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ONE
A splash interrupts my thoughts. 
I’m lying on the bottom of the pool I found among the gardens. Yvonne confirmed it was fine to swim, and I didn’t figure anyone would be out to bother me so early in the morning. Even Bat is still sleeping on my pillow. 
This particular splash is too large to be the little badger. When I open my eyes, there’s a familiar halo of hair wiggling through the clear pool toward me. 
I push up to the surface before Yvonne can get any ideas. 
“Are you wearing a shirt in the pool?” she asks, surfacing and wiping water from her face with a grin. In the early morning dawn, the sunlight filtering blue through the glass domes of the underwater city catches on her skin.
“What’s your point?” I drift to the closest stone step, leaning back. The water is shockingly warm for an “outside” pool.
“You’re cute,” she says with a shrug, swimming up to me.
Grumbling, I sink below the surface, only to have her pull me back up.
“Better yet, why do you have your cast off? It’s barely been a week.”
I ignore her. The doctors didn’t tell me I could—in fact, I haven’t let them inspect me again, even when Yvonne attempted to wrangle me into it—but I heal fast. That combined with the technology here and I’m good to go if not a little sore. 
“I was starting to like your hair that length,” she says, sitting on my knees. She’s wearing nothing but a swimming suit, and I have a problem not staring at any part of her in particular. 
Her fingers run through what’s left of my short-cut hair. I shaved it down yesterday, not so much it doesn’t hide my implants, but enough it’s not nearly so easy to get a handful of. 
“Harder to restrain me with,” I admit before thinking through the implication. I don’t want to talk about what happened on Zar. I don’t want to think about everything that happened on Zar, not even the parts about the siblings. So far, Yvonne hasn’t asked, and the respect is touching. 
She only nods, but her eyes are sad. 
“Your parents on the way?”
“I think just my father is coming.”
“I still can’t believe you actually got ahold of one of them directly.”
She shrugs. “Alar has a direct line. Not exactly the same as calling them up on your ship.”
“Still, I sort of expected Captain to get on the line.”
“I made it very clear if he shows up I will head into uncharted space with you and my little sister, and though you don’t seem to believe it, Captain does have to obey direct orders. Alar even agreed to tell me if more than my father’s private ship comes into the atmosphere.”
“He sure likes causing trouble.”
“What can I say? Runs in the family.”
I snort. I haven’t met the man, but Yvonne warned me he’ll show up sometime today. I’m taking advantage of the quiet and empty morning while I can.
Her hands drop from my hair to fold around the back of my neck. They’re only resting, a gesture I’ve seen other people do when romantically involved, but it’s difficult not to shy away. The panel to hold my chip is back there, and though I don’t think she would or could pry it open, it still unsettles me.
Her eyes drift down as if she’s considering the same thing. “Aaron?”
“You get that tone when you’re about to say something unpleasant.”
She rolls her eyes. “I just. . .actually, I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I feel bad not bringing it up, so um. . .” Her fingers tighten. “You know, on the way here, we were trying our best to keep you alive—”
I grimace. 
“A lot of your implants were broken, Aaron.”
I glance up.
“Don’t get mad, all right?”
It’s such an uncharacteristic thing to say I let out a strangled laugh, concerned. I wrack my brain for anything that could cause such a sentence, I don’t come up with much unless she’s planning on stabbing me in the back or something—
“You don’t have a chip, do you?”
I blink. Everything’s silent, just the pool water lapping as it settles. 
Unable to quite believe she said the words, I ask, “What?”
She presses her lips together. “That panel on the back of your neck was open. I don’t think it was broken, because I closed it and it clicked back into place just fine, but I mean, I’m assuming you got knocked around enough that it might’ve broken open. I thought you’d be different when you woke up, but you’re not. Same old sarcasm and everything. So, I’m supposing that means you’ve never had one, or you haven’t had one in long enough you’re used to—”
At my stricken expression, she stops rambling.
Finally, she wrinkles her nose. “Gotta be honest when you woke up and didn’t start screaming like a madman, I was a little shocked.”
I can’t quite close my mouth. No one’s known. No one’s ever known. No one but Bat and Audra. And now this eldest princess of the galaxy knows. In a worse way than ever before, she now has everything about my life and sanity in her hands. 
I should be panicking.
“See, the dead silence is making me think maybe I shouldn’t have brought this up. Are you having a stroke or something?”
“Maybe the no chip finally kicked in,” I say, then immediately regret it without knowing why—she knows, and there’s no denying it, but I shouldn’t be talking about it out loud.
She rubs her face, resting her forehead against the base of my throat. With such little clothing on in the water, I’m more embarrassed than usual. 
Quietly, she asks, “Have you ever had it?”
“No,” I whisper. 
