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ONE
Small and alone in its solar system, the planet emerging from the dark of space glitters a deep lilac against its yellow star. The curved edge grows larger until continents form, sunlight catching in a purple haze along the rim. I’ve been entertaining myself with the files on the planet. It has a number, but the galaxy has called it Amethyst for so long a more formal name was never sanctioned.
How cliche.
The files for Amethyst are more detailed than the ones I managed to find on Yayth. I flip through info on weather and cities and the political climate, listening to music with large headphones so it’s obvious to Lalia I’m in no mood to chat. Smooth violins don’t irritate my hearing aids.
Still, I keep glancing at the woman over my shoulder. Putting my back to her means I don’t have to know when she’s staring, but it also makes it difficult to keep an eye on what she’s doing. Luckily, she’s pretty out of commission. We’re heading to Amethyst for a reason, after all. It’s a rich planet with plenty of good hospitals. Barriers to entry are high, but getting into the lower levels shouldn’t be difficult. One of the many undercities drilled into the planet’s crust should let us in.
This time, when I glance back, she’s still crashed in the padded chair along the back wall.
It’s been a solid forty-eight hours since our run-in with Captain. Most of that’s been spent in sleep or my desperate attempts not to make eye contact.
No sign of anyone following us. 
No word from Audra, either. 
A few hours ago, Lalia got her brother on the comm. He’s going to meet us at whatever hospital we manage to find.
So this week should be going downhill even more.
Lalia yawns loudly, stretching. “We there yet?”
I gave her another dose of painkillers a few hours ago, so she’s loopy. Well, loopier than usual.
“Close, I just put in a request to get in.”
“How long will that take?”
“Few minutes to an hour, depending on how trustworthy they think I am.”
In his cot above the viewport, Bat snorts.
Lalia asks, “Does you being a cyborg make you more or less trustworthy to the average government?”
“Depends. Rich planets like us. We’re good crowd control even if we’re unregistered. Rich idiots like to hire us out for things Amerov numbers won’t do.”
“You ever done a job like that?”
“For someone rich?”
“Sure.”
“Not on my own.”
She perks up. “What does that mean?”
I wish I hadn’t opened my mouth. “I used to run with some scavengers before I got my own ship. We all did a job for some Neyla Ve politician lady who wanted competition ruffed up.”
“Neat.”
She sounds as if she wants me to continue, but I keep quiet. It wasn’t a particularly fun time in my life—relying on a group of humans to survive after I escaped Amerov—and it didn’t end well. I don’t want to relive it for a stranger.
Eventually, my hearing aids beep, the comms I have hooked to them letting me know in a robotic, pre-programmed voice I can land in Undercity 13. It’s almost directly below us, so we won’t have to travel around the planet. Even from above the atmosphere, I can see some of the caverns drilled into the planet’s crust leading to separate undercities. Coordinates pop up on my computer, sent from the planet, directing me toward the right one.
“Hold on,” I grumble to Lalia, dropping the ship through the atmosphere. Rough ride.
“Your ship needs repairs, doesn’t it?”
I grind my teeth. “Why do you ask?”
“It rattles a lot in atmosphere.”
“It’s safe.”
“Yeah, I figured. But it’s old too. Ours is a little older than this, it has more problems than I’d like to count.”
She and her brother share a ship. The one they’ve been piloting as they spent years hunting down their brother, who she very stubbornly believes is me. I’d think them both insane if Audra hadn’t mentioned it might be possible. Maybe the brother—Zane—will take my side on the issue and confirm the whole thing is a load of nonsense. But he did save my ass back on Yayth. If he’s just as invested as Lalia, I don’t know how I’m going to handle the situation.
Hopefully, he won’t back her up. We’ll be able to put these past few stupid days behind us, and I can never see either of them again in my life. 
Even if that happens, I can’t collect on their bounty in good conscience. If Captain wants Lalia for Amerov, he’ll want Zane as well. I can’t turn them over. Not after risking my ass to get Lalia off Captain’s ship and nearly getting myself reconditioned in the process. The siblings may be criminals, but they were trying to find their long-lost brother.
Apparently, I have a soft spot for such things.
Hopefully, Lalia hasn’t noticed. 
•
Landing in the underground levels of Amethyst is a simple flight. No barriers are up for landing my ship. Security is high on entry, but it’s so difficult to get to the surface from an undercity no one tries to corral us once we’re underground.
Bat presses his nose to the port window. Lalia limps to his side on her splint, trying to get a good look, and he shies. Heat from the nearby star abruptly dies, the tunnel bathed in low, purple light. Everything about this spinning rock is purple—vegetation, rocks, and even some of the soil are all shades of purples and pinks. A bluish-lilac radiates from the tunnel walls. My eyes click as they readjust to the cool of the world beneath the planet’s crust. I’m fairly sure the tunnel is traveling just under the surface, not deeper and deeper toward the planet’s core.
“Wow,” Lalia mutters, and I peek out the port window over her shoulder.
The tunnel breaks into a vast cavern, complete with its own life support and terraforming. Purple-tinted light filters from openings in the ceiling, obscured by underground trees and greenery. A miniature city crops up from the center, buildings draped in fog. Vegetation explodes in pinks and purples and sometimes greens. Birds take off in flocks and land. Ships as small as mine drift in and out, tiny hovercrafts weaving in and around buildings. If this is what the undercities look like, it must be paradise on the surface.
No wonder people with money flock here. It earns its reputation with just looks alone.
“Lovely,” I agree, a tad irritable. Lots of people. “Go sit down, you’re not supposed to be up.”
She grumbles something as she plops back in her chair, wincing, and asks, “Do they have gambling halls here?”
“Of course they do, why—oh for heaven’s sake. We’re going to a hospital. For you. This is not a luxury vacation.”
She folds her arms and tries to stare me down, but she’s not nearly angry enough to make it convincing. 
“We could gamble just a little, I’d never get into a place like this on my own,” she says. “And this is a rather expensive planet for a hospital stop.”
“That’s why I picked it. They take charity cases.”
She looks insulted. No argument though.
Unburying my coat from the foot of the bed, I tug it on and secure the hood. Unregistered cyborgs might be wandering around here, looking for easy credits. We’re a snippy bunch and don’t take kindly to competition. I’d rather not get involved. Amerov numbers could be here as well. I try not to shiver. It shouldn’t freak me out so much. After all, I just came into contact with plenty of my own kind. Maybe that’s why I’m so nervous. The jacket and hood help.
I settle the ship near the hospital. Clustered towers shimmer with dark, reflective glass. Hovercrafts land on the top levels and along the sides. People filter in and out, but it isn’t terribly busy. Which means there are fewer people who might notice me. Small blessings.
“Come on,” I say. “I called ahead a little while ago, they know we’re coming.”
“They know we’re coming, but we still have to walk in?” she asks, snatching her coat from the side of the chair. 
“It isn’t cold here. And you’re lucky I’m letting you in my ship, I’m not letting anyone else.”
“Touchy.”
I stare.
“Fine.” She sighs. “You’re going to have to help me. Hopping a few feet is not the same as walking out of a ship and to a building.”
Right. Touching her makes me a little twitchy, but it’s not the first time. I carried her in here from Captain’s ship, for star’s sake. I’m being stupid. Still, I can’t quite keep the grimace from my expression as I sidle over to the chair.
She struggles into a sitting position. “Stop looking at me like I’m contagious. What do you think I’m going to do?”
Her voice is cheerful, but I glare. My shoulder burns when I pick her up, heading out the airlock once it’s cycled through. I’m grateful for the coat, an extra barrier between her skin and mine so I don’t feel quite so much like I want to dig a hole, jump in, and bury myself in nice and tight. Bat clatters after me down the gangplank, my backpack in his mouth.
Weather here is a hell of an improvement compared to the last two planets we visited. Warm, but not nearly so hot and sticky as that little jungle rock we just left. It might heat up later—the clock on the ship said it’s morning here—but maybe the underground location keeps it pleasant.
None of the people exiting the hospital bother to take a look at me but give Bat unnerved glances. All in all, we might fit in here a bit better than on Yayth. Everyone’s so rich there are plenty of people who’ve augmented their bodies. One woman we pass has obvious metal implants along the bridge of her nose, thin and shimmering. What could that be for? A man has shoulders far too broad to not be enhanced in some way, a bit like Captain. Not like Bat and I, but still.
“They have neat birds here,” Lalia says, leaning against my shoulder to point at something, her arm brushing my cheek
“I’ll try to contain my excitement,” I say, leaning my face away as best I can with her still in my arms. She gives me a look I might imagine a teacher giving a back-talking child.
Two clear doors rimmed in iridescent metal slide open with a sigh. The hospital’s polished floor is a light shade of purple to match the outside world—it’s a little sickening how much they lean into the color of the surrounding planet, even in a medical building.
“Hello,” says a pleasant voice while I’m giving the floor a good stare, and I look up into the face of another cyborg.



TWO
My heartbeat goes wild. 
But the creature before me looks nothing like an Amerov number. And we’re in a hospital. Not exactly the most popular place for the kinds of people who would try to harm me or Bat.
Aching pains in my fingers make me realize how tightly I’m gripping Lalia. I ease my grasp, but my joints are already throbbing. I might’ve given her some bruises.
Lalia’s eyes are as large and alarmed as mine, but I tell her, “It’s fine.”
“Hello,” says the cyborg again, and I try to nod like it’s normal.
“I called in earlier, my name’s Aaron,” I say, though my voice doesn’t sound like my own. “Broken leg, broken hand, several other. . .injuries.”
Synthetic eyes take in the two of us, lingering on my features as if he thinks I probably have enough injuries of my own. Maybe he noticed I gave him a name, not a number. Humans aren’t used to such a thing, and cyborgs really aren’t. But I don’t have a number to give him.
Tapping on a little clear tablet in his hand, he says, “Yes, we have you. I’m sure this is quite the story. Follow me, please.”
Most of his sentences are probably programmed. He’s more robot than human. I’ve seen things like this before. Amerov doesn’t program free will out of their creations. The chip regulates emotions and logic, not taking them out entirely—just enough to ensure humans and cyborgs can never be on the same page for either attribute. But sometimes, when dealing with people who were once particularly bad, all humanity is completely wiped. 
Sometimes, willing volunteers react so badly to the changes and their implanted chip that getting them to cooperate and live well with themselves takes nearly a complete reset of their minds. It’s rare, and all incoming volunteers to Amerov’s machine are fully informed of everything that will and might happen to them. But I’ve seen it once when I was a boy on Amerov, and I don’t have a mind to ever again witness a person going mad with the knowledge they were once human but can no longer understand their own soul.
This cyborg is a person, technically, but he’s about as dangerous to me as one of the helper robots buzzing around the hospital levels delivering meals. He may recognize me as another cyborg, but probably can’t tell the difference between an Amerov number and any regular human who’s bought augmentations, even with my grotesque appearance. There’s a reason he’s a helper for a nice, sleek hospital and not back with Amerov or hired out as private security. 
I’d feel bad for him, but he’s probably happier with who he is than I am. 
Despite all that, I’m glad I have my hood up. 
“What’s going on here?” Lalia gets close enough to my ear to whisper. 
I attempt not to wince at her soft breath, but the sooner I dump her on a bed somewhere, the better. “Explain later. He’s harmless.”
She grimaces, unconvinced, but leans her face away.
“Here,” the helper cyborg says, leaning around the front desk to touch something. A beep follows, and an automated wheelchair buzzes around to my feet. Perfect. I deposit Lalia, forcing myself not to wipe my hands on my arms like I can brush away the sensation of carrying her. My heartbeat evens out, and the queasy sensation accompanying picking her up fades to an ignorable level. Being in a hospital isn’t great, but it’s manageable. I think.
“Come along,” the cyborg says, and the chair follows him as he heads to elevators near the front of the building. The opposite wall holds doors with random numbers, but they look like offices or storage, not medical rooms. What kind of augmentation equipment do they keep here. . .?
A woman sitting at the welcome desk in the center of the room stares at me, so I follow Lalia’s trail. Now that my hands are free, I scoop Bat up and stuff him in the pack before anyone can get a better look at him. He squirms against my spine and eventually settles. 
Crisp and clean, the elevator is empty. Relief settles into Lalia’s face when I step in beside her. I hate this. It shouldn’t make her more comfortable I’m coming with her. Everything is wrong about every single interaction I’ve been having these past few days. Well, other than the humans trying to shoot me on Yayth, that was pretty run-of-the-mill. I stare at the round elevator buttons glowing a soft purple so I don’t have to look at anyone else. The numbers on them are in three different languages, the most usually spoken in the galaxy. There are thousands more no one could ever cover, but these days most schools teach a universal one alongside the local dialect of the planet. It’s rare to run into someone I completely can’t communicate with. Even then, my tablet is pretty good with translations.
I can feel the cyborg staring at me.
When I finally can’t take it and give him a glare, he blinks innocently. His long, pale purple hospital coat is nice and harmless compared to the stark gray cuts of Amerov uniforms. Not that his clothing means a thing. He leans back a little, looking at the pack between my shoulder blades—I wonder if Bat’s ears are sticking up—and makes a face like he’s almost amused, before returning to staring.
It’s such an oddly childlike expression I just stare back. 
His eyes are synthetic. Maybe not glass like mine, but at least partially. If I leaned closer, I might be able to see the mechanics behind them. Telltale soft scars rim his eyes and along his temples and jaw. Most people wouldn’t notice, but I’ve seen them enough to know there’s a great deal of tailoring been done to his face. My own features would probably look a lot like his had I stuck around Amerov. The metal and wiring underneath are painstakingly concealed to look not quite human, but close enough the average population doesn’t jump back in fear.
Must be nice.
Captain has quite a bit of tailoring. But it’s expected from him. He’s ancient. I was surprised to find any of him human whatsoever. Even his skin felt synthetic.
I take back my original ideas about where this helper cyborg came from. He’s so damaged—maybe even as much as I—that he may have been in some sort of accident or firefight, damaging him beyond repair. Putting him back together might’ve taken most of the human out of him. Or he was too traumatized by the injuries and subsequent changes that they subdued many of his memories. Sometimes there’s just nothing to salvage, even for Amerov’s talented physicians.
I don’t think they’ve erased his emotions entirely, not even as much as they usually would. He’s much too. . .chipper.
“What?” I ask him when even my glaring doesn’t dissuade him from blinking at me.
“Unregistered?” he asks.
I stare. Lalia looks between the two of us like she’s afraid we’re going to brawl right here in the little elevator. 
“What?” I ask again. Is he capable of realizing the difference?
He makes a pointing gesture at my face. “You look unregistered. Don’t care, just curious. Lots of Amerov numbers filter in and out of here, but they don’t pay me any attention. I don’t think they like me. You must have had something awful happen to you.”
Talking to a child. I’m talking to a child. A child unafraid of me, at least. 
The door dings happily, sliding open. I point at it. “It’s open.”
Shrugging again, he presses a button on the arm of Lalia’s chair so it goes ahead under his light guidance. “I was just curious. Something awful happened to me too, I just don’t remember it.”
Well, that confirms part of my theory. Bat stirs in his pack. I have to stop the doors from closing on me to follow them down the hall of the upper level.
What am I even supposed to say to something like that? 
On the bright side, I don’t think he’ll call Amerov. It’s not like he knows my chip is nonexistent, no one knows, and enough unregistered numbers roam the galaxy. I’m no call for alarm.
Trotting down the hallway after them, I avoid the doctors and nurses. This upper level isn’t a critical wing. None of the patients in their soft purple gowns look too out-of-sorts. Actually, I might be the worst-looking one here between my augmentations and ruined hands hidden by gloves and the nice large bruise to the face Captain gave me.
The room the cheerful cyborg shuffles us into is private and clean. Spotless equipment and sanitized floors make me twitchier than before. This place has quite the resemblance to Amerov’s medical rooms, now that I notice.
“If you wait here a few minutes, a doctor will be in. Are you using any painkillers?”
“Er, yeah.” Lalia gestures vaguely at me, still uncertain. “He gave me something.”
Mr. Cheerful blinks at me. 
“Just Kerakelam. It’s a pretty decent sedative—”
“I’ll say,” Lalia mutters.
I glare. “First dose about 48 hours ago. Another a few hours ago.”
“I see. I know what that is. That’s fine.” He sits on a stool next to Lalia’s chair and hands her his tablet. “Please go over all this with me. I don’t have any records on you.”
“Oh, okay,” she says, still casting me looks like she wants reassurance he won’t turn her over to Amerov.
“You can take a seat,” he tells me, pointing to one of the three chairs lining the wall.
But the room is getting to me. It’s harmless, even for a hospital room. A bed and lots of sterile equipment I don’t know the use for, cabinets across the other wall with dozens of drawers and a curtain drawn across the doorway.
I’m going to throw up. The thought doesn’t help, not one single bit. 
Glancing at the glass door leading to the balcony, I try to hedge toward it without Lalia noticing.
No such luck. “Aaron?”
She sounds vaguely panicked, but how am I supposed to help with that? 
“I’ll be right outside,” I say. “I’ll leave the door open.”
Turning from her expression, I yank on the door. It slides smoothly, warm through the fingers of my gloves from the outside air. I close it despite what I said, covering up whatever words she was trying to say.



