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ONE
Hytha is a gorgeous planet.
Once, I looked it up. I was sixteen, maybe seventeen. When I was younger, I was too nervous about the idea—to look up the planet where I’d come from before Amerov. I remember sitting in a hotel room on some foreign planet, searching it up on my tablet, scrolling through planet files until I got frustrated with the lack of any memories magically appearing.
I didn’t know the name of the orphanage from where I’d come, and neither did Audra, so I’d searched all the ones on the planet and scavenged through public info, getting likewise discouraged. 
I never let my curiosity get the better of me again. 
This place requires access to enter, even with no restrictions. I hover our ship above the atmosphere, zoning out at the blinking light on the console as Hytha processes our request. According to the siblings, there won’t be problems getting in. And as promised, I wasn’t asked for identifying information. I’m sure they’ll take note of the number on my ship, but that doesn’t mean much. Trillions occupy our galaxy, and most planets aren’t filtering ship numbers to Amerov, especially not a planet like this. It does a lot of commerce, and crime is shockingly low.
Hopefully, that means there won’t be cyborgs around. Not that I’ll be going deep into the cities anyway.
As we left Lex and Abraham’s house, I’d been fine with the idea of this visit, reassured by Zane’s conversation and their apparent desire to meet me even without proof. But the closer I get and the more I dwell on it, the more I think perhaps we should turn around. Or maybe I’ll just stay in my ship. I live in it, after all, there’s no reason I have to go into the siblings’ house. I don’t really have to interact with their parents very much. We can stay here a few days, perhaps I can work on how to get the viewport fixed, Zane can recover further, I’ll check out the orphanages in person, and I don’t have to interact. 
I don’t have to interact, do I?
“Are you okay?”
I’ve grown accustomed to Anya’s small voice. She’s standing in the doorway to my bunk room, head cocked, looking more concerned than a kid ever has in my direction. 
“Fine, why?”
“You look like I did when I had to do a presentation in class.”
I snort. I hadn’t considered how much schooling the kid is probably missing out on. At least I can’t say most of it is because of me. Amerov did the worst of it. I never got much formal education, to begin with, none after I left Amerov. She’s probably ahead of me already.
She sits on the console and reaches up to pet Bat in his little cot. There’s a hiss, but he doesn’t snap at her. At this point, I think he’s being purposefully grumpy. I can tell he likes the cuddles when they come from the harmless little princess.
“Why are you nervous?”
She’s not going to let this go. Zane and Lalia are both in my bunk room, but Yvonne is napping in one of the chairs behind me. Which I’m certain means she’s listening.
“We’re going to meet Zane and Lalia’s parents.”
Anya nods. She knows all this already. “But they’re your parents too?”
“Supposedly. We don’t know yet.”
If I keep saying it over and over again, maybe I won’t freak out. 
“You really don’t remember them?”
I shake my head. I’m so used to her questions that it’s not a struggle to be honest. 
She swings her feet off the console. “That’s sad.”
Her tone isn’t mocking, and I know what she means. She misses her own parents, so I’m certain it’s very sad to her. I’m accustomed to it.
I just hope they’re enough like their son and daughter they won’t freak at my appearance. That would be a fun interaction. I haven’t asked Zane how they’ve described me. I don’t have the stomach to, and I’ll find out soon enough.
“They’ll remember you, right?”
I glance over my shoulder, but Yvonne’s mouth is hanging open, so I doubt she’s faking the nap. 
“They’ll remember me when I was a kid. But I don’t look anything like I would’ve back then, so I don’t think that’s going to work.”
Anya frowns. 
I tell her, “I’m supposed to be Zane’s twin. If I still looked recognizable, I’d look just like him.”
Anya glances into the bunk room with a soft, “Oh.”
Definitely want to stay in the ship.
But I don’t suppose Zane and Lalia will allow it. Zane won’t have much say in the matter, but Lalia will try to drag me out, I’m certain. She’s not above trying to grab me by my ankles and haul me out. There’s no fear to block her. She’s not strong enough to move me, but she’ll try. And I take it back: Zane will definitely give me the saddest expression imaginable until I cave. 
I cave too easily when it comes to these humans. 
It’s difficult to make myself care. 
The blinking light shuts off and the message <Access granted> appears on the little screen. Well, I suppose I can’t back out when we’re through the atmosphere. I tap my fingers on the controls while Anya looks back and forth between me and the viewport, expectant.
“Are we going?” she whispers conspiratorially.
Happy little gremlin.
I give her a look that’s supposed to say annoyance but doesn’t have as much bite as I’d like. Bat pops his head over the cot to stare out the viewport as I drop us through the atmosphere. The crackling and rattling has Yvonne struggling to get out of her chair, sleepy. 
“We here?” She leans against my back, dropping over my shoulders to get a look at the new planet, yawning. I suppose we’re to a point where I shouldn’t shove her off me, but I take her by the arms and seat her in the copilot’s seat anyway. Amusement flickers across her face. 
“Yeah, that was some nap you took.”
“Uh-huh.”
Lalia joins us, arms folded, expression more even than usual. I can’t read the emotions there. I wonder if she’s hiding something or is merely calm. Wouldn’t know the feeling. She puts her hand on my shoulder. It’s a small enough gesture I don’t shove her off.
“How’s Zane?”
“Still crashed.”
It’s taken us a few days to get here. Thanks to Lex’s generosity and the supplies we stocked up on, I’m less worried about him, but the constant concern won’t leave my chest. The last time I was wandering around, so worried about someone’s injuries, I’d just rescued Bat off Amerov. Bat, who’s been constantly attached to Zane even still. I’m mildly surprised to even see him in his usual cot and not staring at the side of the human’s face. 
“You wanna fly?” I ask Lalia. 
I know she’s not going to crash my ship—that whole thing on the jungle planet where I tracked her down was a fluke—and she knows where she’s going. Might as well let her take us there.
She takes my place in the captain’s chair while I pop my head in to check on Zane. Still sleeping, just as Lalia said. We could probably leave the bandages off his face by this point, but I’m overly worried about the burns and their easy ability to become infected. Better safe than sorry.
I touch the damaged implants on my temple. They’re hurting less and less, but still look horrific. Worse than my usual appearance. We’re here to stay with Zane and Lalia’s parents, and I look even more a horror than usual. I consider covering up the worse of it with a few bandages though they’re long past needing them. Somehow, that’s too much for my pride. All these humans would know what I’m doing.
I don’t care what their parents think of me, I tell myself, and refuse to think on it any further. 
The atmosphere has burned off when I finally mope back into the hull. Much like the last planet, this one is an emerald green, swirled with much more blue as oceans and lakes dapple the surface. Puffy, white clouds dapple the area. It’s a larger planet than Amerov, though that isn’t saying much. I wonder vaguely about the size in comparison to Neyla Ve but can’t remember what I learned about the royal planet. 
“Aaron, will you settle down? We’re not heading into a war zone.” Lalia swats me lightly on the leg as I pass.
Not a war zone for you.
This is all going to be normal for them. Well, normal as it can be bringing your supposedly long-lost brother back who doesn’t remember a thing and looks like he might murder you all in your sleep.
Yvonne is giving me those sympathetic eyes again, which I know isn’t pitying or cruel, but I hate it anyway. I’ve had plenty of time to think on this flight, and the sibling’s parents aren’t the only thing I’ve been stewing on. None of this feels normal or even correct, the princess’s affection for me in particular. I force myself to lean against the side of the console and not bounce about the ship’s cabin until it gives Lalia an aneurism. 
We pass a city. It’s nothing spectacular, a pretty advanced planet with dots of hovercraft traversing the streets. It’s more populated than the last few places we’ve been, but fairly unimpressive after Amethyst. A few more small cities zip by, but there are large swaths of land with rolling hills and gentle forests. The trees here are a particularly deep shade of green, even to my eyes. Grasses are a mixture of green and golden. The skies are clear and vast. What a lovely place. 
I’m sure I would’ve loved growing up here.
I shake away the thought. It isn’t worth considering. I came from this planet, that much is clear even in my Amerov records, but it doesn’t mean I would’ve liked it here. All depends on which story is true. Where I would’ve grown up. I’ve already considered I would’ve loved growing up with Zane and Lalia as my brother and sister. I’m never going to mention such a thing to them, but I can admit it to myself. 
It’s been so deathly quiet in here for so long that I’m a bit startled when Yvonne says, “It’s lovely here. What do your parents do?”
“There’s a pretty large industry for glass here. The sand over all this planet is perfect for it. Mom actually worked one of the harvesters for a long time and Dad worked in processing and records and such. They have a low schedule now, only part of the year since they’ve worked with the company so long.”
Wholesome. A nice, normal family. Some oddball kids, sure. But it’s strange how all this could happen to some people who would otherwise never draw the attention of anyone, let alone Amerov. Let alone Captain. 
We’re pretty far out in the middle of nowhere when Lalia finally slows the ship into a descent. Small communities are sprinkled about, so they have some neighbors, but not many, and not very close. It’s a relief. We all have bounties, likely including my ship, though I couldn’t find it on the listing. The less a chance someone comes over and gets nosey, the better. 
Lalia brings us down in a section of clearing between the trees. Before we landed, I got a glimpse of a small canyon within walking distance, not nearly close enough to warrant nervousness about parking the ship, but I make a mental note to walk around and check it out. A good excuse to get away from everyone.
“Here we are,” Lalia says, and I can feel her eyes on me. “Home sweet home.”



TWO
A house is nestled within the trees. I lean against the viewport and try to get a look without making it noticeable that I’m interested. I’m still considering staying in the ship.
Lalia, at least, has decided to get up and wake Zane instead of continuing to stare.
It’s not a large house, but perhaps a bit bigger than Lex’s. Certainly enough room for three kids and two parents. It’s mostly wood and stone, so it blends nicely with the terrain. No repurposed ship parts here. The sun is setting on this side of the planet so I can’t see all the details, but there’s a small front porch and either a barn or shed just off into the trees with a wooden fence surrounding it.
Nothing looks familiar. I ignore the pit in my stomach. 
Zane’s going to ask. Lalia probably as well. And maybe their parents, considering the likelihood they’re a lot like their kids.
Twin boys would seem likely to share a room. Did Zane share a room with me? Or his brother? I need to stop defaulting to their weird story being true. We don’t have any proof. Get a grip, Aaron.
“I like your house!” Anya calls to the siblings as she takes it upon herself to open the airlock and lean out the edge. There’s not much threatening out here, but I’m glad she doesn’t jump down and start wandering.
“You okay?” Yvonne whispers, her breath on my ear. I start. I’ve been feeling her eyes on me but not meeting them. 
“Fine,” I say again, but take Bat out of his cot and tuck him under my arm, aware I’m using him as someone to hold on to. He yawns with a large spread of teeth and doesn’t squirm.
Zane steps into the bunk room doorway and stretches gingerly. He looks as if he just woke from a coma, eyes puffy and hair plastered against the side of his face—man needs to shower—but I’m less concerned he’ll face-plant if I’m not hovering over his shoulder. 
“I’m gonna let them know we’re here,” Lalia says, jumping down the airlock. “I can’t believe they didn’t hear your ship, it’s noisy as hell.”
She’s trying to lighten the mood. Not sure it’s working, but Bat snickers at least.
“Did you call and tell them we’re coming?” I ask. The idea of showing up with me unexpectedly makes this so much worse.
Lalia has the decency to look ashamed. “No, they would’ve demanded an update on what’s going on and it seemed like too much. But as Zane said, they know all about you, they understand the situation we’re in, and they’ve asked about twelve times if we’re coming by with you.”
I stare at her. Do I look as panicked as I feel?
“Aaron,” she says, resting her arm against the airlock, making intense eye contact. “Look at me. They’re our parents. They’re good people. They want to meet you. They might be shocked by everything that happened on Lee’s ship, but really this isn’t the first time we’ve drug ourselves home looking like we flirted with death. It’s fine. You looked less nervous about Captain, will you please just relax?”
At least Captain could just murder me. Well, that’s not so true. Captain could make me forget my entire existence. 
All their parents can do is judge me. Which I’m accustomed to. 
I still almost prefer Captain. 
Almost.
When I don’t respond, Lalia rolls her eyes and waves a hand at Zane. “Make sure he doesn’t fly off. I’ll be right back.”
I scowl while Zane chuckles. He pats me on the back and I have to remember he’s too injured for me to send an elbow right into his midsection. 
“You’re so lucky you’re injured right now,” I mutter, but he only chuckles harder. 
“What are you worried about?” Anya asks.
Oh, to be a confident ten-year-old. “Nothing.”
“They’re Zane and Lalia’s parents, they’re probably awesome.”
“I’m glad you acknowledge that,” Zane says, trying to give a dramatic bow and only ending up grimacing and rubbing his chest.
I say, “I’m assuming your parents aren’t going to be thrilled with the state of you.”
Zane looks at the ceiling. “Probably not. You ever watched a thirty-four-year-old man get chewed out by his mother? Because you’re about to.”
Anya snickers.
“Actually,” Zane says, “Let out the gangplank, I’ll go down first.”
I have no arguments. I let down the gangplank and keep an eye on him as he walks down at the pace of an old man. Maybe I should walk with him, but I’ve been having him walk around the ship to keep him healing properly and he’s never keeled over. He’ll be fine. 
With both siblings out of the ship, I vaguely consider the fact I could just fly away.
I’m too deep into this already and I know it.
Sighing, I lean against the viewport to watch Lalia jog onto the porch, try the front door, then knock. There are lights on in the house, and a moment later, the door cracks. There isn’t much to see in the falling dark with the few dozen yards from the ship to the house, but I see the warm heat blobs of two people pulling Lalia into a hug. They probably haven’t seen their children since before they broke into Amerov, and quite a while before then.
All because they were looking for their brother. Which they so happen to believe is me. I know they’re both grown adults who wanted to see me, and I never wanted to get involved in this, but my stomach still pinches.
I watch one of them—difficult to tell which parent in the dark—run to greet Zane halfway across the field. I swallow thickly.
Yvonne’s hand unclamps my fingers. I hadn’t realized I was clenching them. Her hand is so oddly soft and gentle in mine that I almost switch over to obsessing over her. Almost. 
Anya giggles again. 
I eyeball her. “And what’s funny now?”
“Aaron and Yvonne sittin’ in a tree—”
Yvonne swats her along the bottom and Anya goes running down the gangplank, cackling at the top of her lungs. My face burns. We’ve all been stuck in this small ship the past few days, and Yvonne hasn’t exactly stopped with the weird affection.
“Is it too early to joke about leaving her on Amerov?” I mumble. 
Bat gives his growl of a laugh and finally gets sick of my grip, wriggling to the ground and perching on the edge of the airlock to get a better look outside. 
“I would be offended by that,” Yvonne muses. “But I’ll let it go, considering how nice you’ve been to her.”
I ignore her.
“Actually, I think you have a niceness setting I didn’t know you had when it comes to her.”
I scowl. Because she’s a nice kid. Never met one of those before.
She laughs softly. “Aaron, I’m going to let you in on a secret.”
I glare at her from the corner of my eye, not liking the tone. “Oh, really.”
“Yes. And I know this may shock you, but you actually have a nice smile. So if you want their parents to like you, perhaps try using it.”
“I don’t think your view of me quite matches with the rest of the galaxies’.”
She shrugs. “Maybe not, but I’m not stupid.”
Debatable. But she isn’t correct, either. I’ve smiled at people. There’s a reason I stopped. It just makes my already grotesque features more distorted. It doesn’t make me appear friendly or less frightening. I suppose it won’t hurt to try to make my expression as pleasant as possible, but I’m not holding out hope the magic of niceness is going to win over anyone.
When I still don’t answer, she adds her other hand to the back of mine. It’s oddly grounding. “Come on, I’ll walk out with you.”
“Actually, I’d rather just stay in here—”
“Are you scared of the humans?”
I consider the ramifications of each answer before settling on, “Yes.”
She laughs silently. “Don’t worry, Bat and I will protect you.”
“Yes,” Bat says from the airlock.
Something occurs to me. “Bat, please don’t bite Zane and Lalia’s parents.”
He joins in with Yvonne’s laughter. Well, at least they like each other.
“Look, just don’t glare at them, don’t say anything about how stupid humans are—and yes, I know we’re often stupid, but you don’t have to say it—”
I can’t quite hold back a snort. 
“And maybe be like. . .three percent less self-deprecating. They’ll like you.”
I hate that she sees so easily how nervous I am. “So, basically, shut up and smile.”
“Well, at least be nice and smile for the first few minutes.”
I stare at her. 
“Too much to ask for?”
“You’ve been stuck with me for weeks, you tell me.”
With a grin, she says, “Enough stalling, come on.”
“I’m not stalling—”
She stands on her toes but still has to drag my head down to get within kissing range. My shoulders tense more than I wish they would, but I can’t actually force myself away. Then she drags me toward the airlock and out into the night air.