She raises her eyes and doesn’t look away for a long time, nothing I can discern behind them. “Despite everything you say about yourself, you are one of the most human people I’ve ever met.”
How am I supposed to respond to that?
“And you can’t even argue with me about it now.”
I roll my eyes, splashing her a little, trying to break the sudden and intense awkwardness.
“Does Bat know?”
I nod.
“Zane and Lalia?”
I shake my head, suddenly more terrified than I should have any right being. “Yvonne—”
“I won’t tell them. I won’t tell anyone. Ever. I swear it.”
 I glare at the side of the pool. Hard to tell if I’m more annoyed at her for finding out, or at myself for getting in such a terrible situation that it was possible for her to find out. My throat is tight, but I’ve cried enough for one decade. I’m supposed to be better than this on many different levels. Better at keeping myself and Bat safe, better at keeping my emotions hidden from humans who shouldn’t know them, better at keeping secrets that could get Audra in a ton of trouble. 
Better at not being so gullible that I actually believe Yvonne won’t tell a soul. It’s stupid of me, isn’t it?
Perhaps not. 
“Aaron, please say something.”
“I have no idea how we got to this point,” I mumble.
“What point?”
“I would’ve been happy to throw you out an airlock when we met.”
Her tense expression breaks into a soft laugh. “Now I know all your deep, dark secrets. Like. . .how you’re actually just a big softie on the inside.”
“I am not,” I grumble, trying to sink below the surface. It’s impossible with the way she’s sitting on me. 
“And how you like Anya so much even though you say you hate being around kids—”
“All right, I didn’t ask for an itemized list.”
Her smile grows into a grin. “And how you really care about Zane and Lalia even though—”
“I’m actually still not entirely opposed to the whole airlock-throwing thing.”
She giggles and takes my face in her hands to give me a long, slow kiss. This is much preferable to whatever cute little conversation she thinks we’re having. I don’t know whether to be annoyed with women, humans, or people in love. 
In love doesn’t seem like the correct term, anyway.
“You’re not going to tell your dad about this, are you?”
“Oh, first thing out of my mouth,” she murmurs between kisses. “Are you scared of my father?”
“No.”
“Because you’ve basically been telling me how stupid both my parents are for trusting Captain all this time.”
“And I stand behind that opinion.”
“Mmm. I’ll make sure to mention that right after the part about you kissing me.”
“There has never been a point in time where it hasn’t been you coming after me.”
She chuckles, and her breath puffs against my cheek. I remember a time when that would’ve bothered me. 
“All that aside, you can’t tell him I—”
“Aaron, I won’t tell anyone. I said so, and I mean anyone. All right?”
“Why not?”
She looks at me for a long moment. “Because I would have to hate you a lot to ever want to tell someone. I think this is quite the opposite of hate, don’t you?”
“You may hate me one day.”
She rolls her eyes. “Sure, let’s say that’s a possibility. Even then, I would have to be a bit of a monster to let that piece of information slip, don’t you think?”
Don’t know how to respond.
“I could never want anything terrible to happen to anyone as what would happen to you if that gets back to Captain. And you’re not just anyone.”
Makes sense, I suppose. Doesn’t stop me from staring at the glass dome above us instead of at her. She gives me another kiss and swims back into the pool.
“This is gonna work out, Aaron,” she says when I drift out after her. 
I snort. “I think Lalia said something along those lines right before I got my DNA tested.”
“Well, we’re due for some luck then, aren’t we?” She’s giving me another one of those unreadable looks, and I’m regretting bringing it up. Joking about it isn’t helping, and that’s a first. I don’t want to talk about the siblings, not about what happened. It was bad enough talking to Zane. As it is, I’m relieved Lalia doesn’t want to have that conversation either. On the other hand, her sudden lack of wanting heart-to-hearts is a little disconcerting.
I try to change the subject. “So both your parents aren’t coming?”
“Not this time. It’s not great for them both to leave Neyla Ve, especially for something secretive and not politically motivated, blah blah. They probably had a fight about it, though.”
I raise my eyebrows.
“I’m betting Baba feels like he has to come to protect his daughters. Ya know, manly stuff.”
“Says the girl who hijacked a rogue cyborg to get her onto Amerov.”
She shrugs. “If Baba thought the same as I did in that situation, he’d have hijacked you too.”
Something about that has me snickering. “Maybe I might like your father. Ya know, as long as he doesn’t gag when he sees me or something.”
She splashes me in the face.
Footsteps break the early morning calm. Zane heads our way, Bat scurrying on ahead and launching himself into the water. Yvonne giggles as he paddles in circles around us. 
Zane sits on the edge of the pool, coffee in hand. “This place has a shooting range. Wanna blow some targets up later?”
“Yes,” Bat says, before dipping under the water. We might have to sneak him in.