THREE
Alone, I can acknowledge the beauty of the planet. 
Undercities are considered less impressive than the surface. I don’t see how. Crunched up in a chair on the balcony, arms around my knees, Bat squished to my chest, I stare at the view for over an hour. We’re high up, near the top of the hospital’s tallest spire. Other planets have much more impressive skyscrapers, but we’re several dozen stories up. Looking over the edge when I first came on the balcony made my stomach do a flip.
The city is small, a few miles or so in radius, too tiny for a hospital of this size. This was the only undercity I found on this side of the planet with a medical center, so they probably ferry people here through the many tunnels under the crust. Far to my right, another blue-purple tunnel leads to another undercity. I don’t know its number. A soft, shimmering forcefield ripples across the inner walls of the cavern, disappearing into purplish vegetation clinging to them as if it can burst from the seams of its underground greenhouse. Even the light filtering from the web of greenery in the cavern’s top catches on the forcefield, glistening. My glitching eyes aren’t terribly helpful with all the dips and spikes in temperature, but it’s not as bad as it could be. No headache.
Even now that it’s late morning, the air’s still comfortably warm. 
Once, I peek into the room behind us. A pleasant-faced female doctor tends to Lalia in her hospital bed. After that, I keep to myself. If Lalia’s in trouble, I’ve no doubt she’ll start hollering.
Wildlife here is tame, some of the birds Lalia was pointing out earlier land on the balcony railing a few feet from me. Even the majority of them are shades of blues and purples, shimmering like diamonds with little decorative features protruding from the tops of their head, beaks a strange, milky white crystal in appearance. There are other species, but they don’t land close enough for my eyes to pick out their features, just the heat of their bodies shooting through the jungle roof.
Much better wildlife than that giant eel fish monstrosity.
Bat hisses at the first bird to land as if he wants to hunt it, but I pat his ears down and he drops his head onto my knee like I’m boring.
It’s so quiet and peaceful out here I almost forget we’re in a hospital.
“Your rooms didn’t look like that, did they?” Bat asks.
We’ve been sitting in silence so long I figured he just wasn’t going to ask.
He means my rooms on Amerov where I received my augmentations and recovered from the illness and surgeries. 
“No. A little,” I say and think about not continuing. We haven’t talked much about this topic. Neither of us really needs to explain it to the other. The details don’t matter, we both understand the fear. It was probably worse for Bat. However they created him, I doubt he understood a bit of what was happening. I might have been a child, but I understood. 
And Audra talked to me once my hearing aids had been implanted. 
“The rooms were sterile and white like these. The equipment was more complex. The room I slept in was pretty barren, actually. Smells the same, though.”
He’s quiet long enough I feel the need to say, “They don’t do the same things here they do on Amerov. Only Amerov does those things.”
“They do augmentations here. I saw some people with them. Very flashy.”
“They’re superficial. Most are useless.”
He looks up at me. Sure, he knows all this, but talking about it might comfort him. It’s easing my anxiety a tad. 
“That cyborg in there doesn’t even seem real.”
“He’s. . .different.”
Bat snorts, sticking his nose back between my knees, beady eyes on the birds.
“When are we leaving?”
I haven’t decided. We could leave now. We’ve already saved Lalia’s ass big time getting her away from Captain. We owe her nothing. And she’s in no danger on Amethyst. Her brother is on the way as well, might even have landed in the undercity by now.
There’s no reason for us to stick around.
But I pity her. Just a little. After all she’s gone through trying to find some long-lost member of her family, she almost got dragged off to Amerov to have all manner of free will ripped out of her. It feels strange and incorrect to leave her here alone. 
Sometimes I hate my human emotions.
“When her brother gets here, I guess.”
“What about what Audra said?”
There’s a chance she’s your sister. My head aches just thinking about it.
“I don’t know. I haven’t decided.”
“Are you going to ask the brother what he thinks?”
I don’t know. “Maybe. Probably.”
“What if it’s true?”
Good question. I grind my teeth. Would it even matter? They could be my brother and sister, I could have parents out there in the galaxy as well. But it wouldn’t change much. My life is still my life. I was still a child on Amerov, still changed into some sort of monster not quite human but not quite cyborg. Still on the run from Captain, still trying to scrape by chasing bounties. Still preferring solitude. Well, solitude with Bat. All things considered, having relatives out there in the galaxy wouldn’t mean much, would it?
It would mean all those times I was laying helpless on Amerov wishing a family I couldn’t remember would come save me, there were actually people out there wanting me as much as I wanted them.
I shake off the thought. It isn’t worth wallowing in, not until we can get some sort of answers. Which is going to be tricky, and I haven’t figured it out yet. I pet Bat’s huge bat ears until it doesn’t feel so overwhelming.
“Is it loud here for you?” I ask.
There’s a reason he was built with ears this big—he can hear better than even my synthetic metal implants.
“Not too bad. Much better than that jungle place. Everything was noise there. It’s a shame Yayth was so cold. It was neat to hear all the ice cracking.”
I hadn’t heard the ice. I’m surprised he could over the storm.
Behind us, the door slides open. My shoulders automatically bunch, and I try to relax them without it being obvious. Mr. Cheerful leans his head out the glass door.
“The doctor’s set her leg and hand. She’s finished now if you want to come in.”
“She broke her nose too.”
“Yes, we saw that. Fixed as well. Healing, at least.”
I try not to grimace. Broken noses are something I’m familiar with. It’s happened to me a few times. By now mine looks crooked, not that anyone might notice or tell the difference when it sits in the middle of the rest of my messed-up face.
When I don’t move, he says, “I’ll be leaving the room now, there are other patients. Please use the panel on the wall if you need me.”
He leaves the door and accompanying curtain open, so I can see when he says something to Lalia before brushing out of the room. Everything’s quiet from inside.
I suppose I better go talk to her. She might start yelling to see if I’m here, otherwise.
Maybe there’s something in one of the drawers I can snatch that’ll make my hands stop aching so much. And that won’t make me sleepy. Or involve large needles.
Heaving myself out of the chair, I slip inside, letting Bat scurry around on his own now that the room’s empty. They’ve transferred Lalia to the bed. A single IV is stuck in the back of her hand. Her leg and wrist are nicely contained within proper casts—beige, not purple, thank heavens—and she has a bandage on her bruised nose. The nose will probably heal within a couple of hours now it’s been properly tended.
“I don’t want a single word about the hospital gown.” She points a finger at me. “They’ve taken it upon themselves to wash my clothes, apparently.”
I stare at the flimsy, purplish material slipping off one shoulder. She has the slightly unfocused expression of someone who’s just been given a nice, heavy dose of painkillers. Dirt still streaks her skin. She never did shower.
“No, no, it’s really your color,” I say, shuffling through the cabinets along the opposite wall. Plenty of bandages of all shapes and sizes, plenty of needles and tubes, and not much in the way of medicines. Probably don’t keep anything good unlocked in the patient’s room.
“I said not a single word.”
“You don’t listen to me, why should I listen to you?”
“Because if I say you’re being mean to me, my doctor will probably come in and scold you. She was pretty intimidating. And that would be hilarious for me.”
I scowl, though I’m not sure how effective it is towards her, especially with the hood up.
“Actually, I was going to say you need a bath.”
She looks at herself. “Yeah, I asked about that. They want to give the medication a few hours to kick in and get started on the healing process, blah, blah, something like that. I have to be crusty and gross for another few hours.”
I could say something about all humans being gross, but I’m already treading the thin line of too much banter. No use in having her think I enjoy her company. She talks way too much.
“So,” she says, softly, conspiratorially. “You going to tell me what’s going on with Mr. Nosey and Nice Cyborg?”
Right. I never did explain it to her. And I don’t want to. “He’s just. . .really programmed. Probably had a lot of memory wiped. And I’d bet they made him loyal to the hospital more than to Amerov, so he doesn’t really care about me looking like this or you being here. But I don’t think he knows your. . .story.”
“Huh,” she says, not looking convinced but flopping back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “You also haven’t really told me why you decided to come back and get me. I’m still a little sour on you selling me out so the two of you could leave.”
Even as she says it, she’s smiling. Not that I’d care if she was mad. But she better not be, not with all I risked coming back to get her.
I take a seat in one of the chairs along the wall. “Found out they were going to take you back to Amerov, not Clock.”
That gets her attention, head bolting upright, eyes wide. “Why?”
“You broke into Amerov and out of Clock. You’re a liability. Worse than that, you pissed off Captain. Probably embarrassed him too. He wants to program the humanity and troublemaking right out of you. You’d be easy to control that way.”
Slowly, she blinks, then frowns, dropping her head to the pillow.
From the door, a voice asks, “Who’s Captain?”



FOUR
I jump, certain it must be Mr. Cheerful Cyborg returned to check on us. I didn’t hear anyone approach over the bustling of the hospital. I turn in my chair and glare up.
And recognize the other criminal I’d been chasing.
“Zane!” Lalia sounds so thrilled to see him my chest hurts.
He grins like the world is just the best place ever. I already hate him. Even if he did save my ass back on Yayth. 
“Hey! You look like death!”
She snorts, sitting up. “It’s about time you got here. Even the cyborg’s ship is faster than yours. And I’m fairly sure it’s falling apart.”
“Is not,” I mutter, but neither of them appears to be listening. 
I watch Zane bear-hug her. He takes her cheeks in his hands, giving her face a good look over.
“Break your nose?” he asks. 
“Yeah, your twin punched me in the face.”
Your twin. Great. This is not the way I wanted to start the conversation. Now that he’s here, standing with her, I don’t want to bring it up. Leaving sounds like a much better option. Should’ve run for it when I had the damn chance.
Now he’s looking at me. An odd expression is etched into his face, but it’s followed by a smile. “She can be kind of annoying, huh?”
Lalia punches him in the shoulder with her unbroken hand. I suppose he’s easier to hit, being completely human and all.
“Ow.” 
Zane seats himself on the edge of the bed and winks at me. Has a human ever winked at me? And this guy’s seen me without my hood. Both are either working not to wince, or they’ve seen crap worse than me. Not likely.
“Who’s Captain?” he asks again, and both of them just look at me.
Bat’s seated himself near the glass door. Can hardly blame him for not coming over near me, not with all the staring eyes. Zane may not have seen him yet.
“I haven’t heard that name either,” Lalia says, and I realize how strange it is that she met Captain, but probably had no idea what was going on during the entire interaction.
“He runs Amerov,” I say, hoping to end the conversation
No such luck, not with these two. Zane’s eyebrows pull together. “I thought the royals run Amerov.”
Everyone thinks that. “Technically, sure. But I don’t think the royal family’s ever actually made a decision for that planet since its conception. Captain runs the whole thing. Always has. Or at least he always has as long as he’s been alive.”
“How long is that?”
I shrug. “Not sure exactly. Four or five centuries.”
Lalia chokes on her cup of juice. Zane’s eyebrows shoot up.
I try to sound unconcerned, as if I don’t find it unnerving. “Anything human left in him is small.”
Physically, what’s left of Captain is about what’s left of me. I have plenty of my human skin, and some organs, but that’s it. Captain’s brain is likely the only part of him still original. Not that I need to mention any of those details.
“Wow,” Lalia says. “So, what’s his deal with you?”
No way in hell I’m mentioning to either of these idiots I don’t have a chip. But no one’s in on that little piece of info except Audra, so I can tell them the same story Captain thinks.
“There’s plenty of unregistered numbers around,” I say, trying to pick my words. “Captain doesn’t make an active effort to hunt them, but when one just pops up in front of him and clearly has some programming issues, he’s going to get involved. He thinks he’s helping me, I suppose.”
Lalia snorts. “Helping?”
“Programming issues,” Zane says flatly.
“Yes.” I match his tone and stare so long he eventually shrugs.
“Alright,” he says. “So you’re basically trying to stay as far from him as we are.”
“Basically.”
They exchange glances. I can practically feel them about to bring up the sibling issue. The topic is tangible in the air. I’ve been mulling over an idea about the hospital since we walked in, and now seems like an inspired time to enact the plan.
As Zane is opening his mouth, I pop up out of my chair. “I’m going to find a snack.”
I brush by the curtain at top speed, the clicking pattern of Bat’s toes following. Ducking around the nearest wall, I let him crawl into the backpack, pulling it over my shoulder. A patient is sitting on a bench in the hallway, smoking. His face twists when he notices us. People who nurse the habit usually have a machine embedded directly in their necks. This one still has one of the old-fashioned little metal tablets shiny enough to catch the hospital lights. Smoke exhales in a shimmery pink mist.
“Wow, smoking in a hospital,” I say, loud enough the nearest nurse going through a list on her tablet notices and stomps his direction. His ugly expression turns to annoyance and I try not to smirk as I make my escape. Humans aren’t the only ones who can be petty.
A hospital like this, with plenty of equipment for augmentations, probably has lots of inventory lying around.
Like hearing aids and glass eyes.
Fixing my eyes on my own probably wouldn’t be my brightest move, but Bat can fix my ears no problem if we can find some replacement parts. Plus, there’s bound to be a cafeteria around here. Breakfast wasn’t on my mind this morning, and Bat will pester me about eating if I don’t find something soon. Gives me time and an excuse to avoid the siblings. Maybe once my little mission is finished, I’ll have cooked up a way to respond to the whole situation.
•
A cafeteria isn’t difficult to locate, I don’t even need to leave the level. Down the hallway near the elevators, a shiny little alcove is built into the wall. It’s hardly taller and wider than me, and automated too. No ordering from someone who’ll stare.
I mess with the large tablet—it doesn’t mind the gloves I’m wearing—until I see something that’s mildly universal to order. A burrito. With beans and rice and peppers and everything. A better day already.
“I want two,” Bat whispers.
“They’re enormous.”
“Two.”
I roll my eyes. I can be a pretty ravenous eater, but Bat is something else. Rolling up my sleeve, I let the tablet read from the port in my arm to pay for the food and watch a few robot arms making it through a glass panel only a few feet wide. So many people are bustling about the level I don’t realize a new set of footsteps has approached until a presence behind my shoulder makes my hairs stand on end.
“Hi!” Zane grins when I turn to him.
Snatching the burritos that slide down a shoot wrapped in foil, I head for the elevators.
From behind me, I hear him say, “Hey there.” 
He’s leaning over the shoulder of a nurse as he follows me, winking at her. She grins back and he does some sort of half-dancing spin around her with his hand on her back, muttering something I don’t catch as he backs away. She’s obviously biting the inside of her lip, looking quite pleased with the attention or whatever he said.
Great, the idiot following me is a flirt.
Humans are completely incomprehensible.
“Where ya goin’?” Zane trots after me like a puppy. I wonder if shoving him out the elevator door will make him pick a fight with me. Someone would probably pay too much attention to us, either way.
“What do you want?” I ask, hitting the button back to level one.
“Just seeing what you’re doing.” He leans against the railing on the inside of the cramped space. At least no one else is in here.
“Shouldn’t you be babysitting your sister?”
“Yeah, she’s crashed. I told her I was going to look for you.”
At least he doesn’t correct me. Our sister. Lalia would have corrected me. And I would’ve wanted to punch something.
“I’m just looking around,” I tell him. Maybe if I act as unsuspicious as possible, he’ll get bored. I doubt it, but anything’s worth a try.
I hand two burritos back to Bat. Zane stares when the little creature’s head pops out the top of the pack. Alarm doesn’t enter his expression. Curiosity, but nothing else. I’d almost prefer him to be freaked out, if only a little. Maybe then he wouldn’t follow me everywhere I go.
“You heading out?” 
Oh, that’s what he’s worried about.

“No.”
He nods, unconcerned, but there’s relief in his eyes. What am I supposed to do with these people?
We hit the bottom level. The woman at the front desk is talking to her tablet and not paying us any mind. All three elevators are sitting empty now—not a very busy hospital, at the moment. Eyeballing the line of unidentifiable doors along the opposite wall, I head for them with as much confidence as possible. Two swinging glass doors look like they might lead to a section meant only for staff. A doctor or nurse might kick me out from back there should they see me. But given the usual human reaction, there’s a far greater chance they’d be too unnerved to even approach. Sometimes, just sometimes, looking like a horror works wonders.
Until Zane keeps following.
“Don’t you have anywhere else to be?” I hiss, managing to push through the glass without anyone in the mostly empty level noticing. The three elevators stop at the bottom level, but I’m willing to bet a basement exists to hold the power rooms for a building this size. And hopefully a stock of less-used equipment than the medicines that are probably readily available in the upper levels. Storage for something as small and relatively unused as hearing implants.
“No,” Zane says, and doesn’t even try to make up an excuse.
A nurse with bright red hair turns a corner, bounces into me, looks like she’s going to apologize, then makes an odd squeak and hustles off. Zane’s gaze follows her retreating form with raised eyebrows. At least she didn’t call security. Perfect. I guess. I shrug off the sensation of her touching me.
Another elevator sits against one of the walls. I smile to myself. Most of the staff are in the upper levels of the hospital, working with their patients. These halls are completely empty at the moment. No one’s here to notice when I press the glowing button and the elevator slides open. At least I don’t need a key code or fingerprint for the elevator itself. Security cameras must be everywhere, but no alarms go off. Someone’s not doing a good job, or the AI running the building doesn’t catalog this as a threat. Best-case scenario is I look like I’m from Amerov more than I look human, so I’m pretty much allowed to do anything I want.
Zane goes to step in and I throw up my elbow into his chest, blocking the way. “Beat it.”
“I wanna help.”
“You don’t even know what I’m doing.”
He shrugs. “Whatever it is, I’ll help.”
I squint. He looks so. . .well, nice. “I said beat it. This isn’t bonding time.”
“Of course it isn’t,” he says, and does a rather graceful duck under my arm and into the elevator. “I broke into Amerov, this should be a piece of cake.”
He stabs the down button before I can think to fling him back out the door, grinning and bouncing on his toes. How did this idiot outsmart Amerov for even a second?
Softly, the elevator doors slide closed and we sink downwards.