THREE
The night air is sweet. There’s the particular scent of forests, but this planet has its own unique smell I’ve never encountered. It’s fresh, heavy as if it’s about to rain, and I breathe it in after several days in my ship’s recycled air.
“Should’ve asked Zane if they have any dogs. . .” Bat grumbles, crouching against my shoulder. 
“You liked some of Lex’s dogs.”
“Yeah, some.”
I pet his ear.
I’m well aware that less than a week ago I wouldn’t’ve been caught dead letting someone hold my hand while we walk. I still want to pull away, want to clamp my hand into a fist. Yvonne’s finger moves absently along one of the healed wounds that exposed metal in my finger. She’s infinitely breakable compared to me—if she was smart, she wouldn’t be sticking her fingers in between mine. It takes concentrated effort not to yank away. Maybe it’ll make me appear less threatening. Certainly, it seemed to relax Lex when we first met. That, and it’s oddly reassuring having her hand inside of mine. I wouldn’t be caught dead mentioning such a thing, but it’s no less true. 
Zane is walking back to us through the grasses. I recognize his limping shape even in the twilight. Anya is already up on the porch with Lalia and their parents. Little gremlin is braver than I am already.
“Come on,” Zane says, and puts his arm over my shoulder. 
They’re going to make a big deal out of this. I should’ve stayed in the ship. Hell, I should’ve flown off.
But they’re heading inside. I see one of them—likely the father by the shape of him—glancing our way before Lalia drags him in. 
I take the opportunity to say to Zane, “Go ahead and go in. I’ll catch up. Give them time to cry all over you a bit.”
“How did you know,” he mutters, but gives Yvonne a meaningful look I catch even in the dark and heads back toward the house. 
I watch him limp and think again about how it must be for their parents for their children to show up in such a condition. We never did stop for extra clothes since Lalia said they still have some here. So they look worn, and definitely like they’ve been in life-risking situations lately. Not to mention Zane’s injuries. And they’re showing up with a cyborg in tow who doesn’t remember anything or even who he was before Amerov. 
For the first time, I can’t decide if it’ll be worse if they do like me or don’t. I usually prefer people to keep their distance, but how am I going to feel when they try to stay as far from me as possible? It shouldn’t matter at all. They’re not my parents. I made it very clear to Zane that we’re not claiming such a thing until we all know for sure. And he said they’re aware of all the details and hinted for us to stop by anyway. They can’t be stupid. They must realize the situation exactly as their children do.
This shouldn’t be any different than wandering the galaxy with Zane and Lalia. That’s the entire reason I agreed to come here. Because it isn’t any different. And they already know all about me.
I shudder at the idea they’ve been telling stories about me. It isn’t any different.
Bat drops off my shoulder to head around the house, checking the perimeter as we always do. The idea has slipped my mind in the ensuring nerves. And the fact we didn’t give any warning we’re coming. It’s not as if they could call the authorities on us when we just landed in their yard. 
It isn’t cold, but I’m vastly aware of the fact I’m not wearing my coat as Yvonne practically hauls me up the front porch. No hood for me. I consider turning right around and going back for it, but somehow this is where my pride draws the line. At least the sleeves on my shirt are long. I stuff my free hand in my pocket, ignoring how nervous it looks.
Yvonne mutters, “You looked less scared by ForceZero.”
“That’s not true,” I grumble. “Close, but not quite.”
She laughs quietly.
They’ve left the door open, and Anya is wandering inside, making herself at home. I suppose if it’s Zane and Lalia’s home, the girl has no qualms about being here. Must be nice.
As it is, I step just inside, glad to find the living room to be empty, voices coming from off to my left. It’s a cozy house, with reclining chairs and a couch around an open fireplace lit and crackling. To my direct left is a kitchen made mostly of smooth, marbled stone. There are remnants of a meal. We must have interrupted their dinner. Past the kitchen, as well as directly opposite the front door, several more doorways and a hallway lead to the back. I glance at the ceiling, at the beams along the roof, then out the windows behind me alongside the door, and try to imagine myself here. Growing up here. Running around in the forests surrounding it, in the meadow. I physically can’t picture it. 
But I can’t picture myself at one of the city orphanages, either. 
Bat creeps through the crack I left in the door, sitting on my foot as he looks around, glancing up at me. Should I say something? Nothing comes to mind. Plus, I don’t want to draw anyone’s attention. 
“Beautiful house,” Yvonne murmurs, running her fingers across the top of the couch. I don’t know what kind of fabric it is, but it looks soft when my eyes stop glitching enough for me to see the texture. 
The house is barely lighter than outside, lit just by the fireplace. It’s comforting. This way, they won’t have to see me directly all at once.
Unless they decide to turn on a light.
I’m reminded vaguely of the situation on Yayth and grimace.
I suppose it’s too much to hope they stay in the other room for any length of time.
Footsteps rekindle my anxiety. An older woman hustles out of the back room past the kitchen and stops dead, something in her hands I can’t catch in the dark. Her eyes go right to me, and it takes more self-control than I’d like not to crouch behind the kitchen counter like this is a firefight. 
Would be easier if it was.
Zane and Lalia owe me big time for this.
I have precisely no idea what to say, and a silence begins building as her eyes continue boring holes in mine. 
Thankfully, Yvonne’s not panicking. “Hi, we just came in, I hope that’s okay.”
The woman starts as if just noticing her. If there’s any recognition about the royal lineage, it doesn’t show. In fact, she barely seems interested. “No, it’s fine, Lalia said you were coming.”
Her voice reminds me of the siblings, same slight accent, same tone somehow, though it might be my imagination. She glances once at Anya, then back to me, unable to see Bat where he’s on my feet, hidden by the counter. 
What do I say?
Hello, your idiot children think I’m your long-lost son.
You wanted to meet me, this is your fault.
Definitely not. 
Yvonne said to be nice.
“You have a beautiful home,” I say, hating how weak my voice sounds.
Slowly, she nods, and I wait for something about her to strike a chord. For something, anything, about this place to scream to me that this is where I came from. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Even what seems familiar about this woman comes from the nearly direct features she shares with her daughter and son. I’ve been living with those two humans for so many weeks I can practically pick out their shape even in the dark with my bad eyes.
I wouldn’t be surprised if this is what Lalia looks like in a few decades. 
Maybe, when the room isn’t nearly black as night and I can see more of her features, something will strike me as familiar. I haven’t met their father yet, either. It doesn’t prove anything that I don’t remember any of this, but it sure isn’t helping. 
She still doesn’t speak to me, which makes me consider if it would actually be less awkward if I simply turned around and ran for it. 
Stop being a coward, Aaron.
I’m afraid to actually break eye contact to look at Yvonne for help, but Lalia takes this moment to finally be helpful and emerge from the back room. 
“Oh good, you came in,” she says, in the exact same tone as normal, as if this is all fine and good and I wouldn’t be perfectly fine dying right here and now. “Zane’s getting the lecture of his life back here, so expect to hear about it later.”
It’s difficult to tell, but the look her mother shoots her seems somewhere between shocked and offended.
I nod since the last thing I said earned me no answer.
“Well, this isn’t awkward at all,” Lalia says, and Yvonne gives a nervous laugh.
Well, glad this is funny to someone.
“Dad, I am fine,” comes Zane’s voice, and I feel a little better when he also escapes from the back room, waving at the man following him. “Good grief, I’ve had worse.”
I doubt it.
He adds, “And I’ve had Lalia obsessing over me for a week, I think I’ve been punished enough.”
That sounds more accurate. 
I watch the father open his mouth directly before he sees me and performs the exact same dead stop and silent stare as his wife. Great. 
“Aaron, I’m gonna hide behind you,” Zane says, and grabs me by the arm. I let him drag me toward the couch because I don’t know what else to do. And trying to seem not threatening is high on my list. I don’t want to make any sudden movements.
“Zane,” their father says, in a long-suffering tone, and I’m suddenly certain this is not the first time one of these two has shown up injured, as Lalia said. Probably not even the first time hauling a weird friend along. This time has more weight, I’ll admit, but I make a mental note to ask Zane how many times he’s shown up half-dead. 
Zane hauls me toward the couch but doesn’t quite make it to shoving me down on it, and to my relief, actually stands next to me in a way that puts him between myself and everyone else. Bat slinks behind the couch beside me now that my leg is gone to hide behind. 
“Mom,” Lalia says in the sudden silence, voice a bit too high. “Do you want me to help you make dinner? You look like you were in the middle of it. Or you could just keep staring at the poor guy until he wants to crawl into a hole and die.”
Anya claps a hand over her mouth, glancing at me, shaking with silent laughter. 
This, at least, startles the woman out of her staring. I realize I have no idea what either of their names are, and somehow, it feels like it’ll make it so much worse to ask. 
Their mother gives Lalia an eye and finally says, “Have you considered showering this week?”
Well, at least she has the same snark. That’s something. 
“I have,” Lalia says, heading for the back room and shooting Zane a look. “Just need a new change of clothes. These ones had a crazy cy—had a crazy dude come after us.”
There’s no way either of them didn’t catch the cyborg Lalia meant, but I appreciate her trying to make it look like our kind isn’t psychotic. Not sure how that’s going to work with Zane’s injuries.
Zane nudges me and points to the couch. Now that he’s up close, I can see his tight expression, the sweat on his forehead, and the way he’s ever so slightly leaning toward me as if he wants to lean his weight against my shoulder. Perhaps he shouldn’t be up walking around. 
As much as I want to continue hiding behind him like a child, I force my voice to be as even as possible and say to his mother, “Ma’am, he’s not actually fine, I think probably putting him to bed would be a good idea. I’m afraid mine hasn’t been that comfortable.”
Nudging me, Zane mutters, “Traitor.”
“Idiot,” I mumble back at matching volume. 
Their mother stares a solid three more seconds before tromping over and grabbing her son gently under the arm. “Let’s go, I figured you were lying anyway.”
“I am not lying—”
Their father joins in, dragging him to the back room while Zane mutters something about overreacting and Yvonne is grinning at me from the other side of the couch. Her amusement doesn’t comfort me. 
But the father doesn’t go with them. Just as soon as I was relaxing a bit with their gazes off me, he returns to the kitchen and stares for a moment before approaching. 



FOUR
I can’t read the father’s expression in the dim firelight. It could be disapproving, but I’m imagining them hating my guts no matter what, so I shouldn’t trust my assumptions.
For lack of something to fill the terrible silence, I say, “Um. . .
hi.”
He nods, eyes roaming every inch of me. I force myself not to shift, and not to snap something biting. They wanted me here, and I let Zane talk me into it. Let him look. Maybe he’ll see something in me I’m unable to see in the rest of this place. 
“What happened to him?” he asks, jerking his head back to the door Zane disappeared into. 
What did they tell him? “Um. . .ship got blown up. It was a uh. . .
really odd situation.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “Blown up?”
I nod.
Yvonne pipes up, “Aaron ran into the ship and got him out.”
I shoot her a look. I don’t know why her defense irritates me so much. She shouldn’t jump to my defense so easily. As much as I appreciate what she’s trying to do, I don’t want anyone trying to convince these people that they should love me. I don’t want some sort of debt. If they’re my parents. . .well, I don’t know, but I shouldn’t have to convince them I’m not a monster. If they aren’t, then it doesn’t matter what they think of me. At least, I tell myself it shouldn’t. 
The father glances at her, but the iron doesn’t leave his expression. Not great, but his child did just show up half-dead on his doorstep, so I can’t blame him. They might’ve been hinting at me coming here—I don’t know what reaction I was expecting, but this is chilly enough of a response, I wonder if Zane lied to me about it. I’d like to think he wouldn’t. Not about something so important.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “But I don’t know your name.”
“You don’t remember?”
Well, no. Didn’t the siblings tell him that? I hate this topic, just as I hated talking to Yvonne about it, but there’s a reason why we’re here past Zane’s desire to be home. I need to be as honest with them as possible. “I don’t remember much of anything before Amerov. No faces or locations or names. Don’t remember my own face.”
Probably shouldn’t have let that last part slip. It sounds fairly awful, with his eyes boring into my false ones. The augmentations are more obvious on my face and around my temples with the warmth of the fire right behind me.
If it unnerves the man, I can’t tell. 
“You didn’t look like that,” he says.
I stand still enough that I don’t flinch. What else did I expect? “Well no, I’d assume not.”
“Masyn,” he supplies, not particularly kindly. “Who was hunting you all down?”
Masyn. The name isn’t familiar. As much as Lalia was trying to make my kind not sound crazy, I don’t think this man was fooled. They don’t strike me as unintelligent people. Their children might be idiots, but they’re bright enough in their own rights. “A cyborg. Well, two.”
Slowly, he nods. “Hunting down them or hunting down you?”
Oh.

Oh, he blames me. 
So, he doesn’t particularly believe I’m their kid. I suppose it makes this easier, not crushed hopes as I was worried about. I was wondering if they’d be so stupidly, happily convinced of who I am. If that was so, I don’t think he’d be asking me questions in such a way, not so coldly and standing a good ten steps back. When I shift from one foot to another, he leans back. Zane and Lalia were ready to bear hug me two seconds after realizing I might be their long-lost brother. This man looks as if he wants me out of his house. Zane was either lying to me or misreading. Or no one told these people I look like a terror.
It’s stupid, but my stomach sinks.
“Me, actually,” Yvonne says before I can think of the correct answer. 
I shoot her a severer shut up look than before. There’s a chance they might recognize the princesses, but that doesn’t mean we should be broadcasting to them there’s a huge bounty on Yvonne’s head as well. Their children are one thing, a random woman is totally different. 
“They were after me,” Yvonne repeats, calm to her voice, but there’s that daring sharpness to her eyes she used to send my direction when I’d pissed her off. “They came after me and my sister, and pretty much went after anyone in their way, including a bunch of bystanders. Zane and Lalia happened to piss them off more by trying to help like Aaron was helping. That’s why they targeted him. He’d be dead if Aaron didn’t crawl into a burning ship to get him out.”
Again, he looks at her, but it doesn’t comfort me to have his gaze somewhere else. “Who are you?”
“Yvonne.”
“Why were they after you?”
“My parents are rich and want me dragged back home. Cyborgs are hirable. I had no idea something that drastic would happen. I don’t think it was them, they’d never send killers after me.”
It’s a fair enough twisting of the truth. ForceZero was after her and Anya more than any of us. And her parents definitely didn’t send those two numbers after her. Captain did. But I don’t think any of that’s wise to mention to these two humans who look uncomfortable enough by my presence, and I’m trying to be pleasant. Not sure how well it’s working, but I’m trying. 
“I see,” he says, though I’m uncertain he actually does. 
Somehow, I can’t quite make myself shut up. “I never intended for Zane to get hurt. I tried my best to get him out of that ship.”
“You don’t sound much like a cyborg.”
“What?”
He frowns at me as if I’m slow. “You don’t sound much like a cyborg. I’ve met plenty.”
Does he want me to be an uncaring asshat? Weakly, I say, “Unregistered.”
He grunts, then simply turns and heads back to the other room where their mother took Zane. I stare after him until his back disappears. Silence returns to the room, broken only by the fire. 
Ever so slowly, the awful feeling in my chest turns to anger. He has no right to direct blame when his own children are the ones clinging to me without proof. I was a stranger hunting the bounties they got on their heads from their own actions. Everything I’ve done since then has been nicer than they deserved. It never occurred to me to be angry I had to crawl into a burning ship to rescue Zane. In fact, I was happy to do it, but the various injuries I have littering my body from that particular adventure seem to hurt more.
I was happy to do it.

I should’ve left them ages ago.
I never wanted any of this. I don’t blame them if they don’t believe I’m their son. It’s more aligned with what I’d prefer, actually, but they don’t get to act as if it’s my fault this happened. 
I would’ve been happy to leave the two at the hospital on Amethyst. 
I should have. 
“Aaron,” Yvonne says, and her voice is so gentle I start. It’s odd, glancing at her and remembering there’s someone in here who doesn’t think I’m a monster. 
For whatever reason. 
At least anger is easier than screaming. 
I pick Bat back up. 
“He was kinda an ass,” Bat mutters.
Despite my irritation, I say, “Stressed about his kids, I suppose.”
Yvonne makes a face, and Anya glances between the two of us, wanting an explanation. She can get one from Yvonne since apparently she knows everything anyway.
Anya says, “They didn’t really act like you’re their son.”
Maybe I should scream at something. No. That’s stupid. I didn’t even want to be here. Don’t even really believe I’m anything to these people. I shouldn’t feel any sort of way about this. 
I wonder if I can lie to myself for so long I’ll believe it.
“That’s because they don’t think I am,” I tell her, and head back out the door.



FIVE
“Aaron,” Yvonne calls, trotting after me. In the dark, I see little when I glance back, just her heat signature. Her presence doesn’t calm me, if anything, my throat gets tight.
“What?”
“Don’t what me. Slow down.”
Instead, I stop dead, and she actually bumps into my back. Probably didn’t feel great. Bat crawls back onto my shoulder as Yvonne gets in front of me, looking up. I barely see her eyes. Probably a good thing.
“He was being a jerk, don’t take it to heart.” Even she doesn’t sound convinced.
“He was being pretty nice, actually, considering his son showed up on his doorstep half blown up with a cyborg who looks like a murderer.”
“You’re not a murder.”
“How do you know?”
Her hands go on her hips, and I already know she isn’t taking me seriously. “Are you actually going to tell me you’ve killed people who weren’t trying to kill you?”
“How the hell would you know? You don’t know me that well.”
“Don’t take this out on me. And answer the question.”
At my silence, she mutters, “That’s what I thought. Now, back to what I was saying: he’s being a jerk, don’t listen to him.”
I continue to stare. Maybe if I’m quiet, she’ll give up. Not exactly holding out hope given the past few weeks, but it’s worth a shot. I’m not even certain if I really want her to leave. I don’t, but I shouldn’t want that. What should I want? But time alone could never hurt. Talking to Bat might help. But this odd woman who used to enrage me now does nothing but cause confusion with how much I enjoy her company? Can’t do it. Not right now.
Her hand finds my arm, gently, and I don’t know what to do with it. “Aaron—”
“I’m just going to go for a walk. I want to think for a while.”
She’s quiet, and I think she might argue, but she nods and glances into the dark. “Come back in one piece. And not too long, I feel safer when you’re closer.”
My face turns hot. No one’s ever said that to me. It’s irrational, for sure. Even Bat hasn’t said so, but we both know it to be true. I’m doubly lost on what to say, but don’t push her down when she kisses me on the cheek and trots back to the house. I sigh.
“She’s a weird human,” Bat mutters once she’s out of earshot. 
“Tell me about it.”
“How’s the kissing?”
“None of your business.”
I consider returning to my ship, then take a few steps toward the trees, keeping an eye out for the heat signatures of anything large enough to be a human. Heading into the still-open airlock, I press the comm button and stare at it for a while before shutting it down. I can’t call up Audra. Not only because we’re supposed to be at odds in Captain’s eyes from the faked attack back on Amerov, but because getting in touch might trace us back to this planet. The last thing I want is Captain brought down on these people. 
Bat says, “If it makes you feel better, I know what Audra would say about you being here: you’re a moron.”
I laugh humorlessly. Audra would call me a moron about most of my decisions these past months, but really, I struggle to regret it. I should, and I know the majority of it was dangerous at best, and straight-up idiotic at worst, but I have good people with me. Some of the better humans I’ve met by a long shot. 
When did it become so important to me to protect them?
Sealing the airlock, I head for my original path. I saw some sort of canyon back in this direction, maybe less than a mile through the trees. I won’t be able to see much. In fact, I need to have to focus so I don’t trip with my bad eyes, but picking a destination feels better than walking in circles. And I don’t want to happen upon any neighbors. 
Plenty of wildlife roams at night, nothing large enough to warrant caution. I never read the planet files on the wildlife—I should have, I’m letting myself become too easily distracted. This little side trip was a bad idea. I had a moment of believing it might be alright, and I should’ve known better. I should pick up what I should be doing, what I should be thinking about. Not the wavering niceness of Zane and Lalia’s parents.
First things first: we have to head to Zar. That’s the only concrete proof we can have—getting an impartial party to test my DNA without reporting it to anyone. 
Second: I need to sit down with Yvonne and start quizzing her about Neyla Ve. I can’t come up with a plan to get the sisters back to their parents if I don’t know the lay of the land. Maybe if we chat about it long enough, one of us will form a half-decent idea. 
Those are the two direct orders of business.
But since we’re here on-planet for the purpose of another place to let Zane rest up and heal before Zar. . .
“What do you think about filtering through some of the orphanages here?” I ask Bat. 
He’s been quiet, letting me sort my thoughts, but I want to hear his opinion. Of everyone, he has to understand what I’m mulling over the best. 
His little nails pick at my damaged implant a bit, but it’s too dark for him to be messing with it. “How many are there?”
“Planet files said a few dozen, that’s less than I expected, but I suppose this is a small planet. Some places are pretty effective at getting kids into good homes.”
“That might take us a couple of days.”
I shrug. “We’re planning to stay here anyway. All I’d need to do is go in the front and ask whoever’s there to check the records from a few decades ago. No one’s likely to recognize me for my bounty. Zane can take some time to rest up, but we don’t actually have to be here.”
“I’m all for it,” he says, then pauses. “I suppose you’d rather be anywhere than here.”
“Agreeing was a mistake,” I mutter. Zane didn’t need to be here. In fact, he’s decently back on his feet as it is. I was just being weak. And it was stupid. 
Maybe this time I’ll learn my damn lesson. 
“Do you think they’ll mellow out?” Bat asks. 
I shrug. “Doesn’t matter I guess. I thought they’d have the same reactions as Zane and La. They’ve proven no such thing, so I’m perfectly fine not interacting with them unless I have to.”
Bat’s quiet, and I wonder if he heard how much I’m trying to convince myself. 
The forest floor is moss-coated, with plenty of fallen logs, but I make my way through without tripping and come to a place where the trees break. In the dark, there’s not much to see. A vast gap of dark before the treed horizon picks up again. It must be a larger canyon than it seemed from flight. The sky is sprinkled with stars, the area not close enough to any city for light to block them. A few planets I’m unfamiliar with hang in the distance, shades of white-gray and blue. 
I breathe deeply and try to remember the feeling of first getting to fly again after Amerov. Of the welcome of wild, open space. The ability to go anywhere, see anything, even discover small moons no human’s yet set foot on. I haven’t done much of the latter, but everything seemed much simpler before I went chasing a bounty for two escaped Clock convicts. 
We could still go anywhere. Bat and I could leave right now. Take off without any of them. They’d have no way to contact us, no way to track us down. Forget Yvonne’s bounty, all of it. 
Or I could just take her and Anya back home, or back to any authority station where they’d get them home, even if Captain intervened. It isn’t my problem anymore, is it? None of these things are my problem. 
I’m making them my problem, and I don’t even know if these humans would do a fraction of as much for me. 
I attempt to remind myself of how much Zane and Lalia sacrificed to find me. But they’re doing that for the memory of a little brother they had. Not necessarily for me. 
I’m sure certain no one would choose me in such a situation if it was just me. No history, no beliefs, just me. 
Well, no one save Bat. I scratch his ears. 
“You gonna tell me what you’re thinking?” he asks.
“A million things. What do you think?”
“The orphanage checking isn’t a bad idea.”
It isn’t. “We could just leave the planet.”
“With or without the princesses?”
I shrug. “Either or.”
“Hmm.” He sounds thoughtful rather than as if he’s genuinely considering. Of all of them, he’s certainly come to care for Zane and Anya. But Zane’s healed enough it shouldn’t be a consideration, and it’s not as if Anya and Yvonne would ever be staying with us forever. 
“If we do, we have to take the princesses. Too much not to get the money.”
“Probably right.”
“And though I’m not directly opposed to the idea, I think if we left Zane and Lalia here we would somehow, in a few months from now, run into two very pissed-off humans in some random spot and they would both attack you.”
It isn’t much of a threat, but I can imagine the siblings hunting us down if we left. They did in the first place, and though I found them, I wouldn’t be surprised if they took back up the chase. Plus, I know enough of Bat to realize this is his way of saying he doesn’t want to leave the two. I knew he was getting attached, but this is firm proof.
“I suppose we should probably think this through,” I admit.
“We have time. And I think we should bring the princesses when we check out the orphanages. They’re too valuable to leave around.”
Good point. Yvonne did offer to do this with me.
“Plus, if there’s trouble within a hundred-mile radius, Yvonne will find it.”
I snort. 
A light flashes from behind us, and I put my hand on my gun before seeing a familiar heat signature among the trees. Apparently, Lalia finished her shower and realized we’d disappeared.
“Aaron?” she calls. “I know you’re out here. Yvonne said you went in this direction.”
The flashlight doesn’t do much to illuminate us, but there’s no reason to hide. “Over here.”
“Walk close enough to the cliff, will ya?” Lalia says, picking her way over. 
The light barely silhouettes her face, but I can tell she’s finally found a pair of clothes that haven’t been through a firefight. Grabbing my sleeve, she tugs on me until I let her drag me a few steps away. I wasn’t that close to the edge. 
“Mom and Dad never let us play out here when we were kids,” she mumbles. “Are you sulking out here?”
I scowl. “I’m allowed to walk.”
“Yeah, yeah.” The teasing tone drops. “Yvonne says Dad wasn’t too nice.”
I shrug. 
“Sorry, he’ll come around, they’re both just stressed and I think we scared them showing up like this.”
I shrug again. As I told Yvonne, they have every right not to like me.
“They’re kind people,” Lalia says.
My silence seems to be bugging her, so I say, “I believe you.”
She gives a long sigh, then hooks her arm through mine. I let her walk me back. I have no particular need to remain here. 
“Did Zane lie about them wanting to meet me even before testing my DNA?”
She stops. “No. They’ve been pretty obvious about it to both of us. Like I said, they’re stressed, let them relax. You’ll see what they’re like.”
I should probably let it drop, but I say, “Did you describe to them what I look like?”
There’s a significant silence. “Not really, I guess. I mean, they asked if you looked like Zane and we explained that you wouldn’t because of all your augmentations. We didn’t give a breakdown or anything.”
I don’t respond.
“Aaron, they’re not like that, I promise.”
I nearly say something biting because she wasn’t watching Masyn lean away from me every time I twitched, but I just say, “Okay,” in a dead tone.
She sighs, talking up the walk home, arm still looped in mine.
I should let her know the new plans. “Bat and I are going to check out the orphanages on this planet. If someone has records of me, we’re already on-planet, it’ll be good to find it.”
I expect maybe an argument, but she shrugs and says, “If you want. Taking Yvonne and Anya with you?”
“Yes.”
Another nod. “Aaron, can you promise me you won’t take off into space?”
Can I? I suppose so. Somehow, it seems I owe them that much. And it’s difficult to be annoyed when they’re actually standing alongside me. I remember Zane saving my ass from that ForceZero number that shot me in the temple and sigh.
“Yes, I can promise you that.”
In the dark, I can still see her nod. “Thank you.”