Zane looks about as tired as I feel. With the extra doctors around here, he’s all healed up as well, but it’s been a rough few days. I try not to feel awkward, but at least he’s still trying to bond with me. It hurts more than I want to admit, even to myself. 
“They gonna let me in there?” I ask.
“If they don’t, I’ll yell at them,” Yvonne puts in sweetly.
Zane snorts. “You’re the family terror, aren’t you?”
“Took you this long to get that?”
We share a look, and I tell him, “Target practice sounds like fun. Anya’s gonna come, you know that, right?”
“Good, with a sister like Yvonne, she should know how to shoot.”
Yvonne splashes at him as well, but comes up short. 
“Oh, and not to alarm you,” Zane says, “but the cousin is here, he wants to officially meet you.”
Groaning, I sink below the surface.



TWO
“He said he was coming by later,” Yvonne grumbles, trotting ahead of us, soaking wet.
Zane chuckles. 
“What?”
“I dunno, it’s funny each time I catch you doing something human. Ya know, since you’re so insistent we’re a different breed—”
I shove him, a little jumpier about the conversation after everything Yvonne said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Of course not.” He rubs his arm with a grin. “Don’t piss off the cousin, all right?”
“I can be. . .kinda nice when I want,” I grumble.
Yvonne hasn’t mentioned much about Alar. At least, not enough for me to get a gauge of the guy without meeting him. If I had my way, I’d never meet him. But apparently, he’s the only reason I’m alive, opening up his home to Yvonne when she showed up towing a bunch of criminals—I suppose I have to be nice enough. I’m more than a little nervous that something I say will have him calling up Captain, though Yvonne’s already been on the comm with her parents.
I’ve yet to get up the courage to ask how that particular conversation went. Heard a bit of yelling on the other side of the door.
“I’ve met him, I think you might actually like him. Ya know, for a human.”
I think about shoving him again, but I almost knocked him into a bush the first time. And I’m still skittish. 
“He’s directly related to Yvonne,” I whisper as we return to the top level of the gardens and I half-creep toward the door. “I’m man enough to admit that frightens me.”
“How’s it gonna be for you to meet her dad?” he whispers back.
“Oh yeah, speaking of that, how do you feel about shooting me in the head?”
As we go inside, Zane snorts, clapping his hand over his mouth. “Entirely too soon for that kind of joke. Also, maybe keep that sense of humor to yourself for this conversation—”
“What sense of humor?”
I jump, still freaked out by voices I’m not accustomed to—and not wanting to think too deeply about it—before realizing Alar is actually in my room. Well, his room. These are all his rooms, but the one I’ve been staying in, at least. 
“Oh, uh—” I say.
Zane says, “Aaron’s sense of humor is—”
“Self-deprecating?” Yvonne provides, wrapping a towel about herself.
“Sarcastic,” Anya says.
“I was gonna say morbid, but those work.”
I give Zane such a dirty look that he snickers and heads for the kitchen, poking Anya on the top of the head as he passes. She has a coloring book at the table and entirely too many pencils. I’d think she’s a little too old for a coloring book, but I spend my free time putting together puzzles of star maps, so who am I to judge? Good practice for her prosthetic fingers, anyway.
Given his compound of a house practically dripping in money, I expected Alar to be more. . .
Well, I suppose I expected him to appear stuck up. Like Yvonne, when he’s dressed in casual clothing, he’s nothing more than an average human. There’s a definite family resemblance, though he’s a little older than her, and much broader in the shoulders. His clean-cut hair and neat clothing are the only things that stand out about him.
I’m currently dripping water onto his floor. Then again, the mess Yvonne is making with her drenched hair alone puts me to shame.
Lucky for me, before it can get awkward enough I make a run for it, Yvonne says, “Alar, this is Aaron, he only looks scary on the outside.”
My mouth pops open.
“Aaron, this is my idiot cousin who’s richer than me. He probably won’t traumatize you as much as I have.”
“Don’t worry, dear, no one can,” I say blandly.
Alar gives off a low, genuine laugh. I like him better than the average human already, even if he’s staring me up and down. I wonder if he’s seen Bat. I can deal with him staring at me as if I’m a particularly strange bug, he did save my life and have his doctors provide me with some much too-expensive implants. 
“Yvonne has explained that you have a propensity for getting yourself into dangerous circumstances.”
I wonder if this guy knows I never even finished general education. I’m gonna have to ask Yvonne how much higher education this guy went to. I’m gonna ask her about her education too, now that I think of it.
“Yeah, I’ve got a. . .I’m a magnet for danger. Not as much as Yvonne, but close.”
She flings a towel at my head.
Alar squints at my dripping appearance. “Are you supposed to be swimming? I heard you told my doctors to leave after you woke up.”
