weapon, pointing it at her chest. I readjust my grip, trying to keep my nerve. Hurting her is past my comprehension, but Captain won’t know when he watches the footage back. The power is back up, along with all the surveillance, and I need to play the part.
“Open the hangar,” I say, gesturing with the barrel. “It better be open by the time I reach my ship.”
Audra backs away, hands raised, an emotion on her face which might be soft amusement, though I can’t be certain.
I put an arm around Lalia’s waist, the other under her legs, still holding the gun from under her shoulder. She whimpers and grits her teeth when I pick her up but doesn’t make a fuss as I back into my ship. Bat scrambles in alongside me, hunched low to the ground, still on high alert. Footsteps from other numbers echo in the hallways, but Audra locks herself behind the glass door separating the hangar from the rest of the ship, making a show of pressing the buttons on the wall within.
I still don’t understand why she’s here or what’s happened, but I can live with not knowing, as long as she’s on my side.
I kick the controls on my ship to life, sealing the airlock behind me. 
The hangar doors cycle open.



EIGHTEEN
I collapse in the captain’s chair before my legs give out. The Amerov ship gets smaller and smaller as Bat steers us away. The larger ship doesn’t follow. It doesn’t even move. Probably won’t, so long as Captain is out of commission. Audra will likely be next in line of command. 
If I had an ounce more energy, I’d laugh.
Lalia grimaces, trying to shift her weight. Her breaths are starting to wheeze, more tears on her cheeks. Her leg needs tending to. Immediately. Sitting her back in the comfortable chair, I scrounge around for the medical pack I’d dumped on the floor earlier.
“You really have a habit of breaking your bones on us, don’t you?” I ask.
She glowers without strength, looking like she wants to hit me.
“I’m going to find the nearest low-security planet with a good hospital,” I tell her. “I can splint your leg, but I wouldn’t trust myself to heal it properly.”
A few seconds after I stick a needle in her arm, her eyes droop, grimace fading. I’ve used the pain killer before, only in a few extreme circumstances. It makes my head fuzzy, but it sure does work.
Then Lalia does punch me. In the meaty part of my shoulder, not very hard. I glare, ready to sleep for a week and not deal with her for the same amount of time. The panic is wearing off, adrenaline as well, and I’m coming face to face with the fact I’d gone back to Captain’s ship to rescue an obnoxious human who may or may not be related to me.
And she’s starting to get that weirdly fond expression again. For a moment, I regret giving her the pain killer. It was better when she wasn’t focusing on me.
We have a weak stare-down, but she eventually smiles. “Relax, I’m not going to kiss you or anything.”
I grimace and go about splinting her leg as best I can. She closes her eyes and doesn’t appear to react, the medicine working its magic.
“You have a rather large bruise on your face, quite as bad as mine,” she muses, cracking an eye. 
I put her legs on a pillow, dump a blanket on her, and back off. She starts tugging at her torn and dirty coat.
“Well, someone had to be successful at it,” I say. 
She snorts. “Ass.”
Bat has found a comfortable spot on the captain’s chair and settled in, eyes shut. I tuck a blanket over him and type in commands for our ship to fly on autopilot, to only alert us if there are other ships in the area. There will be nothing but sleep for a while. I’ll find a good planet when I’m clearheaded. 
“Are you going to let me call Zane now?” Lalia asks, voice innocent. “He shouldn’t be too far off.”
I pause with my fingers over the controls. Of course, she wants to call him. I’d completely forgotten. And of course, I have no idea how to feel about it, and whether or not it will only get me into more trouble having both of them on my case.
But a part of me is curious. And she’ll need her brother to meet up with her eventually at whatever hospital I find. She certainly won’t be coming with me.
I glance at her. She’s dropped her dirty outer clothing on the ground and bundled herself in the blankets, cuddled up and comfortable and hardly awake. Her smile is edging toward smug. It doesn’t bother me. I’m tired. My body is having trouble keeping me upright. Let her be smug if she wants.
“This doesn’t change anything,” I warn.
“Sure, sure,” she murmurs. “He is going to be so happy to see you.”
I sigh, but my bed is comfortable and inviting, and Amerov might be after me now, but I have a little time thanks to Lalia’s aim. Giving her a scowl, I shrug and try to ignore the joy on her face.
“Call him in the morning, I don’t have the energy for this now.” 
“Promise?”
This is going to bite me in the ass. “Sure.”
She’s asleep by the time I ensure all is well and we’re heading in the right direction at top speed. I try not to think too hard about meeting her brother. It’s a worry for the morning.
The whole ship is quiet save the calming hum of the engines. 