SIX
Bat and I spend the night in our ship. 
When I return to the house, Lalia doesn’t bother trying to coerce me inside. I glance in the window and get a peek at Yvonne and Anya on the couch, neither of them talking. Anya is tucked under her sister’s arm, out like a light. They’re both safe in there.
I don’t sleep well. Despite my little walk and planning session, my mind doesn’t stop turning the interaction with Masyn over in my mind. The way the mother stared at me, and how both of them kept as much distance as possible when Zane and Lalia had been quick to get as up and close in my personal space. 
They’re nothing alike. They don’t need to be, but it hurts more than I appreciate. 
When I do sleep, I don’t much care for my dreams. Bat snores on my chest, then tucked under my arm, not even bothering with his cot. I’m grateful for the companionship. I didn’t want to bother him, but he seems happy to keep me company. 
Still, I’m up before the sun rises, bundling Bat under the warm covers and wandering the underside of my ship. Mist hangs on the verge of becoming rain. Trees are heavy shapes in the dawn, a few birds calling, barely any signs of life in this place. It seems so slow, so peaceful. A lovely, calm place, if my brain would calm with it. I try once more to imagine myself a child here, running through the trees, and it’s more unbelievable than before. I was born to Amerov’s metal and rocky surface, nothing before, nothing softer, will ever be correct.
No one seems up, no lights on in the house. 
I get a bit of a terrible idea, but it’s not as if either of them are going to like me less. They didn’t tell me not to come into their house, anyway. The front door is unlocked and quiet as I ease it open. Everything is silent save Yvonne and Anya’s breathing on the couch. The fire has long gone out, but the house retains warmth. I’d noticed pictures along the walls yesterday, but it had been dark, and I’d been too nervous to wander their house looking at their private items. I remember the siblings’ ship having pictures too and grimace at the remembrance of their loss. Another thing for their parents to hold against me.
It’s still early, but there’s enough dim gray light for my eyes to work on the photos. I skim along those hanging on the opposite wall, trying to pick out familiar faces. Some, I don’t think are anyone I’ve met, but there are definite images of the siblings at different ages. I almost snort at a lanky teenage Zane and Lalia’s curly haircut. It’s much tamer now.
It takes longer than expected to find what I’m looking for. But I do spot two separate photos with a child who’s obviously supposed to be me. Both of them were taken in the front yard, with Zane. I can’t tell which kid is which. The idea I’m supposed to be identical to Zane. . .what an odd concept. I touch one of the photos, but it’s just paper. I don’t feel it well under my improperly healed fingers.
Carefully, I creep down the hallway where Zane disappeared last night. Off to my right, there’s an open door and a large bed, two people under the covers. I turn away, embarrassed to be looking in on their room. I’m certain they would be pissed if they woke and found a nightmare glancing at them in the half-dark. 
The door at the end of the hallway is closed, with a single heat signature on the other side. It’s sitting up. I tap on the door as softly as I can, and hear a whisper, “Yes?”
Quiet as the dead, I crack the door and peek inside. Zane is sitting in bed, still half under the covers, staring at me sleepily.
“Did I wake you?” I ask, and he shakes his head, gesturing to come in and rubbing his face gingerly. 
I shut the door, taking in his room. It’s not large, but there are pictures hung on the walls, a bed opposite the door with a wooden back, a window at the head of it, and a desk near another door that’s probably the bathroom. I’ve been stuck with Zane for weeks, one of the nosiest people I know, and I still feel sheepish snooping around his stuff. My curiosity gets the better of me, and I lean over the desk to get a look at the photos. Most are him and Lalia and me—well, their brother. I don’t recognize any of the locations. 
Don’t even recognize myself. 
Zane is looking at me expectantly. I shrug. “Sorry, nothing’s sparking any memories.”
He shrugs, but I can see the disappointment. “It’s alright, we’ll figure it out.”
His voice is about as rough as his appearance, but he grabs a glass of water off the nightstand before I can consider getting him one. I look at his disheveled hair and the clothes he slept in, and the way the bandages definitely need replacing, and sigh. Poking my way into the bathroom, I search for the medical kit Lalia brought in last night. One of the boxes of supplies Lex gifted us is sitting on the counter, and I set it on the nightstand before shoving my sleeves out of the way and scrubbing my hands in the sink. They’re healed enough this won’t be a problem. 
“I can take care of this, you know,” Zane says while I pick at the tape holding the bandages.
“I’m aware,” I mutter.
I seat myself on the edge of his bed while he yawns, then grimaces when it stretches his injuries.
“Don’t touch,” I say before he can raise his hand to his face. “I’ll be damned if you get those burns infected now. They’re actually healing very well.”
He grumbles something and stares at my damaged implant. Well, as long as he isn’t making intense, let’s-have-a-heart-to-heart eye contact, he can stare all he wants.
I haven’t been taking direct care of Zane’s injuries when Lalia is always insisting upon doing it and Bat has been keeping a close eye, but I’ve seen plenty. We’re lucky nothing is going to damage his eye permanently—the burns got a little too close for comfort. Half his eyebrow might never make an entire reappearance. The burns along his cheek and temple and neck are healing much better than I’ve been worrying over, thanks a great deal to Lex and her hoarding of medical equipment, but some noticeable patches of damaged skin may remain. There are surgeries and treatments for such afflictions, but something about Zane strikes me as refusing to take part. He’s probably going to be proud of his new battle scars. 
Still, while I clean the healing wounds and reapply ointment, I say, “I’m sorry some of these are gonna scar.”
Another yawn. “I took a look yesterday, not too bad.”
His eyes flicker to my face, but he’s seen me enough I don’t take it as an insult. “Well, not too bad compared to me, but I don’t think that should be the measuring stick, do you?”
He smiles sideways. “Probably not. . . Ya know, given the level of pure awkward last night, I’m mildly surprised to see you still here.”
Yeah, they’re much easier to talk to than their parents. “I’ll admit, I solidly considered flying away.”
“We would’ve hunted you down.”
“That was my main deterrent.”
He snickers, then puts a hand on his middle. He’s having a hard time raising his arms without hurting himself, so I help him take off his shirt and tend to the burns there. The bruises from his ribs are still ugly as anything, but I’m not too worried about those. 
“What did my dad say to you? I saw him go back in the living room.”
Yikes. I don’t want to talk about this again. “Nothing really, tell you some other time. Or ask Yvonne, she was there.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Did you lie about them wanting me here?”
He blinks, eyebrows twitching in an expression that might be hurt. “Of course not.”
His tone sounds equally wounded. Perhaps I shouldn’t, but I believe him. “Okay.”
“Was it really that bad?”
I glance at him. His expression is. . .gloomy. “Nothing unreasonable.”
After a pause, he says, “Sure.” 
His tone betrays some mistrust, but he lets the matter drop. 
I let him know about the plan to try to figure out if Amerov’s orphanage story is true. He frowns, but doesn’t argue. I don’t know if he trusts me or is confident enough in his ability to hunt me down should I never return. I’ve been running from Amerov for years, I think I can run from these two humans, but I don’t bother saying so. Don’t want to give him a reason to worry. 
I’ll be coming back. 
“I can go with you,” he offers when I’m done explaining.
“You’re here to rest, dumbass. Bat’s plenty, and Yvonne and Anya will come, anyway.”
“Okay, well, will you stay for breakfast?”
I’d rather die. “I don’t think that’s a great idea.”
“They’ll come around, they’re just shocked—”
“Actually, it was a mistake for me to come here in the first place. We’re here now, so it can’t be changed. But I shouldn’t’ve come, and I certainly shouldn’t stay for breakfast.”
I don’t mean to be harsh, but I want to be honest, and I keep my tone as gentle as possible. His eyes flicker down, and I see the sadness there. I wish I could fix it, but there’s nothing to be done. He talked me into this, and we both know it. I don’t hold it against him, not when I believe he truly thought this was a wise decision, but I’m sure he’s considering it.
Painfully, I say, “I know you thought it was a good idea, I just don’t. That’s not your fault.”
He nods slowly, then gives my arm a quick squeeze. “I don’t think it was a mistake, but I get it. Just as long as you don’t leave without us.”
What am I supposed to do with these humans? I didn’t know when they first bombarded their way into my life, and I still don’t know. But I promised Lalia, and I’m going to keep it. 



SEVEN
Masyn is in the kitchen when I creep out of Zane’s room. I freeze, unsure what to do, relieved at least Yvonne is awake on the couch, eyes locked on the older man as if she expects him to go off at any moment. Somehow, she’s even more trigger-happy than I am. Masyn doesn’t turn from making coffee, and I jut my chin toward the door, walking behind him as quietly as possible, hoping she gets the picture. 
Yvonne drags a sleepy-eyed Anya off the couch.
“Where are you going?” 
I half expected Masyn to completely ignore us. I pause, almost to the door, wanting to make a run for it and telling myself I’m too old to be acting so childish.
“I’m gonna. . .” Telling them the truth would probably be wise, even if my gut instinct is none of your business. “Amerov told me I came from an orphanage on this planet, but there are no records of which one, so I’m going to check out all the ones I could find on the planet files. Should take a few days. We’ll be back.”
My words are rushed, but they’re honest.
Masyn glances sidelong at me. In the growing light of morning, I see him better. There are definitely some of the siblings in his features, his nose, and his eyes. It’s uncanny how much Zane looks like him yet none of the same bubbly nonsense is present that I’d found so annoying until recently. Masyn has a shadow of a gray beard and matching hair that was once dark. The parents are much like their children—above average in looks, but nothing to pick out of a crowd. Very common, quite frankly. 
The kind of common I wish I was. 
I suppose if the hard lines were eased from his expression he would look like a gentle man. Given how the siblings speak of their parents, I would guess he is.
“So you don’t buy this?”
As before, I’m surprised he’s asking another question.
“Which part?” There’s so much of this madness I’m not entirely sure what he’s referencing.
He leans against the counter, too much tension in his shoulders to be comfortable, but at least he’s not backing away. “My son and daughter believe you’re their long-lost brother.”
I tell myself I’m glad he didn’t call me long-lost son, but it’s difficult to be relieved when he’s an inch from glaring. 
“I don’t remember anything and Amerov has a different story. I’m smart enough to want proof.”
He nods stiffly. “Good.”
A harmless enough word. But I clench my jaw hard enough my jaw aches. Good, because we don’t want you unless we have to want you.
That’s not quite fair. I need to stop being such an emotional wreck. They’re just two strangers who I make uncomfortable. Not exactly the first time. Maybe they think I’m going to go unhinged and kill everyone—unregistered numbers have that reputation, after all. And I’m sure I haven’t done anything to dissuade them of such ideas. 
I would think their children living safely with me for weeks would do the trick, but what do I know? I’m not human. Not really.
“They said you wanted me brought by. I wouldn’t have agreed to this otherwise.”
There. Now it’s out in the open.
His expression makes an odd twist before smoothing out. Softer, he says, “You’re not what we expected.”
I need to stop letting these things hurt me. “Sorry. I explained to Zane most people wouldn’t like having a monster as a son, I guess it didn’t really sink in. Maybe I can get some of my deformities covered up and you can decide whether or not that makes me worthy.”
I turn away before I can read his expression, yanking open the door and closing it louder than I should. I hope it didn’t wake Lalia—I can’t handle her gentle understanding. Hopefully, Zane didn’t hear. No voice follows me out, and I’m not sure if I’m disappointed or relieved. I won’t have to deal with them anymore.
Until I spot the mother taking a look at my ship. 
Yvonne is sitting with Anya on the porch, looking up at me. Her expression is concerned enough that I’m certain she heard the last conversation. I hate the pity, even if she doesn’t mean it cruelly. She’s the last person I want to talk to about it. 
“Let’s go check out some orphanages,” I tell them.
“Cool!” Anya says, not exactly reading the room. I’m glad one of us is thrilled with everything.
Yvonne’s sympathetic eyes are haunting me. But she doesn’t deserve my attitude, so I trudge through the grasses toward the ship, hoping the mother won’t stop me. She’s standing under the wing, squinting up at it, and jumps when I cycle open the airlock. Much like her husband, she has common, pleasant features. Her hair isn’t as gray. Her expression is no gentler. She’s smaller than me, though, a little plump, and something about her gives me the certainty she spoiled the siblings to death.
I don’t want to talk to her either.
“We’ll be back,” I mumble since she won’t stop staring. “Ask your husband, I already explained to him.”
“Zane and Lalia are cool,” Anya says from behind me. I can see why two space criminals would be badass to a ten-year-old royal. 
The mother’s face relaxes when she smiles at Anya, only briefly, before her gaze returns to mine. 
I still don’t know her name. That’s an endearing thing to ask, isn’t it? Why am I even bothering? “What’s your name?”
I can’t read the emotion flickering across her face and try to remind myself this is likely difficult for both of them. “Kyra.”
Well, at least she said something. I attempt a smile, but it feels like I’m choking on it, and instead boost myself into the airlock. I barely remember the feeling of laughing with Zane back at Lex’s house. 
At least we’re going off on our own for a little while, just me and Bat and the princesses who have become unoffensive to me at some point. I wrinkle my nose. 
Bat clambers over my foot, yawning, and I hear a gasp of surprise in time to catch Kyra’s look of blank shock at the little creature before the airlock cycles shut. Yvonne snorts. 
Right, he never came out of the shadows last night. That might be awkward when we get back.
“Can we get breakfast somewhere?” Anya asks, digging through her backpack for a fresh pair of clothes. “We can get waffles again.”
“You do know both your sister and I have our faces on the bounty charts, right?” I ask, raising the ship gently in the air, ensuring Kyra is nowhere near the thrusters. 
“I didn’t mean we have to sit in a cafe or anything, but we could get some waffles.”
I shoot her a look. 
“We could do target practice instead?”
“We’ll get waffles.”
•
In no particular hurry with our little mission, I park the ship in the forest near the closest town, put my hood up and my gloves on, leave Bat with the girls, and find a place to get the aforementioned food. 
This town is small, with a single through-street where hovercars zip, a mixture of old and new models, but nothing as shimmering as Amethyst. Trees grow between each building and push against rooftops, and I only receive a smattering of stares as I pass through.
Ordering food to go isn’t as painful as anticipated. The man at the counter only looks at me a little oddly.
Feeling silly with a carton of steaming waffles and little containers of syrup, I trot back into the forest without issue.
Easiest part of this trip so far. 
Yvonne is sitting on the wing, sipping coffee. She points into the trees, where I spot Anya crouched under some broad leaves of an unfamiliar plant, dirt spraying in the air as Bat digs himself into a hole.
Snickering, I use the hatch in the ship’s ceiling to get out onto the hull, sliding down onto the wing beside Yvonne. “What are they after?”
“No idea, but Bat was eating something.”
“Hey!” I yell at Anya. “Don’t eat whatever Bat’s eating, he’s immune to everything.”
Anya’s head pops up. “Waffles?”
I hold up the carton. Both she and Bat come running. She’s much better on her prosthetics, almost enough so I don’t notice the difference. I’m certain most people can’t tell in passing. She should be quite proud of herself. Bat climbs the side of the ship with his little nails in the seams of the metal, and Anya scowls at his easy ascent. I climb back onto the roof to pull her up through the hatch. 
“Sometime while we’re out here,” I say to Yvonne while Bat sticks his dirt-coated nose in the container and I pull him out, “we need to talk about Neyla Ve. The more details you can tell me about the planet and its security, the better chance I can come up with an idea of how to get you back to your parents.”
“Can we call them?” Anya asks. 
Probably too simple to work. 
Yvonne says, “You have to have a direct line, they’re the king and queen. Even I can’t call them up without getting patched through first. I had a transmitter that would let me get in touch directly, but I purposefully left it at home so no one could track me with it. If we call someone to get us through, Captain will probably know instantaneously.” She makes a face. “That’s double bad with you with us.”
She’s looking at me. Well, she’s not wrong. 
“There’s no way to just fly in?” Bat asks.
“It’s about as heavily regulated as Amerov,” Yvonne says. “There are shields around the planet and everything, you can only go in at certain checkpoints. Obviously, I can get in, but it’s the same problem. Captain will know probably before my parents even do. Given everything that’s gone down, I assume he’s on Neyla Ve, not Amerov.”
“Probably,” I agree. He must be aware there’s a chance we’ll try to fly into the planet’s atmosphere, and he’d want to be there in case he’s right. He has plenty of his own creations out on the hunt.
“I have a bad feeling about this entire plan,” Yvonne says. “Rather, the lack of our ability to have a plan. This is going to go terribly wrong, I can already tell.”
“But everything else has gone so well,” I say, deadpan.
Bat rolls his eyes.
Yvonne stuffs an entire half a waffle in her mouth and chews with her mouth purposefully open, maintaining eye contact.
“Such majesty.”
She laughs and nearly coughs up a lung.