“Technically, that was me,” Yvonne says cheerfully, sipping coffee and wiggling her toes in the carpet. Her nails are a different color again.
“I. . .heal fast,” I say, more and more uncomfortable and trying to remember how to be a polite human-adjacent creature. “Thank you, for all your help. I, uh. . .can’t pay you for it or anything. . .”
Alar is shrugging already. “I don’t need your money. Medical supplies are medical supplies, and they weren’t that expensive anyhow.”
They most certainly were, but I’m not going to argue. More money than God, is what Yvonne told me about him, and she certainly knows what she was talking about. And I thought the princess and I had different views on credits.
“Still, thank you,” I say, despite how I want to drop the topic. I’m very aware of how dead I would be without Yvonne and her cousin, and I really want this guy to at least like me enough not to cause trouble.
By the unbothered smile on his face, I think I’ve managed it. He really is just fascinated by my oddity, I suppose. I haven’t quite scraped my pride back up enough to be bothered. Though I still want to find a carpet to flatten into.
Yvonne smacks the man upside the head with a pillow. “Stop staring at him, geez.”
“Apologies, I’ve never met an unregistered number before.” He’s looking at me as if he expects me to say something about it.
Never? I shrug. “Everyone stares. You’re one of the nicer stares I’ve gotten recently.”
Yvonne gives me a glare next and smacks her cousin with the pillow again. “Knock it off.”
“I only wanted to meet the man,” he says, following her into the kitchen. “Keep your top on.”
She goes at him with the pillow for a third time.
Ducking into the bathroom with a fresh pair of clothes, I find Bat on the counter, giving himself another bath in the sink. How he snuck by Alar without being noticed, I’ll never know.
“Nice guy,” he comments as I strip out of my soaked clothes. “Suspiciously nice.”
He gives an amused side-eye, and I chuckle, glad to be back in dry clothes. “I think he’s harmless. If he wasn’t, we’d know by now. It’s been a week.”
“Probably. But I hope Yvonne’s dad gets here quick and we get all this figured out.”
I scratch his ears. A large part of me hopes that as well. The smaller, louder part of my mind reminds me that once her father arrives, both princesses will leave. 
When will I see them again?
As if sharing my thoughts, Bat pokes his nose into my palm. I pick him up, but let him onto the ground before I return to the main room. I don’t blame him if he wants to keep a low profile here. Alar is bound to leave shortly. If not, Yvonne will definitely chase him out.
I bet they squabbled as kids.
Alar is leaning over the table, talking to Anya about her drawing. I sit opposite and get my own cup of coffee. It’s strange to hold the hot mug between my hands and not have my eyes giving me irritating glitches of heat signals trying their best to send a headache right into my skull. I blink, and they click on smoothly. I nearly smile to myself. 
Alar is staring again.
“I hear you have a weapon’s range?” I ask because it’s starting to make me too uncomfortable, and that’s at least one thing I can semi-bond with him over.
He brightens further. “Yes! I’m a bit of a hobbyist. I like my collection. You’re welcome to use the range, I’m given to understand your little animal can shoot things.”
So, he has learned about Bat. I suppose, if that hasn’t freaked him out, I should feel better. There’s nothing nasty in the way he refers to him, just a statement of fact. Slowly, I nod, trying to keep the discomfort off my expression, glancing at Yvonne.
“Alar,” she says, rather loudly. “You’re making him uncomfortable.”
I shoot her a look. She wasn’t supposed to say it. “I’m not. . .
uncomfortable.”
Laughing, Alar straightens. “No, you’re right, I’m being rude. I simply had to meet the cyborg that has my little unromantic cousin all tied up in knots—”
Yvonne punches him between the shoulder blades.
•
The sleek, unfamiliar rifle nearly knocks my shoulder out of its socket. I miss the target and squint down at the weapon, glancing at Lalia where she’s aiming at the target beside me and laughing at my expression.
“Who is this for?” I ask, setting the weapon aside. If I can barely fire it, most humans won’t handle it well.
Lalia’s taken quite a nice little handgun and is patterning the shimmering hologram of a target along the opposite side of the room. The pale blue turns red where she hits it. I go through the rack of weapons along the back wall, replacing the rifle I have no intention of attempting again. Alar was right, he really does have a hobby of weapons collecting—I suppose when you have as much money as he does, there’s no reason not to.
“I think some of this is Amerov tech,” I mumble. 
Zane snorts. “I thought he doesn’t like Captain.”
He’s sitting along a nearby table, going over some hand-to-hand weaponry with Bat. I haven’t had brass knuckles in ages, but the little electric things Bat is currently taking apart are tempting. I wonder if Alar will sell them to me. . .