I stretch out on my bed and sleep.
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ONE
Small and alone in its solar system, the planet emerging from the dark of space glitters a deep lilac against its yellow star. The curved edge grows larger until continents form, sunlight catching in a purple haze along the rim. I’ve been entertaining myself with the files on the planet. It has a number, but the galaxy has called it Amethyst for so long a more formal name was never sanctioned.
How cliche.
The files for Amethyst are more detailed than the ones I managed to find on Yayth. I flip through info on weather and cities and the political climate, listening to music with large headphones so it’s obvious to Lalia I’m in no mood to chat. Smooth violins don’t irritate my hearing aids.
Still, I keep glancing at the woman over my shoulder. Putting my back to her means I don’t have to know when she’s staring, but it also makes it difficult to keep an eye on what she’s doing. Luckily, she’s pretty out of commission. We’re heading to Amethyst for a reason, after all. It’s a rich planet with plenty of good hospitals. Barriers to entry are high, but getting into the lower levels shouldn’t be difficult. One of the many undercities drilled into the planet’s crust should let us in.
This time, when I glance back, she’s still crashed in the padded chair along the back wall.
It’s been a solid forty-eight hours since our run-in with Captain. Most of that’s been spent in sleep or my desperate attempts not to make eye contact.
No sign of anyone following us. 
No word from Audra, either. 
A few hours ago, Lalia got her brother on the comm. He’s going to meet us at whatever hospital we manage to find.
So this week should be going downhill even more.
Lalia yawns loudly, stretching. “We there yet?”
I gave her another dose of painkillers a few hours ago, so she’s loopy. Well, loopier than usual.
“Close, I just put in a request to get in.”
“How long will that take?”
“Few minutes to an hour, depending on how trustworthy they think I am.”
In his cot above the viewport, Bat snorts.
Lalia asks, “Does you being a cyborg make you more or less trustworthy to the average government?”
“Depends. Rich planets like us. We’re good crowd control even if we’re unregistered. Rich idiots like to hire us out for things Amerov numbers won’t do.”
“You ever done a job like that?”
“For someone rich?”
“Sure.”
“Not on my own.”
She perks up. “What does that mean?”
I wish I hadn’t opened my mouth. “I used to run with some scavengers before I got my own ship. We all did a job for some Neyla Ve politician lady who wanted competition ruffed up.”
“Neat.”
She sounds as if she wants me to continue, but I keep quiet. It wasn’t a particularly fun time in my life—relying on a group of humans to survive after I escaped Amerov—and it didn’t end well. I don’t want to relive it for a stranger.
Eventually, my hearing aids beep, the comms I have hooked to them letting me know in a robotic, pre-programmed voice I can land in Undercity 13. It’s almost directly below us, so we won’t have to travel around the planet. Even from above the atmosphere, I can see some of the caverns drilled into the planet’s crust leading to separate undercities. Coordinates pop up on my computer, sent from the planet, directing me toward the right one.
“Hold on,” I grumble to Lalia, dropping the ship through the atmosphere. Rough ride.
“Your ship needs repairs, doesn’t it?”
I grind my teeth. “Why do you ask?”
“It rattles a lot in atmosphere.”
“It’s safe.”
“Yeah, I figured. But it’s old too. Ours is a little older than this, it has more problems than I’d like to count.”
She and her brother share a ship. The one they’ve been piloting as they spent years hunting down their brother, who she very stubbornly believes is me. I’d think them both insane if Audra hadn’t mentioned it might be possible. Maybe the brother—Zane—will take my side on the issue and confirm the whole thing is a load of nonsense. But he did save my ass back on Yayth. If he’s just as invested as Lalia, I don’t know how I’m going to handle the situation.
Hopefully, he won’t back her up. We’ll be able to put these past few stupid days behind us, and I can never see either of them again in my life. 
Even if that happens, I can’t collect on their bounty in good conscience. If Captain wants Lalia for Amerov, he’ll want Zane as well. I can’t turn them over. Not after risking my ass to get Lalia off Captain’s ship and nearly getting myself reconditioned in the process. The siblings may be criminals, but they were trying to find their long-lost brother.
Apparently, I have a soft spot for such things.
Hopefully, Lalia hasn’t noticed. 
•
Landing in the underground levels of Amethyst is a simple flight. No barriers are up for landing my ship. Security is high on entry, but it’s so difficult to get to the surface from an undercity no one tries to corral us once we’re underground.