EIGHT
Lalia only calls once, sometime around midday, when I’ve packed up Bat and the humans and the leftover waffles and headed across planet to the first place marked out on my map.
It’s just a quick check-in, and I realize it’s understandable given I left before she woke up, but it rekindles my nerves. Yvonne is letting Anya do her hair at the back of the ship, but her eyes are on me. We haven’t figured out Neyla Ve, but we have time to talk and think. Now that we’re slightly more alone, it’s difficult to force myself near her. She hasn’t appeared to change her mind about her feelings for me. Instead of comforting, I find it more and more terrifying. She’ll realize and change her mind eventually, won’t she? Certainly.
When I glance back, she smiles, her eyes soft, and I turn away before my own expression betrays me.
Hytha isn’t large. There are perhaps a few hundred cities of note, fewer large enough to actually warrant a visit, and I’ve no interest in making side trips. We’re here for a reason, I remind myself, and staying out of the public eye with my recognizable face on a high bounty would be wise. I’m pushing it as it is, wandering around to some orphanages, but I bet the chance of anyone recognizing me in such places is low. I tend to run in circles of people who check on such things, but the average person isn’t exactly tuned in to criminal activity and bounty charts, let alone competent enough to see a rogue cyborg and even think twice about their chances. 
Despite that, we’ll be keeping our heads on a swivel for anything suspicious. 
I was using this as an excuse to get away from the siblings and their cozy little home and unhappy parents. But now that we’re landing in the nearest city with an orphanage, I’m more nervous than I expected. This is a cold way to gather information, no emotions involved from the people running the places. I don’t even have to mention I’m looking for my own records. I’m just a cyborg on the hunt for some lost kid. Nothing to be nervous about.
Try not to puke, Aaron.
I think I’ve lost my nerve over the last few weeks. I need to learn to relax. Have I ever been able to relax? Probably not. I can’t have always been such a nervous wreck.
Good job lying to yourself for this long, dumbass.
I snort at my own bad joke, then clear my throat when it draws Yvonne’s gaze. 
“Are you nervous?” 
Great. “What do you think?” I grumble, landing the ship in the forest near enough to the city. I don’t need most of this trip to be taken up by walking. 
“I think you’re handling this better than I would.”
So I’m hiding the panic? Fantastic.
“I’m not sure you should go in with me. Staying in the ship is one thing, walking around is asking for it.”
Her eyebrows immediately furrow, and Anya pouts behind her. “We’re not exactly super recognizable. Plenty of people look like me.”
“Eyes are a dead giveaway.”
She blinks a few times, as if remembering. “Right, where did those starglasses ever go to? We’ll get some new ones.”
“Don’t you think we’ve had enough stupid moves for one month? I’m pushing it as it is.”
She grins wickedly. “Hey, as you’re so happy to point out, who’s going to stare at us when you’re walking alongside?”
Oh, now she’s going to use my arguments against me. Typical. Maybe because she actually believes it.
Bat snorts. Traitor.
“If you’re insistent, let’s go, I can just dump you two when someone spots you.”
“Good luck with that.”
“You haven’t seen how fast I can run.”
Anya considers her toes. “Could I catch you?”
Huh, probably. “Doubt it.”
I try to decide if I should be giving in on this while Yvonne gets dressed in a less revealing outfit. It’s warm here, but she won’t be too hot in that jacket of mine she insists on wearing.
Belatedly, I now realize why she must like it. My cheeks burn. 
Anya doesn’t have a bounty, but Yvonne gets her in a long-sleeved shirt and pants anyway. No use in people staring at her subtle prosthetics. If there’s one thing we can count on, it’s that strangers will stare. Bat drops the backpack beside my hand, nosing me, tapping his toes. No matter how sick he gets of being stuffed in that backpack, he never gets tired of being carried. 
I drop out of the airlock and glance at the sky. It’s clear and bright blue to the point it nearly hurts my eyes. Trees are thicker on this section of the planet. We traveled a few hundred miles to my first point on the map. Not for the first time today, I check the bounty sheet on my tablet. No changes to the list, or to my page, or those of the humans with me. The quieter they stay, the better. 
Where does Captain think we are now? What happened when he learned the fate of the two ForceZero numbers on Lee’s ship?
That makes three of his private force. The first underestimated us. The next two. . .
Well, we just got damn lucky.
I picture Zane’s wounds and wince. 
“Are there any records of your ForceZero numbers at all?” I ask Yvonne as the two join us. Anya pats Bat through the backpack, and there’s a hiss I’ve come to associate with his particular toothless threat toward the little girl.
Yvonne shakes her head. “And they aren’t mine.”
I ignore her. “Could you describe the rest of them to me? And their augmentations?”
Her nose wrinkles. “Maybe? I’m not certain I’ve met all of them.”
Well, that complicates it. 
“Just try, but not too loud. Let’s go.”
I only parked a few dozen yards into the trees where it was still spacious enough to maneuver the ship. Farther in, the trees become thicker all at once. 
I do, however, expect the trees to thin once we step inside the city limits. If anything, they become more artistic. This really is a planet that decided to intertwine with its environment instead of cutting a glimmering knife down its center. Large, smooth trunks of unfamiliar brown-green trees sprout between every building. The city itself—the name of which I only glanced at in passing, we’ll be visiting too many to track—consists of fairly new buildings. Metal and glass and wood and cement, mostly shorter than a few stories. The exceptions are the way the sprouting, ancient trees lean against them, vines clinging to every surface. I get the oddly distinct feeling we’re walking under a forest though I can still see the sky and treetops.
Everything smells of moss despite the modern glimmer of the city. Other than the people, it’s nice. Zane and Lalia probably fit right in, the happy idiots. 
“Do you know where we’re going?” Yvonne asks, craning her neck to glimpse the canopy creeping over the tops of the buildings. Her hand slips into mine. I glance at it. 
“What are you doing?”
“For a smart guy, you ask some remarkably stupid questions.”
I’m starting to doubt the “smart” aspect. “And you don’t think that’s—”
“What? It makes you less conspicuous.”
“I would argue the opposite.”
“Do you want me to stop?”
I don’t answer and try to ignore Anya’s soft giggles from the other side of her sister. Yes, I think, but can’t force the word past my chest. I clear my throat again. “Just tell me about the ForceZero numbers.”
“Do you. Know. Where. We’re going?”
I wave my tablet dramatically, catching the quick stare of a passerby. “Just keep walking and start talking.”
She snorts. “Okay, well. . .”
I listen to her disorganized notes about the ForceZero numbers she’s certain she’s met. None sound as if they were remotely friendly to her. Given how she speaks of and interacts with Captain, it’s a little unsettling how his private force seems to be unaffected by the princess. I know they creep her out, but I wonder how deeply she fears them. One day, when we’re not trying to appear as casual as possible on the streets of an unfamiliar city, I’ll ask her. 
My hood is up, and my clothes are inconspicuous. The cut isn’t the same as the fashion trends here, but it doesn’t stand out as it did on Amethyst. Perhaps Yvonne is right. Perhaps her obvious comfort around me makes me appear harmless. I can’t be certain if I’m gathering fewer stares or if people here simply don’t react to cyborgs. Maybe no one’s looked close enough to see I’m unusual.
Anya tries to drift toward the various shops on the thoroughfare full of clothing and unfamiliar foods. Eventually, Yvonne grabs her hand and keeps her within arm’s reach. 
Nothing Yvonne mentions about the ForceZero numbers strikes me as particularly relevant—she doesn’t know most of their enhancements, as she didn’t know about the lack of temperature. Still, I store the information for later. At least, perhaps, her physical descriptions can be of some use. Hopefully, we never run into one again. But I’m not holding out hope.
It’s a twenty-minute walk alongside the main street before I turn left down a smaller sidewalk. I’ve never been to an orphanage—well, I’ve never been to one as an adult. Never to one that I remember. I’ve never felt any particular kinship with others who grew up without people of their own. Thinking about it won’t do me much good. 
The building marked on my tablet sits nicely among the rest. If I squint, I can see a large yard in the back, past the alleyways of the other building and the cover of the trees. I wonder how many kids sneak into the forest to play. I can imagine myself doing so if I were a child here. Inspecting the building, I likewise find nothing memorable or familiar. But this is one of many we’ll be visiting. Not recognizing this place means nothing. 
“What do you remember?” Anya asks. When I glance down, her head is dropped back, squinting up at me against the sunlight filtering green through the trees.
“Not this.”
“But what do you?”
Yvonne says, “Don’t pester him.”
Rich coming from her. “I don’t remember anything. Some lights and colors and the vague idea I was alive before Amerov, but nothing more.”
“Think they did something to your memory?” Yvonne asks. 
I stop dead, my hand resting on the small front door of the building. I glance at her. I considered such a thing. . .ages ago. It was a thought discarded rather quickly. Perhaps that was ignorant of me, but they never did such a thing to other numbers. Even criminals rarely get their memories wiped unless they did something particularly heinous. It seems there wouldn’t be much reason to do it to a child. 
Unless they didn’t want me to go home.
But why wouldn’t they? I wasn’t anything special. Sure, I was the first kid there in ages, but it isn’t as if they were raising me to be a killing machine far past their normal numbers. If they were trying, they failed spectacularly. I nearly smirk, but it comes out as a grimace.
“Do they do that?” Anya asks, not appearing to notice my expression. 
Yvonne shrugs. “Just seems strange.”
“That fever pretty much melts you from the inside out,” I say. “Not remembering anything before it isn’t too strange an option.”
“I suppose.” Yvonne frowns at the street and the passersby giving us odd glances at our loitering. “They wiped that fever out, didn’t they?”
“Ages ago.”
Her frown smoothes. 
Bat pokes me through the top of the pack, his wet nose on the back of my neck. I suppose we’ve done enough stalling. Even if this place doesn’t have records of me, I’m still going to speak to someone, and it feels like forever since I’ve walked up to some business and tried to get information.
I jab my thumb at the nearest store. “Go get some glasses. Don’t interact with anyone. Call Bat if something seems off.”
Yvonne gives me a look as if she might want to go in with me, and I appreciate it, but I don’t want whoever’s in here looking directly into the princess’ eyes. I watch them walk across the street, Yvonne’s hand on Anya’s shoulder, and disappear past the glass doors. It sits incorrect in my chest to allow them to do so, but Yvonne was wandering around casinos on Amethyst for days without anyone of note noticing her. The chances here are ridiculous. 
Plus, I already know she’s comfortable shooting people. Not exactly a damsel in distress. 
Don’t be so paranoid. 
Well, not about this, at least. 
Before I can lose my nerve, I lean on the door handle and push my way in.



NINE
A small lobby presents itself, with clean gray floors and wooden desks. Stairs lead to a second level and hallways into the back of the building. I was half expecting to be greeted by a bunch of staring kids, but I know I’m being paranoid. 
The young woman at the counter takes one look at me and trots into the back office. 
Well, this is a great start.
I’m going to tell Zane his planet pisses me off. He talked me into coming here—and I caved far too easily—so he’s gonna get the harassment. 
The scuffed toes of my boots look odd atop the blue circle of carpet. I lean against the desk, arms folded. Someone will eventually come back out. I don’t suppose they can call the authorities on me just for walking in the front door. Cyborgs aren’t illegal here. I wonder if a vein pops in Captain’s head every time a planet or city tries to ban us. I smirk.
A full thirty seconds later, an older woman rounds the corner with gray hair and a shirt that looks as if it hasn’t seen a wrinkle in its life. To her credit, she winces less, but the tightening around her eyes is noticeable. 
“Can I help you?”
I can tell I’m spending too much time around the siblings when I’m annoyed she doesn’t apologize for her coworker running for it.
“I have a bit of an odd request,” I say, trying to sound as harmless as possible, hoping something flippant will loosen her up. How would Lalia talk to these people? “I was wondering if you could look up any of the records for 5635 and any children who might’ve been taken out with the fever outbreak.”
Her lips visibly pinch at the word fever. I’m sure most occupants of this planet know someone who was affected, if they weren’t themselves. 
“I’m sorry, we don’t give out private records.”
Figures. 
“I’m just looking for someone, and I don’t need private information.”
She eyes me. I’m being as overly nice as I know how—which is easier on strangers than the sibling’s parents—so this is likely doubly strange for her. 
“Are you a cyborg?” she asks, edging closer to the desk. 
I stop myself from grimacing. “Yes.”
“From Amerov?”
I really don’t understand how people keep asking, as if there’s another option. “Yes.”
“I’ve never seen a cyborg before.”
Oh. No wonder she doesn’t automatically assume I’m unregistered. Never seen one of us? We must be rare as hell here. I suppose there’s not much reason for our kind to be crawling this planet. If she’s never left her city, it wouldn’t be too strange, I suppose.
She seems to be expecting me to speak, so I shrug. “We’re not that interesting, I promise.”
Eyes flickering over me, she edges the large tablet behind the desk toward her. Maybe I don’t have to have an official request if this woman thinks all cyborgs must be on Amerov business. 
“What’s the name you’re looking for?”
“All we know is the first name, ‘Aaron’, and year born was 5624. He seems to have been surrendered to Amerov in 5635 when he was ill.”
Her face pinches as she taps at the tablet. “I was here those years. Awful time. We didn’t have anyone like that, I’d remember. But I’ll check anyway.”
She gives me three separate ‘Aarons’ who were sick those years—common name, as I thought—two died that year, one lived and still lives on-planet. I consider the possibility whoever gave me over to Amerov lied on my records, but looking at the photos of the three sick boys lets me know I’m not them. None of the features are even remotely correct on a baseline level. 
“Thank you for checking. Do you know of any of the other orphanages on this planet surrendering any children to Amerov?” It’s rare, so perhaps someone’s heard of it. 
She shakes her head, definitely trying to catch a better look at my augmentations under the hood, but at least she isn’t backing away.
“Sorry, I’d remember if I heard of something like that.”
Nodding, I thank her again before heading for the door. Not too bad. Pretty painless, actually. Across the street, Yvonne and Anya are visible in the front window of the store. 
One down. A few dozen more to go.
•
We visit perhaps another twenty cities in much the same manner. Land in an inconspicuous place, walk into the city, find the building, go inside, and talk to the person at the front. Repeat. Except the sisters go inside with me since their purple eyes are hidden. 
We gather plenty of odd looks and a few people who don’t want to talk, but nothing save the same negative results. I don’t know if it comforts me or makes it worse that we’re gathering information that makes the siblings sound correct. 
Either way, Anya is having fun. Yvonne buys her any food she points out. When we eventually pause for the night—I’d keep going, but I don’t think anyone’s going to answer doors after dark—she returns to rummaging in the undergrowth with Bat.
It occurs to me, not for the first time, that Bat’s going to miss the little gremlin a lot more than he’d admit once we return them to Neyla Ve. I try not to consider it, especially not the fact that Yvonne will be gone as well. It’s probably for the best. She’ll get over her weird obsession eventually, and it’s better for me not to be around.
I’ve lost track of the number of visits we’ve made by the time we land in the city the planet files mark as the capital. Still, it isn’t large, perhaps as large as the city where I found Yvonne on Amethyst. More populated, but about the same size. Less tourism. No rich gamblers. 
The forest is thicker, and after circling the city twice, I’m resigned to the fact I’m not going to find a good place to land among the trees without ripping the paneling off my ship. Grumbling, I head for the nearest shipyard, trying to find the most out-of-the-way one possible, so at least we don’t get too many eyes on us. Parking between a few larger ships, next to the line of trees waving softly in the breeze, makes me feel more secure. At least people wandering back for their ships aren’t likely to get too good a look at us. A payment pops up on my ship’s computer—at least I don’t have to look for the person running this place—and I send over the fine. It’s small, and I have plenty of credits now from the little misadventure on Amerov. 
It’s weirdly amusing not to have to worry about credits. At least, not for a while. 
Anya presses her face to the port window, staring at the closest ship I’ve hidden us behind. “I can’t tell if that thing is fancy or falling apart.”
I glance out over the top of her head. It’s a large vessel, maybe three times the size of ours, bulkier in build and a bit newer. Amazingly, I think mine has been better taken care of, by the looks of the paneling and showing wires. I wonder if it’s airtight. As long as I don’t see anything resembling an Amerov vessel, I don’t care. 
“Falling apart,” I tell her and usher them out the airlock before anyone can think to wander our way. 
Bat sits on my shoulder, head on a swivel, but despite being stuck in the backpack all day yesterday, he got to run in the forest enough he wasn’t bouncing off our ship’s walls in the middle of the night. Still, his ears perk at each passing bird. 
If the forest here was thick, I wasn’t prepared for the density of the canopy inside the city itself. The shipyard was more open. Sometimes, I catch signs of people up in the trees. If I lived here, I’d probably climb the massive trunks as well. The branches stretch over the tops of the buildings, catching glances of light in the glass of the windows, the beams filtering a yellow and green. If I wasn’t stressed by the people and the general situation, I’d admire it better. 
“I think we need to grow more trees on Neyla Ve,” Anya says, walking along a root half the size of her stretching parallel to the sidewalk. 
I wonder how much upkeep they perform on the buildings so nature doesn’t take over. 
I’ve never been to Neyla Ve, nor have I seen many pictures. I know the majority of the small planet is city, but I wonder if there simply isn’t much greenery to be had. At least, not wild. I’m certain there are precisely maintained gardens. The only way I can picture Yvonne in such an environment is if I imagine her as she was on Amethyst. 
The third to last orphanage marked out on the planet is the largest we’ve seen. It’s the largest city, after all, and it’s not as if this floating rock has many. It’s half-hidden by trees so much I’d think it abandoned. But the building is new and well-kept. I glance at the windows of the second story and see someone peeking out at us. My eyes aren’t being cooperative enough to give me a good view. Shouts and laughter emanate from the side of the building. Flashes of bright clothing catch my eye as children play among the trees. I haven’t actually interacted with any of the kids at any of these places, barely even seen any, but they must be out of school. 
I grab the manual handle to the door before Yvonne can suggest something like hey, let’s go talk to the kids. I don’t know how it would help, but it seems like something she would say.
This place is well lit, with a circular foyer and a bright, lantern-styled light hanging from the ceiling, annoying my eyes. No one’s at the front desk. The two stairways leading to the second level are empty, and the doors are closed to the rest of the building. I lean over the desk, but there’s no buzzer to call for anyone. I scan the walls for heat signatures and find none. It’s still early. But the door was open and the kids are outside, so we’re not sneaking in. 
Yvonne maneuvers Anya to my side and wanders to the nearest door, peeking her head in. I’d probably give someone a heart attack if I did that.
But she shuts it and shrugs, softly calling, “Hello?”
Footsteps sound from the stairwell, and I glance up to see an older woman with tightly wound hair and a rather serious expression. We’ve had a few friendly people, but I have a bad feeling about this visit already. 
Then again, who am I to judge based on grumpy expressions?