“Maybe that’s why he collects them,” I say. “As a see, I can have fancy Amerov guns if I want them sort of thing.”
“I like him better already.” Lalia returns and grabs a smaller rifle, frowning at it. “Is this loaded? Does it need to be loaded?”
“Probably not.”
I fiddle with the little electric knife I managed to keep through the whole ordeal. Both my handguns are gone, and I feel a little incomplete without them. My tablet was likewise smashed. I’ll need to get a new one. At least the panel in my arm wasn’t damaged beyond repair. I have a backup of all my files on my ship, and my money is accessible in it as well, but I would’ve hated to get this thing replaced as well. 
“Any news about when Yvonne’s old man is showing up?” Lalia asks, discarding the gun in favor of seating herself along the empty bottom rack, swinging her feet. We’ve gone through most of the weapons for target practice. 
I shrug. “Any day now.”
“You all right?”
I don’t make eye contact. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”
She slides off the rack and hugs me around the middle. I sigh, and let her stay there. She’s probably doing it more for herself than for me, and that’s perfectly all right. We haven’t talked about everything that happened on Zar, and I’m waiting for her to bring it up. Until she does, she can handle it any way she needs. I understand the silence, anyhow. Really, this is the first time she’s approached me in days, and I wonder if she’s figuring out how to say goodbye. Eventually, she’ll tell me, and I don’t have the words to bring it up. Zane and Bat are pretending they don’t notice. 
After a moment of debating whether or not it’s a wise idea, I ask, “Did you talk to your folks yet?”
Lalia nods. 
“Are they. . .all right?”
She releases me carefully, smoothing down my shirt absently. “As all right as they can be. They anticipated it more than we did, I think. . .” She winces to herself. “They were concerned about you, after what happened with all the fighting and such.”
I stop myself from making a face. “Tell them the details?”
She shrugs. “Enough, I guess. Not. . .all of it.”
“Thank the stars,” I say lightly, trying to ease the mood. “If you did, I might have to dispose of your body in the woods.”
“I was saying something about morbid,” Zane says with mock confusion. Bat snickers. 
“There aren’t any woods here,” Lalia says brightly, offering one of the easier-to-handle pistols I haven’t tried. “Come on, I bet I can hit more targets than you.”
“Oh, please—”



THREE
Yvonne finds me early the next morning. 
Anya is still in bed, as are the siblings in their room. I’ve been up for a few hours, pacing, making myself snacks, and generally unable to sleep. Eventually, Bat woke and bit me on the ankle when my wandering in circles annoyed him.
I’m currently on the floor, rolling him around the plush carpet. It’s a good thing he doesn’t shed. His snarling would be threatening if I didn’t know better. When we catch Yvonne in the kitchen, yawning and laughing at us, Bat hisses and takes advantage of my distraction to dig his teeth into my neck, lightly enough it doesn’t break the skin.
“Ow!” I wrestle him under my arm and grin while his back legs kick helplessly.
I glance at Yvonne in time to see her holding up her bracelet. She drops it too quickly.
“That better not have been a picture!”
Bat squirms out from my arm and takes off at a scrambling run, right through the door that will lead to Anya’s room, snickering as he goes. 
Little traitor.
Yvonne is shaking, trying not to laugh. She’s wearing nothing but shorts, socks, and an oversized shirt that looks almost like it might be—
“I want that picture and my shirt back.”
She cackles, head thrown back, which gives me the proper opportunity to pounce. I’m feeling considerably better, between the doctors and my own healing abilities, my ribs not even aching, so it isn’t a struggle to grab her before she can think of scrambling off.
“Give me that bracelet—”
“No!”
I fling her onto the bed, sit on her arm, and—gently—twist the bracelet off of her wrist.
“What else have you got on here. . .” I mutter while she flings a pillow at me, still laughing. I hope she doesn’t wake the neighbors. 
Zane left his tablet here last night, so I hook up the stupid little bracelet to it. Locked. Dammit.
“Give me your finger, I wanna see what you have stashed on this stupid thing.”
She shakes her head, still cackling, and I crawl onto the bed beside her, dragging her hand onto the bracelet. She smacks me on the side of the head, but I have the jewelry open already. 
There are dozens of them.
“I’m gonna murder you,” I mutter, getting off the bed and flicking through. She only giggles harder. “When have you been taking these?”
“Give it back!”
“No. . .”
The first is the one I remember her taking back on Falla, Anya hugging me. There are so many more—on Falla, some even on Lee’s ship. A few of me fixing the robot with Abraham and Lex. Me sitting with Bat on the front porch of their house. All of us at the table with Masyn and Kyra. . .
“Oh, I’m deleting that one,” I say, coming across one from a few days ago, me asleep with Anya on the bed beside me. How dare she. . .
“Don’t you even think about it!”