FIVE
I need to remind myself not every building is Amerov.
Basements make me claustrophobic, but this one’s not nearly as dim and unnerving as some of the storage vaults on the cyborg planet. It’s cheery in comparison. With warm purple and white light and clean, scrubbed floors and storage racks, it’s much the same as every other room, albeit without any windows.
Windowless rooms on Amerov had the unnerving atmosphere of possibly coming alive. But that was probably just my child’s mind thinking if the scientists could bond metal into human bones and muscles, then certainly there must be robots in the walls that were once people. Ridiculous, I’m aware, but a strange thought that’s stuck with me ever after.
Someone is walking through the hallways off to the right, so I nudge Zane and head left, the rows of storage aisles hiding us.
“How are we supposed to find anything in here?” Zane whispers low enough I can’t give him a dirty look for being too loud.
Answering is a waste of breath. If he’s going to follow me, I don’t have to be chatty.
The room is several dozen feet tall, stocked with aisles upon aisles of pale boxes stored in metal racks. Probably all manner of medical equipment. I think of the liquid Amerov uses to regrow human flesh on metal bones quickly and with so much less pain. My shredded and bandaged fingers throb. I downed a few pills earlier to take the edge off, but that doesn’t mean my whole body isn’t aching. Bullet wounds and ship crashes. 
What a week. Maybe I’ll find the painkillers I was rummaging for earlier.
Once the footsteps have faded, I return to the front of the room, heading for two large tablets mounted on the wall. I’m willing to bet they’re for logging inventory. Bat scrambles out of the pack, burrito clasped in his jaws, and sets to work taking the paneling off the wall beneath the tablet, his little metal fingers making short work of screws and bolts. Zane watches him disappear into the wall, head cocked, blinking. From somewhere inside, Bat chuckles happily to himself. He can go at a puzzle all day long, particularly if it involves mechanics.
“Is he going to hack the computer?” Zane whispers.
I raise my eyebrows, though the expression might be lost under the hood.
“My respects,” he says, taking an exaggerated bow.
What an idiot. 
An idiot that saved my life back on Yayth. I should probably thank him for that, but I don’t have the stomach for it. Not when he’s definitely down here trying to bond with me so I’ll talk about the whole sibling thing. He believes it as much as Lalia, I’m certain now, which makes it worse. If he wasn’t as convinced as Lalia, I might be able to believe it isn’t true. Between the two of them being so certain, and Audra admitting it’s a possibility, I’m permanently queasy. 
What am I supposed to do if it’s true? Gamble about space with them? I wonder if they have living parents. That would make them my parents.
Nope. Absolutely not. Best not to think about it. At least, not right now. There are other plans to put into action.
“How we doing in there?” I ask Bat, kneeling to take a look under the paneling. It’s a maze of metal and wire. Look at that, I relate to a wall.
“Different wiring than our ship. Big time.”
“Can’t get it?”
“I didn’t say that!”
Behind me, Zane chuckles. Bat promptly stops talking. He’s never liked talking in front of other people, and I’ve noticed he’s more nervous around men. I’ve never asked, but I figure whatever doctors originally put him together were probably male. Or at least whoever kept him in a cage before the facility was destroyed and I found him.
The soft glow of the computer—purple with an unfamiliar logo of swirling round lines—becomes brighter as it unlocks. I smile, tapping at the screen. Good thing it works with my gloves still, just like the food-ordering tablet on Lalia’s level. The last thing I’ll be doing is letting Zane get a look at my injuries.
“Could’ve used him getting into Amerov,” Zane mutters, and I stare. 
It’s strange—hearing him just talk about the whole escapade like it’s nothing. I suppose he figures it’s fine to talk about anything in front of me. I already know his criminal history, and Lalia’s filled me in about the motivations. Hearing some random, goofy human talk about how he broke into the highest-security planet in the galaxy throws me off.
I don’t want to encourage him with conversation, but my curiosity gets the better of me. “How’d you do that, anyway?”
His eyes light up. Proud of himself, probably. I would be too, not that I’d admit it.
“I am a bit of a hacker,” he says in a tone like he’s uncertain about using the term, leaning against the wall. “Not fantastic, and not nearly as good as your little friend there, but I get by. I’m mostly a mechanic—”
Maybe he’ll take a look at my ship. I shake off the thought.
“—I managed to get La and me some low-security passes. You know, the kinds where Amerov hires out for mechanics when they’re on other planets and low on staff? Lalia’s not much of a mechanic, good with numbers though, but we both got ourselves onto one of their transport vessels. Once we were actually in Amerov’s atmosphere, we got ourselves out in a pod and went zipping down to Facility One. They’ve got all the records there. We were trying to find something on you.”
I stare. “That’s an incredibly dumb plan. I can’t believe you even made it into the facility.”
“Yeah, well, it was more important to get in than out as long as we found the answers we were looking for. The pod had security clearance.”
“Well, that’s a loophole they’re going to plug up now.”
He shrugs. “They shouldn’t have had it in the first place.”
“Probably didn’t think anyone would be stupid enough to try. You’re lucky they didn’t shoot you on sight when they caught you.”
Another shrug. “Worked, didn’t it?”
“Did it?”
“We found you,” he says, suddenly so serious I have to look back at the computer instead of his expression. “We figured out you were still alive. We weren’t even sure of that. And we figured out you were unregistered and missing, so Amerov wasn’t going to know where you were. You’re logged in on their records as a rogue bounty hunter who takes criminals into Clock every once in a while. Considering there are probably only a few hundred unregistered numbers scattered about the galaxy, even fewer who are bounty hunters, that’s a lot better odds than the entirety of Amerov, if you think about it.”
That’s true, I suppose.
I say, “Your sister ended up in Clock and you both have high-priced bounties on your heads. And you think it worked out well enough?”
“We found you.”
How am I supposed to respond? I’m so valuable to them it’s all worth it?
No, not me. Their brother. Which isn’t me for certain. Frankly, the chances are pretty slim. I should not think about it as if they’ve been looking for me, risking everything for me. I’m not worth that to anyone. To Bat, maybe, and I’m fine keeping it that way.
But Zane’s still staring with that same intensity about him his sister has, so I mutter, “What a great prize for you.”
He grins. A tooth is missing in the back. Punching him in the face—not a terrible thought. Looking at him, I’d imagine plenty of people have.
Found them. They don’t have eyes here, not ones that will work for me, but they have hearing aids. Plenty of them. Enough that one pair missing will never be missed. I smile to myself.
Row 35G. Number 1186.
“Bat, found them.”
He slinks out, gives Zane a suspicious look, and claws his way back into my pack while I replace the wall paneling. 
“If you’re going to stay, try to keep up,” I say, taking off down one of the aisles. Zane makes an insulted noise as he bolts after me. I’m much faster, but I probably shouldn’t completely lose him.
He runs louder than I do. If there’s someone else in here, they definitely hear us. Still, no alarms have gone off. Which is the best luck I think I’ve had this week. Well, other than finding their ship in the same hangar where I landed on Yayth. Though I’m starting to suspect that might not have been great luck for me after all.
“You still haven’t told me what you’re looking for,” Zane mutters when I finally stop in 35G. Each numbered plaque has several languages written on it, just like the elevator buttons. Hopefully, I won’t have to climb any of these aisles with my injured hands. I doubt I have access to make the computers bring them down for me. Maybe Bat can hack into that as well.
“That’s because it’s none of your business.”
“Aw, come on, I told you the Amerov story.”
“You were thrilled to tell me that. You looked like a kid getting a participation award.”
He presses his lips together in the same gesture Lalia often does, leveling a glare in my direction. “You could stand to be, maybe, two percent nicer.”
I shoot him a glare. He only smiles. A big, genuine expression that crinkles his eyes. 
Interacting with them is impossible. I can’t do it. I should have dumped Lalia here and left. Neither of them are acting the way humans should act. How am I supposed to respond to this?
Crouching, I check the bottom levels of storage shelves. Bat leaps from my shoulder to the metal rungs of the shelving and scurries up.
Zane puts his hands on his hips and says, “If you told me what you’re looking for, I could help ya look.”
Nice try. “Number 1186.”
“Damn.”
I bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from smirking. But Zane begins checking the storage on the other end of the aisle, muttering to himself. Irritatingly helpful. Buying my friendship with a few hours of niceness isn’t going to work. I wonder how long he’ll try. Definitely not longer than once we figure out a way to prove I’m not related to them. Amerov’s changes pretty much successfully scrambled my DNA, so that won’t work.
This might be a long process.
Bat taps his metal paw on the railing, getting my attention and pointing to a storage container. Now that Zane acknowledged his existence, he doesn’t appear to want to talk in front of him at all.
But it looks like he found it.
“Can you get it out?” I ask.
A soft beeping begins from somewhere in the upper levels of the hospital, echoing through the basement ceiling. Zane looks up, so he must hear it too. It must be us. Maybe an alarm’s finally gone off about us down here.
Then all the lights shut off.



SIX
Backup power floods red light. Captain’s ship runs through my mind, but I shrug off the idea. Unrelated.
Another power outage?
This one’s probably not caused by a cyborg leader sabotaging their own ship. Then again, this planet’s so rich in money and resources—and stable, controlled weather—I’m surprised power outages happen, let alone for more than a minute.
I glance at Zane, but he shrugs.
Above me, Bat is trying to open the container, but the automated locks on it aren’t budging. Sighing, I haul myself up the shelving. It’s only a dozen yards or so, but my hands are screaming by the time I’m next to him. Looping my elbow around the nearest shelf helps.
The container is pale and metal, about half my size, lid sealed with a sleek lock and a tablet embedded into the front. A blinking red light emanates from the screen, unable to unlock now the computers are down. I don’t think Bat could hack it if we had the time.
Bracing myself against the structure of the shelf, I dig my thumbs into the hooked locks, securing the lid to the box, and yank. Metal snaps. A hot, burning knife of pain shoots from my palms into the bones of my arm. The human vision in my eyes blips out.
“Shit,” I hiss, leaning my forehead against the box until the pain becomes manageable and my eyes stop giving me crap. Bat noses me in the side, sympathetic.
From below, Zane hisses, “You okay?”
I ignore him so I’m not tempted to tip the metal lid down on his human skull. The lock on this box would’ve kept any human out, but I suppose this place isn’t expecting any rogue cyborgs with metal fingers to start tearing into things.
Bat scrambles inside the container while I try to give my hands a break. Emerging with a little box in his jaws, he sets it on my knee. Numbers are printed along the pale sides.
“This work?”
“Perfect.” 
Stuffing it in my backpack, I pick my way down by looping my arms around the poles of the shelving. 
“Find. . .whatever you’re looking for?” Zane asks with the tone of someone left out of the fun.
Just to irritate him, I take off back down the aisle without answering, Bat clinging to my shoulder. I can hear the big human scrambling after me. Hopefully, backup power will work on the elevators. No stairs lead out of the basement—which seems unwise—and waiting down here for the problem to be solved isn’t ideal. Answering questions from the hospital staff is not on the agenda. 
Sliding to a stop at the entrance, I peek around the corner. Soft voices drift from near the elevator. I don’t want to risk sticking my face out like a beacon. Crouching, I peek under the shelving. Boots. Not the white-purple of the doctors’ and nurses’ shoes. Maybe they’re maintenance. Which means the elevator should still be working. Getting to it will be tricky. I fiddle with my hearing aids but can’t get a good listen on what they’re discussing. 
Leaning close to Bat’s ear, I whisper, “Can you hear them?”
He flattens himself under the nearest shelf, scuttling along his belly. Zane crouches beside me, so close I want to shove him away but can’t risk making noise. As subtly as possible, I edge away. Even if he’s convinced I’m his brother, he shouldn’t be comfortable so close.
Slithering out from under the shelf, Bat jumps to my shoulder, gives Zane the side-eye, and whispers, “Someone cut the power to the building. They sound like it’s happened before. I think some of the locals try to feed off the electricity of the building and they screwed it up somehow.”
Well, that’s a new one. Even the richest planets have their share of lower classes. I suppose all the resources going toward the upper levels of the planet or to the more expensive buildings means people might need to filter off power. But it’s a bold move. What could they be doing that would overload the system? Trying to start a spaceship?
Zane’s frowning like he’s trying to hear, raising his eyebrows at me. I don’t want to lean close enough to him to whisper.
Bat’s fast on his little scurrying legs. Maybe if he creates a distraction, Zane and I can slip into the elevators and he can run in last minute. They still seem to be working, the light over the top blinking purple. But I don’t want anyone thinking we’re part of whatever crime is going down.
Maybe, if we’re really lucky, the maintenance crew will head toward the back of the room. Backup power and generators to a place this huge should be stored underground. If we’re a single level below the main floor, the generators must be below us. Maybe those rooms are connected to these, and that’s why they’re down here. Maybe the elevator is having trouble going farther down, so they’re taking another route. Whatever they’re doing, they don’t have much reason to loiter around the front of a storage level for too long. Maybe if we’re patient and silent—
Gently, the elevator dings. Nearly flattening myself to the floor, I do my best to get a look under the storage containers. 
A small troupe of Amerov numbers file in, fanning out in every direction.



SEVEN
What are they doing here?
Grabbing Zane by the front of his jacket, I drag him down the aisle, ducking in the next one over as soon as there’s a walkway. My hands go back to screaming the moment I grab him. 
“What?” Zane hisses, but he keeps up and his footsteps are lighter.
“Amerov.”
“What?”
“I don’t know. They must have hired out security for the hospital.”
Maybe they’d pass right over Zane, but not me. Not everyone’s so cheerful and nice and uncaring about my appearance as the friendly oddball who greeted us at the door. Trained Amerov numbers, weapons and all, will take one look at me and think they can get on Captain’s good side by delivering an unregistered to him. Even without knowledge of the other day’s events.
We duck through aisle after aisle. They’re going to sweep each one looking for whoever’s trying to tap the power before they move to the lower levels. I’d bet on it. No space is open among the containers to hide within, and the shelves go straight to the ceiling, no gaps on top to slip through. Which means that if we make it to the back of the room, maybe we’ll be able to find the doors to the rest of the basement since they weren’t next to the elevators, and there’ll be a better place to hide. Maybe even an unoccupied elevator to take up.
“We’re going to the back,” I hiss at Zane. “Keep up.”
I sprint down the aisles as quickly as possible without being loud, ducking one aisle over at every opportunity. Amerov’s numbers are quiet as well, but I can hear their footsteps, a chorus of soft echoes through the windowless room.
Ducking around the last aisle nearly slams me into a wall. I skid to a stop so hard my joints protest, still sore from the ship crash days ago. Zane bulldozes into my shoulder, catching himself against me and trying to gain his balance. 
“Sorry,” he whispers when I shrug him off.
There. A utility door sits a dozen feet down the wall. I slip from one aisle to another, peeking through and ducking to the end of each one as a hiding spot in case one of the security numbers comes through the lane. Zane has the good sense to do the same. Someone’s comm buzzes once over the air, too loud. A mistake. It makes my hearing aids crackle. 
Locked. If I break it, every cyborg will descend upon us. I’m not sure Bat can—
“Here,” Zane nudges me away from the keypad, producing something from his pocket. I’m about to tell him he’s going to set off an alarm when he puts the small, shimmering purple disk into the slot next to the finger pad. With a soft hiss, the door unlocks and the disk pops back out.
I stare at him. “What—?”
Footsteps behind us jar me into movement, dragging him inside and closing the door as softly as possible. 
“How did you get a door pass?” I hiss.
He flips it between his fingers before pocketing it. “Took it off a nurse up at Lalia’s level.”
A nurse? The one he was flirting with. I remember his hand hovering around her side. Near the pockets of her coat. 
I suppose he isn’t completely useless.
The room we’ve broken into is an electric room. Panels blink in every direction in a rainbow of different, tiny lights, the soft hum of generators filling the space. And a man is slumped in his seat before a row of giant monitors.
Uh-oh.
“Damn,” Zane whispers.
Crouching, he feels for a pulse. “He’s alive. I know Amerov’s right behind us, but shouldn’t we make sure he gets some help?”
“Like you said, Amerov’s right behind us. They’ll find him in a few minutes.” Carefully, I lean over the human. There’s a rather alarming bump growing on his forehead, but no bleeding. Someone probably clocked him with the butt of a gun. Would be my move.
“They won’t just leave him here?”
I give him a dirty look. “They’re not cruel intentionally, they help people who need it.”
I see the way his eyebrows raise, muscles in his cheek twitching. He doesn’t believe me, not for a second. But he nods. I don’t know if he trusts me or doesn’t want to argue. It’s strange, the idea it might be trust. Makes my skin itch.
“Alright,” he says, following me to the back of the room with hesitation, glancing at the unfortunate human. “Just didn’t know if they care about humans all that much.”
“You know they’re built to protect humanity, right?”
“I thought they don’t have emotions?”
“They have. . .muted. . .emotions. They don’t care about humans, they’re just programmed to do what’s best for them.”
Zane grunts. Can hardly blame him for finding such a statement unlikely. It’s strange hearing the words come out of my own mouth as if I’d ever defend them, even if it’s the truth. 
An unlocked door sits at the back of the room.
“Do you think whoever’s siphoning off energy hurt that guy?”
“Maybe.”
“I only have one gun on me. It’s small. I didn’t want to haul heavy firepower into a hospital.”
“We’re not trying to get in a fight with anyone. Whoever they are, they probably won’t bother us as long as they figure out we’re not in on the fight.”
A door slams somewhere back in the generator room. Maybe the unconscious man will buy us some seconds. A stairwell out the next door leads down. I hesitate. Up was the direction I was hoping for, but somewhere to hide should be as good. We can’t go back.
Bat bounces against my back as I take off down the steps, Zane behind me. If he trips, I’m gonna kick his ass. My face hurts enough without me plowing down metal stairs. I slam my shoulder into the next door, not bothering with the keypad. It jars me down to the bone—and makes a hell of a lot of noise—but barely hurts compared to everything else in the past few days.
It’s the main generator room. Someone dressed in black stares at us, blinking. They’re crouched next to a large computer, but a familiar blue glow emanates from it. Same crystal that runs our ship. They must be trying to steal one. 
The man raises a gun. Zane bumps into me from behind.
I put my hands up. “We’re not with the hospital, we’re just trying to get out.”
The man’s eyebrows bunch together. He pulls down a scarf over his mouth, trying to get a better look at us, and I shrug, attempting innocence.
“You look like a cyborg,” he says.
“Unregistered. There are real cyborgs on the way that want to kick your ass. I’m assuming you cut the power?”
His eyes flicker over my shoulder. “They’re here already?”
“Yeah. Probably trying to figure out what to do with the guy you knocked out.”
At least he winces. “Didn’t want to do that. He really freaked out on us.”
“Us?” I ask before remembering we’re trying to get the hell out of here.
The man glances back at something, and I bolt left. Zane needs to keep up or deal with the consequences. Shouts echo through the windowless room, but I duck behind a dark row of metal. . .something. Computers maybe. Hopefully, they lost sight of which aisle I ducked down. Zane slides around next to me just in time for the door to burst open.
I slip as close to the ground as possible, pulling the pack in front of me so I don’t crush Bat. His head pops out, trying to take a look. Hand hovering over the pistol on his thigh, Zane crouches on his belly beside us. Space is cramped, his shoulder brushing mine. I try to ignore the presence of his breath, even if he isn’t actually breathing on me. Don’t be so sensitive, Aaron. Zane’s on my side of this ordeal. We’re both trying to hide. He’s not going to hurt me.
A great deal of shouting begins. A gunshot. Not the drop of a body, thankfully. I can’t tell who took the shot—one of the criminals or a security number. They’re bound to sweep the entire room. Even if they believe we’re not trying to snatch a crystal, they’re going to look up our records. Back to Amerov for me and Bat. To Clock or Amerov for Zane. I counted a dozen of them, at least, back in the supply room, way too many for me to fight. Especially in an enclosed environment like this. Without the element of surprise. And I don’t want to kill them.
They’re going to find us.
Zane leans so close I definitely do feel his breath, whispering against the back of my ear where my hearing aids are implanted, “How did they get in?”
It takes me a moment to realize his point. He’s onto something. The thieves didn’t come in the way we did, through all the staff rooms and storage. They would’ve needed a key chip like the one Zane picked off that nurse. Another way in.

Zane’s arm moves past my face, slowly. His wrist brushes Bat, and the little creature hisses before I catch his snout in my hand. Following Zane’s finger, I see something on the other side of the room, around all the computers we’re crouched behind. What in the world is that? My eyes aren’t doing me any favors. It’s dark here, and the blobs of heat the computers and generators are sending my way make it worse.
As silently as possible, I creep along the wall toward the side of the room.
Is it a tunnel?
Zane grabs me around the chest and yanks hard. I nearly throw an elbow into his face. It catches me off guard enough I lose my balance. My skin crawls at the contact. But he drags me behind one of the blocky computers in time for a light to flash over our heads. It would have illuminated both of us.
I go completely still, Zane plastered alongside me, Bat frozen on my chest.
The flashlight flickers a few rounds over our heads before disappearing. Neither of us move for a whole minute. Commotion continues from the other side of the room. Zane gives me a gentle nudge in the ribs. 
I roll off of him so quickly I almost knock myself into a computer, irritated at his help and at myself for needing it.
And it is a tunnel. Sliding into the cool space barely wide enough for a set of shoulders, I crawl a few steps in before it turns straight up. Standing, my head pops up into another set of stairwells. Empty. Lights are red with backup power. It must be an emergency exit.
The stairs are leading up.
With Zane right behind me, I crawl up the tunnel and out.