TEN
“These are not our visiting hours,” the woman says, staring directly at Yvonne and ignoring me. I’m doubly grateful for the glasses, even if they’re a little odd inside. 
“Sorry,” Yvonne says. “The door was open. We’re actually looking for someone.”
The woman’s eyebrows twitch, but she doesn’t look at me even when Yvonne gestures vaguely in my direction. Great. Extra argumentative is always fun.
“I’m trying to find the records of a child who came from this planet. He was given over to Amerov in 5635 when the outbreak hit the hardest.”
Finally, her eyes slide in my direction. “How is that any of your business?”
I bite back the it’s not any of your business comments that spring to mind. I try to weigh which excuse would be better. That I’m hired to find out? Or that I have a personal investment in it? Hired out sounds more official, and this woman doesn’t give me the impression she’s going to be swayed by emotions. 
“Hired by the family of the kid,” I say. “They’re trying to figure out what happened to their relative when he was strangely sent to Amerov and never returned.”
Her eyebrows furrow. The sketchy behavior is making her more suspicious than I believe she intends. She’s certainly old enough to have been here during those years. Was she working here at the time? Does she remember someone fitting the description? Even if she was the one who signed off on me—if it was me—being surrendered to Amerov, that wouldn’t make her guilty of anything. It was a perfectly legal thing to do. There’s always the most obvious option: she doesn’t like nosey, unregistered cyborgs around the kids she’s caring for.
When she doesn’t speak, I say, “I realize you don’t give out personal records, but I’m just looking for confirmation whether or not the kid was here and surrendered to Amerov. There’s nothing involving the law going on here.”
I say it to reassure her, but she seems more insulted than anything. “We’re not hiding anything from the authorities here, but I’m happy to call them myself if you don’t leave.”
I grimace, but Yvonne levels a glare at the side of the woman’s face. Taking off her glasses, she says, “We’re looking for a name, and no more than that, for a very upset family. The other places we’ve checked have been helpful, but we’re going to have to go back to the family and tell them we got answers from everywhere but your establishment. Seems a little suspicious, don’t you think?”
Slowly, the woman turns to match Yvonne’s glare. When did I become the good cop in the situation?
Without bothering to respond, the woman returns to me. “We don’t like your kind here.”
Huh, maybe she just hates Amerov as an entity. Maybe I should’ve mentioned I’m unregistered. If that were to help, it would be a first.
Bat sighs softly. Yvonne looks about ready to throw a punch, but I say, “Don’t worry, I don’t either. But I’m here on business.”
“You’re unregistered. You’re not on anyone’s business.”
I suppose she figured it out on her own. Not exactly a tough thing to work out for anyone who’s interacted with a cyborg before. Perhaps this city has a few wandering around. “If you think people don’t hire us out, you need to get out more.”
Slowly, as if I’m dense, she says, “We. Don’t. Like. Things. Like. You.”
Anya says, “Why are you such a bitc—”
Without thinking, I clap my hand over her mouth. Kid’s getting worse manners as the days pass. That might be partially my fault. Yvonne purses her lips, looking at the wall so she doesn’t laugh. They’re both more offended than I am, which is pretty hilarious, considering how Yvonne acted when we first met. With them both fuming on my behalf, it doesn’t bother me that this strange woman thinks I’m a monster.
When did that happen?
The woman’s eyes narrow to needles at Anya standing half behind me. “I suppose whatever happened to her has nothing to do with you?”
Heat tightens my chest, not because of the implication I hurt a child, but because Anya’s still recovering, and has been worried from the start about people staring at her prosthetics. I know the feeling, but I’m not a shy ten-year-old anymore.
Just an uncomfortable thirty-four-year-old.
I tuck Anya a bit more behind me, not allowing myself to feel awkward when she leans against my back. 
“Huh, insulting injured children. If I’m a monster, what does that make you?”
If looks could kill.
At least the passing murder on Yvonne’s face eases a fraction. As funny as it would be for her to throw down with this woman in the middle of her shiny lobby, I don’t think it would be wise. We’re trying to keep a low profile, and even this argument has me concerned someone in the back room is listening and will call the authorities. Perhaps we should cut our losses on this one and make a break for it. I tap my finger against the side of the desk, too stubborn to admit defeat over something so unthreatening. We’re not exactly facing down ForceZero numbers here.
A young man walks out from the back, stops dead, chews a mouthful of gum with a loud smack, and turns right on his heel, heading back from where he came from. Smart guy.
I don’t wanna run for it, but we better wrap this up quick.
In the same tone she used on me, I say, “I. Would like. You. To check. Your. Records.”
For a full five seconds, I’m convinced she’s going to call the authorities. Then she stalks behind the desk, holding my glare, and slaps the front tablet awake. 
“Name.”
“Aaron. That’s all we know.”
“Year.”
“Surrendered to Amerov in 5635.”
She taps in something, rests her hands on the desk with more attitude than I’ve ever had in my life, and says, “No records.”
Big lie. “Not a single kid here named Aaron that year.”
“Nope.”
Every other orphanage had at least two or three, sometimes more. “Show me.”
“If you don’t leave, I’m calling the authorities. I should anyway, having one of you wandering this city.”
Well, at least now Yvonne probably gets why I hate mingling. The look on her face reminds me of Captain’s when he thought I purposefully killed one of his numbers. I wonder if a vein’s gonna pop in her neck.
It’s not worth arguing with this woman here and now. She’ll call the authorities, and with our bounties that’s about the worst outcome. Sure, we could be out of here by the time they arrive, but I’m not up to these types of risks right now, not for this. Too bad for her, we’re perfectly capable of breaking back in and hacking their system. It isn’t necessary, we’re going to Zar anyway, but I’m tempted just out of spite. All we’d have to do is take an extra day and wait for nightfall. Bat would be thrilled.
“Let’s go,” I say when Yvonne doesn’t move. 
She gives me a look pretty accurately portraying how she wants to punch this woman, and I’m interrupting her fun. But she isn’t a princess right now, not to this woman, no matter how nasty she is. 
“If I don’t get to hit stupid humans, you don’t get to.”
The woman bristles, straightening and taking a glaring step back. 
Yvonne’s lips twitch. “I argue that since you don’t get to, I should be able to.”
I’d think her to be kidding, but her feet are planted, in no hurry to head for the door. I’m paranoid enough about the young man who momentarily walked out back there calling the authorities that I hook my hand under Yvonne’s arm and haul her across the lobby. After a few steps, she stops putting up a fight, giving a final glance over her shoulder and making a hand gesture I don’t see but can nicely imagine. I try to imagine her glaring at Captain in much the same way and fight back a grin.



ELEVEN
“You’re remarkably unbothered,” Yvonne says, kicking a pebble down the empty sidewalk until it bounces off a trunk. Her hands are in fists, a muscle in her jaw feathering. 
I’m unbothered about a stranger disliking me. Yvonne wanting so much to come to my defense. . .that’s doing something to my heart rate. “Well, I was gonna get mad, but you were already about to combust.”
Bat shoves his head out of the backpack. “I say we sneak back in tonight, I find where she sleeps, and bite her toes.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Yvonne says. “You could go for her smug little nose too.”
“Alright, children.”
Yvonne pinches me and grabs Anya’s hand around my back. “You okay, hun? Ignore that woman, she’s just nasty.”
Anya shrugs, still leaning against me as I try to walk. I’m squished between the two of them, this is getting to be a bit too much.

“I’m fine. If Aaron didn’t mind her, I don’t mind her.”
Something about that makes my heart hurt. I shouldn’t be struggling to swallow. I’ve officially lost any amount of dignity I’ve ever had.
It was nice while it lasted. Though I’m certain I’ll hear about it later, I duck and scoop her up with one arm as if she’s much smaller than she is. But she isn’t heavy to my muscles and bones—I could probably do this to Yvonne without much strain. Anya wraps her arms around my neck, chin on my shoulder, and pets Bat who’s now trapped beside her. Her cheek pressed against my injured implants is unsettling, but my face has never frightened her.
I can feel Yvonne’s eyes burning into the side of my face. I ignore her. If she ever brings this up, I’m going to remind her she nearly broke my ship with that stupid pebble.
We wander down the sidewalk in the direction we came. More shouts and calls from children echo around the building. Something about the tone and pitch seems off, and I pause in the alley between this building and the next, which seems to be some sort of clothing shop. I don’t want to actually go back onto the property—we’re on public land with the sidewalk, so that woman can’t call the authorities. I squint between the trees. Anya raises her head to look as well.
“Kids are dramatic,” Yvonne mutters with a grin.
Anya says, “Hey!”
Something seems off. Glancing over my shoulder at the front door, I don’t see anyone, and I doubt the woman is looking out the glass door. The orphanage seems to back up to the forest anyway, so if she comes snooping, we can take off into the undergrowth. 
I step off the sidewalk and down the mossy alleyway, heading toward all the screaming and calling. I don’t know the language most of the children are speaking, but I’ve heard Zane and Lalia say some of the words when they call up their parents. Must be the local language of the planet, or at least this section of it. I don’t have any recollection of it.
The trees back here are giant. Trunks at least a dozen feet in diameter push between the buildings, with barely accessible space between. Vines hang low. A fence is back here, but it isn’t tall, and I drop Anya over it before boosting myself over. She’s grinning, all insults forgotten as we’re back to doing something sneaky and mildly illegal. Her parents are going to have a hell of a time with her once she actually hits her teen years. She’ll probably end up like her sister. 
I actually pity the king and queen. 
Yvonne boosts herself over as well, and I feel Bat clamber out of the backpack to disappear into the undergrowth. From the corner of my eye, I catch a flash of gray and metal as he scurries straight up the side of the nearest tree. He’ll be well hidden back here. I’m uncertain what the wildlife is like around here, but he probably won’t cause suspicion if someone catches brief sight of him in the treetops. 
“We’re going to regret this,” Yvonne says casually, brushing past a fern to follow me through the gap between the side of the building and one of the giant trees. 
“On a positive note, maybe that woman will burst a blood vessel.”
“You’re very violent,” Anya says.
“Believe it or not, this is restraint,” I say, thinking of Kel and grimacing. 
Near the back of the building, I finally figure out what the commotion is. 
Someone appears to be stuck up a tree. 
I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t laugh. In a place like this, I can’t believe there aren’t guardrails or forcefields preventing the children from clambering up. But looking closer, I’m surprised anyone managed it. The trunk is smooth, with vertical ribs running up, but very few places to put hands and feet with any security. The first branches start at least two dozen feet into the air. The trunks themselves are pretty much the climbing-deterrent. I’ve seen others in the trees—maybe they’re jumping from rooftops into treetops.
Whatever child managed it is perched near the very top. The roof of the orphanage and neighboring buildings aren’t close enough to touch the leaves. He’s obviously wrapped himself around one of the branches, too afraid to get down now he’s up there. Other children are running around the tree, calling up or pointing. Two women stand at the bottom, a man on a hand-held comm. 
I don’t know whether to find this whole thing funny or feel bad for the kid. Bit of both, I suppose. 
Yvonne glances at me. I try not to smirk, then feel awkward at the shared amusement.
No sign of the rude woman from the front. I wonder if she was in charge.
Yvonne wanders to the nearest adult and asks, “Everything okay?”
The young woman jumps and says, “Yeah, we’re getting someone over. How’d you get back here?”
“Heard screams, came through the alley. Thought someone might be hurt.”
I hand Anya the empty backpack and tell her, “Stay.”
She gives me a knowing look as I trot around the backside of the tree where I won’t get eyeballed by the adults. I hear the woman saying something about how it’s going to take a while to get someone over since they need either an adult who can climb up, or a hoverer small enough to get among the branches without knocking the kid out.
Really, they need some sort of energy shield they can drop him onto like the ones keeping people off the streets on Amethyst, but perhaps that isn’t a common technology. I don’t know much about such things.
I squint up. My chances with kids are pretty bad in general. Anya still shocks me when she follows two feet behind like a puppy. Hell, I picked her up and she wasn’t afraid. Maybe Captain messed with her brain. I frown. Unlikely, but the idea makes my skin crawl. I edge through the trees to the back of this largest one. The five or six kids back around this shady side of the tree scatter when they see me, several gasps following.
Dramatic.
The tree isn’t exactly climbable, but I see where the kid must have climbed. Knobby bumps of wood protrude here and there on this side of the tree, along with scrape marks from shoes scrambling up. It’s not going to be a very stable climb, but when I dig my fingertips and toes of my boots into the holds, it isn’t going to be impossible. 
I probably should just learn to mind my own business.
Glancing up, I can’t catch sight of Bat, but I’m certain he’s up there somewhere. Checking my surroundings, none of the adults can see me and I’ve frightened away the children, so no one’s watching. I scale about two-thirds of the trunk in a minute or so, and check below to find Yvonne has rounded the tree and has her arms folded at me. She waves. Even from here, I think I see her smirking. 
Zane and Lalia would never let this go. Might have to bribe Yvonne and Anya not to bring this up. I’ve found myself missing the siblings at random points during the day. Not going to bring that up either, but their easy joy and snippy comments are missing from the trip. 
My hands are only minorly aching by the time I grab the lowest branches and seat myself on one. My toes are a little annoyed too. I wiggle them aggressively in the toes of my boots. Above me, a pair of eyes stares down. I don’t want to shout at him, so I maneuver through the interwoven branches, not in danger of falling now I’m up in the thick of it. I could find a place to sleep up here and be in no danger of falling. The middle is practically a nest in the direct center of the trunk, but the kid’s on the outermost branches, thinner and less likely to hold my weight. He had to go all the way out there. 
I crouch on the closest branch and feel it crack beneath my boot. 



TWELVE
I lean off the branch before it decides to break under our combined weight. I’ll either need to find a different one or lean out dangerously to grab the kid. Neither seems like my brightest idea.
“Get yourself stuck up here?” I ask in the tone I use on Anya when she’s sad. Maybe if I mimic the humans enough, I’ll sound more like one.
The boy can’t be older than eight or nine, smaller than Anya, and he’s perhaps too frightened to glare at me. Or maybe he’s more frightened of me than of the fall. 
“I’m going to come over and get you, okay?” I hope he understands me. Maybe they haven’t learned other languages at this age. I don’t remember any schooling, so I wouldn’t know. I certainly haven’t retained the language of my home planet.
“What are you?”
Well, he understands. “A cyborg.”
“I’ve heard about you.”
Well, he doesn’t sound too terribly frightened of my existence. “Yeah, there’s a lot of us.”
“You don’t look like the pictures in class.”
It never occurred to me school children learn about us, but I suppose it’s wise. “I’ve been in a lot of fights. I’m going to come over there and get you, alright?”
“Are you going to drop me?”
I force myself not to smile, then remember Yvonne says I’m kinder when I do. “No.”
Easing out over the branches puts me in the view of most of the people down on the ground. Squinting, I spot the rude woman from the counter with quite a shocked look on her face. 
It’s not funny, Aaron, don’t laugh.
She’s pointing up at me and saying something to the other workers. Then, she seems to spot Yvonne. Man, I hope Princess knows when not to start a fight. She’s got anger issues that rival mine, at least when it comes to people she likes. My face burns, an uncomfortable weight settling in my chest. Not for the first time today, I tell myself to get a grip. We’ll be fine as long as Yvonne doesn’t start a fight. It isn’t exactly a quick trip down for me to stop her.
Well, it could be, but I wouldn’t like it. 
The nearest branch I try bows. I back off, taking in the surrounding boughs. Most are thin, or not close enough to the kid to do me any good. Don’t know why the little squirt had to go so far out on such a small branch.
Bat’s eyes watch me from the thick canopy above my head. I wink at him. 
“Can you move back to me?” I ask.
He shakes his head so violently I’m worried he’ll knock himself off the branch.
“Were you trying to impress your friends?” I test out the other, closer branches, unable to stop myself from glancing down. The woman is waving her hands at Yvonne, who luckily hasn’t decided to throw a punch yet. A few words drift up. Probably not appropriate to say in a group of children.
The kid doesn’t answer, just clings tighter to the branch, frozen. But his bottom lip puffs out. 
“It’s fine,” I mutter. “I do stupid things all the time. Problem is, if you keep doing really stupid stuff, well, you end up looking like me.”
The kid looks mortified, and it’s a weird enough situation I’ve put myself in that it’s amusing rather than insulting. 
As carefully as possible, I settle for the only option I can find: kneeling on the branch I’m standing on, holding onto the thicker one above me, and leaning out. I grab the kid under the arm. The branch creaks but doesn’t crack. I have a firm grip on both the tree and the kid, but he screams at the top of his lungs. Rolling my eyes, I peel him right off the branch and step back into the safety of the thicker limbs, holding him against my side. His scream cuts off, his eyes wide, his breaths short and startled. 
Could’ve done without the screaming bloody murder, but I’ll take it. 
I suppose I could leave him in the middle of the tree until whatever help the humans have called arrives. But it seems the incorrect thing to do now I’m up here. And I’m definitely not waiting around for the authorities to show up.
“Alright, kid, you’re gonna sit on my back and I’m gonna climb down, alright?”
He shakes his head vigorously.
“Why not? You climbed up here, didn’t you?”
Slowly, he nods. I seemed to have scared the words out of him. As long as I scared the screaming out of him, too.
“Well, then. All you have to do is hold onto my back. That’s not so hard.”
Believe me, I like it a lot less than you do. I’m trying not to think about having some random kid clinging to my back, but I remind myself again I’m doing the correct thing. I can’t leave him here alone, and I can’t stay until the authorities show up. If he starts slipping off, I can grab him. 
Physically, I’m good at fixing problems. So long as I’m not in too much pain. My head is only keeping up a slight ache. 
I try to figure out what would’ve made me do this when I was a kid, and come up with, “Think about how badass your friends are going to think you are, let’s go.”
I think Anya is having an effect on me.
Before the kid can get a chance to respond, I pick up him by his arm and maneuver him around onto my back. He grabs me in a death grip, which is what I wanted, but I’m lucky my bones and metal are enhanced. I think I’d pass out otherwise. My skin crawls, and I’d like to peel him back off, but I’ve dealt with worse things than a strange eight-year-old in the past few weeks. The sooner I get him down, the sooner I can get him off me and we can leave.
Finding the closest footholds is a little trickier going down than up—I don’t think the kid would’ve managed it—and my stomach does a little flip at the several dozen feet straight down. It wouldn’t kill me, but it wouldn’t be pleasant. And I have breakable cargo. 
Eventually, I maneuver my way down, trying to not knock over any of the dozen or so kids who have congregated right where I need to drop to the ground. I gently nudge aside a small girl to get a place to put my foot—she looks half-panicked anyway—and strip the kid off my back, setting him on the ground. Several of the workers I saw earlier are maneuvering through the children, grabbing the boy without meeting my eyes and dragging him into the open area. Their faces hold concern, at least not annoyance or anger.
The woman from the counter, on the other hand, comes puffing around the tree and stops dead. Her eyes narrow. She has a comm in her hand, and I don’t particularly like the looks of that. Over her shoulder, I see Yvonne talking to the gum-chewing young man I spotted earlier. He’s showing her something on a tablet, then she gives him a pat on the shoulder, grabs Anya from where I left her, and hauls her sister in my direction. 
“Let’s get out of here.” She grabs my arm. “I think the shrew over here called the authorities on you.”
The woman’s mouth pops open.
A laugh bubbles up before I can stop it. I run after the princesses into the forest backed up to the orphanage, jumping the small fence on the other side of the yard. 
“Bat, let’s go!” I call and see a flash of movement in the canopy. Let them make sense of that.
Laughing so hard it’s difficult to run, I disappear into the thick of the trees behind Yvonne and Anya. 
•
It takes me a good few minutes to stop snickering. Which, of course, gives Anya the giggles. Yvonne looks pleased with herself.
Eventually, Anya complains about the jogging. We slow to a walk. Rain clouds hang in the air. I doubt the local security is going to chase down the evil people who helped a kid out of a tree. We wander back in the direction of the ship lot, keeping the edge of the city just visible to my left. Sometimes, we pass houses out into the trees with paths alongside them, but no one seems to notice or mind us cutting through their backyard. 
“Look at you rescuing children from trees—”
I hold a finger directly in front of her face. “Do not. Tell that. To anyone.”
Bat comes scampering out of the woods with yet another unfamiliar, bright purple fruit in his mouth. “I will. And you can’t stop me.”
I’m never going to live that down.
Yvonne is grinning. I can’t ignore it, even when I refuse to look at her. Lalia and Zane’s easy caring always seemed odd and uncomfortable, but this is an entirely new discomfort settling in my chest. It made more sense when she could barely stand to look at me, let alone get too close. She touches my arm and I start.
“Let’s just shut up and get out of here.”