Leaping onto my back, she wrestles the bracelet off the tablet and makes a run for it. I grab her by the waist and drag her back to the bed, trying to fight it back from her grip. She’s laughing too hard to properly put up a fight. 
“Gimme that, Princess. . .” I say before getting a pillow to the face with her free hand. 
She slithers off the side of the bed and I head after her, my leg tangled into a blanket. Snatching her ankle, I drag her back while she shrieks, hiding the bracelet beneath her body.
“Give it to me,” I manage around my own laughter.
“No!”
“Do you think you’re going to win here?” 
“Get off me!” She pushes at my face with her foot. “I will be victorious—oof!”
I roll her over and wrestle the bracelet back from her hand. With a series of giggles and falsely offended screams, she grabs around my neck to keep me from actually putting distance between us. Off balance, I drop onto my back, hiding the bracelet under me as she had done moments earlier. 
“Give it, it’s mine!”
I snort. “Good luck. I’m too heavy.”
She tugs at my arm, crawling onto my chest while still mostly avoiding my bruised ribs. Trying her best to wrestle with me, she glowers down and then grins wickedly.
“I don’t like that look—”
She kisses me deeply, tugging at my arm. My face heats, but I can’t help a laugh.
“That’s not gonna work,” I mumble around her lips.
“Oh, really.” She goes for another kiss, but it’s not quite as effective around the laughter. I roll her off until she’s trapped beneath my weight and smother her with the blanket.
“Really,” I say, my ribs starting to ache from laughter.
She shoves the blanket back up into my face, doing her best to wrestle me down, giggling muffled under all the fabric.
“Give it back, Robot. . .” She grabs my hand, and when I pull back it only ends up pulling her back atop me. Snickering, she shoves at me, but doesn’t manage to even loosen my iron grip on the stupid little piece of jewelry—
Someone clears their throat.
I freeze, mostly under the blanket, unable to see much past Yvonne’s hair. She goes likewise still as space, glancing toward the kitchen. Her mouth pops open.
She says, “Hi Baba.”
It takes me a moment to realize she means Dad. I sit bolt upright, knocking her into my lap, our hands intertwined around the bracelet. She lets out a squeak and a nervous giggle. 
I don’t know what I expected out of the king of our galaxy, but a slightly older than middle-aged man in a nice, simple suit of unfamiliar cut wasn’t precisely it. He looks so. . .unimposing, particularly compared to his cyborg counterpart—leader of all Amerov. Such a strong resemblance between him and his daughters. There’s considerable kindness to his face, a bright intelligence to his eyes, even as he doesn’t look so particularly pleased. 
On the other hand, he just walked in on an unregistered number who looks like he’s been through a planet explosion pinning his daughter to the ground. 
I don’t suppose there’s a black hole in the area about to suck this planet into its depths. 
Yvonne, on the other hand, only seems more amused.
Wiping her face, she yanks her bracelet back and gets to her feet unsteadily. Dammit, she’s wearing my shirt—
“I may have been taking pictures of Aaron against his will,” Yvonne says, too pleased with herself, wiggling the gold band back around her wrist. “And I’m keeping them.”
I glower as strongly as I can, which isn’t much at the moment. I shouldn’t have dragged her around like that, my ribs are starting to complain. Carefully, I get to my feet, awkwardly holding the blanket we ripped off the bed. 
The king—Dallo, I finally looked up the people who run the galaxy—raises an eyebrow at his daughter, still displeased. I would imagine. All this drama she’s caused, and Yvonne is standing before him with a grin after all these months.
“Do you have any concept of the headache you have caused?” he asks, voice deeper than Captain’s. For some reason, that brings me a great deal of satisfaction. I need to stop comparing the two in my head.
“Of course, you raised me well.”
His lip twitches, almost amused, and he rolls his eyes to give me another inspection. I’ve had quite enough of Yvonne’s family members inspecting me, and my other humans aren’t even here to take some of the interest.
“And don’t give him too much grief,” Yvonne says, waving a hand at me. “Quite frankly, he had little choice in the matter, I pretty much held him at gunpoint when we first met.”
I realize I haven’t made a sound, and manage to say, “She really did.”
“Interesting,” Dallo says, not sounding remotely convinced. “I’m certain he’s very innocent in all of this.”
Uh oh. I manage not to look at my feet as if I’m a chastised child. But I don’t want to be blamed for this situation as well—
“Well, he saved my life a few times, if that’s what you mean,” Yvonne offers. She doesn’t seem nearly as worried about his tone. Of course, she can’t be dismantled.
“And he didn’t think to perhaps return the princess to a place of authority?”
Is he serious?
“Why would he do that?”
Dallo’s eyebrow quirks. “Duty to his galaxy?”