EIGHT
Emergency doors open to the jungle only feet from the hospital walls. I trot a dozen yards in and sit at the base of a trunk. Zane does the same, laying on his back and gasping for breath from the dozen or so flight of stairs we sprinted up. The storage room was a lot farther down than I realized; the crystal room even deeper.
Slowly, my heartbeat evens. Soft sounds from the jungle are calming. If I half-close my eyes, all the heat of so many plants and animals doesn’t bother the sensors in my eyes. Bat crawls out of his pack and sits on the cool earth beside me. 
Zane huffs a loud breath and sits up, wiping at his mouth. “Okay, now I want to know what you were stealing. We almost got ourselves killed.”
I stare.
He shrugs. “Fine, maybe they wouldn’t have killed us. Just trucked us off to Amerov, which is a different type of death, I suppose.”
He isn’t wrong. Taking the small white box from my pack, I toss it to him. He squints at the words, scrunches his face up cluelessly, then pries the metal top off. Frowning at the contents for a moment, tipping the box back and forth, he looks up at me, back at the box, then leans sideways to get a look at my ears. My hood fell off somewhere in the scuffle—probably when he dragged me to the ground—so my face is in full view. Which shouldn’t make me so uncomfortable. It isn’t as if he didn’t get a good eyeful of my appearance back on Yayth. Even if it is much brighter here.
If I pull up the hood, he’ll know it bothers me. Somehow, my pride is more stubborn than my embarrassment.
“Are these those same implants that are behind your ears?”
I hold my hand out for the box. He scoots close so he doesn’t have to toss it.
“Mine are old. They glitch out when the noise is too loud. Drives me insane.”
“Are you deaf?”
It seems such a strange word when I haven’t had to rely on my own human ears since they stopped working as a child. “Only without these.”
“The fever?”
I pause at putting the lid back on the box. “How did you know that?”
He squints at me like I’m missing something obvious. “I was there. Our parents got in contact with Amerov in the first place because you were dying. I remember the fever you had. It turns your insides to mush. Bones and everything. That’s why they took you. Do you remember any of that?”
I was sick with fever. But most of the whole planet was. It hit children particularly hard. A heat melting from the inside out. But it wasn’t my parents that contacted Amerov. It was an orphanage that couldn’t do anything for an unwanted, dying child. At least, that’s what my records had said when Audra pulled them. My case had been worse than most, taking so long to kill me. I didn’t have a family to care for me and they didn’t want to watch me die inch by inch or pay for my care.
“I remember the heat,” I say, and sit back against the tree, fiddling with the metal box. Bat can fit them to my ears and take out the old ones when we’re back on our ship, far from everyone and I don’t have to worry about being temporarily unable to hear.
We sit in silence. I try not to notice Zane’s expression as his words circle my thoughts.
“So. . .” he says eventually. “I know there are cyborgs crawling nearly every planet, but why’s there a group of Amerov numbers here specifically?”
“Hired security, probably. Not directly from Amerov. They might work the whole undercity.”
“But they’re just as dangerous?”
“As ones working for Amerov? Yes.”
“They’d turn Lalia and over for a bounty?”
“Not even for the bounty. Just to Captain.”
“And you for being unregistered?”
“Yes.”
Leaning forward, he cranes his neck to get a view of the hospital through the hue of purple vegetation. “Do you think they’ll search the rest of the hospital?”
I follow his gaze. “Maybe. But probably not, they found their target.”
“I’d like to get La out of there.”
Understandable, but I won’t be waltzing my way back into the hospital, not when the hired security probably brought the criminals out of the power room and up to the main level. I doubt they’ve shipped them out already. They’re probably talking to the hospital staff to get a report of the whole situation.
And going through security footage. 
Yeah, we’d better get out of here, Lalia included.
For now, if we wanted to avoid all the bottom levels and the possible cyborgs wandering about, I’d have to hover my ship along the side of her room at the top of the building. But we might as well be shooting off a giant flare of acting suspicious at that point. Not to mention she’s in no shape to stand, let alone jump from a balcony to a ship. I’d have to toss her. 
We need to be subtle about getting Lalia. 
I glance into the jungle. Those criminals were trying to steal a power crystal for something. Something that might be nearby.
I wonder. . .
Getting my feet under me, I tuck the hearing aids away and wander along the tree line, keeping hidden in the foliage. Bat trots alongside, slithering through the undergrowth.
“Where are you going?” Zane jogs to catch up.
“Trying to figure out why they were stealing power.”
“They’re probably not going to keep whatever they’re trying to hook up right out in the woods.”
Explaining is useless. I don’t even know why I’m talking to him in the first place. Maybe because he pulled me out of sight of those security numbers. Or that thing about him saving my ass back on Yayth. Still haven’t brought that up. It feels rude to ignore him, a kind of rude which actually bothers me.
“If it’s a ship, they might have it right out here instead of having to carry a glowing crystal around undercity.”
“The hospital would’ve noticed.”
“Probably. A small ship might be able to land between the trees without causing a disturbance. There aren’t rules about parking in the jungle, technically.”
“What are you going to do if you find it?”
“Not sure.”
He grunts but doesn’t argue. I doubt he wants to return to the hospital without my help. Figuring out an oddball way to get into Amerov doesn’t equate to dealing with a small fleet of cyborgs. 
It isn’t overbearingly warm in the jungle, even now that it’s likely approaching afternoon. Undercity would be a nice place to hide out if not for the crowds. Too many eyes watching. At least out here, we’re alone. I step over ferns and mosses—I expected foot trails this close to the hospital, but everything’s overgrown. Zane crunches on fallen leaves.
I pause once the looming body of the hospital through the trees disappears, scanning my surroundings. Heat signatures are all blobs of red and orange plant life and small animals. I’m cautious about going too far in. We’ll hit the walls of the cavern, and the undercity must have something set up to deter people from going too near the edge and drilling out. There wasn’t anything specific in the records of this place, and I don’t wish to find out the hard way.
When I stop, Zane snaps a twig off a nearby tree, spinning it between his fingers.
I knock the stick out of his hand. “Shh.”
He gives a fake-annoyed grimace.
The jungle is all humming noise. A consistent buzz of insects, the chime of birds chirping, and the rustle of animals scurrying through undergrowth. No breeze, not down here in the caverns. But I suspect, above all of it, there’s a faint metallic hum separate from the city behind us. It could be some sort of forcefield set up in the trees, but I’ve lived around and in ships so constantly the sounds they make are more familiar than my own breath. Someone has a ship out here.
How long until security decides to comb the trees?
A smattering of broken branches and crunched leaves let me know someone else has been here recently. Following the hum, I push through a wall of spongy, triangle leaves the size of my head coated in a dust of purple, and find the place they’ve parked their ship.
“Huh, look at that,” Zane says so close to my ear that I duck away, swatting at him.
Small and round, the ship is large enough for a dozen bodies to fit if they crammed themselves in. By the series of paneling ringing the underbelly of the craft and the way the rivets are patterned, I’d guess most of the space is taken up by the engine. Even for its small size, it’s probably a deep-space vessel, compact and meant to get the most of fuel and travel the space between stars for as long as possible.
Still, it looks ancient. An early 3300 generation ship, maybe older. Several centuries older than mine, at least.
“Oh,” I mutter and wish I hadn’t, because now Zane is watching. “They’re probably stealing a replacement crystal for this heap of junk.”
Most huge, energy-sucking buildings rely on crystals to power their equipment. If they can power ships, they make easy work of providing for a whole town or high-end hospital. Trying to yank one from the energy room would definitely kick the power into backup.
Zane snorts and says, “Makes sense.”
“They’re probably trying to get off-planet. Replacements are expensive.”
“Every planet has its lowest class,” Zane mutters, shoving past the greenery to take a look.
The ship is humming, so it isn’t dead. If there’s someone in there, they aren’t paying attention. Most any ship would give off an alert about two grown men right outside the doors. Heat maps are common, even on small ships. I don’t have a plan, but it’s no use returning to the hospital with the security cyborgs crawling around. I wander around the underbelly of the ship while Bat scurries somewhere I can’t see.
“Has Lalia called you up on your comm?” I ask. “I assume you have them.”
“We have them. And no. She’s probably still crashed.”
Or someone took the comm from her. I keep that idea to myself. No need to cause panic. I suppose it shouldn’t bother me if he runs head-first back to the hospital and into trouble. But I feel oddly responsible for the two humans.
I should have left before he got here.
At least I have some new ears.
Windowless, the ship is a solid gray lump in the middle of the bright foliage and purple haze. Some ships have viewports tinted so well it’s impossible to tell they’re there. But I’m good at spotting them, and this thing is solid metal. A series of lines in the hull mark the presence of a gangplank and airlock. Zane can’t see me, so I use my elbow to knock. My hands are still throbbing, making my eyes water when I think about them too much.
A soft echo rungs from inside, but nothing else. No guns unfold.
“Bat?” I ask.
“It’s sealed up pretty tight. I don’t think I can get in.”
He leaps onto my shoulder to get a better look at the ship-key slot, but the whole craft is smooth. No keypad near the airlock, just a sheet of glass-like substance for a palm or fingerprint.
“What are you planning on getting into it for, anyway?” Zane asks.
“Mind your business,” I mutter.
Crouching, Zane makes a face at me under the belly of the ship like we’re just good friends snarking at each other. My stomach churns. Now that we’re out in the quiet of the jungle, no cyborgs chasing us and no other immediate threat or discomfort, I’m free to return to considering the awkwardness of the situation. How crazy both siblings seem.
I almost wish the cyborgs were back.
Almost.
Now that we’ve found a ship too sealed up for even Bat’s hacking skills, I’m not sure what I’m doing. What bit of a plan I was nursing doesn’t apply if I can’t get in.
Zane stands shoulder to shoulder with me, close enough it wouldn’t be invading personal space for anyone else, but I want to punch him in the side of the head until he learns to stay ten feet from me at all times.
But then he gives the ship an odd look, cocks his head, runs his hand over the impenetrable key-lock, and says, “29-64-2976-9270.”
The airlock cycles open.



NINE
I stare at Zane. He cracks his knuckles and looks more pleased with himself than any single human should have the right to.
Forgetting I’m trying not to encourage his friendliness, I ask, “What in the world?”
“I’ve seen these ships before, I worked on them back home a few times. They’re early-millennia, back when all the ships had a default enter key that was really funky from model to model. A lot of people never change them when they get them secondhand and restore them to default because they’re so strange and they think no one is going to know a thousand-year-old key code. I thought I would try one of them.”
I don’t know whether to be impressed or annoyed. Maybe I really should have him take a look at my ship. Then he would certainly be too pleased with himself.
“Okay, well. . .” I start, but don’t bother finishing, bracing my elbow against the side of the airlock and hauling myself up in the least dignified manner possible. Who cares if Zane watches me struggle, he’ll just keep the goofy grin on his face no matter what he witnesses. No matter what I say, he’ll take it as a compliment.
Ships this old are difficult to attain in working order. I’ve never been in one. Amerov only has the highest-quality, top-end technology. If it’s still running, the owners of this thing must have cared for it, definitely if they’re planning to take it off-planet. The floor is perfectly round, with seats lining the equally curved wall, and straps hanging from the shoulders. A captain’s and co-captain’s seat sits opposite the airlock, and a closed door to the right is likely a washroom. No other obvious features. 
“Formulated a plan yet?” Zane asks. He’s still standing outside, arms folded on the doorway, chin resting atop them. Every few seconds, he glances back into the jungle. 
Ignoring him, I pull the insulated paneling open on the floor with the help of Bat’s little fingers and drop in, nudging around in the engine. When I don’t acknowledge him, Zane hauls himself into the ship, grunting, scooting over to stare down at me. It’s a relatively new engine compared to the rest of the ship, but still older than mine. Nested in the center, a gem the size of my fist, lined with craggy points, is a blue too dim to be healthy. Even as much of a junker ship as mine is, the gem we have in it is vibrant and shimmering. Much newer than this rock, powerful enough to get us from planet to planet.
Carefully, I ease off a glove, ignoring Zane staring at the ruined metal tips of my fingers and gauze-wrapped palms. Tapping a gem isn’t the smartest move, but I’ve handled mine with my bare hands, and this one’s weak. A light buzz of shock ripples over my finger when I brush the surface. I don’t have enough nerve endings left to feel the texture of the stone, but I know it’s a strange, warm-cold sensation, buzzing with energy. The pathetic shock doesn’t even hurt, just makes me roll my shoulders, twitchy.
I wouldn’t trust this thing to get the ship off the ground, let alone to another planet.
“Not to be a pest, but maybe you shouldn’t be touching a pure energy source,” Zane says with the tone of an exhausted adult attempting to keep a child from sticking a fork into a power socket.
Shooting him a dirty look, I boost myself out, nudging the paneling back into place without bothering to secure them. Several times, I remember Audra going through stocks of crystals, picking them up with the bare fingers of her synthetic right hand. Following her around, I would attempt to do the same until she’d give my arm a gentle smack. My skin was still completely human, with the softness of a child’s. 
At the control panel, a heat map blinks. Nothing’s on it but the jungle and the giant, warm presence of the hospital past the trees. Working my glove back on, I flick through the computer’s open files. Lots of info about the crystals, this planet, and other nearby planets with fewer regulations. Those thieves are definitely trying to get out of here.
A bounty list floats up. I snort, ignoring Zane when he asks what? Maybe they were trying out bounty hunting to buy a new crystal before they decided on stealing one. Hunting isn’t for everyone. 
I give it a cursory scroll. I checked the planet’s bounty charts before I got here, but I’m vaguely curious if anything new popped up in the last few hours. Lots of small jobs tend to filter in and out by the day. I tap on the listing with a little green dot next to it they’ve bookmarked.
3,000,000 credits.
“Holy. . .”
Bat jumps up beside my hand. If he had eyebrows to speak of, his expression might have raised them.
Behind me, Zane thumps across the metal floor as he joins me. “What now. . .? Whoa. I need to get into bounty hunting.”
I roll my eyes. But both siblings are clever and good with guns. They’d probably do well at the occupation.
“Who is she?” he asks, zooming in on the face just below a name sounding vaguely familiar, but I can’t place for the life of me. Bounty names never sound familiar. 
Her face is pleasant, much moreso than what I usually see on here—she just doesn’t look nasty enough to be listed, let alone for the highest bounty I’ve ever seen. Zane and Lalia weren’t even at a million put together and they broke into Amerov and out of Clock. I squint. There isn’t much about her background. A suspiciously small amount, actually. But the bounty is for her to be delivered alive. And they don’t want her returned to Clock or any of the other major prisons, so she can’t be too hardened of a criminal. The listing wants her returned to any Amerov outpost or Neyla Ve, the royal planet. Someone important really, really wants her back, but doesn’t want the rest of the galaxy to know who she is. Too bad I never paid attention when Audra told me about the major political leaders on Neyla Ve. I was much more interested in piloting lessons.
I pull my tablet from the pack and draw up the bounty sheet. There she is. Newly added. I bookmark the listing and tuck the device away, shutting down the bounty sheet on the ship as well.
Zane is watching me from the corner of his eyes, as if he knows what I’m thinking. 
“What?”
“Are you going after that bounty?” he asks.
I stare, eyes narrowed, but the whole dead-eyed-half-human glare doesn’t seem to work on either him or his sister.
“I’ll help,” he offers.
“Yeah, I bet you will.”
“I didn’t mean for the money. I just want to help.”
You’re full of crap, is what I’d like to tell him, but he’s watching me with those earnest puppy eyes and such a lack of malice I grind my jaw and turn my shoulder to him, pretending he isn’t here. He wants in on something dangerous, so it can’t be for nothing. And I don’t buy he’s just trying to bond. They both can’t be stupid enough to believe I’m their brother without concrete proof.
“Maybe let’s focus on getting your idiot sister out of the hospital without anyone noticing.”
I don’t mention, of course, I’m going after that bounty. As long as we can stay on-planet without anyone of importance noticing, there’s no way in hell I’m passing this up.
“Well,” he says, with a hint of snark somewhere in there. “Once again, I’ll ask what the plan is. You going to fly the ship into the hospital or something? That’s a distraction.”
In the cramped space, it’s difficult to pretend he isn’t there. I wonder who these thieves are. Obviously desperate to get off-planet, and not immediately terrible people if they chose to knock out the guard and not shoot me and Zane for stumbling in on them. I’d almost pity them if their shenanigans hadn’t put us in danger. They won’t be taken to Clock, that’s for the worst of the worst, and definitely not to Amerov, so I’m not certain what will happen to them.
A thump comes from the side of the ship.
Zane’s hand goes for his pistol, but the heat map only shows greenery and the quick, darting movements of birds. I stare at the right wall where the thump emanated, at the outline of the washroom door. Zane steps closer and leans his ear near the metal. His gun is out of its holster, pointed at the ground. The door is automated but has a handle over the top as a manual override. Nudging Zane out of the way, I hook my fingers around the little red handle and give it a tug. Stiff from disuse, pulling it sends needles of pain driving through my damaged palm. Hopefully, Zane doesn’t notice my face twisting.
On the second try, the lever decompresses with a grating purr. Locks click. Another thump comes from inside, and I stand to the side of the door, shoving Zane to the opposite side with my foot in case anyone tries to shoot.
“Anyone in there?” I ask. “We’re not trying to hurt you.”
My voice sounds human enough, despite the augmentations it took to get me to be able to talk again. No response. Using the toe of my boot, I jam it against the bottom of the door, shoving it open. No one fires. Or makes a sound.
“Hello?” I try one more time, sliding my face around the edge to get a look.
A child hiding behind the toilet shrieks and falls from his hiding spot. I relax. Zane stuffs his gun back in its holster, lips pressed together like he’s trying to hold in laughter.
“Hi,” I say, leaning a bit more into the doorway. He can’t be older than ten. Maybe even seven or eight. Difficult to tell. I’m not the best with ages and human faces.
The boy yanks out a gun big enough to break my metal skeleton into pieces. 