THIRTEEN
Yvonne has a contemplative look on her face, but she waits until we’re back at our ship and I’ve typed in the coordinates to the last orphanage to sit in the copilot’s seat and wait for me to make eye contact. 
“What?” I ask, wishing the chairs weren’t part of the floor and I could scoot mine away.
“Did you see me talking to that man with the tablet?”
“The gum chewer? Yeah.” 
She snorts. Over her shoulder, I watch Anya dig through the icebox and come out with the extra box of chocolate and mint cookies her sister bought her yesterday. She stuffs three in her mouth at once, catches me watching, and offers the box. I take a few before she and Bat can devour the entire thing. She steals my tablet and settles on my bed, Bat sitting on her shoulder. He looks a lot bigger next to her. It’s difficult not to smile.
“So, get this.” Yvonne steals one of my cookies. “He overheard our argument with that hag in the front—”
Despite my discomfort, I start laughing all over again.
“Focus,” she says, but there’s laughter in her voice. “So he felt bad that we wanted to know something so simple and you were over there helping that kid. So he comes up to me and shows me his tablet and says the lady was lying.”
“I figured she was.” I suppose we ruined our chances of hacking into the building discretely.
“Apparently, all the years from 5628 to 5636 are completely wiped off the record.”
I blink.
“There was a planet-wide power failure about a year or two after you would’ve been there. It wiped out stored data on most of the computers across the planet. Most places of any importance had backups off-planet, but stuff like this wasn’t backed up. At least, not in that newest chunk of records. Stuff before was. He says they back up massive records more often now. But they have no records of any of the kids at that orphanage at that time period.”
I tap a finger along the control panel. Typical. Completely typical. Even if the last orphanage turns up nothing about me, it won’t be conclusive. I suppose it isn’t that big a deal, considering we’ll be heading to Zar no matter what, and DNA is the best evidence there is, but I’d been hoping for something. I know this little detour was just a method of escape from the sibling’s house, but I’d been hoping.
“You okay?”
I nod. “Just the story of my life.”
I mean it as a flippant, amusing remark, but I regret it immediately when her eyes soften, her fingers finding mine along the console. I look at them. It’s strange. Her soft, unmarred fingers along mine, scarred up, still a little red and angry from previous injuries, with places where flesh didn’t quite regrow correctly and metal is visible. She has me put those hands on her face when she kisses me. 
Humans were hard enough to understand in the first place, but at least fear and disgust are understandable. I don’t much understand this, and it’s beginning to bother me more than any human seeing me and crossing the street with fear in their eyes.
“This is going to work out, Aaron,” she says. 
“So nice to be traveling with a group of eternal optimists.”
Her lips quirk. “It takes all of us to balance you and Bat out. Actually, Bat’s pretty good compared to you.”
She eyes the bunk room, finally figuring he can hear her, but there’s no sound from the other room.
“It will be,” she says. “Those two really care about you, and we’ll get the right answer on Zar. This will all seem really small afterward.”
Her being encouraging is a little odd. “Oh, really.”
She nods, eyes unfocused on the wall. “Everything that happened before we got Anya off Amerov seems pretty small and silly to me now.”
“You mean like nearly breaking my ship?”
She grins. “I’m actually kinda sorry for that part, did I mention that?”
“I think once.”
“Did I thank you for that? Amerov?”
Everything seems far away. It’s been a hundred years since Amerov, but it was only yesterday at the same time. The visceral fear of the place is right under my skin, ready to be scraped up.
“I think so.”
She nods. “Well, I’m saying it again. Thank you for helping me get my sister. I’ll even admit now it was incredibly stupid of the both of us.”
“How gracious of you,” I say, but her thanks is more pleasing than I expected. I shouldn’t let it affect me so much.
“I am nothing if not a benevolent royal,” she mutters, grin returning as she closes the gap between the two seats to kiss me. Again, I flinch more than I mean to. She doesn’t push it, but I see the slight furrow between her eyebrows. I don’t know what she thinks of me, and I shouldn’t be so concerned about it.
From the bunk room, there’s a soft, “Ooooooooooooo.”
Yvonne laughs, breath drifting against my face, leaning away and clapping a hand over her eyes as she laughs. Face heating right back up, I lean back around the chair and slide the bunk room door shut, turning back to the console and folding my arms. 
•
We have another place to visit, but by the time we near the city, it’s only a shimmer of lights in the dark. Rain started up a while back, and it creates a haze of shimmering, smeared colors to my eyes. Raindrops pelt the viewport and metal paneling. I haven’t been in the rain in ages. I’ve missed it.
It’s too late to go snooping around, so I find the clearest place in the forest I can and settle, glad we don’t have to go hunting for another shipyard. We crush a small sapling, but that’s not going to do anything to our hull. Otherwise, we brush past branches as we settle, a canopy spreading above us as they shift back into place. Rain still trickles down.
I sit on the edge of the open airlock, letting the scent of the damp forest fill the ship’s cabin. It’s probably past midnight, but Bat goes flying out the open door with the screech of metal claws on the metal floor, skidding to a stop in a puddle and shooting off into the trees.
“I’m hosing you down if you get muddy!” I call, then wave my hand at the trees.
He probably woke the humans with all the noise, but Anya falls back to sleep with ease. She crashed in my bed again and I don’t have the heart to move her. Yvonne is in my bunk room as well, probably sharing the mattress. I hear the rustling of blankets and her familiar footsteps on the floor. When did I start recognizing the sound of her?
Before she can find me, I slide off the airlock and wander into the trees. It isn’t a terribly cold rain, and I left my coat in the ship. It feels nice, even if the sudden cold momentarily hurts my damaged implants. I lean against a tree, hidden from the ship, and close my eyes. It’s so silent past the fall of rain, my new ears picking it up nicely.
“Aaron?”
I ignore Yvonne’s soft call. She doesn’t need anything, and maybe if I have some time with her eyes not on me, I won’t want to snap every time she gets too close.
“I know you’re out here,” she says. “Where did you go?”
Off to my right, Bat rustles the undergrowth as he runs back and away again. He’s probably finding something else inedible to eat. Yvonne steps up past the tree I’m leaning against. I glance at her. She’s just a shape in the dark, an outline of a heat signature. I catch her soft smile.
“Are you hiding?” she asks.
I don’t want to answer. “No.”
She leans against the broad trunk next to me, arms folded to copy mine. “You’re brooding about something, and I’ll eventually figure out what it is.”
“I’m not brooding—”
She gives me such a disparaging look I don’t even bother continuing. 
“Tell me,” she says, nudging my arm gently.
“There’s nothing to tell.”
“Oh sure, you can ask me what I’m up to, but I can’t ask what you’re up to?” There’s amusement in her voice.
“I’m not up to anything.” 
She’s momentarily silent. Maybe if I’m quiet and dismissive for long enough, she’ll take the hint or give up and return to the ship. I’m not holding out hope, but I don’t want to talk to her about this. I don’t like having to think about it, let alone tell it to some human.
Instead, she leans her head against my shoulder, and I resign myself to her not leaving me alone. 



FOURTEEN
I wait for her to keep pushing, and it takes her a full five minutes of silence to ask, “Is this about me or the entire situation?”
“What?”
“Oh, for star’s sake,” she mutters. “Don’t what me, I know you’re upset.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Aaron.”
“Yvonne.”
She pinches the bridge of her nose, leaning against the tree opposite me so she can inspect in judgment. I stare, deadpan, before dropping my head back and blinking at the rain dripping off the leaves onto my face. If she’s silent, I don’t really have to talk to her. 
“I’m not gonna let it go,” she warns. “I can tell you’re upset and I want you to tell me, maybe I can make you feel better about whatever it is.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t concern yourself so much.”
It seems, in the dark, as if she raises her eyebrows. “I want to concern myself.”
“Yeah, that’s the problem,” I grumble, heading off into the trees. Running away at an actual jog is too much for my pride, but apparently stalking off isn’t.
“What?” I hear her ask as she follows me. Should’ve kept my mouth shut.
“Nothing, I’d just like some quiet every once in a million years.”
“Sorry, not buying it. You got grumpy all at once.”
I can hear her picking her way through the forest after me, she isn’t exactly quiet. “It’s none of your business.”
“Well, of course, it isn’t, but that’s never stopped me before.”
Any other time, I might’ve laughed. I didn’t expect her following me to make my throat hurt and it difficult to breathe, but here we are.
Get. A damn. Grip. Aaron.
“I’m just going for a walk,” I say.
“Do you really want me to leave you alone?”
Something in her voice stops me. “Yes.”
“You don’t sound very convincing.”
Don’t I? I’m pretty certain I do. Maybe my voice is betraying me. Wouldn’t be the first time.
“I think whatever you’re pissed at me about, it’s better to have it out. I won’t go away.”
Guilt stops me from walking away again. Quieter, I say, “I’m not pissed at you.”
“You seem like it.”
“I’m not.”
She nods a little, folding her arms like she’s trying to hug herself. “Who are you mad at, then?”
I shrug. “Myself, probably, that seems pretty normal.”
I was trying to sound light-hearted, but believe I had the opposite effect.
“Over what?” 
I do not want to have this conversation, but much like Zane and Lalia, she’s not going to give up on this type of topic. I need to learn to fake happiness 
Uncertain how to answer, I eventually settle on, “Letting you get near me.”
She makes an exasperated movement. “Are you sure this is about me? This is a lot of emotion and stress from their parents and all the talk about Amerov and that fever. Do you think—”
“I’m fully capable of knowing what’s pissing me off, thanks,” I snap.
Her hair is undone from Anya’s braiding and plastered down in the rain. She runs her hands through it before resting them on her hips, gazing into the forest. “Okay, okay, sorry. You’re right. But you were alright with me at Lex and Abraham’s. Actually, you seemed happy. What happened?”
“Maybe I got a clue,” I grumble, knowing such words aren’t an answer but lacking a better one.
“A clue about what? I thought you like me, too?”
She sounds so incredibly hurt I can’t move my feet to walk away. Weakly, I say, “I do.”
“And you’re unhappy that you do.” It isn’t a question.
“Not really.” Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I’m not helping move this conversation forward. Doesn’t help I want to make a run for it. Preferably off a cliff. 
She shrugs helplessly. “Aaron, you’re losing me—”
“I’m unhappy because you don’t make any sense,” I snap, louder than I mean to.
It’s too dark to see much of her expression, but her head cocks a little. “Oh.”
“Oh, what?”
“You still don’t get that I like you, so you’re freaking out about it.”
I shove my hands in my pockets, despising how understanding she sounds. It’s so easy in her eyes, and it makes me want to scream. 
“It’s not as simple as that. You try to sum up everything so simple. You have no idea how the universe works and you think you do, but this is not how any of this works. People like you do not want to get all snug and cozy with people like me. I don’t know what type of pet project I am to you, but none of this”—I wave my hands in her direction—“is how people are supposed to react to me. Especially not a woman who grew up with everything she could ever want, having every single person she’s ever met adore her, and has no reason to be scared of anything. I don’t know what you’ve fooled yourself into thinking is happening here, but I’m an inhuman machine serving as your personal transport until you get home and promptly forget I’ve ever existed!”
Rainy silence echoes. I didn’t expect to say so much, didn’t want to, because now I sound hurt and vulnerable and I’ve already had too much of that with Zane and Lalia for one lifetime. I expect her to stomp off. One argument, one set of insults, should be enough for her to snap out of it. That wasn’t the intention, but at least it’ll fix this unnatural set of circumstances. 
Softly, she says, “You really think that about yourself, don’t you?”
Did she miss the part where I called her an idiot? I just glare, lost for words now that I’ve let her drag all the rambling out of me.
Before I can think to back off or make a run for it, she steps up and carefully puts her arms around my middle, resting her head against my chest. I take a belated step back, but it doesn’t do much to unlatch her. My throat burns. 
“You didn’t hear a thing I said,” I say, but my voice sounds so rough it isn’t convincing. “Just let go of me.”
She shakes her head and makes a strange movement. Vaguely, I realize she’s crying.
I made her cry.
I don’t know what I expected, but that wasn’t what I wanted to do. I try to unlatch her arms from around me, but she’s surprisingly strong when she wants to be, and I don’t want to hurt her.
“You have no idea how people work, do you?” she mumbles, and I stop my struggle with her grip. “I don’t care if it doesn’t make sense to you, we humans don’t usually make much sense, anyway. You can insult yourself all you want, it doesn’t change my feelings.”
Oh, for star’s sake. “Exactly what feelings do you think you’re talking about?”
“I care for you.”
No one’s said that to me before. Or even hinted. Unless they wanted something. “You sound insane.”
She shrugs, still wrapped around me. “I don’t think I do.”
“You and the galaxy can have a disagreement.”
“Don’t care.”
What the hell kind of argument is this? “You should.”
“Why?”
“Because there is not a single reason why you should be doing this—”
“I disagree.” 
“What do you mean you disagree—”
She finally releases me but doesn’t step away, staring up at my face in the dark. I grind my jaw. It takes everything I have not to walk away.
“You want reasons?” Her voice cracks. “Will a list convince you? Here, I’ll start simple: I’ve laughed with you more in the past two months than I have in the past year. I feel safer any time I’m standing next to you than when I have my parents’ armed guard around me. I can talk to you without worrying I’m going to say something improper or unbecoming of my station, and you actually listen to me when I talk. Even if you pretend like you’re ignoring me, I can see your expressions, you do know that, right?”
I glance at the closest tree, face burning. 
She continues, “You care about the people around you even if you act like a grumpy rock, you rescue children and help random families who don’t deserve you. Even when you make bad decisions or screw something up, it’s because you’re trying to do the right thing, even if you bitch about it the entire time—”
“Okay, I get it—”
“I like being next to you. I like it when you let me hug you. I like feeling your arms around me whenever you have to help me or pick me up. I like that you lean back against me when I kiss you even though you lean away from basically everyone else—”
“Okay!”
She folds her arms. “And for the record, that was embarrassing for me too, so you better appreciate it.”
I stare at the closest tree, not knowing what to do. What am I supposed to say to something that ridiculous? Maybe she got hit too hard in the head at some point in this whole journey. Either way, she sounds honest. Sounds as if she means it. If nothing else, there’s too much emotion in her voice to be completely lying.
“You still don’t believe me, do you?” 
I shrug. I haven’t cried in years, and I’ll be dammed if I do it now, over this. I shouldn’t care so much for how she feels for me. Her words shouldn’t provide such relief. I should be stronger than this, colder than this. I swallow until my throat hurts less.
“Well, I don’t care if nothing I say is going to help, I’ll just do my best to keep proving it to you, eventually you’ll see,” she mumbles.
I don’t understand why anyone would have that much consideration for me. And I don’t know how she thinks she can prove it. I can’t bring myself to tell her not to bother. 
She tugs my hand out from where I’ve stuffed it in my pocket. Her fingers are cold from the rain. I’d almost forgotten we’re being soaked. And Bat is probably crouched in one of the trees, watching us. I glare into the branches but can’t find his heat signature. 
Yvonne leans her forehead against the base of my throat, mumbling, “It’s going to be alright, Aaron. We’re going to be okay. All of it will be.”
You can’t possibly know that, I nearly say, but don’t know how to push words past the tightness in my chest. I don’t even want to fight her on this, not anymore. 
When she stands on her toes enough to wrap her arms around my neck, I let myself lean against her.