Yvonne snorts. 
Much to my shock, the king dissolves into warm laughter. “No, I wouldn’t either.”
Yvonne bounces over to him, standing up on her toes to wrap her arms around his neck. He holds her tightly, and I suddenly have no idea how I thought this reunion was going to go. I’ve believed the king and queen aren’t too bright, for their trust of Captain, but hadn’t formed many opinions of them otherwise, save than that Yvonne must have been a handful to raise. 
Feeling as if I’m intruding, I finally stare at my feet. 
“If I could ground you, I would,” the king says, and Yvonne giggles.
“I know,” she tells him and scratches his short-cut hair. “How’s Mama?”
He gives her a disparaging look. “She’s going to kill me for coming instead of her, thank you so very much for asking.”
Yvonne presses her lips together and glances at me. Her attention draws the king’s, and Dallo’s eyes are on me again, less stern than last time, but I have precisely zero idea how he feels about me, if he even knows anything at all—
“I take it this is Aaron,” he says. 
She told him about me. Wonderful.
There has to be a black hole somewhere nearby.
“It is,” she says brightly, entirely too pleased with herself, dragging me over by the sleeve. I let her only because I don’t want to yank back.
I shouldn’t ask, but I say, “Captain isn’t with you, is it?”
Dallo’s eyebrows furrow. “No. Captain and I are having. . .a disagreement, at the moment.”
Yvonne has never appeared so satisfied. It is pretty funny. He seems so genuinely irritated that I believe him. What kind of conversation must he have had with the cyborg? I manage not to laugh. 
“I hear you’ve been saving my daughters quite a bit,” Dallo says, staring at me with those needle-sharp eyes.
I clear my throat. “More than the average, I would assume. This one gets into a lot of trouble.”
I nudge Yvonne, and she nudges back, grinning. She should not be so happy about this. It’s all too surreal.
“Anya’s an angel though,” I add, when the king doesn’t respond. 
He cracks another friendly smile and squeezes Yvonne’s arm. He’s quite a bit more welcoming than his daughter originally was, not to mention he hasn’t pointed a gun at me yet. I can tell he’s looking me over, eyes on my implants, the hearing aids visible more now I’ve cut my hair. I’m not wearing as much clothing as I usually would be, just loose pants and a soft shirt that has long sleeves but isn’t as tight around my neck as most of my others. My hands, even mostly back to being healed, are pretty horrific. He’s getting a good eyeful of how I look at the first meeting, and I try not to squirm.
He offers me his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Aaron.”
I come up blank on anything to say, but can’t help the relief in my chest. I shake his hand. “Thank you, sir.”
“Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to see my other daughter,” the king says with an expectant smile.



FOUR
Yvonne drags Dallo to the other room while I trail behind, sheepish. If I were half a bit smarter, I’d take this opportunity to slip away. Theoretically, I know where the hangar is located, I could hide in my ship. Or I could wander the garden. 
Apparently, it’s too much on my ego to hide in a bush. 
Besides, something about all this is fascinating.
I’ve known Yvonne a single way since we met, and much like visiting Hytha with Zane and Lalia, it’s surreal to watch the princess interact with one of her parents. With Anya, I suspect it will be easy. With Yvonne, it’s strange to see her as a child to anyone, even a grown child. On top of that, the king doesn’t appear disgusted by my existence—Yvonne must’ve been lying on the comm when she talked about me. At the very least, she must’ve brought up my more heroic moments and left out all the parts that would make me look like a murderer. Or an idiot. Nice of her.
Embarrassing, but nice. 
Dallo casts me glances, even when I keep a nice distance between myself and them. To his credit, it isn’t hostile, just curious, and I remind myself that this is likely incredibly bizarre for him as well. His eldest daughter ran off, joined up with an unregistered number, stole his youngest daughter off Amerov, and has been bouncing around the galaxy with said unregistered number and his criminal friends. 
I bite the insides of my cheeks so I don’t laugh. 
Pressing a finger to her lips, Yvonne eases open the door to Anya’s bedroom and gives her father a gentle shove in, staying in the doorway with me. Too late, I realize Bat is probably under the covers of the sleeping princess’ bed, but I suppose if the king can handle me, he can handle Bat. I don’t want to yell out a warning. 
Yvonne weaves her arm around my waist, leaning against me. 
“What did you tell him?” I hiss.
She only giggles silently and jingles her bracelet. Passive aggressive.
Anya’s borrowed bedroom is dark in the early morning with the windows drawn, but it’s a cute spot with a big bed and bright blankets. Some of her clothes are strewn about. Dallo steps around the mess to lean over the edge of the bed, brushing his fingers against the short hair finally regrowing across Anya’s head. Right. He hasn’t seen her since her accident. I can’t even imagine. 