TEN
Zane swears. But the boy’s skinny arm dips even trying to hold the weapon. I duck into the washroom and knock his hand upwards, flipping it out and into my grasp before he can shoot a hole in his own ship.
“Relax, we’re not trying to hurt you.”
Shrieking, he flings something at me—toilet paper?—and scrambles behind the flimsy metal door wrapping around the shower. I sigh. Zane and Lalia have been so normal around me I’ve almost forgotten the impact I have on most humans. Particularly children. I never should’ve left my hood down.
Nudging me, Zane squeezes in, leaning around the edge of the shower.
“Hi there,” he says. “We just ran into your family in the hospital and figured their ship might be out here. We’re just looking. We’re not stealing and we’re not trying to hurt you, promise.”
Two dark eyes glare at me from around the edge of the shower, but he seems to believe Zane. Of course he does. Zane’s a warm-toned human with a wholesome appearance to his face. I’d trust him too if I didn’t know how the world works.
Still, I edge out of the washroom, perching on the control desk where the kid can’t see me, putting the huge gun on a shelf above the viewport where it won’t be easily reached.
“Why are you in here?” I hear the kid asking. 
“There was a. . .bit of a scuffle inside the hospital and we didn’t want to be seen by security, so we were wandering around out here. We thought the ship might be abandoned. Curious about why your family’s trying to snatch a crystal.”
“Oh,” the kid says, with a tone letting me know he probably won’t explain. “Why didn’t you want security to see you?”
“Cyborgs don’t like us.”
I snort to myself and the kid doesn’t respond.
Zane asks, “Are you trying to get off-planet?”
No answer. I can’t see if the kid is nodding or shaking his head. 
“Why are you trying so hard to leave? There are transport vessels between most planets.”
For a minute, I think the kid won’t answer. We’re strangers after all, even if Zane is friendly, but he eventually whispers, “There’s medicine I need that’s too expensive here. Other planets you can get it for a lot less.”
“I thought the hospitals here offer charity treatments.”
“Not forever. It’s medicine every month. For some reason, it’s really hard to get in this quadrant. I don’t know why, my dad knows.”
“Why don’t you take a transport vessel, they’re not cheap, but they’re better than a new crystal.”
“My aunt said we should do that. I. . .think my dad’s mad at the hospital for not helping.”
I bite the insides of my cheeks until I taste iron. I was given to Amerov because they were the only place skilled enough to save me. That, and because no one at the orphanage valued me enough to keep me around.
“Did you see my dad?” the kid asks. “Did he find a crystal?”
“Um, I’m not sure. We were just sort of passing by. He tried to point a gun at us.”
The boy giggles. I bite back a comment about how he didn’t try to point a gun, he did.
“Well, come out into the control room with me,” Zane says.
There’s silence. “I don’t like cyborgs.”
“Yeah, well, it’s okay, this cyborg doesn’t like other cyborgs either.”
I manage not to let out another snort.
“He scares me,” the boy says so softly they both likely think I can’t hear.
“He’s fine, I promise. He’s my brother.”
 More silence. I imagine the skepticism on the kid’s face. But eventually, there are footsteps, and the two of them emerge from the washroom. I slide as far across the space as I can. No use intimidating the kid, even accidentally.
Even as Zane sits the kid in a chair, the boy keeps an eye on me as if I might snap at any moment. I stare back. I learned long ago smiling doesn’t comfort anyone, not when it makes my grotesque features even uglier. He doesn’t look ill, but I’m not stupid enough to think that means anything. He has olive-tan skin and dark hair with some red styled into it. Something on this planet that isn’t purple. What a shock. His clothes are pretty bland and boring in cut, but at least they’re not purple too. His shirt is gray as mine.
Learning to keep my mouth shut has never been my strong suit, so I say, “Finally, someone else with some fashion sense on this planet.”
The kid’s frown lets me know he thinks as much of me as if he were looking at some particularly disturbing bug. His eyes find Bat, and the expression doesn’t improve. It takes effort not to sigh. Loudly.
From behind the kid, Zane mouths, “What now?”
I shrug. This is not my problem. My problem is sitting back in a hospital bed while security cyborgs overturn the building. Because somehow Lalia is my problem now. We need to get her out without being suspicious and without one of the security numbers realizing there’s an unregistered cyborg hauling around two highly-wanted criminals. Adding random strangers’ problems is a good way to get arrested.
On the other hand. . .
“Do you know what your medicine is called?” I ask the kid.
He stares, looks at Zane as if he’s somehow trustworthy after meeting him a full three minutes ago, then slinks into the washroom. After much clinking and rustling, he reappears, offering a small, thin glass vial while managing to stand as far from me as possible. When I take it, he yanks his hand back as if I turned the glass molten, retreating near Zane. The name on the empty vial isn’t familiar.
“They have this at the hospital?” I ask, gesturing out the viewport through the trees.
“Yeah. . .” he says, as if he can’t understand why I’d speak to him.
“How much of this do you take?”
“One a month. . .”
I nod. “You’re fine staying here by yourself?”
“I’m not a child,” he snips, which is genuinely one of the funniest things I’ve heard all week. I stare at the wall so I don’t laugh. Zane’s squinting like he’s trying awfully hard to figure out where I’m going with this.
“Do you care if I keep this?” I ask, holding up the empty vial.
The kid shrugs, suspicious.
“Good, lock the airlock again when we leave. Zane, out.”
“Are you sure we should just leave him here?”
“Stay if you want.”
He shoots me a look but sighs and pats the kid on the shoulder, saying something I don’t hear. Jumping to the jungle floor, I tuck the vial in my pocket. Once we’re out, the airlock cycles shut with a hiss and enough of a clunk I can hear the ship’s age. I head into the jungle, toward the hospital, Bat slithering through the undergrowth ahead of us.
“Plan?” Zane asks, trotting after me.
“Security’s probably holding the kid’s relatives in one of the hospital rooms while they check the rest of the building, or maybe back in the basement. And we need to get to Lalia without anyone noticing us.”
“Yes? And?”
“And, if we let those people out, they’ll have to chase them back down.”



ELEVEN
“Ya know, for a smart guy, you have stupid plans,” Zane grumbles, batting through the undergrowth as he follows. Bat trots ahead, nose high, pleased to be doing something dangerous.
“What makes you think I’m smart?”
“Just a hunch.”
“Do you have a better plan?”
“No, but—”
“And aren’t you the genius who got into Amerov with the stupidest plan ever?”
He makes a noncommittal noise. “So we’re using that family as a distraction?”
Saying it in such a way makes it sound heartless. “Well, they’re locked up now. At least, if we use them as a distraction, they’ll have a chance to get back to their ship and get out of here. As they are now, they have no chance. Win, win.”
He gives an acknowledging shrug. “And the medicine vial?”
“That’s my job, yours is to get up to the top level and get your sister out of the building.”
“Not going to tell me?”
“It’ll be easier to encourage these dumbasses to run if I can hand them some medicine for their kid. If they try to argue and fight me on leaving, we might get caught.”
“So you’re stealing medicine for the sick kid who wasn’t nice to you?” Zane says. He has that tone Lalia gets whenever I’m remotely nice to her, and she reads it as a bonding moment.
“Part of the plan.”
“Of course.”
I don’t glare. It’ll encourage him. If he doesn’t understand, he’s dense. 
Hopefully, security has cleared and left Lalia alone. Then the thieves won’t be my problem. Although, it would be kinda funny to cause those cyborgs trouble. Even if they weren’t after us and aren’t even a part of Amerov, a small, rather immature voice in the back of my mind clumps them together with Captain and whispers to make their life a pain.
When we return, the hospital’s in no state of chaos. No one’s even wandering around outside the back exit where we escaped. Maybe they’ve already done a sweep back here and decided not to go further into the trees. I trot along the jungle’s edge until we make it around the building. My ship is still on the landing pad—I probably shouldn’t have parked so close, but I didn’t exactly expect a major crime—so at least it hasn’t thrown up a red flag to any of the authorities. There’s another ship. Not a deep-space vessel, just a transport craft not meant to leave the planet. Good for ferrying prisoners through the undercities. And maybe for the security cyborgs themselves. I doubt they stay in the hospital at all times, they’re probably stationed elsewhere. 
I stand on the stone walkway circling the building. People filter in and out, but if I didn’t know better, it would seem nothing is out of the ordinary.
“You just going to walk in?” Zane mutters.
“I’m reckless, not stupid.”
“At least you see yourself clearly.”
Evenly, I glare at him. “One of us has to.”
Pressing his lips together, he looks amused rather than annoyed. It freaks me out how easily he meets my eyes. I wish I hadn’t looked at him.
“Bat,” I say, and point to the second-story balcony.
He vaults off my shoulder, scaling the vertical wall. Stony material makes up part of the outer shell of the building, continuing a few stories before turning to metal. The stone is rough and purposefully patchy in a decorative sort of way—his little razor claws have an easy time of it. Two security numbers emerge from the entrance. I sink against the side of the building, stepping into a planter of multicolored, unfamiliar flowers. Zane follows. From the shadows, we shouldn’t be visible. The cyborgs cross the landing pad and disappear into their ship.
“You don’t think they’re calling Amerov, do you?” Zane whispers.
“No.” This is much too small-time. It takes a great deal for Amerov to get involved in anything unless the royals order it or it falls under Captain’s personal objectives.
The comm behind my ear crackles to life. Bat says, “Aaron?”
“I hear you.”
“This level is intensive care, I think. No security, just that cheerful idiot running around helping people. He’s coming in and out through the elevator a lot.”
The helper cyborg. Right, I forgot about him. Mr. Cheerful might actually pose a problem trying to follow us around, wanting to know how we’re doing. Hopefully, he has better things to do.
“Maybe you should stay down here,” I tell Zane, keeping my back to him.
“Oh yeah, let me think about that—no?”
I shoot another glare before remembering it doesn’t work. Eyebrows raised, he looks all wound up to argue with me.
 I sigh. “You’re loud.”
“I’m useful. And we’re going in there to get my sister.”
“Useful?” I ask, eyeing the balcony above and trying to plan a route that’ll hurt my hands the least.
“I opened that door in the basement. And the ship’s airlock.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And you would’ve gotten shot if I hadn’t been paying attention, if you’ll remember.”
Scrunching my face, I send him the ugliest expression I can muster. He’s right, but I don’t have to acknowledge it. Owing him makes me want to scream, and now I owe him twice. Hooking my fingers and toes in the cracks of the stone wall, I haul my way up.
Below me, Zane mutters, “Very mature.”
When I glance down, he’s following, albeit less gracefully.
Sliding over the warm stone of the balcony, I crouch against the glass door where the inside curtain hides us. At least Zane’s quiet as he drops beside me, much too close for my liking. Muttering, I yank my hood back in place. Peeking through the glass where the curtain gaps, I find a mostly empty room, just a patient in a bed similar to Lalia’s. The bed is up against the door, so I can’t see the human’s face, can’t judge whether they’re asleep. Just a large, lumpy shape protrudes under the covers. No doctors or nurses. And no overly friendly cyborgs. Bat’s small shape slithers into view under the bed. Carefully, I crack the door.
No response from the patient.
Grabbing Bat so his metal claws don’t clink, I sneak past the patient—a rather large man with an oxygen mask over his face, snoring into it—and out the curtain. Zane’s silent enough I have to check to make sure he’s still behind me as we head through the ward toward the elevator. Must have taken the loud comment to heart. No signs of security. People jostle in an organized type of chaos. More than one doctor and nurse bump into me. Only a few give me a second glance, but none pause in their steps.
I stop with my hand over the shimmery purple sensor to the elevator door. We might go to the bottom level only for the doors to slide open to the sight of those security numbers. Nowhere to run if that happens. And I need to check the lower level without anyone seeing us—if the security numbers have already hauled the prisoners away, we can just leave with Lalia. 
Zane stops alongside me, watching everyone bustling about. “Stairs?”
Good instincts. “Yeah.”
The stairs on this level aren’t near the elevator. I slide along the wall, keeping out of everyone’s way, yanking the door open. An empty stairwell. I try to keep my footsteps light and silent, putting Bat back on his feet. Zane is fiddling with his pistol, somehow managing to take his eyes off his feet and not crash flat on his face down the stairs.
I don’t wish him any particular malice, but the mental image makes me smirk into the collar of my coat.
“Lalia mentioned you can’t kill other cyborgs. That true?”
I wish she’d stop mentioning things. “I can. I’m not supposed to be able to.”
“Programming issues,” he repeats, sounding as if he might want to laugh.
“Yeah,” I mutter. If I break his nose, Lalia will never shut up.
“Does that mean they won’t kill you?”
“Most likely.” I was never afraid they were going to kill me.
“But you don’t want to kill one of them.”
Something about the statement makes my shoulders bunch. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”
“I figured.”
Stopping, I stare at him a few steps above me. He tucks his gun in its holster and shrugs. “That wasn’t a criticism. I feel the same way.”
There’s no judgment in his expression. He just stares back at me like all this is some nice, friendly conversation I’m taking part in because I want to.
I should keep walking, but instead, what comes out of my mouth is, “You don’t actually believe any of this stuff your sister’s going on about, do you?”
In the back of my mind, I know it isn’t a fair question. Even Audra said there’s a chance. It’s the only reason I didn’t dump Lalia here and run for my life. And now I’m stuck with another overly friendly human who wants to have tiny bonding sessions with me. I’m going to scream.
Both his eyebrows shoot up. His eyes focus on the wall over my shoulder like he’s trying to find the right words. “I—”
The doors at the bottom of the stairs open with a well-polished hiss. I roll my eyes. What kind of doctor takes the stairs instead of the ultra-fast elevator? I step back so they can pass. Bat squishes himself between my legs and the wall. I should’ve put him in the backpack. Zane leans against the opposite side but looks down the stairs. For half a second, his eyes get wide.
One of the security cyborgs pauses mid-step below us. I go still. My hood is up, but it isn’t a mask. If he inspects, he’ll see plenty of my features. My pulse throbs against the backs of my hearing aids. Hopefully, my face is neutral. He has a gun, though it’s in his holster, no other weapons visible, just the bland, unfamiliar uniform. He’s mostly human in appearance, though the panel in his arm is blinking, and a port sits behind his right ear. 
He cocks his head at me, then at Bat. “How long have you been in here?”
A rather unsuspicious question, actually. “Few minutes.”
“Has anyone passed through?”
“No.”
“Who ya looking for?” Zane asks. 
I hold my breath, but he’s nailed the tone of someone completely clueless and innocent to the situation, wanting to hear gossip. The security number only gives him an irritated glance.
“Hospital business,” he says, and continues past with light footsteps. His face comes near enough to mine in the slim hallway the brush of his breath makes my skin crawl. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but you should leave. They don’t like unregistered’s here.”
They don’t anywhere. “Do you?”
Something in his expression might be amusement. “No. But I don’t have the security pass to arrest people just for breathing in the stairwell.”
Something snippy springs to mind about how low-level he must be to not be able to do anything about me, but we have a plan here. And it doesn’t involve pissing off the security numbers. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
Giving Zane a final glance and frowning at Bat too intently for comfort, he continues on his way until the door hisses open and shut above us. 
Zane stares at me, wide-eyed. “Well, that was my panic moment for the hour, how about you?”
My pulse is returning to normal. I take a breath large enough to fill my lungs and let it all the way out until my chest aches. They can’t arrest me unless they catch me doing something. And he didn’t recognize Zane on-sight even with his high bounty. Good to know.

“Aaron?” Zane’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “You doing okay?”
What I wouldn’t give for this random human to care a little bit less.
“Fine,” I say, relieved my voice is stable.
Ignoring him the best I can, I take off down the stairs.



TWELVE
On the bottom level, I swing left out of the stairwell and head for the elevators. Back in the open, I stuff Bat in my pack. He’s a bit more conspicuous than I am.
“What are you doing?” Zane hisses, scurrying after me. “I thought—”
“They can’t arrest me.”
“Huh?”
“They can’t arrest me for being unregistered. And he didn’t recognize you. If we were in any danger, that one in the stairwell would have been it. Let’s just go get Lalia out of here.”
“Oh,” he says. “Right. What about the thieves and their kid?”
A headache awakens behind my right temple, having nothing to do with my implants. “I can only deal with so many criminals at once. We’re starting with your sister in case they begin checking individual patients.”
He grunts. I can see him from the corner of my eye. His eyebrows are bunched, unhappy about the situation, but I can rely on him caring more for his sister than anything or anyone else. He’s not going to argue when I want to protect Lalia.
I punch the elevator sensor a few too many times, keeping a good eye on the rest of the level. Three security numbers stand guard at the front desk, another talking to a doctor in a faint purple medical coat. No one looks our way. Is there another back door to this place? There must be. Hospitals should have multiple emergency exits. They might not be able to arrest me if I haven’t done anything, but I’m sure parading out the front door with two wanted criminals after a recent attack on the hospital wouldn’t be the brightest move.
Opposite the front desk, a few numbers guard a door. A supply closet, by the looks of it, smaller and less shiny than the rest of the rooms. I wonder if they’ve stashed the criminals in there until they’re done investigating. They’re definitely guarding something.
The elevator dings. A doctor exits past, but he’s too wrapped up in whatever’s on his tablet to give us more than a passing glance. We have the space to ourselves.
Zane is suspiciously quiet as we glide upward. Maybe he’s pouting about the kid in the ship. I watch him stew until he says, “Tell me more about Captain.” 
Why is he on that? “What about?”
He shrugs. “He’s apparently invested in all three of us now, I just want to know who I’m dealing with.”
I wouldn’t know where to begin. “He’s smarter than you, stronger than you, and more powerful. Stay out of his way.”
“Little vague.”
“Ask me something specific.”
“You afraid of him?”
I stare. Why would he ask something like that? Eventually, he takes his gaze from the opposite wall to stare back. I search for hostility and find none. This would all be so much easier if he seemed to have any negative emotions toward me. Bat squirms in his backpack—his weight between my shoulder blades is reassuring.
“Of course you are,” Zane mutters, kicking the bottom of the elevator door thoughtlessly. “He’s insane.”
Something about the easy summary rubs me the wrong way. It isn’t incorrect, but it’s too simple. I shouldn’t be talking to him about this, let alone my feelings on the matter, but I find myself saying, “I don’t think he is.”
Zane blinks. “He sounds like it.”
“He doesn’t understand human nature. I mean, on an intellectual level he does, but he’s had a chip in his head so long he doesn’t remember what it’s really like. Everything he feels is just. . .dampened. He thinks he’s protecting Amerov by conditioning Lalia. And he thinks he’s helping me by trying to bring me back and fix my chip.”
Saying it makes me feel. . .strange. It’s the second time today I’ve defended cyborgs to Zane, and I’m unsure why. Mentally, I’m more human than cyborg, I suppose. But I don’t feel it.
Quietly, Zane mutters, “He thinks he’s doing the right thing. That’s why you’re so scared of him.”
What do I say? I didn’t expect any human—particularly this giant goof—to understand, let alone wrap it up in such a neat little bow of a sentence. Maybe too simple an explanation to sum up my feelings, but it’s close. I lock my jaw, not knowing how to respond.
Gliding to a stop, the elevator slides open. Nothing’s changed up on this level. Doctors and nurses still shuffle through patients, and I don’t see any security numbers. I do, however, see Mr. Cheerful across the floor, and bolt for Lalia’s room as quickly as I can without drawing suspicion. 
Lalia’s crashed, blanket stuffed over her chin. Well, look at that, she’s not too terrible when she’s sleeping. Unfortunately, I’m going to have to wake her. Nudging her shoulder, I scoot the wheelchair to the edge of her bed. Its mechanical wheels glide with a hum.
“Huh? What?” She scowls at me, pulling the blanket over her eyes.
Zane takes this moment to be useful. “We gotta go. Security’s crawling around.”
This wakes her right up, though she’s blinking aggressively, sitting with a wobble and rubbing her eyes. Those painkillers they gave her have kicked in with full force.
“Does this have something to do with the power dip? I heard some doctors talking. They were quite upset.” Her voice is too loud, as she isn’t awake enough to monitor the volume.
“Shh. Yes.” Zane gives her a lift into the wheelchair. “Did they bring your clothes back?”
She looks at the papery purple robe and her splinted wrist and leg and slurs, “Noooo. . .but I think they gave me some damn good drugs.”
Zane wheezes, choking down a laugh as he tucks the blanket around her. Leaning back in the chair, she squints at me. Her once-bruised face is now its normal color, nose straight. I need some of whatever they gave her. Too bad we got distracted by stupid thieves and rude children. At least I have my new ears. Lalia cocks her head. Can she read my expression under the hood?
“Are you boys getting along?” Her tone is so proud I seriously consider turning on my heel and heading out on my own. 
When did I become responsible for these humans, let alone those thieves with their kid?
“Brilliant,” Zane says with a grin. “Like hugging a cactus.”
Lalia cackles.
“Laugh a little louder, maybe someone will notice,” I mutter. She stuffs her fist against her mouth but continues to shake.
Across the room, Mr. Cheerful glances in our direction, looks away, then does a double take. Dammit. Staring for a few seconds, he heads in our direction.
“Happy cyborg dead ahead,” I mutter. 
Both siblings stop smiling.
“Is something wrong?” Mr. Cheerful asks. 
Such a genuine look of concern scrunches his expression he might actually care. But he’s less human than even Captain, so I don’t suspect he feels much of anything. 
“Family emergency,” Zane says before I have a chance to think up a response. “Our parents are near the other end of the galaxy, it’s gonna take a while to get there. She’s good to leave, right? The doctor said a few hours.”
The cyborg looks at the tablet cradled in the crook of his arm, scrolling. His eyes flicker to me. “Oh, well, yes. I mean, we were going to keep her a while longer. . .but family emergencies are understandable. She’s technically good to go. . .”
He sounds untroubled now, but I don’t like being unable to see what he’s doing on that tablet, even if he’s probably just updating Lalia’s file. 
“Thanks,” Zane says. “You know where her clothes are?”
“Um, no, I’ll have a staff member find them.”
Something’s wrong. I try to make eye contact with Zane over the cyborg’s head, but he’s busy tucking Lalia into her wheelchair. Lalia stares at me but only gives me a lopsided smile. Great, she’s high as a kite.
I try Zane’s tactic. “You know what all the commotion was downstairs? Saw lots of security.”
“As far as I know, someone tried tapping the hospital power. It’s been handled.”
Reading his expression gets me nothing. Blank and happy, as always. I’d believe it an act if he hadn’t been so obliviously curious about me. And that comment about something horrible happening to him as if he understands my circumstances. Either he’s up to something, or I’m the most suspicious person in this quarter of the galaxy.
“Hold on a moment, I’ll find her clothes.” He smiles and drifts out the curtains. 
Once he’s been gone a full five seconds, I start edging out of the room. “You two think you can manage to get to your ship on your own?”
Zane stares at the curtain as he fusses over his sister, all business now. “Yeah. We’ll head a few undercities over since I’m assuming you want to chase that bounty.”
“What bounty?” Lalia asks, voice high, as if the idea she wasn’t included in this knowledge is severely insulting. Zane puts his hand over her mouth.
“Yeah, there’s a larger undercity through the east tunnels. It’s right under the most populated part of the planet, a gambling city, I don’t remember what number it is, but your ship will find it. And give me that door chip you snatched.” 
Zane nods, digging the little disk from his pocket and placing it in my palm. “Great. You’ll uh. . .you’ll meet us there, right?”
I pause, wishing he hadn’t caught me before I could head off for my little section of the plan. Making a snarky comment would be a good response, but they’re both staring, quiet. Lalia’s sobered enough to gaze at me like a lost puppy. Zane’s expression is drawn, jaw locked. He followed me around the hospital in the first place because he didn’t want to take his eyes off me. They both think I might head off into open space without a word. Which is a distinct possibility. This would be so much easier if they didn’t care so much.
“Well, sure.” I shrug. “Don’t think I’m going to let you chase that bounty. You idiots already lost me a bunch of money.”
Lalia snorts and opens her mouth, but Zane has such a relieved expression I duck out the curtain before either of them can get out another word. 
Humans. 
A quick scan around the busy level confirms no cyborgs are wandering in the vicinity—cheerful or otherwise. Which, for once, is not what I’m looking for. 
Tucking my hood more securely around my neck, I step in sight of one of the nurses. “Excuse me, sorry, my sister’s a patient here, she wants me to find her clothes, could you point me in the right direction?”
The poor woman gives me a look like she’d rather not, but gestures toward the elevator. “One level up.”
“Thank you.” I head for the elevator slow enough it won’t look like I’m running for my life from a harmless human. Still, my face is hot just having to talk to anyone. She was trying really hard to get a better look under my hood, not that I can blame her, but this is why I don’t talk to people. 
Turns out I don’t need to go far. The moment the elevator door opens, Mr. Cheerful is right there, Lalia’s clothes folded in one hand, tablet in the other, his gaze firmly fixed on it. He nearly bumps into me stepping out.
“Oh, you’re here, I found—”
“Yep, can you come with me, please?”
Stuffing down all the discomfort and general desire to fling myself off the tower, I grab him by the elbow—my fingers don’t like the movement—hauling him in the direction of the stairs. It’s the only place remotely quiet and private.
“Um, I don’t—” He looks about ready to yell for help, so I stop, ignoring the few patients bored enough to take notice of the tense moment.
“Look, I need to talk to you. In private. Stairwell.” It’s difficult to look honest with my hood up and a constant scowl fixed on my face, but I try. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just need help with something.”
His jaw feathers. I can see the little metal workings behind the glass in his eyes.
Breathing through my nose, I say, “Please.”
His eyebrows do something that makes me think I’ve lost my marbles. Which, given the past week or so, I wouldn’t entirely discount.
“Elem, are you alright?”
I try not to visibly tense at the new voice. From the corner of my eye, I see enough of a purple coat to know it’s a doctor, but don’t turn to see who the female voice belongs to. They call the cyborg by his name, not a number.
He’s going to rat me out, I think, and am just about to drop the idea and storm away when Mr. Cheerful—Elem—says, “I’m fine. Spirited conversation. I’m going to take my break.”
“Oh, alright.” There’s vague confusion in the voice, but no suspicion. 
Just like that, Elem tucks his tablet under his arm and hauls me off by the wrist until we’re out of sight. Stepping aside, he lets me into the stairwell, yanking the door shut behind us.