FIFTEEN
As suspected, the final orphanage visit turns up no information. Only one kid named Aaron fell sick that year, and he was several years too young to be me. I’d excuse a year in difference from the age I’m supposed to be—records can be incorrect—but three is a bit of a stretch. He didn’t really have my shade of hair color, anyway. And he looked nothing like the photos of young Zane.
And so we turn ourselves back to Zane and Lalia’s home. 
My stomach begins flipping the moment we head back, but I can’t deny I’m eager to see the siblings. I realize it isn’t wise, and I know they’re fine and healthy since Lalia has called twice a day, but I miss their easy humor. 
They treat me so normally that I didn’t realize I missed it until they weren’t here. 
It makes me anxious with Yvonne. I find it comforting with the other two humans. 
There’s something seriously damaged in my brain. And not the cyborg-related damage.
Yvonne has been quieter with me than usual, but not angry. I’ve experienced enough angry or passive-aggressive humans I know what it looks like, and this isn’t it. It’s more as if she’s being patient with me. She still sits close and sometimes kisses me. Often, I just feel her hand brush my shoulder or arm or side when she’s close. I can’t decide if it’s better or worse that I exploded at her and she was nothing but understanding.
If Anya’s noticed the difference, she hasn’t said anything.
Now that I’ve been to the larger cities, I recognize the trees in the forest around their house as smaller versions of the trunk I’d climbed. Will these eventually grow so tall and spread their branches so wide? Perhaps this is a new forest. I wonder if there are forest-burning fires on this sort of planet. Perhaps the trees here are just smaller.
Paranoia makes me expect something awful the moment I settle the ship back in the meadow. We’ve had too many surprise cyborgs these past weeks. But the grass waves, the sun shines, and no cyborgs or waves of human authorities come running out of the trees. I squint at the quiet house. The mother is out front picking berries off a bush I hadn’t noticed by the side of her house. 
It’s rough to swallow.
Lalia comes bursting out of the door, sprinting across the grass and waving, such a large grin on her face I don’t know what to do. I can’t even bother to tell myself to get a grip anymore. I’m fully defeated and they all know it. At least she looks well-rested. I’m just glad to see her in clean clothes. 
“Don’t look so miserable,” Bat says, nudging me with his nose.
I scratch his ears. “Don’t judge, you don’t have to talk to anyone.”
Feeling shy, I cycle out the airlock and watch Anya jump down and give her a hug. Chuckling, Bat jumps to the ground and pretends not to notice Lalia grinning at him. I know he likes her, but she and Yvonne still don’t get petting privileges.
Yvonne hugs Lalia as well. Without pause, the two of them start chatting about our trip. Fantastic. Well, as long as Yvonne doesn’t mention last night’s conversation, I don’t care. I never did get much sleep and try not to yawn. 
“Aaron got a kid out of a tree,” Anya says before Lalia can get a word in.
“Traitor,” I mumble, dropping to the grass. I find myself in a chokehold of a hug, which I really should’ve expected to begin with. I pat her on the back.
“We’re gonna work on the hugs,” she mumbles. 
“Like hell, we will.”
“Figure anything out?” There’s definite shyness in her eyes, if not a little fear. If we found records of me in one of those places, it would kill their theory. Guilt nudges me for not keeping her better updated, despite how much I didn’t want to talk about it. 
“Every place was a dead end except one. And that one was also a dead end because they lost all their records for an eight-year period right around the time I was supposed to be there.”
Lalia wrinkles up her nose. “There was a pretty bad power outage planet-wide when I was a kid?”
“Seems to have been that.”
“So nothing conclusive?”
I shake my head. She nods. I can’t read the expression in her eyes. Relief or disappointment? Probably the same mixture currently tightening my chest. Their mother—Kyra—is still watching us from the side of the house. I’m too much a coward to ask about the conversations they certainly had while we were gone.
“How’s Zane?”
“Nearly back to his normal self, I’d say. The folks wanted him to go to a hospital. Took us a bit longer than it should’ve to make them realize how bad an idea it was. The worry sorta. . .
overwhelms the logic.”
They probably figured it was my fault for not taking Zane to a hospital in the first place. I’m easy to place the blame on. But if I thought we could get away with a hospital visit without the danger of them being hauled back to Amerov, I’d have dragged Zane there in a heartbeat. 
“He’ll be thrilled to see you all,” she says, looping her arm through mine. “We were just a little suspicious you wouldn’t come back.”
“Would’ve been smart of me,” I grumble, and she shoves into me as we walk. 
Bat cuts a path through the grass, nose pointed in Kyra’s direction, trying not to be seen. She ends up staring at him anyway when he clicks up onto the front porch.
“We didn’t find out anything one way or another,” I tell her, since she’ll want to know and I’d rather get it over with. 
I’m not certain what I expect, but she only nods, expression calm. Her eyes fall on the place where Lalia’s arm is looped into mine. Slowly, I unweave us and ease away. She probably thinks her children are foolish. I wouldn’t blame her. 
Zane is at the dining room table with Masyn and almost chokes on a slice of pie. He looks so purely happy to see us I don’t know what to say. Like his sister, he half tackle-hugs me, but his father’s gaze boring holes in my face makes it worse. I pat Zane’s back. 
“Did you eat? Grab food.”
I’ve lost my appetite, but Yvonne and Anya go for it. I let Zane drag me into a seat at the table. Seated between the siblings makes it all a bit less terrible. A bit. 
I replay the last two days to them, picking at the wood grains on the table. Zane’s expression is likewise unreadable, eyebrows slightly furrowed. I don’t look at Masyn enough to read anything. At some point, I decided I feel more pity for them than anger. But I’m not sure I’d want to belong to these two if they can’t show me any decency without being certain of my heritage. The least they could do is not blame me for the stupid things their two kids have done the past few months. But I have more compassion for them than I wish. They mourned a child and their two other kids got in a lot of trouble to drag some half-unhinged cyborg onto their doorstep. Even if they wanted to see me, it seems Zane and Lalia didn’t give them fair warning of the state of me. I wouldn’t be thrilled, either. 
I pet Bat’s ears where he hides under the table on my leg.
“That’s a shame,” Zane mutters. “But I’m surprised more of the places you visited didn’t have data losses, really.”
Masyn gives such an unexpected huff of dry amusement that I start, hoping it isn’t obvious. 
“Oh yeah,” Zane says, wiping his mouth. “Dad has something to say to you.”
Immediately, I want to shrink up into the size of a pea and disappear into a crack in the floor. Whatever they’re on about, Zane needs to learn to mind his business. I look at Yvonne helplessly, but she gives me a tiny shrug of a shoulder. Lalia looks to be hiding laughter.
Masyn makes a grumbling sound into his beard. 
Zane kicks him under the table.
Starting, Masyn clears his throat. “Um, I, uh. . .I realize I was pretty. . .rude, earlier. I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t blaming you for what happened to Zane or anything. This is just. . .stressful.”
Oh.
The silence stretches so long I realize I need to say something. “They chewed your ear off, didn’t they?”
Masyn gives another huff and Zane smacks me in the chest, flexing his hand and muttering, “Ow.”
“Yeah, I’m made of metal, stupid.”
“If you prefer, I can punch you in the—”
“Zane,” Yvonne warns, but Anya starts giggling anyway.
Masyn clears his throat too loudly, “Aaron. I mean it, I want to apologize.”
I’m gonna murder Zane. Masyn’s words feel better than I appreciate. I stare at the floor and pet Bat perhaps a bit too aggressively. “Don’t worry about it, if I showed up on my front porch I’d be alarmed too.”
Zane brandishes his fork at me. Masyn snatches it.
“What will you do now?” he asks me, giving his son a light smack on the forehead.
Before I can consider responding, Zane says, “We’ll sleep on it, it’s nothing we can’t consider in the morning. Unless any other nosey neighbors are going to drop by.”
I eyeball him.
Zane shrugs. “Had one of our cousins over today. Was surprised to see us, but I don’t think he knows what’s going on. He’s harmless.”
I’m not certain how I feel about visitors, but their judgment is generally sound about such matters. We should consider leaving in the morning, but there’s nothing to be done right now for nosey relatives. If they’re not worried about their bounties, I don’t need to be. 
Masyn doesn’t seem thrilled by the conversation being shut down, but nods.



SIXTEEN
It’s a quiet night. No one quite seems to want to broach the serious topics, and the small talk is casual. I stay in the kitchen for as long as I can bear before the evening falls to night, and escape to the front porch with Bat. Last night seems like ages ago. At least I should get some sleep this time around.
Yvonne and Anya are inside playing a card game with the siblings, betting with candy. If we were anywhere else, I’d join. But everyone seems to be making an effort to be pleasant, particularly with Masyn’s apology, so I’ll head inside in a bit. Trying seems like the best option to take.
Bat’s quiet too, ears twitching at the evening sounds, often glancing back at the house. Finally, he asks, “How many arguments do you think we missed?”
I snort humorlessly, picking a blade of grass and shredding it with my fingertips. “Evidently one, at least. I don’t think it was Masyn’s idea to apologize. Zane and Lalia probably gave them grief.”
“Did it make you feel better?” Bat asks. “That he said that?”
“A little,” I admit, quietly.
The door creaks. I expect one of my humans, but when I glance back, it’s Kyra staring at me, half out the door. She probably expected me to be in my ship.
I nearly ignore her, but instead ask, “Would you like me to move?”
“No.” She shuts the door, taking a single step forward so she’s almost alongside me, arms folded, leaning against the opposite railing. She looks to be warming up for a speech, but I can’t tell which kind it’s going to be. Something she didn’t want to say in front of her kids, anyway.
It takes an awkward silence for her to actually speak, “You believe it, don’t you.” It isn’t a question.
I can’t stop my grimace. “I don’t know.”
Momentarily, she eyes Bat. “But you want to.”
I don’t answer. I don’t know what I want, especially not here. Masyn’s change of attitude makes it more confusing, not less.
“I suppose we’ve made that idea less appealing.”
Well, I guess she got chewed out, too. I don’t know what to say, and settle on, “As I told Masyn, I realize I’m not what you expected when you asked Zane and La to bring me here.”
The twist in her expression is difficult to read in the dark. “None of this is what we expected. Our children were more stubborn than we were, I suppose. We’re ashamed of that. I suppose we didn’t really consider it would be hard on you, as well, asking you to come here.”
I shrug, awkward. Somehow, it’s worse when they’re considering my feelings so much. Outside of being terrified to meet them, my feelings weren’t the ones I was considering on this trip.
She says, “You really want to know, though, don’t you?”
Are they trying to talk me out of it now? “I’ve been lied to about something or another my entire life. I’d like to know where I came from. Especially now that it’s been brought very obviously to my attention. What are you trying to say?”
Her lips press down. She has a kind face. A mother’s face, I suppose, though I wouldn’t know what that looks like. 
“It’s going to wreck them if they’re wrong.”
Ah. She’s not incorrect. “Yeah, but it’ll probably drive them mad if they never know. Pick one, I suppose.”
She nods, whispering, “You’re right. I wasn’t saying you shouldn’t find out, we all need you to, I just want you to know. We’re not going to be with them after they leave here, you are.”
I didn’t expect agreement. It hurts. And I don’t know when I became responsible for the two humans, but I find it impossible to resent the burden.
“And what will you do if it’s true?”
“Not come back here.”
She blinks. At least, she has the decency not to act surprised or insulted. “Because of how we’ve acted.”
“No. I don’t blame you for that, really. I didn’t really believe it even an inch until the coincidence started sounding too. . .much.” And Audra said it might be possible. “But I’m not stupid. Well, not entirely. You don’t really want me here unless you have to have me. You’ll only force yourself to want me if it turns out to be true. I’ve had enough of people being fake-nice to me for one lifetime already. I appreciate your kindness, but we both know you can barely stand to look at me.”
The muscles around her eyes bunch. It’s difficult to tell in this lack of light, but it nearly seems as if she might be on the verge of tears. Which only makes me feel worse about letting Zane drag me here. They wanted me to come here, but I should’ve known they didn’t want me.
“I’ll leave in the morning,” I mumble. “I’m sorry I came here.”
After a moment, she says, “I hope for their sake and yours you are who they think you are. You seem to care for them. Masyn was watching you and Zane talk the other morning.”
I stare at the ground. Apparently, I’m pretty obvious. 
“We wouldn’t have to force ourselves,” she says and escapes for the house.
I rub my eyes and put Bat on my shoulder, heading for another walk out in the trees before I can let her words upset me. 
•
The night is spent in much the same way as the first was, but I’m joined in my ship by the princesses this time. Sometime in the middle of the night, I feel the bed dip, and Yvonne lays alongside me, pressed against my back. She doesn’t speak, and I think she’s attempting not to wake me, so I don’t shift away. Eventually, her breathing evens, and I can feel her heartbeat against my back. It takes a long time to return to sleep.
In the early morning, I wander out in the misty grasses, enjoying the quiet. I snoop around the back of the house, curious to get a better look. The small barn is about half filled with cut firewood, more of it dried but unspilt. Plenty of places have mechanical cutters of some sort, but they have an axe stuck in a stump.
How very old-fashioned. 
The back of the house has nothing of interest. I could wander back to the canyon, I suppose. See it in daylight. But I’m not in the mood. Plus, if Zane and Lalia decide they’re good to leave I want to get out of here as soon as possible. 
I’m not hungry enough to make food, and there’s no reason to go inside the house. I might wake someone up.
Making my way back to the shed, I nudge open the door and grab the axe and some of the wood. I don’t suspect they need my help, and I wouldn’t like to find one of them staring in here at me, but it’s a physical activity that won’t take too much thought and might actually make me a fraction tired. I didn’t sleep well. I wouldn’t exactly like to be running for my life again, but I’m getting antsy. 
My barely healed fingertips are a tad sore from clinging to that tree yesterday, and my temple is still irritating, but it doesn’t bug me too much. 
I stack the cut wood away from their other pile in case they don’t want it mixed for whatever reason. 
Fifteen minutes and half the stack of logs later, the barn door creaks open. I start, lost in my own thoughts. Masyn blinks at me and the pile I’ve accumulated. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. 
“Did I wake you?” I ask for lack of anything better to say.
“No, didn’t hear it until I came outside. I might have to hire you for that, you’re faster than me.”
“Synthetic muscles,” I say before I can consider that might not be the best thing to bring up, kicking one of the pieces of firewood absently.
“Why don’t you. . .uhh. . .we’re making breakfast, do you eat?”
Something like a hysterical laugh tries to bubble up. I haven’t eaten in front of him, have I? Last night, I didn’t pick anything up off the table. And I remember Lalia—what feels like years ago—cracking up when Bat and I made chicken soup right after we tracked her down. 
“Um, yes. I eat.”
“And your. . .animal?” He isn’t saying it like an insult. “What does he eat?”
I squint at the ground. Is the change in attitude purely because Zane and La gave them grief? “Anything he wants, really.”
“Ah, well. Um. You two can come inside for breakfast. If you want.”
He makes a run for it, and I stare at the empty door. What the hell did Zane and Lalia say?
If they’ve been talking about me, I can’t imagine anything I’ve done in the past few weeks being enough to change their ideas. If they’re scared of me, they’re scared of me. If anything, if they’ve been filling them in about me, I think they might be even more freaked out.
Suspicious, I stack what’s left of my mess and head to the house. 



SEVENTEEN
Yvonne and Anya aren’t inside, so I don’t have them to hide behind. Zane grins at me from behind the kitchen counter with his mother and taps the pot of coffee. I try to smile. Not for the first time, I don’t think it comes out particularly correct. There’s some sort of meat cooking. I don’t know much about the cuisine of this planet, but there’s also bread heating in a pan on the stove and a pot of some sort of sauce. It all smells fantastic, even if I’m a little queasy.
Lalia is yawning at the table, and I slide in beside her, not wanting to be noticed, but coming inside since I was actually invited. She squeezes my arm under the table.
Eventually, Yvonne filters in. Then Anya with Bat in her arms. Their table is large enough to seat everyone, particularly when Bat makes a break for it under the table and leaps into my lap. The food is good and no one’s really talking to me. A few minutes in, I manage to relax. 
“Aaron,” Masyn says, and I nearly jump from my skin. “Lalia was telling me you broke her out of a cyborg ship.”
I take it back, that one might make me look good, particularly if Lalia left out the part where I left here there, to begin with. “Er, yeah. Well, I don’t like the particular cyborg, so it was an easy choice.”
Lalia rolls her eyes. But the parents don’t know it very much wasn’t an easy choice, so maybe it’ll be enough to make them both stop staring at me with such intensity. 
“Can cyborgs fight one another? I know the two came after you when”—he gestures to Zane’s face—“but I didn’t think you can just break into each other’s ships like that.”
Apparently, he’s going to have a conversation with me. I clear my throat. “Unregistered.”
“He annoys other cyborgs at his own discretion,” Yvonne says, and I kick her—lightly—under the table. She kicks back less gently. 
Masyn nods, gesturing to his kids. “So I know these two are in trouble, and I’m assuming Yvonne here has done something, since no one seems to want to mention who they are. Zane says you have a bounty too, what are you going to do?”
Practical facts are easier to discuss. “Uncharted space, at least for a while. I think the particular cyborg whose ship I broke into is pissed at me more than he is at Zane and La, actually. I’m dropping Yvonne and Anya on their home planet. Long story.”
Yvonne makes a face. I don’t mention my bounty is over kidnapping the youngest princess. 
There’s something I’ve been wondering about but hadn’t wanted to engage. I gesture at Zane and Lalia. “Have you ever had any authorities here asking about these two?” 
Masyn nods and Kyra says, “Months ago. They told us there was a prison break.”
She gives both her children a disparaging look. Zane grins. Both of them likely blame Zane and Lalia about as much as I do. They were looking for their brother. Not exactly criminal activity at its worst. 
“I’m sure they told you that you have to turn them in if they come back,” I say.
Kyra wipes her mouth. “Oh, sure. The jackasses.”
Anya bursts into giggles and Yvonne says, “Do not repeat that word.”
“Sorry,” Kyra says. 
I try not to laugh, not to allow myself to be part of the kindness of the situation, the familiarity. My shoulders shake anyway, and I can see Zane grinning from the corner of my eye. These two people are probably going to be the last ones to ever call the authorities. Not just over this, but ever again. I’m sure they have chips on their shoulders not only against Amerov but against the system that would punish their children for taking matters into their own hands. 
“Zane also mentioned you went and broke into an Amerov facility as well,” Masyn says, sending his son a look. “Though he wouldn’t mention why. Runs in the family, I guess.”
Not for the first time it seems this past week or so, my face turns bright red. I grumble something without really knowing what I’m attempting to say. Zane absolutely cackles, bending over the table and hugging his middle.
“Don’t re-crack anything,” I elbow him lightly.
He only laughs harder.
When breakfast has long been eaten and I’ve been harassed into explaining how Zane and I broke into a hospital storage room, Lalia rubs her eyes and says, “I’m thinking the longer we stay, the better the chance someone other than our nosey relatives will notice we’re here. If the authorities show up, you better not admit to letting us in the house of your own accord.”
Masyn rolls his eyes. 
“I’m serious, Dad. If they ever show up claiming we were here, you say we came in at gunpoint and stocked up on supplies and left, and you were too scared to call anyone.”
Masyn mumbles something like he’d rather say something very specific that would make even my ears burn. Kyra pats him on the cheek like she’s been living with that attitude for a while. I see where the siblings get their personalities. 
“I have to agree,” I put in.
“No one asked you,” Masyn says, but his tone is kidding.
“Listen to the children, dear,” Kyra says. “They’re experienced criminals now.”
“Your daughter thought it was a good idea to punch me in the face when we met,” I say, and at Masyn’s confusion, explain, “My entire bone structure is metal.”
Masyn grimaces, muttering, “This is why I worry. Speaking of which, what’s the plan now?”
Yeah, I’m sure they’re stressed about the idea of their kids leaving again. They must know it isn’t possible for them to stay, at least not right now, but that can’t make it easier. “Same as before. Go to Zar where someone can test my DNA without reporting me.”
He eyes my hands, the metal showing in them, and I stuff them under the table, scratching Bat’s chin. It isn’t exactly the first time he’s stared—in fact, I got a lot of eyes just when I was handling the silverware—but I don’t want to let go of the gentleness of the situation.
“That’s a dangerous place, isn’t it?”
“Pretty lawless, yeah.”
He squints at Zane. The bandages are mostly gone. I don’t know how much of his strength has returned, but the burns have healed better than I’d anticipated given our lack of professional care. There’s no real distortion to his face. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so concerned about it given how much worse my face looks on a daily basis. But the idea of the big happy doofus with permanent scars from those cyborgs makes me ill.
“We’ve been over this, La and I are going with him.” Zane’s tone is gentle, but there’s determination there. 
Apparently, I’ve missed a few arguments. 
“You could stay,” I offer, hoping the parents will at least dislike me less. I don’t know why it matters. At this point, I should be fine pissing them off, it’s not as if they’re going to love me because I agree with them a few times. 
Slowly, Zane gives me the worst expression I’ve seen on his happy face. “And I could find a solid object to hit you with.”
Yvonne snickers. To my surprise, both parents join in. It makes me feel less like a cornered animal. I expected a bit more annoyance from them, considering they’re heading to a rather dangerous outpost with me, and Zane’s barely recovered. I shrug under the weight of his glare. 
“I think you two should stay here,” Masyn says, and his own tone brokers no disagreement. I can’t exactly argue with him.
I do not want to be sitting here in the middle of an argument over me. I eyeball the door as if I can materialize next to it. But everyone’s still friendly.
“I’m aware you think that,” Zane says cheerfully.
Anya’s expression says she’s enjoying the adults arguing. Well, at least one of us is having a good time.
“Between Amerov, Clock, and whatever happened on this guy’s friend’s ship I’d think you’d learn your lesson sometime.”
He gestures to me when he says it. Scowling, I can’t help but say, “Not my friend.”
I’m ignored. 
“Well, I’m dense,” Zane says, same cheerful tone.
Maybe, if I’m lucky, there’s a black hole in the area that’ll take this moment to drag Hytha in.
Masyn puts his elbows on the table, folding his fingers together. “You’ve both already gotten yourselves nearly killed a dozen times, I think you’re done.”
Zane smiles a little sadly. “Where would you like us to go? We can’t stay here. Sure, the other option is to find a mostly abandoned planet and hide out there for a while, but we’d have to be planet-hopping back and forth for the rest of our lives one way or another. They keep managing to track us down. Aaron takes great pains to protect us when we’re in trouble. Granted, we have saved his ass a few times—”
I kick him under the table.
“—But part of those times were because we were the ones causing the trouble. Point is, we have nowhere safe to go, and if we’re going to be criminals on the run, might as well be criminals with a cyborg who can drop kick most grown men into the atmosphere.”
“Bit dramatic,” I mutter. 
Zane shrugs. 
“Zar is still a bit of an exception,” Masyn says, but he’s lost most of the fight to his voice. Zane makes a decent point. Plus, they probably don’t know our next plan after Zar involves two galactic princesses and Neyla Ve, and no one wants to bring it up. I’m certainly not going to.
“I’ll probably just leave them in my ship, to be quite frank,” I say, ignoring Zane’s glare. “I don’t want them wandering around either, that’s why we came here in the first place. I’m perfectly fine getting the information by myself, and it’ll make me feel better if they’re safe. I’ve no intention of letting anyone else take them in. I’ve nearly died too many times already saving their asses.”
Masyn stares at me. I don’t like meeting his eyes. They’re much more intense than either of his children’s, and I know he’s trying to decide if I’m lying. But I’m not. And I don’t want him to think I am. I’m not certain I can get away with them staying in the ship, but I’m going to try my damndest, and I’m not going to let anything happen to them.
Finally, he nods. I can’t tell if he believes me or just doesn’t have a better option.
“I’m not getting locked in the ship,” Zane mutters.
“I’ll arm wrestle you for it.”
Kyra presses her lips together, staring at the remnants of her coffee and trying not to laugh. 
Zane gives me a disparaging look. “You were right, we shouldn’t’ve come here. I didn’t know you were going to take their side.”
“When you make a good point, I’ll take your side.”
“Didn’t you tackle one of Captain’s elite private security?”
“Yes, but I’m durable.”
Masyn looks like he wants to say something but can’t think of a full thought.
“He also climbed a really tall tree yesterday,” Anya puts in.
I match Zane’s glare. “You’ve mentioned that three times now, it wasn’t that spectacular.”
“I disagree.”
I roll my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I know you probably don’t want to, but I really do think we should head out, especially since some of your relatives seem to be in the area and humans are all nosey and annoying. . .er, no offense.”
Masyn and Kyra both shrug.
And there’s a knock on the door. 
Casually, Zane says, “Speak of the devil.”