Bat presses his nose to the port window. Lalia limps to his side on her splint, trying to get a good look, and he shies. Heat from the nearby star abruptly dies, the tunnel bathed in low, purple light. Everything about this spinning rock is purple—vegetation, rocks, and even some of the soil are all shades of purples and pinks. A bluish-lilac radiates from the tunnel walls. My eyes click as they readjust to the cool of the world beneath the planet’s crust. I’m fairly sure the tunnel is traveling just under the surface, not deeper and deeper toward the planet’s core.
“Wow,” Lalia mutters, and I peek out the port window over her shoulder.
The tunnel breaks into a vast cavern, complete with its own life support and terraforming. Purple-tinted light filters from openings in the ceiling, obscured by underground trees and greenery. A miniature city crops up from the center, buildings draped in fog. Vegetation explodes in pinks and purples and sometimes greens. Birds take off in flocks and land. Ships as small as mine drift in and out, tiny hovercrafts weaving in and around buildings. If this is what the undercities look like, it must be paradise on the surface.
No wonder people with money flock here. It earns its reputation with just looks alone.
“Lovely,” I agree, a tad irritable. Lots of people. “Go sit down, you’re not supposed to be up.”
She grumbles something as she plops back in her chair, wincing, and asks, “Do they have gambling halls here?”
“Of course they do, why—oh for heaven’s sake. We’re going to a hospital. For you. This is not a luxury vacation.”
She folds her arms and tries to stare me down, but she’s not nearly angry enough to make it convincing. 
“We could gamble just a little, I’d never get into a place like this on my own,” she says. “And this is a rather expensive planet for a hospital stop.”
“That’s why I picked it. They take charity cases.”
She looks insulted. No argument though.
Unburying my coat from the foot of the bed, I tug it on and secure the hood. Unregistered cyborgs might be wandering around here, looking for easy credits. We’re a snippy bunch and don’t take kindly to competition. I’d rather not get involved. Amerov numbers could be here as well. I try not to shiver. It shouldn’t freak me out so much. After all, I just came into contact with plenty of my own kind. Maybe that’s why I’m so nervous. The jacket and hood help.
I settle the ship near the hospital. Clustered towers shimmer with dark, reflective glass. Hovercrafts land on the top levels and along the sides. People filter in and out, but it isn’t terribly busy. Which means there are fewer people who might notice me. Small blessings.
“Come on,” I say. “I called ahead a little while ago, they know we’re coming.”
“They know we’re coming, but we still have to walk in?” she asks, snatching her coat from the side of the chair. 
“It isn’t cold here. And you’re lucky I’m letting you in my ship, I’m not letting anyone else.”
“Touchy.”
I stare.
“Fine.” She sighs. “You’re going to have to help me. Hopping a few feet is not the same as walking out of a ship and to a building.”
Right. Touching her makes me a little twitchy, but it’s not the first time. I carried her in here from Captain’s ship, for star’s sake. I’m being stupid. Still, I can’t quite keep the grimace from my expression as I sidle over to the chair.
She struggles into a sitting position. “Stop looking at me like I’m contagious. What do you think I’m going to do?”
Her voice is cheerful, but I glare. My shoulder burns when I pick her up, heading out the airlock once it’s cycled through. I’m extra grateful for the coat, an extra barrier between her skin and mine so I don’t feel quite so much like I want to dig a hole, jump in, and bury myself in nice and tight. Bat clatters after me down the gangplank, my backpack in his mouth.
Weather here is a hell of an improvement compared to the last two planets we visited. Warm, but not nearly so hot and sticky as that little jungle rock we just left. It might heat up later—the clock on the ship said it’s morning here—but maybe the underground location keeps it pleasant.
None of the people exiting the hospital bother to take a look at me but give Bat unnerved glances. All in all, we might fit in here a bit better than on Yayth. Everyone’s so rich there are plenty of people who’ve augmented their bodies. One woman we pass has obvious metal implants along the bridge of her nose, thin and shimmering. What could that be for? A man has shoulders far too broad to not be enhanced in some way, a bit like Captain. Not like Bat and I, but still.
“They have neat birds here,” Lalia says, leaning against my shoulder to point at something, her arm brushing my cheek
“I’ll try to contain my excitement,” I say, leaning my face away as best I can with her still in my arms. She gives me a look I might imagine a teacher giving a back-talking child.
Two clear doors rimmed in iridescent metal slide open with a sigh. The hospital’s polished floor is a light shade of purple to match the outside world—it’s a little sickening how much they lean into the color of the surrounding planet, even in a medical building.
“Hello,” says a pleasant voice while I’m giving the floor a good stare, and I look up into the face of another cyborg.
Continue the adventure with 
In Dying Starlight: Expedition!
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