THIRTEEN
Taking a key chip from the pocket of his uniform, Elem slides it into the slot beside the handle, locking the door to the stairwell. 
Well, that was unexpected.
“What’ve you done?” he asks.
I nearly snort. Nerves are what I expected, but he seems to have decided he likes me. I wonder if it’s my appearance. That would be a first. 
“Nothing.” I take the medicine vial from my pocket. “Do you have this here?”
He turns it over in his hand, tapping at something on his tablet. I wait for him to ask what’s going on and why I want to know, but the silence stretches. 
“Yes,” he says, returning the empty glass. 
“Where do you keep it?”
He raises an eyebrow, lips pressed like he might want to laugh. Well, it was worth a shot.
“Is this for you?”
“No.” I squint down the stairs. Now I know they have it. The storage Zane and I were snooping in had lots of equipment, but I didn’t see medicines logged into the computer. If it isn’t stored on the bottom level, it could be in some of those doors ringing the ground floor. Most of them looked like offices or supply closets. If I snoop around a little. . .
“If this is for someone else, you should bring them in,” Elem says. “There are lots of avenues for patients who can’t afford—”
“Let’s just go with ‘all avenues have been exhausted.’”
He cocks his head. “Sure. Then why are you asking?”
“Curiosity.”
Maybe I can intimidate a doctor into spilling the info. But the whole point is to not draw attention. If I have to haul ass off this planet running from security, I won’t be able to chase the high-marked bounty. Pitying the sick kid and his family shouldn’t make me put my neck so far out. Especially when they would never consider putting in effort for something like me.

Bat squirms. He’s probably getting sick of being stuffed in his backpack all the time.
Elem is staring, still in the mechanical way only cyborgs can be still, making no move to leave the stairwell, so I say, “Thanks for your time, anyway.”
“You might want to work on not looking like the most suspicious person on the planet.”
If he weren’t so obnoxiously cheerful at all times, I might’ve laughed. “Well, my face does ninety percent of the work, so what would you suggest?”
He doesn’t bother looking uncomfortable, just smiles. If he’s been through an accident that required him to be put back together, maybe there’s no reason for him to be surprised or unnerved by my features. Strange.
I sigh, “Well, thanks for the suggestion. Care to unlock the door?”
He shrugs and complies. The hum of voices returns. A female security number is wandering around, talking to one of the nurses who looks like she’d rather dig herself a hole and jump in. Can’t blame her there. The cyborg glances our way. I yank the door closed.
Suspicious, Aaron, real suspicious.
“Actually, I’ll take the stairs. Security here doesn’t like me very much, I’d rather avoid them.”
“I’ll go with you.”
After his earlier comment, I try not to scowl. “That’s not necessary—”
“They don’t like me either. And I have work to do on Level Eight, anyway.”
I frown. Why don’t they like him? Asking is a possibility, but it’s none of my business and it isn’t going to help. Maybe the security numbers don’t like any cyborgs at different stations than them. Base emotions still exist even in Captain’s programmed creations, if too muted to be human. Any cyborg can still be petty. And the one in the stairwell reeked of having a chip on his shoulder.
“Whatever.”
“Don’t you want to go back with your humans?”
My humans? “They’re meeting me at their ship—” 
The door cracks. I tense, ready to bolt, but the female number sticks her head in, and running like a madman wouldn’t be smart. Leaning against the wall, I fold my arms and try to look bored, hoping my features will conceal any other emotions. The last one left us alone, this one should too.
She steps in, keeping the door open against her shoulder. Elem stares at his boots, shuffling, expression giving off such human irritation I bite the insides of my cheeks to hide a smirk.
Her eyes flicker between us—human, as far as I can tell—and she raises a brow. “982, have you found another reject to play with?”
Yikes. “Chip on the shoulder” might be slightly too tame a description. If she’s this hostile about Elem, they’re definitely resenting their positions on this planet. I wonder what screw-ups sent them here to mop up piddly human messes on a rich gambling planet. I bite my lip harder. Laughing will not help.
982 must be his number, at least the last three digits of it. Registration numbers are long, usually, the last three or four numerals are used as a shortcut to address one another. Sometimes names are used, but I remember being the only one on Facility Nineteen to actually call Audra by her name. Other than the times Captain visited.
“It’s Elem,” he grumbles, staring at the ceiling.
Her lip does a twitch of derision I’ve seen plenty of times from both cyborgs and humans. So she’s being passive-aggressive, got it.
“Yes, I forgot you like to play human,” she says.
Well, maybe not passive, just aggressive.
Her eyes give me a once over while Elem sighs rather loudly and belligerently. “What are you two doing in here?”
Something stubborn in me refuses to speak. I don’t have to listen to her, and even if I was a registered number, she’d likely be my subordinate. I don’t owe her anything, and none of them have reason to arrest me.
Elem says, “He was asking me about medical treatments for a family member off-planet.”
It isn’t so strange a thing to say in and of itself. Most Amerov numbers still have plenty of human family members. Lots of average folks’ volunteer. But having been alone my whole life, it’s an uncanny sentence to hear, even if he’s lying through his teeth.
Lucky for me, he doesn’t like these numbers.
Raising an eyebrow again, she snatches his tablet from under his arm.
“Do you mind?” He grabs for it and misses, then folds his arms and glares. 
Disappointment flickers across her features as she scrolls the tablet. There’s nothing on there to find, at least nothing to do with me.
“Would you like me to make a complaint to administration now or wait until you’ve left?” Elem snaps, snatching the tablet and glaring daggers.
I take back everything I assumed about him at first. All humanity hasn’t been programmed out—he’s much too easily irritated for that.
He isn’t programmed any more than usual, he’s just nice. What a thought.
The female gives him an unimpressed look, glares at me, and shuts the door. If this little security group had any more power, they’d definitely drag me off for looking the way I do. I allow myself to breathe normally.
Elem grumbles, stabbing at the face of his tablet and stomping down the stairs. I shouldn’t talk to him. I should just follow him out of this level and keep going with my plan.
My curiosity gets the better of me. “Do you have a chip?”
He comes to a halt, nearly tripping down a step, staring in open confusion. “Of course I do. Doesn’t everyone?”
Should’ve kept my mouth shut. “Well, yeah, you just seem. . .emotional for a cyborg.”
“They’re annoying,” he gripes, then sobers. “When I was stationed here, they told me they were toning down the programming in my chip. Humans find our demeanors threatening and uncomfortable, and I’m supposed to be working with patients. They wanted me compassionate, it was the hospital’s specific request.”
He pauses for a moment. “I don’t know how the chips work, do you? Things just upset me easily now, like what I remember it was like being human.”
It makes strange sense, I suppose. “No, I don’t know how they work. I think just Captain and his higher-ups know.”
“Have you ever met him?”
“Captain?”
“Yeah.”
Captain’s always been involved in all his creations, but I suppose it would be impossible for them all to have met him. “Yes.”
Elem cocks his head. “What’s he like? I’ve heard he’s strange, even for one of us.”
Strange is an understatement. “He’s kind of a dick.”
Laughing, Elem continues down the stairs, taking two at a time. “Good to know.”
I follow him down, keeping the rest of my thoughts to myself. It’s pretty unheard of—lessening the programming. The opposite happens all the time, numbers with practically no human emotions left, just machines, particularly depending on how they react to the augmentations and the chip. How does Elem feel about it? Handling being as changed as he is on top of the normal process Amerov puts their creations through must be a feat.
He must be content with himself and his life to deal with all this without much interference from his chip. Sympathy lodges in my chest, along with a great deal of respect, but I don’t say anything else.
Lalia and Zane would be a lot better off with a cyborg brother like him.
The next level down looks much the same as the one above. No security. I head for the elevators, waiting in the corner until one is free of passengers. Elem hovers. I suppose he’ll be getting in, but now I can’t help but wish he wouldn’t hang around. At least he’s quiet. I asked him questions about his personal life, and he hasn’t even used that to try to snoop around in mine.
Once the coast is clear, I duck inside. Elem taps the button for Level Fifteen and stares at me with a pleasant, open expression as the elevator glides down. I don’t snap what at him like I want to, he’s been very nice and helpful and I don’t need to be cranky just because he seems to be happy.
“Is there anything else I can help you with?” he asks, spinning his tablet between his palms.
Very nice. “Not that I know of. I’m heading out.”
“Oh, alright,” he says and sounds a little. . .sad. Fantastic. The door opens for him and he gives a small wave as he steps out. “Bye.”
“Bye,” I say, then feel guilty and add, “Thanks for the help.”
Punching the elevator sensor before he can continue, I relax. No doctors, no security, and no Elem giving me intense, friendly stares.
I have spent way too long avoiding people. This is pathetic.
I can worry about my social skills later. I’m still not done with my section of the plan, and I’ve already spent too much time getting distracted.
Time to find that annoying human kid’s medicine.



FOURTEEN
The elevator glides down, and Bat pops his head up onto my shoulder. “Thought he’d never leave. You got a plan here?”
Alone. Finally. It’s either Lalia or Zane or Elem following me around. A chance to think on my own is becoming a rare resource.
“If they’re not keeping medicine in the equipment vault, where else could they keep it? There’s plenty of security roaming around the bottom level for us to snoop. I’d rather stay away from security. They’re hostile.”
He’s quiet for a second. “We could just. . .leave?”
He’s right. He’s very, very correct. We could leave. And it would be a smart idea. Zane’s already headed out with Lalia. Security won’t stop us from leaving. In fact, they probably want us to. We can head a few undercities over and avoid all these problems altogether. 
Which would be the entire correct and smart choice of action.
Harebrained plans like this are exactly what got us crashed on a planet with Lalia. And, to one-up that gem, the idea to head back to Captain’s ship after he let me go. I really should learn to mind my own business. Keep to the bounty jobs that have plenty in it for us, and ignore everything else. Audra taught me to use my brain and to take advantage when I have it. I should try actually listening to the small and wise voice in the back of my head that sometimes sounds like her. And stealing medicine and breaking out thieves has nothing in it for me. Probably not even a thank you.
I think about kicking the elevator door, but don’t want anyone to hear. “Do you want to go wait on the ship? I don’t blame you.”
Little eyes stare from beside my ear. Finally, he says, “No.”
I let out a long, slow breath. Selfishly, I don’t want him to. I don’t want him in harm’s way, but I’m happy for the backup. He knows both those things.
Not to mention he likes trouble as much as I do.
“If I get you into one of the doctor’s offices, do you think you can hack a computer here?”
“Of course I can,” he mutters.
“Great.” 
Hitting the stop button on the elevator when the glowing number above the door says Three, I slip into the unfamiliar level. It doesn’t look different to me, just more and more doctors and nurses and patients keeping out of the way, light filtering from the windows opposite the elevator and from patient rooms only covered by curtains. Everything feels slightly more frantic, but the murmur of voices isn’t panicked. Going to the second level where Zane and I snuck in didn’t seem like a great idea, I don’t want doctors or nurses recognizing me in a place I’ve no reason to be. I attracted enough stares when I was with Lalia. 
The farthest walls are all patient rooms—I wander the same wall as the elevator, glancing into busy offices. Several are empty, but I wait until I watch a doctor leave, pulling on gloves and disappearing into a patient’s room, curtain closing. I’m willing to bet he’ll be in there for a few minutes. Handing the empty vial to Bat, I slide into one of the chairs lining the wall while he wriggles from the pack. Dropping to the floor, he disappears into the empty office. No one glances our way. Someone would’ve shrieked if they’d seen the little animal. I close the office door with my foot and get comfortable in my chair, eyeballing the patient’s room where the doctor disappeared.
No one bothers me. Benefits of a busy hospital, I suppose. But sitting quietly makes me twitchy. I’ve been ignoring all the equipment and sanitary burn of the clean floors since I headed off to snoop around with Zane. Enough adrenaline was pumping to push all thoughts of Amerov and the parallels to this place from my mind. Not to mention Zane being a consistent chatterbox of a distraction. I bounce my leg until the noise of my boot irritates me, then scroll the bounty list on my tablet, keeping my eye out for the doctor.
My little blue bookmark blinks alongside the bounty. An inviting little beacon. Sure, I’m thrilled about the possibility of that much money, but I’m also curious. What could she have done to earn a bounty so high? And is it because she’s dangerous, or valuable? Whatever’s going on, she can’t be worse than Lalia and Zane.
What a week.
Unfortunately, every moment we linger in the hospital is more time for every bounty hunter or hired Amerov number within the next five planets to head in this direction for such a payday. We need to get a jump on this—we’re already on-planet, but that won’t be much of an advantage if we don’t kick this plan into gear.
Tapping the comm behind my ear, I hide my mouth in the side of my hood and mutter, “How’s it going in there?”
“Just got in. Lots of storage rooms in this place.”
I let him work. With the money from this new bounty, I can patch up the engine on my ship and buy a whole new pod. 
After I give Lalia the appropriate amount of grief for ruining my old one.
Bat will be thrilled. An atrocious amount of money will afford me some new eyes from a trustworthy source. I smile to myself—the hood will hide the gesture if anyone’s looking. Once we’re done here, things will start to look up. Zane and Lalia even have their own ship. No need to stay in mine.
The doctor emerges from the patient’s room. 
“Doctor came out of the room,” I mumble into the comm.
“Nearly there.”
I watch the man strip his stretchy gloves and toss them in a bin. He leans over the desk in the middle of the room, chatting to one of the nurses. They’re both smiling. A little too much. Are they flirting? I’m not good at interpreting such things. Zane had been so obvious I hadn’t second-guessed myself. Nurse puts her hand on Doctor’s arm. I roll my eyes. Now
it’s obvious. If we’re lucky, they’ll start making out right in the middle of the emergency room and Bat will have all the time he needs.
No such luck.
Nurse returns to her paperwork and the doctor heads right for us.
Dammit. I tap the comm again. “Bat, doctor incoming.”
“Ten seconds.”
Ten seconds? Inwardly groaning—I’m ready for this day to be over—I work up the least threatening version of my voice and try to sit in the chair like a normal person and not a hormonal, angsty teenager ready to pounce. Hood’s going to have to stay. 
“Excuse me,” I say before the doctor’s hand can rest on the door handle.
He starts as if he didn’t expect the lump in the chair to speak. The side-eye he shoots my way isn’t encouraging. I’ve no idea how this planet feels about unregistered cyborgs separate from the security numbers, but it probably isn’t fantastic. It isn’t fantastic anywhere.
“Yes. . .?”
“Sorry to bother you, my sister’s a patient here. She broke her leg and I haven’t seen her doctor at all, I was just curious how long the time in a cast is these days? I haven’t broken anything since I was a kid.”
Big lie, there.
He blinks, still not thrilled, upper lip slightly pinched in an effort not to grimace, edging closer to the opposite side of the door. “Oh, um, which bone?”
“Tibia, I think. It was a very clean break.”
The way his eye twitches makes me think he suspects I broke her leg. To be fair to him, it’s my fault her knuckles are broken.
To be fair to me, Lalia’s the one who decided to throw a punch.
“Probably a week or two. Depends. You’re going to have to talk with her doctor.”
“Okay, thanks, I’ll try to track her down.”
“Yeah, sure,” he says, and glances around the rest of the level like someone will help him. What a drama queen. All I’m doing is sitting here. If I were one of the dangerous types of unregistered numbers, he’d know by now.
“Anyway,” he says. “Have a nice day.”
There’s no doubt in my mind he doesn’t wish me a good day. Wincing as he hurries into his office, I wait for a shriek of alarm when he sees Bat. Instead, the little badger scurries around from behind the open door. Pressing my lips together, I try not to smirk as he dives under the chair and wiggles into the backpack.
“We need to go down to the bottom level,” he whispers.
Perfect.