EIGHTEEN
“Maybe you should go,” Masyn mumbles, looking particularly miserable. 
“Zane, I’ll grab your pack,” Lalia says. “Back door?”
“Definitely,” Zane agrees.
Lalia bolts for the back rooms. Well, this is one way to hustle everyone out.
Another knock. 
“Damn relatives,” Masyn says, which sounds so much like something I’d say I have to bite the insides of my cheeks so I don’t laugh.
“I’ll make him go away,” Kyra says, heading for the door. 
Masyn grabs Zane in a tight hug when they get to their feet. Suddenly certain I’m intruding, I nudge the princesses and head for the back door, Bat scuttling along. When I glance back, Zane’s cheerful expression has fallen away as he holds onto his father. I’ve no idea when they might see them again, and I don’t think they do either. Lalia emerges from Zane’s room, dropping their bags and doing the same. Throat tight, I head down the hallway as Kyra answers the door, blocking most of it with her body.
I don’t know my way around the house, but this hallway takes a left with another door into the other side of the parent’s bedroom and ends at a back door. We come out on the edge of the forest and loop around the back of the house. Perhaps I should’ve parked the ship on the side of the house. The visitor—whoever they are—is going to see us heading into the meadow. I suppose it doesn’t matter. They’ve already seen the ship, we’re just strangers.
Bat is already cutting a nearly invisible path through the tall grass toward our ship. I watch him crawl up the side and drop down the hatch in the top.
Behind us, as I’m peeking around the corner of the house, Lalia bursts out the back door, a stuffed backpack in each hand, and hisses, “That’s our cousin again. Klen. He’s not going to be leaving, ya just better run.”
“You say goodbye to your mother?”
“Yes, yes, go.”
More amused than anything by the whole idiotic situation, I sprint after the princesses for the ship, glancing back. Their cousin is standing at the front door, staring at us, mouth open, and I have to choke down another laugh. It’s not much of a threat. I put my hand on my gun, anyway, to back up the story they’re going to tell if any authority figure ever stops by. Behind the man, Kyra appears to be telling him off about something. I like her a little more.
Bat has already cycled open the airlock. I thank him and give Lalia and the princesses a boost. Bat seats himself on the edge of the airlock, big ear perked, head cocked.
“What’s he doing?”
Klen is heading our direction. Fantastic. Where is Zane?
There he is. Zane stomps off the porch and waves a hand at Klen as he overtakes him. I try to remember these people have likely grown up around this person if he’s their cousin and lives nearby, but I can’t decide if this is more annoying or amusing.
“Busybody,” Lalia mumbles, crouching at the airlock beside Bat.
“Who is this guy? A cousin?”
“Yeah. He’s harmless. Mostly. But then he’ll tell his mother, and she’ll tell all her friends, and in the next twenty-four hours the entire area of people we know will be asking about what’s going on.”
“Sounds like fun.”
Her nose wrinkles. “Imagine the looks everyone gave us for years after Amerov never gave you back.”
I can’t help but look at her. She puts her hand on my arm. “Maybe get in the ship.”
I glance at the approaching figure. Zane is trotting our way. He’s steady enough on his feet. I’m glad he can jog without breaking a sweat again. I boost myself into the airlock and lean around the edge so I’m mostly hidden within the shadows of the ship. It’s still early morning, and the sun has risen only enough the world is long, green-blue shadows. My ship is dark save the lights on the dashboard. I can’t be much more than a shadow of a figure. 
“You alright, Lalia?” Klen asks even as Zane reaches our ship. He has an exaggerated version of the siblings’ accents. They’ve spent plenty of time off-planet. I don’t bother to lean out enough to get a look at him. Out the viewport, Masyn and Kyra are wandering across the grass. I suppose they couldn’t distract him back at the house. I hum the ship to life, hoping Zane will hurry it up and get in the ship. We’ll need to call Masyn and Kyra up after we leave and figure out a more detailed story of what we were doing here.
“Fine, fine,” Lalia says, gesturing at Zane. 
“What’s going on here?” There’s amusement in the man’s voice. One big gossip opportunity for him, I suppose. “Heard you got hauled off to Clock.”
“Is that what people are saying?”
“Uh-huh,” he says, and I see his eyes as he leans into the airlock. I wanna drop kick his face away from my ship. Who is he to get involved here?
“Move it,” Zane mutters, elbowing him out of the airlock so he can crawl in. I should’ve dropped the gangplank for him, but then this dumbass might’ve taken it as an invitation. I grab Zane under the arm so he doesn’t strain any of his bruised ribs. 
The man’s eyes find mine. He stuffs his hands in his pockets and takes an alarmed step back as if he can get behind Lalia from where she crouches above him in the airlock. Under his breath, as if only she can hear him, he says, “Yikes, you really think picking a cyborg to be your brother is a good idea? Everyone knows he’s dead—”
Halfway into the airlock, Zane yanks his arm from mine and swings a hell of a punch I don’t expect. Lalia yelps and drops to the ground, trying to grab Zane’s arm as he tackles the unsuspecting idiot into the dirt. 
Well, he really is feeling better.
“Hit him harder!” Anya says as Yvonne claps both hands over the girl’s mouth.
Blinking, I realize La isn’t nearly strong enough to drag him off and scrabble down to assist. Masyn and Kyra start into a run, but by the time they get here, I’ve already grabbed Zane under his armpits like he’s a toddler and hauled him back. He gives a final kick but misses, saying something in another language I vaguely recognize and is likely rather vulgar.
Lalia helps me gather him back in the direction of the ship.
“What the hell is going on,” Masyn snaps, grabbing Klen by the scruff of his neck when the man tries to get up. He’s probably nearly as old as we are, but Masyn handles him as if he’s a toddler. 
“I have never liked you,” Zane points back. “I have been nice to you because I had to and you can piss right the hell off—”
“Alright, tough guy, let’s go.” There’s plenty of history going on here I have no concept of, and who knows what happened between the three when they were kids. I certainly don’t remember him.
“Maybe you should hit him,” Zane suggests, deadpan.
“Just go home,” Masyn says, dropping the gasping Klen as if he’s no more important than the dirt itself, shooing him toward the trees.
Kyra comes over and brushes the dirt out of Zane’s hair. “This is not very comforting, Zane.”
“Sorry, Mom.”
She hugs and kisses him again, does the same to Lalia, and lets me shove his ass up into the ship while Anya is still giggling against Yvonne’s hands in the back. Even Bat is snickering. What a mess.
“I’m locking him in the ship,” I mumble to Masyn and jump when he pats me once on the back. There’s pain in both their expressions as they watch their daughter crawl back in beside their son.
“I’ll watch them,” I say, jumping back in and cycling the airlock shut before there can be any more emotional outbursts. Zane is sitting on the floor of the ship, legs spread out, looking entirely too pleased with himself. I scoop him back up under his armpits so he doesn’t do any more damage than he already might’ve done with that little stunt.
Bat shoots me a scandalized look. Choking down another laugh, I let go of a breathing-hard Zane and ease the ship into the air. That was a bit more dramatic than I was hoping for. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” Zane says, holding his ribs. “You have no idea what that asshat was like. I’ve been waiting so long to do that.”
“And you wonder why your parents worry about you.”
“Oh no, I know why.”
Lalia snickers, then leans over the console, waving out the cracked viewport before the house and their watching parents disappear. Zane joins her, and I see the two figures far below wave their arms. My chest hurts, but it’s wiser that we’re leaving.
“You two alright?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Zane says, wiping blood from a newly split lip. 
Lalia nods and drags him toward the washroom. “Come on dumbass, time to make sure you didn’t do any damage.”
Petting Bat’s ears, I glance at the princesses. Anya is still grinning, Yvonne looks as if she’s witnessed the most interesting drama.
“I see where those two get it,” she tells me.
“Yeah. . .I was almost feeling bad for their parents until I realized they probably got it from somewhere.”
Anya climbs onto the console as I ease the ship back through the atmosphere, feeling immediately safer once the dark of space wraps around us.
“You okay?” Yvonne whispers, wrapping her arms around my middle, leaning her head against my chest.
I lean back just a little. “Okay.”
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Anya balls up her tiny fist and eyes the punching bag, squinting as if it personally offended her, and lands a rather off-balance punch. I bite the inside of my cheek.
“Lock your thumb over the outside of your knuckles.”
She looks at her fist and stares at me as if I’ve spoken another language. From the little hanging cot over the console, Bat snickers.
“Shush,” she tells him, unbothered.
Taking her hand, I adjust her fist and tap her knuckle, “Aim to hit with this part, straighten your wrist.”
“What in the world are you doing?”
I glance over my shoulder and my face burns. Yvonne is standing in the doorway of my bunk room, fresh out of the shower, curly hair casting water to the floor, wearing nothing more than a towel. This is the second time she’s done this to me. Maybe her kissing me should’ve fixed my embarrassment, but somehow it’s worse now. I’m not just an inhuman cyborg to her anymore—perhaps I never was, but I didn’t know—and she’s still here flashing her thighs at me. Zane and Lalia better not be giggling about it in the other room. 
“She uh. . .wanted to know how to punch,” I say. “It’s good physical therapy.”
Anya punches the bag with slightly more success and grins. I have it set on the floor, against the wall, but it’s a hard bag—maybe I should hang it up so it has some give. 
Yvonne raises an eyebrow. She doesn’t look annoyed. Instead, there’s that irritating oh you’re so cute when you bond with my sister expression. It’s difficult to be self-conscious when she does that, and being self-conscious is my specialty. I don’t appreciate her messing with it. She grins and chews on her lip.
Heavens help me. “Hey, she found the punching bag under my bed and irritated me within an inch of my life about it. Take it up with her.”
“I’m ten, I’m not responsible for my actions,” Anya says primly.
I level a glare at her she doesn’t appear to notice. Zane’s laugh echoes from my bunk room. Against his weak arguments, I insisted he still takes the single proper bed in the tiny ship. He’s healing quite nicely if I do say so myself, and the nasty burns are fading into barely-noticeable scars. They’re still there, but I consider it a small win that he’s no less of a flirt. 
Lalia is giving herself a haircut in the bathroom. We’re perhaps a day out from Zar, and I’m trying my very best not to panic about it. If I consider anything else, I can keep myself distracted. I’ve been very confident up to this point, there’s no reason to crawl into a fetal position about it now. 
“Don’t damage those new hands,” Yvonne says, and disappears back into the bathroom, taking her bare legs with her. 
“Please, I have a better chance of breaking my hands than she does,” I say, then frown at Anya’s form. “But still, stand better. You’re killing me.”
I nudge her bare feet into a better stance and her elbows up until her fists are blocking her face.
“How long until we get there?” she asks. “I wanna see Zar, I’ve read about it.”
“Tomorrow, probably. And you better stay with us and not talk to anyone.”
She puffs out her bottom lip. 
“It’s a dangerous place. I’m only taking you out with me because I feel better having you along than leaving you in the ship. Because I know your sister and leaving her unsupervised scares me—”
“Hah!” comes Yvonne’s scoff from the other room.
“—But I’m not even sure taking you along is a great idea.”
“Are we gonna stand out?”
“I will, you shouldn’t. As long as you keep those glasses on you bought on Hytha.”
“Are you gonna get in a fight again?”
I glance at her. I’ve been to Zar before. It wasn’t a terrible experience. . .most of the time. “I can almost guarantee it.”
Anya grins. 
“But there usually aren’t many cyborgs there and basically no authorities—punching humans isn’t hard.”
She giggles.
“You know, you’re human, you shouldn’t laugh,” I say, and poke her in the nose.
“Yeah, but I’m wonderful.”
Yvonne appears wearing actual clothes this time. Her hair is wild, sticking in every direction. I pretend not to stare at her too much as she wanders to the kitchen and goes through my cabinets. If I don’t think too hard about how after Zar, we’ll be trying to find a way to get them home, it doesn’t bother me so much. Still, I’m catching myself staring at her as much as I find her staring at me. I don’t know if she notices, but I’m embarrassing myself anyway.
“So,” Yvonne says, turning on her heel and smirking. “Teaching my baby sister to shoot guns and punch properly. Picking locks next?”
“Nah, I figured you’re solid on teaching her the criminal activity.”
“I have no idea what you mean.”
“No? So when we get to Neyla Ve I’m fine telling your parents everything you’ve been up to in the past few months?”
Her eyebrow quirks, but she’s doing a good enough job of keeping a straight face. “If, and that’s a major if, you have the guts to start telling my parents things about me, have at it. I’m gonna start repeating things about you.”
Anya giggles. 
I snort. “That doesn’t matter much. They’re going to hate my guts the moment they meet me, you’re hardly gonna make it worse based on anything you’ve seen me do.”
“They will not hate your guts.” She settles on a bag of cookies we picked up when last we stopped for fuel. 
I give her a look, but she seems to know better than to push it. 
Anya, however, does not. “Mom and Dad like cyborgs.”
Cute kid. So innocent. “Do I look like other cyborgs you know, little princess?”
She side-eyes me, so at least the snarky tone stuck. She mutters, “They better like you.”
Yvonne and I exchange glances. It isn’t much use arguing. We both know I won’t be sticking around for long once we get the two royals home. As long as Captain lives and breathes, I’ll be treating Neyla Ve like I treat Amerov.
In and out. We’ll drop them off and leave. Head for uncharted space at top speed.
I try not to think about how my chest hurts. 
•
Zar is one hell of a city. Floating free of any star and made of no organic planet, the drifting amalgamation of thousands of buildings, scaffoldings, and ship ports is large enough to be its own little moon. It’s a massive endeavor—and I still don’t understand how it exists—and is currently caught in the gravitational pull of another blue star small and collapsing in on itself, safe for a few more lifetimes. 
If the company that runs the port ever decides to leave, there are thrusters built into the core strong enough to get it out of this star’s pull. I don’t know if such claims are true; it seems ridiculous, and it’s never happened in my lifetime or in any of the texts I’ve read about it. But it’s a cool concept to consider. 
“We should buy a new pod here,” Bat says, bouncing on the console and then moving to the port window along the side as we descend toward the cracked shape of the floating city. “And lots of food.”
Zar is a great place to burn through credits. Just as it’s good for finding someone to test my DNA who won’t care what I’m up to and won’t be reporting any of us to Amerov, it’s good for getting ships that won’t be tracked. Technically, no shipyard is supposed to put tracking on their vessels, but plenty do. 
It’s the reason Yvonne decided to leave Amethyst with us instead of buying a ship there. Captain would’ve known in an instant. She could buy one here, no problem. So could we. 
And, of course, there are fantastic eateries.
“Let’s see how this goes first. If there’s no drama, it won’t hurt to check it out.”
“There are shipyards here?” Zane asks, wandering out from the bunk room, yawning and rubbing his middle. 
I squint at him. He’s healed enough to be wandering around. Probably. Even if he isn’t, I don’t think I’d win that argument—he’d just follow us.
“Plenty. Maybe you can get Miss Moneybags back there to buy you one.”
Zane snorts but glances at the princess. She doesn’t appear to be listening. One way or another, we’ll need to find the siblings a new craft. Even if they end up being related to me and I’m stuck with them, I don’t want them constantly in my little ship. This thing is meant for two people, three at the most. We still haven’t even solved the bed problem.
Even if I admit to myself I enjoy their company—which I don’t have to, at least not out loud—they really need their own space. 
After we get the bounty on Yvonne, I won’t have a problem getting them a new ship. A few months ago, the idea of sharing my hard-earned bounty with any human would’ve made me queasy. Now, it’s barely a passing thought. In fact, the idea makes me want to grin. It would surprise the hell out of both of them. 
Zane is bouncing his leg, eyes on the approaching shimmer of lights and metal. They’ve been extra quiet since we left Hytha. Extra nervous. For the first time, we’re heading right in the direction of concrete proof. Maybe my cynical attitude and snippy remarks have finally gotten to them and they’re considering what we’re going to do if there’s nothing tying us together. I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m certain they have, despite all their cheerful proclamations otherwise, but I haven’t decided what will happen after this. It’s a strange blocking point, and I can’t see past it and don’t know what will transpire the moment we have our answers. 
Weirdly enough, I’m not as nervous as I expected. It’s been a few months, and I can’t imagine myself as anyone but their brother, even if they dragged me into it kicking and screaming.
Still not going to admit anything of the sort to any of them.
Continue the adventure with
In Dying Starlight: Subterranean
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