FIFTEEN
Half a dozen security numbers still haunt the ground level. One bends over the front desk, writing on a tablet. No matter if you’re from Amerov or hired out security, paperwork is a part of existence. Audra would mutter to herself about forms and documents while I sat in her office, reading or hiding away from the rest of the facility.
It washes me with melancholy every time I think of her sitting in her office alone, despite the fact she’s lived long before me, and will likely live long after based on her augmentations. I don’t even know if it makes her sad. Part of my human side, I suppose.
Two numbers still guard an unmarked room. Bat points me in the other direction, and I wander through the back doors where Zane and I first went snooping, unnoticed. Instead of taking a left for the basement elevator, I head right. Air here is cooler than in the outside rooms. Less sterile. Maybe a little fruity, like someone with perfume recently passed. I don’t hear footsteps, just echoes in the background.
“Door 32D,” Bat says, crawling onto my shoulder.
I count the doors and weave through a few hallways. It’s quieter here, and I lighten my footsteps, trying not to echo.
“This is a dumb idea,” Bat whispers.
“Yeah, I already got that.”
There. 32D is a plain glass door, the reinforced kind too milky to see through. Punching through would work, but someone would hear, and my hands hurt enough as it is. As if I didn’t have enough to think about, my shoulder is throbbing as if it’s finally remembered a bullet went straight through. 
This day has been a decade long. 
I test the handle. Locked. Not a very sturdy one. Pulling the key chip Zane stole from my pocket, I try it in the slot alongside the handle. Beeping, it spits it back out to me, not budging. Just our luck. I try thrice more, but there’s a chance the nurse didn’t have permission to access this area. Bat can go to town on the lock, but I’m sick of waiting. Cameras must be mounted around here, and just because we haven’t been caught yet doesn’t mean no one is watching.
Hooking my elbow around the handle to spare at least one of my hands, I grab the base of it, brace my shoulder against the door, and yank upwards. The metal snaps. Blistering heat spikes up my palm. Swearing, I blink until my eyes stop watering, cradling my hand and pushing my way into the room, ignoring the pain as if it’ll make it manageable.
Auto lights flicker to life at my presence. Purple-white, of course. Cool air vents from the ceiling. Pale bins and metal shelves are stacked neat and tidy. Given the oddity of a glass vial, I thought the medicine might be kept in a refrigerated room, but the vents are cool, not freezing, and the bins themselves aren’t frigid. I force down a shiver at the quiet, windowless space. Metal is the only scent here. Not so bad.
Bat scurries along the bottom of the shelves. I twirl the vial in my fingers that aren’t screaming, reading the long storage number to myself.
“Found it,” Bat’s whisper echoes.
I break the lock with the heel of my boot—noise be dammed—and pop the lid. Stacks of vials, maybe a few hundred of them. 
“Purple,” I mutter, swirling the maroon liquid. Giant shock there.
“They’re not refrigerated,” Bat says. “That’s good.”
Each lasts a month. I balance a few vials in one hand and wonder about the value of each on the black market. This hospital’s security isn’t doing a great job. Then again, most people can’t break locks with their bare hands. I flex my fingers and sigh, stuffing a few dozen vials into the bottom of my pack, right alongside the stolen hearing aids and my uneaten burrito. My stomach grumbles. I’m not in a habit of stealing, especially not from a hospital, but this place is dripping in money. They’re not going to miss this. Plus, I doubt they’d let me buy the hearing aids from them even if I had the credits. I’m surprised equipment that advanced is even available. Amerov must have started selling their high-end equipment to the richest bidder. The idea of stealing it from Captain makes me feel a whole lot better.
That, and I’m stealing medicine for a sick kid. Could be committing worse crimes. 
“Let’s get out of here before someone pulls an alarm,” I mutter, scooping Bat back into his hiding spot. “Don’t break any of that medicine.”
“No kidding.”
I nudge the door back into place even if it won’t latch. Making my way to the main walkway, I continue down the opposite way of the basement elevator. I’m not clear on the layout, but the hallway curves as if it travels in a loop around the backside of the ground level. If we’re lucky, it should pass near the other side where the security numbers have stashed their prisoners.
A doctor passes. She gives me an odd look but doesn’t stop. Do any of the humans think I’m part of the security group? I don’t look a thing like them and I’m not wearing the uniform, but humans tend to lump all cyborgs together, even if it’s pretty obvious I’m unregistered.
Eventually, I peek around a corner and see a security number leaning against a door. He looks bored out of his mind, but he’s by himself. Amerov numbers travel in pairs at the least—they’ve gotten lax on their protocols securing this little section of rock. Bad for them, fantastic for me. Fighting wasn’t on the agenda, but I’m not against it, not when there’s only one. They don’t know who I am, and I’m not registered, so no records. On top of that, I’ll be off-planet the moment we get our hands on that high-priced bounty.
But I backtrack, heading for an exit sign and pushing open the glass back door, leaning against it so it won’t lock behind me. A wave of fresh, warm air wraps my skin. I breathe in until my lungs won’t take any more. It smells only of damp jungle and earth.
“Bat, I want you to head for the ship. I’m gonna have to make a quick exit, I think, and I don’t want to lead them back to the ship. I’ll head into the jungle. Make sure Zane and Lalia have left. I’ll get in touch when I’ve lost the security. If the comms aren’t working, land in the jungle near the tunnel heading east and I’ll meet you there.”
“Sounds good, don’t get caught again.”
I roll my eyes. “Again when?”
He points his nose in the air. “There have been multiple situations.”
“Uh-huh. Get going. I want you long gone by the time I leave.” No use in having any security numbers get suspicious of our ship.
I toss him the little box of hearing aids. In case I get caught. “Here.”
It’s his turn to roll his eyes before he trots into the undergrowth, giving me a last glance. I take another deep breath of the fresh air, holding it in my lungs as long as possible before slipping back inside and heading for the room holding the prisoners.



SIXTEEN
If I can avoid a fight, I’ll give it my best shot. They won’t listen or leave me alone in the hallway, so talking isn’t going to move the guard from the back door. I peek around the corner. He’s still leaning against the wall, zoned out. Paying attention. I can stare at a spot on the wall and be aware of all my surroundings simultaneously. No way in hell I’m going to shoot him. Using my pistol is a great way to get the whole group chasing me.
I consider pulling a fire alarm—there’s bound to be one around here—but that’ll probably just get the prisoners hustled to the security ship and out of my reach.
Would make it not my problem. I shake off that idea. I’m trying to help a sick kid. I’m trying to help a sick kid. I’m a stupid idiot who’s still too human and I’m trying to help a sick kid that thinks I’m a monster.
Sighing, I flex my fingers in their gloves. They’re aching, sweating though the hospital is cooler than outside. The gauze around my palms isn’t doing much after so much use.
The hospital is cool.
Above me, a vent filters stale, conditioned air. Glancing at the cyborg to confirm he’s still bored and clueless about my presence, I wedge my boot against the nearest door handle and boost myself up until I can lean my wrist against the edge of the vent. There is no explaining this position if that security number decides to wander over.
“Please don’t be watching the security cameras,” I whisper. I’ve had great luck so far, but even if no alarms went off for breaking door handles and crawling around in vents, someone’s bound to notice eventually.
Pulling my electric knife from my pocket, I flip it open and drag the crackling blue blade through the metal slats. It’s quiet as a breeze, but the hallway is deadly silent, and I pray the cyborg around the corner doesn’t have enhanced hearing. No footsteps start, so I hope I’m in the clear. When the final rung burns through, I pull the metal away before it can crash to the floor, sticking it up inside the vent where it can’t fall.
I peek my head into the space, a blast of cold air ruffling my hair. It isn’t a large vent by the standards of Amerov’s. I used to crawl through those on my hands and knees, though I was a child then. But I’m skinny enough in all the right places to boost myself in, nearly banging my knee on the edge and swearing under my breath. I’m strong, but I’m not exactly the most graceful creature.
Wriggling on my stomach, trying to lean mostly on my elbows and spare my hands, I find the first place where the vent branches off to the right. That’s the direction of the storage room the cyborg’s guarding. My best shot. It’s a tight fit. I didn’t get a great look at the little family of thieves, but I doubt they’re all as skinny. I might have to deal with the single guard to get them out. At least we’ll be on our way out. Hopefully.
I press my face to the first vent I wriggle across, pushing my hood back to get the fabric out of my eyes. The space below is dark and empty. They wouldn’t keep them in a dark room, would they? There isn’t a reason to. And I don’t hear breathing, just the consistent hum of conditioned air. I keep wriggling. Next vent doesn’t give me anything either. My hands and shoulder send a consistent throb down my limbs, impossible to ignore despite my body’s ability to tone down pain. Once I get back to our ship, I’m going to lay in bed for hours. Before I get to the third vent, the faintest artificial light shimmers. Smiling, I squeeze my way over—it’s dusty up here—and take a look. A storage room, by the looks of it, with plenty of extra chairs stacked. Maybe for the times when there are more patients than usual. The ground floor wasn’t much of a waiting room. Three men and two women are seated on the floor, hands cuffed, muttering to each other. No cyborgs in sight. There’s nothing in there the prisoners could use to get in trouble with that would be a problem for a group of enhanced numbers waiting outside the doors. 
Flipping the knife out, I slide the blade through the grating. Everyone below jumps. One opens their mouth.
“Shhh,” I hiss, loud enough they can hear, but hopefully not enough it’ll echo off the metal vent.
They all stare, mouths open, but don’t speak. 
Pulling the vent from its slot, I squeeze past the hole and slide back feet-first so I don’t have to take a nose-dive out of the claustrophobic space. The floor here is marble or stone and doesn’t echo when I land on the soles of my boots.
The man who’d pointed a gun at Zane and me down in the power room says, “Hey, you were that cyborg—” 
“Shhh.”
He clamps his mouth shut and glances over his shoulder at the door. It’s solid, with no glass to see through, but it should be the one leading to the ground level where two numbers were guarding the door and even more were wandering and talking to the woman at the front desk. Behind me, I find the back door the single cyborg is guarding.
Crouching near the nearest human, I try not to cringe at the closeness as I cut her cuffs. “I’m trying to help you, so all of you shut up and do as I say and you’ll get out of here.”
“Why?” asks one of the women. 
“I met your kid out in the ship.” I nearly roll my eyes at the stunned and worried expressions immediately flying over their faces. “And I feel bad for stupid humans. It’s a weakness of mine.”
They have the good sense not to be insulted. Or at least not to mention it. The man who pointed the gun—and I don’t care what his name is—stands when I cut him free, and I shove him back to the ground. No moving around until we’re all ready to bolt.
Angrily, he hisses, “We can’t leave the planet. The whole reason—”
“Are you the father?” I ask, crouching in front of him.
He leans away, nearly tipping over, glancing at the others. “Yes.”
“Great. Shut up and listen to me. All of you get your asses into a transportation ship, pay the fine, it isn’t a lot, and get the hell off this planet. You can either be pissed and feel like you’re right in what you’re doing, or you can let it go and keep your kid safe in the long run. Have a backbone and pick the second option.”
His jaw clicks shut. The others make some noncommittal grunting noises.
“Give me your coat,” I say.
“What, why?”
“Because I’m not giving you my backpack.”
“What?”
Earlier’s headache is making a reappearance. “Just do it.”
Squinting, he shrugs out of it, ripping the sleeves to get it past the broken cuffs still on his wrists. Pulling my pack around, I empty the medicine vials into the middle of the coat, trying not to let the glass clink, tying it in a bundle and stuffing it back at his chest. They all stare at me as if I’ve lost my absolute mind.
“You’re welcome,” I mutter.
I almost, almost prefer Zane and Lalia’s over-enthusiastic faces.
“Now, do you think you can do what I say and we can all get out of here?”
Clenching his jaw, the father glances up, cradling the bundle of medicine to his chest like he realizes what a favor I’ve just done him, but has too much ego to admit it.
“Yes.”
I try not to sound too sarcastic. “Great. Don’t talk. Just follow me. And for heaven’s sake: try not to make noise.”
I gesture for them to follow and they all scramble to their feet, hunching as if keeping lower to the ground will help. No use telling them otherwise.
“Outside this door, the first corridor to the right takes you directly to the back exit. The moment you can, run for it.”
Heading for the door, I gnaw the inside of my cheek and consider the best way to proceed. Whatever I choose, I need to ensure the number on the other side doesn’t shout or alert the others with that panel in his arm. Carefully, I put my palm on the door handle and push, cracking it open the slightest amount. 
Well, the element of surprise is better than nothing.

Slowly, I reignite the electric blade. Yank the door open. Luckily, it slides with a sigh and not a screech loud enough to summon the others. The guard jerks, rifle flying up. I’m not killing another one of them, not after everything on Captain’s ship. This one’s just doing his job, even if they are particularly unlikable.
But he’ll be more sophisticated than me with his augmentations, even if he looks more human than not, so this’ll need to be quick.
I jam the blade into the panel on his right arm, ramming my heel into his knee and using my weight to drive him against the wall, trapping the gun between us. Rather than use my screaming hand, I stuff my arm against his mouth, muffling his voice.
Footsteps clatter down the hall as the group takes off. From the corner of my eye, I watch them take the right passage. At least they listen to directions. The cyborg struggles. I have him at a disadvantage, but the way his muscles move lets me know I’m screwed. I need to get the hell out of here. Once he gets some leverage, he’ll fling me across the hallway like a pancake.
“Sorry about this,” I mutter and slide the blade across the back of his neck, straight through the paneling protecting his chip and the wires leading to the comm implanted behind his ear. It probably scares more than hurts him, but he shrieks, the sound muffled against my arm, dropping to the floor. Grabbing his gun so he can’t shoot me in the back, I veer around the corner and bolt for the welcoming light of the back exit.
Somewhere in the maze of hallways, there are footsteps. Maybe someone finally took notice of the security cameras in this place. Or they heard him scream. About time.
Oh well, I’m about to disappear into the jungle anyway.
I break through the back door and nearly take a shot to the chest.



SEVENTEEN
Heat whips my face under the hood. It isn’t a well-aimed shot, or it wasn’t meant for me, but I see the flash in time to fling myself to the ground. Adrenaline drives like a knife through my entire body. Rolling to my feet, I find two security numbers, a male and a female, trying to recapture their prisoners. Blank confusion washes over their expressions. I bet it’s strange seeing a random unregistered number helping a bunch of humans. It’s strange to me.
“Hello,” I say, for some stupid reason, and point my gun at the nearest one. “Sorry about this.”
The father tackles the nearest female. He’s brave, I’ll give him that. All the unarmed humans join him in his takedown. It would be kinda funny if the male number didn’t take this as provocation to open fire. By the way the energy blast hits the side of the hospital, barely missing my leg, I’m fairly sure they’re stun rifles, not live rounds. 
They’re not even allowed to carry bullets? Too late to think better of it, I snicker. Wrong reaction. Next shot goes right for my face, and it may not kill me, but it’ll hurt like hell. Grabbing his arm as I did with the other one, I twist the rifle sideways. Jamming his finger sends a shot into the bushes lining the building, frying the leaves. No element of surprise in this attack. 
I am so screwed.

Without much strain, he yanks me off my feet. I manage to keep my arms locked around the weapon with the knowledge that letting go will get me shot. These numbers may not be of Amerov, but they’re just as new and upgraded as the ones I fought on the jungle planet with Lalia. At least he’s programmed out of killing me with his bare hands. Which helps, if only a little. 
Going for my gun makes him grab my other arm. We stumble against one another, his weight twisting and grinding against the metal joints in my spine. If I lose my footing, I’ve no doubt he’s strong enough to break something vital. And man, does he look pissed.

He kicks at my knee, misses, and cracks his forehead against mine. Which would have been a great move on his part—
If my skull wasn’t metal. 
Still, my vision flickers, heat sensors going wild, a throbbing type of pressure starting in my temple. As if the headache wasn’t enough.

But he stumbles too, swearing. He may be newer and more trained, but his whole body isn’t one giant reinforced bullet. Not relinquishing my grip, I duck under his arm, twisting it and trying to weigh him down until I can figure out a way to get the gun out of his hand. The rifle I grabbed from the other one is somewhere in the grass.
I shouldn’t’ve told Bat to leave. All this would be much easier if he could claw this one’s face to bits.
Getting my ankle around his, I trip him against the hospital wall. His knee goes right into my groin. My knees buckle for a split second. Enough for him to kick me in the stomach. Hard. I cough, on my back somewhere in the grass. Above us, I can see a few patients leaning out their balconies, flustered, doctors and nurses herding them back inside. I nearly giggle.
Get a grip, Aaron. Should’ve shot all these cyborgs in the face, Captain be dammed. The gun only would’ve stunned him, anyway.
Groaning, I try to roll to my feet and find the wrong end of a rifle in my face. I flinch because he is definitely going to shoot. He swears, going rigid, something thin and black snaking around his arms and torso. Struggling, he tries to hop, then falls face-first into the grass.
Elem stands behind him, eyebrows creased in deep concern. Then he smiles, satisfied, holding up another black strand of flat rope.
Coughing the air back into my lungs, I ask, “What is that?”
With the tone of a kid receiving the best present ever, he says, “Psychiatric restraint.”
I blink. Look at the security number flopping like a fish in the grass and swearing in a language I’m unfamiliar with. A loud, ridiculous laugh chokes out of me. I stuff my wrist over my mouth, snickering. Elem’s proud expression grows.
“You looked like you needed help,” he tells me.
I swallow down any further cackling. “Yeah, I was at that point.”
Elem bounces on his toes. His eyes go to the thieves over my shoulder, expression going blank. Throwing his hands in the air, he says, “Don’t—”
A shot rings so loud I cringe, throwing my arms over my head. No pain. Nothing hits me. Elem gets a full shot of electricity to the face, head snapping into the stucco wall of the hospital in an unnatural contortion, crumpling to a pile without a sound. His breath comes in quick gasps. Alive. But half his face is drenched in blood.
Behind me, the father grips the other cyborg’s gun—they’ve somehow demobilized the other one, unconscious or worse. He lowers the weapon a little at my expression.
“What the hell!” My voice explodes from my chest, louder than I would’ve expected. I want to crush each of his fingers with my bare hands.
Flinching, but doesn’t look remotely regretful. “He’s one of them.”
“No, he’s not! He was helping us!”
The others start edging away, but the man gets a stubborn set to his jaw. “He’s a cyborg. You’re all the same thing, you’ll just tell them where we’re going!”
I stare. Open my mouth. Click it shut. The man’s gun isn’t lowered. Only an inch or so in my direction will hit me square in the chest.
He’s not actually going to try, is he?
“Don’t even think about it,” I hiss.
Nerves overcome his expression. He backs off a little with the others. For two whole seconds, I think he’s going to make a run for it. Like he should.
Then his hand twitches in my direction.
I yank my pistol from its holster. One shot goes in his hand. He yelps, dropping the taser-gun and stumbling. Second shot goes in his upper arm. Then his shoulder. Then the other. One of the women screams, another man swearing. I think for a moment about putting a bullet in each leg, but then he won’t be able to run. And that’s what I want them to do. Run away from me.
And they do. Stumbling. Trying to hold up their idiot friend bleeding from both arms. Maybe they’ll get caught. I don’t care.
“Dammit,” I whisper, turning and crouching by Elem. 
Security will be running for the back of the hospital by now, all the shots a loud and obvious beacon. A few seconds is all I have.
Carefully, I turn Elem’s face over, taking a look at the wound. With the force of that weapon, it might as well have been lethal if it knocked a full-grown cyborg into a wall. If he were human, I’d probably have a decent look at his brain. But his skull mirrors mine, metal and bulletproof. The wall has a deeper dent than his head does. It took off a good chunk of his scalp, wires sparking, but with some medicine and bandages, he’ll be good as new in a few days, even if he’ll have a hell of a scar without surgery. And probably the mother of all concussions.
My heartbeat returns to a normal rhythm. I let out a long, slow breath. Ridiculous. I shouldn’t be so relieved just because he was nice to me for ten minutes.
But I don’t trust the security numbers on their way. Based on their earlier behavior, I don’t even know if they’d help. Carefully, I take his hand and press his fingers to the panel in his arm. A comm beeps to life. I don’t know who’s in charge of his station here, but someone in the hospital should be available.
A female voice cracks through, exasperated. “Elem, your break was over twenty minutes ago—”
“Elem is hurt. He’s around the back of the hospital, can you send someone?”
“Oh my God, is he okay? Where are you?” Such genuine concern drenches her voice I shake my head, wincing at the newly-formed bruise along my temple. Some humans.
“Just outside the back exit. It isn’t serious, but he’s unconscious. Hurry, please.”
“We’re coming. Are you—”
I let the comm drop. Time’s up. Elem groans, one hand raising aimlessly, blinking at me with the eye that isn’t swelling to the size of a small moon. Seeing him awake and moving is more relieving than I’d like to admit.
“You’re fine. A doctor’s coming to find you.”
“Ow,” he says, then looks around. “Oh damn, you need to get out of here.”
“Yeah, I was getting to that part.” I glance at the cyborg still struggling face down in the grass. “You gonna get in trouble?”
He snorts, then groans, cradling the side of his head. “Not a chance. Get going.”
Security might be able to bully him, but he’s the hospital’s private assistant. They won’t be able to touch him. Administration won’t allow it.
“Right,” I say, getting to my feet and making it half-a-dozen steps before I have to stop and say once more, “Thanks.”
Sitting up tenderly, he grins and waves me off, then puts his head between his knees and mutters something in another language.
He’s much, much too nice.
A shout from around the hospital gets my heart rate pounding. Up above, there are still patients watching, some of them hollering at top volume. One points at me. A few running steps take me into the sanctuary of the jungle, away from their eyes. Good luck finding me, assholes.
North of here is the thieves’ ship. I run a few dozen feet into the purple greenery and take off west, heading for Bat and hoping not to see another single human before then.



EIGHTEEN
My comm takes some fiddling to get a connection. I slow to an easy jog when Bat’s voice finally crackles in my ear. No other sound surrounds me save my boots on the squishy jungle floor and all the birds flapping through the trees, singing to one another. Frogs croak. Mist hangs in the air, making it a strange consistency, tougher to breathe, but anything’s better than the smell of a hospital. It settles along my skin, cooling. I strip my coat and let the chill hit my neck.
My fingers and shoulder hurt, as well as several new places. A headache throbs against the inside of my skull. That cyborg kneed me in the groin. Not a fair shot. I sit on a fallen tree, groaning unintentionally at the bruising to my ribs left over from the crash.
“You okay?” Bat asks, relieved.
Hearing from him makes me breathe easier. “Oh fantastic, the human tried to shoot me.”
“It what?”
“I’m fine. It was a taser, anyway. Did you head for the tunnel?”
“Yeah, I’m next to it, parked in the jungle. The two idiots already left like you told them to. Who knew they could listen? Want me to come pick you up?”
At least Lalia and Zane stayed out of it, though I’ll admit, just to myself and only for a moment, I probably could’ve used Zane’s help. “No, they’re probably sweeping the area, you should stay out of sight. I’ll come to you.”
“Alright, don’t get seen.”
“Yeah.”
My comm disconnects. The roof of the undercity cavern isn’t visible through the reaching purple leaves and branches of the jungle, but this place isn’t large enough to get lost in. Heaving myself off the tree, I ignore every pounding injury and sprint into the jungle.
•
My ship is a welcome sight tucked amongst purple trees and ferns. A shimmering lavender frog—if it can be called such a thing with ten legs and little fronds running down its spine—sits on one of the landing legs, puffing its throat. It leaps to the nearest trunk at my presence. Engines hum somewhere above the canopy from other ships traveling in and out of the tunnel. I’ve been barreling at a dead run for an hour, which has rid me of most of the rage and frustration and general feeling of pissed at the galaxy, but I still kick the ship’s leg before climbing through the airlock.
Bat is waiting, perched on the console beside the entrance, snout directly in my face as soon as I boost myself in.
“You smell like chocolate,” I tell him.
“I do not.” He backs off, licking his chops, guilty. “What happened?”
Slumping in the captain’s chair, I guide the ship out the jungle roof and through the tunnel. I don’t want to hang around this undercity any longer. We’ve wasted enough time as it is—with not so much as a thank you from those humans, I might add—and that bounty isn’t going to fall directly in our laps. Blinking security lights and sturdy railings run along the dim purple of the walls. No one cares who travels from one undercity to the next. I have permission to be down here, so I have permission for all the terraformed caverns. It’s sneaking up to the surface that would cause trouble. Only a few smaller vessels ferry back and forth, easy to avoid. Our ship is mostly alone.
Letting the craft guide itself, I strip away my gloves and soiled gauze and run my fingers under the cool sink water. We’ll need to stock up on fuel and water soon. Each undercity should have a good place. Hissing at the aching sting, I rest my forehead against the rim of the counter and try to think of other things. Tasty food. Vast, empty space. Abandoned planets with nice weather. Sleep. . .
I’m getting some pain pills.
Bat leaps onto the counter, inspecting the barely healed, angry red skin of my fingers, and bumps his snout into my arm sympathetically. “Aaron?”
Sighing, I fill him in on the details, reapplying the foul-smelling healing gel and bandages to the places I’ve re-injured myself and downing some pain pills and two glasses of water. When was the last time I drank anything? This morning? Before I went on the whole hospital adventure and ran a marathon. My throat cracks until I get the liquid down, and my stomach churns. Sometimes I forget I’m not indestructible, and my augmentations are old.
I remember the burrito I never ate and dig it from my pack, shoving it in the oven. Chocolate cake. Stuffed near the back of the fridge. Bat’s mauled it. He’s never broken the habit of biting into food like a wild animal, even if it’s food we share. I stare at the teeth marks in the frosting and sigh, dragging it out anyway. Handling a fork isn’t fun, but I refuse to be deprived of sugar. 
Bat listens to my story and asks, “So the helper cyborg was okay?”
“Yeah, he’ll be fine. The headache he has is probably the worst of it.”
“Humans,” he mutters, resting his chin on his paws. “Speaking of which, before I left I found Zane’s frequency and asked if they were alright. They were just worried about you and when we were going to meet up with them.”
Don’t roll your eyes, Aaron, don’t do it. I sigh. They’re both far too nice. What am I supposed to do with them? I can’t let myself become accustomed to their presence, can’t forget how humans and unregistered cyborgs regard one another—like the family we helped today, and the one back on Yayth. That’s normal. The oddball siblings aren’t. Forgetting could get both of us killed.
Audra said they could be family. We need to prove or disprove the whole theory. Amerov screwed my DNA enough it’s going to be a challenge, but there must be a way to know for sure. Even if I don’t know yet what such a way might be. 
We could head out into empty space and ignore the bounty. Plenty of others will pop up, even if they aren’t this large. If the price is any indication, it won’t be an easy job, and I feel beat up enough to not move for a week.
Somehow, I can’t make myself do it.
“You alright with this?” I ask. “Meeting back up with them?”
Bat rolls his beady little eyes, shrugging a shoulder. “You need to figure this out. And I’m pretty curious, quite frankly. Plus, that bounty.”
I nod, brushing his ear with the uninjured tips of two of my fingers, trying for a smile. The dim lavender of the cave rushes by. Lights lining the cavern walls flicker through the viewport in a dim, blinking wave. We have a few undercities to pass through, enough time to get a scrap of rest. Bat and I just came off one really awful bounty job with Lalia—he’s ready to go for a new one. With an even better prize. So am I.
We can handle a few humans for a while longer.
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ONE
Traversing the neighboring undercities affords me time to rest. And to calm my temper. 
If I arrive where we’re scheduled to meet Lalia and Zane—Undercity 39, I finally got the computer to tell me the location—in this foul of a mood, they’ll both interrogate me within an inch of my life. I’m tolerating them as it is, but that run-in with the hospital thieves has soured my goodwill. 
Not very fair to them, I consider, then ignore the thought. They might be related to me. We haven’t proved it yet, so I don’t have to be so nice. Maybe they won’t be so nosy if I’m a little crustier.

“You might wanna work on the lasers shooting from your eyes,” Bat says. He’s perched on the control panel, little fingers taking apart the hearing aids I filched, ensuring he understands the new models in full before yanking the old ones out of my head and attaching these. I’m not certain he’ll be done with them by the time we hit Undercity 39, but I’d rather deal with my old ones a while longer than risk messing with all the delicate surgery it took to return my hearing. 
As if to annoy me on cue, my ears give a soft crackle. I jiggle with the volume until it fixes itself.
Hopefully, I’m not dealing with these old ones too much longer. Now the opportunity of new ears has presented itself, I’m impatient. 
“Still lasers,” Bat mutters. 
I work on smoothing my expression, realizing how tensely I was scowling only after I force the muscles around my eyes to relax. Next, I work on my shoulders and stop bouncing my foot against the echoing metal floor. Throbbing pains still arise here and there after I downed some pain pills, including where that stupid security number kneed me, but it’s fading to the back of my thoughts. My hands are aching the worst, a few hours of rest not doing much for the shredded injuries I got back on that little jungle rock of a planet, especially not after the strain I put them through in the hospital. It’s only afternoon now. Unconsciously, I’m clenching them in my lap as well, so I unbend my fingers, slowly, imagining I can feel the joints grinding, though I know it doesn’t work that way anymore. 
For something to do, I unbolt the trapdoor in the floor leading to the engine, giving it a look over from a distance. Heat rolls off it while it runs, but I can get a good look at the crystal shimmering pale blue in the center. It still looks healthy. But I’ve had this one near a decade, and it’s small to begin with. Conscious of how expensive they are, I’ve been nursing this one along, never pushing the engine to a breaking point unless death would be involved. The whole ordeal with the thieving humans trying to steal a crystal from the hospital power room put this whole thing back on my mind. Maybe I should have stolen one too. I smirk to myself, entertaining the idea. But I’m not a thief unless necessary. And this crystal still looks nice and strong. I kick the paneling back in place, lock it down, and pace in a circle. It’s only a few dozen steps around the hull.
Bat eyeballs me. “Will ya sit back down? You’re making me twitchy.”
I sit. Check the stats on the ship. Everything’s in working order. At least, everything I can fix at the moment. Some of the paneling on the wings could use new bolts. The cooling pipes on the engine need replacing, which is expensive as hell. Some of the landing gear is stuck open, which usually isn’t a problem, but it’s annoying in a tight space like these tunnels.
Bounty. Finding my tablet, I search the list—nothing new of any value has cropped up in the last few hours—until the huge, lovely, mouth-watering number of 3,000,000 credits slides into my vision.
I’m going to spiff this heap of trash right up.
Buy lots of parts. Find a deserted planet where no one will find us. Go to town. Stay the hell away from everyone except Bat for a solid few months.
We’re already on Amethyst, heading for the city where the bounty was last seen, so we have a leg up. 
Well, we’re heading toward the undercity beneath the city where she was last seen. That may present a problem. But there are criminals crawling in the shadows of every planet. Someone will get me and Bat to the surface. Hopefully, my little dumbass stint at the hospital didn’t give the rest of the quadrant too much time to notice the bounty and head for Amethyst. On a planet like this, dripping in money, I’m willing to bet there are at least a few dozen hunters swarming about. They’ll have converged on the place we’re heading, but hopefully, we’re ahead of everyone off-planet.
“Think Zane’ll jump in on the bounty?” Bat asks, frowning at a hearing aid wire as if it offended him.
“Absolutely. At least Lalia still needs to kick her heels up for a while to let her leg heal. We won’t have to deal with both of them at once.”
He pauses, eyes narrowing. “You’re not going to dump her on me, are you?”
“Jeez, Bat, I’m not a monster.”
He snickers. 
“She can just stay in their ship,” I say, not feeling too confident in the next half of the sentence. “She’s an adult, she should be able to look after herself for a few hours while we go hunting.”
“Her bounty is still up, ya know.”
I sigh. “Yeah. I know.”
“His too.”
“I know.”
“And?” 
“And not all of this is my problem all the time.”
He goes back to work, chuckling to himself. Well, at least one of us isn’t in a foul mood.
•
Undercity 39 looks much the same as the others, perhaps a bit larger. It’s under Amethyst’s capital city, after all—Raal is the name, apparently, I looked it up—makes sense the wealth would flow directly down. Lots of glass buildings catch the filtering purple light from above. Like Undercity 13, a gap exists in the ceiling of the cavern, greenery hanging down, letting in much of the daylight. Artificial light makes up for the rest, built into the forcefield of the cavern walls. More flocks of birds circle the open space.
For a moment, I consider trying to fly up the opening, but even without looking it up, I’d bet there’s a forcefield that’ll slap us down like a gnat.
We hadn’t set up a particular meeting spot with the siblings. I need to call them.
Sighing, I drop my forehead onto the control panel, flicking on the comm and letting the computer search for their signal. Bat got in touch with them once before while I was dealing with the hospital drama, it shouldn’t be difficult to get a hold of them.
“Do you ever just think about the fact you could’ve left Lalia with Captain and we’d be on our own right now?” Bat muses.
“Don’t remind me,” I mutter.
I wouldn’t say this in front of the siblings. Bat wouldn’t either. It would be cruel. And really, I knew as soon as Audra revealed Captain’s plans I was going to head back and rescue Lalia’s stupid human ass. Deep down, I know I did the right—if stupid—thing. As annoying as they both are, they don’t deserve the treatment of nasty criminals. 
Still, it’s satisfying to think about.
“Aaron?” Zane’s voice crackles in. 
Seems like longer than a few hours since he was following me around the hospital. I should’ve napped.
“Yeah, where are you?”
“There’s some sort of park on the south wall before the main city. Very nice, we’re landed in the trees, no one’s bothered us—”
While he yammers, I open the city info on the computer, finding a map. There’s a relatively large, empty space nearby, everywhere else is either buildings or jungle marked in pink blocks meant to show the wildlife isn’t too friendly. Unfriendly for humans and unfriendly for cyborgs are two separate things. I wonder if the jungle Zane and I were wandering in Undercity 13 was dangerous. I spent an hour jogging through it and nothing tried to eat me. 
“How’d the whole thing with the hospital go—” Zane starts to ask, but I shut off the comm. Neither of them are terrible when I can simply turn them off. Wouldn’t that be nice.
For a moment, I vividly remember Audra once having a number’s voice box shut off for a day because he made an inappropriate remark. She never did tell me what he said, but seemed pleased with herself. Well, as pleased as Audra ever looked.
As promised, circling the ship along the southern wall brings us to a slice of grass surrounded by trees, maybe no larger than an acre. People wander the open space, casting our ship a glance but seeming unbothered. There’s even a fountain.
How quaint. I scowl.
Landing in the trees scrapes the hull, but the paint isn’t exactly pristine. The siblings’ ship is nearby, a flash of blue in the purple vegetation. Packing up my tablet and both guns, and checking my electric knife is still in my pocket, I slip back into my coat, grab my gloves and backpack—tucking more pain pills and gel for my hands into a pocket—and drop out the airlock without bothering with the gangplank.
Zane comes trotting through the trees before I have a chance to think about taking off without him.
I could’ve landed somewhere else, I think, then wonder why I didn’t.
Instead, I stomp past him toward their ship. Lalia won’t be coming along, not with her leg still in a cast. Sure, she could, walking on casts is acceptable enough, but I really don’t want her to.
Hopefully, she won’t be so loopy on drugs after the past few hours.
I lean in the gangplank of their ship while Zane hovers, trying to ask me how I’m doing in a soft tone I ignore. Their ship is small as mine and homier, with similar padded chairs and a couch as well, the walls hung with pictures and other random items. Lots of old guns too—someone likes to collect. As snippily as I stomped over, I lean away, suddenly self-conscious to be sticking my head in their space. Their home.
Grumpily, I mutter, “Lalia, you in here?”
Her head pops out from another room, maybe a bunkroom, maybe a washroom. “Hey!”
Too happy. “You’re staying here. You’ll slow us way down. And just stay in the ship, your bounty is still up. If there’s an emergency, get off-planet, I can always follow out with the idiot here.”
“Hey,” Zane mutters. “Who stuck a meteor up your ass?”
Lalia just rolls her eyes, limping to lean on the airlock. “Believe it or not, Mr. Cyborg, I know how to keep my head down from the law.”
“Sorry if my confidence isn’t fantastic,” I mutter, turning before she can reel me in with cheerfulness and questions. “You’re welcome to stay with her, Zane, I don’t need your help.”
“I am not letting you have all the fun without me.” He takes a pack of his own from the ship’s floor, already prepped to go, scrolling a small, palm-sized tablet. I wonder what he’s doing, then remind myself I don’t care. 
He’s not letting me head off-planet without him. 
I promised I’d meet them here. I didn’t promise not to ditch him afterward.
“You boys have fun,” Lalia says. She’s not nearly old enough to sound so motherly about the whole thing.
Bat just glares between the three of us with sour eyes. The siblings exchange a glance. I try not to let it bother me. I want them to be uncomfortable with my attitude. Without bothering to see if Zane follows, I head for the park and a path toward the city.
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