Anya rolls over, pauses, and screams at the top of her lungs. Flinging the blankets aside, she leaps onto Dallo before he can straighten up, still screaming. I can’t choke back this particular laugh, and neither can Yvonne. 
Dallo stumbles under the sudden attack, hugging his daughter tight and mumbling something I can’t pick up. Even from here, I can tell he’s probably crying. Can’t blame him. Wonder what Captain would think of all this. Confusion, most likely. Disinterest, definitely. 
“What is all the screaming?” Zane wobbles out of his own room, wiping sleep from his face. He pauses at the scene and gives me a knowing look. Lalia joins him and makes a face as if this is all too cute to exist. No argument there. Under the covers, Bat’s shape slinks to the edge of the bed and drops to the ground. He peeks around the edge, cocks his head, and scrambles back to me. I pick him up so he doesn’t claw his way up my thin shirt. 
“Baba,” Yvonne says lightly. “This is Zane and Lalia.”
Lalia elbows her. Yvonne elbows back, grinning. “I would like a pardon on their bounties.”
Can he do that? Well, I know he can, but the siblings are under Captain’s jurisdiction, given the reason they have their bounties in the first place. I’m pretty sure even if Dallo wiped their records clean, Captain would just make new ones. 
Even in the dark, I see the exasperated look the king sends his eldest daughter. 
Casually, she says, “Aaron’s too, while you’re at it.”
“Yeah,” I say, deadpan. “That’ll stop Captain.”
Zane snorts. 
Clearing his throat, Dallo returns to us, still holding tight to Anya, rubbing her back and her neck. “Captain is reporting directly to me for the time being. Every decision he makes goes through me or Amara.”
Amara is the queen, and somehow, I bet Captain is even angrier about having to report to her as well. 
Bat snickers, and that tips me over the edge. “Oh, I bet he loves that.”
“I don’t particularly care what he loves,” Dallo says. “He’s a smart man, smarter than me if I’m honest, but this amount of petty isn’t going to work when he’s dealing with my children.”
I truly didn’t expect to like the king so much. Just on the principle of being a bounty hunter, I feel as if we’re not supposed to get along, but the guy cracks me up.
Dallo takes Anya’s hand, turning it between his fingers, inspecting the synthetic skin. Gently, he does the same with her knee, his expression far away.
“Yeah, Aaron got those for us,” Yvonne says.
Dallo’s eyes snap to mine.
“You paid for them,” I grumble, defensive for no reason. 
“I wouldn’t have even known how to get them,” she says. “He surprised us with them.”
I’m gonna murder her. “Ya know, I’m not gonna do nice things if you keep telling people about them.”
Dallo looks so amused I can’t be truly pissed. He eyes Bat, but by the lack of confusion in his expression, I’m assuming Yvonne brought him up as well. Anya finally releases her stranglehold on her father’s neck to turn and grin at me. 
“Aaron helped me get eggs from a giant bird,” she says. I manage not to roll my eyes. 
Dallo looks to be on the verge of laughter. “A bird?”
“Any more stories and I’m leaving,” I warn.
“And he climbed a giant tree—”
•
Yvonne doesn’t allow me to leave. We end up in the small bedroom she’s been occupying, in the kitchen, eating and filling Dallo in on the rest of, well. . ..everything. 
Mostly, Yvonne talks, and the siblings and I look uncomfortable. 
Zane fills in things Yvonne wasn’t precisely privy to, and that allows me to not involve myself. Bat stays as hidden under the table as possible, but Anya drags him out. He gives her a weak hiss but can’t resist the ear rubs. Dallo only frowns in mild concern.
“Did you know about the ForceZero numbers?” Yvonne asks, a certain glint in her eye. Revenge would definitely be on her mind if those things that came after us on Lee’s ship weren’t blown to pieces already. 
“The one he sent after you on Amethyst? Yes. Captain assured me it would be the easiest way to catch up to you. Given all this, I’m guessing it never did.”
Yvonne stares at him for a long moment, exchanges a glance with me, and says, “Oh boy.”
Dallo’s eyebrows furrow. Anya is sitting on his lap, so he can’t see the look the girl gives me as if there’s one giant conspiracy going on. 
“Okay, so first thing: the number that came after us on Amethyst is dead. Shot it with a ship gun.”
“Yikes,” Anya says. I keep forgetting she hasn’t been here for all of it. 
I’m glad Yvonne doesn’t mention that I’m the one who shot it. 
Dallo blinks at her, pausing with his coffee halfway to his mouth.
Yvonne says, “It came in ready to kill everyone but me, without warning, and it was entirely self-defense. Not to mention it smacked the crap out of me anyway, so I was considering murder even before Aaron took it out.”
I send her a glare, and she says, “Sorry. Also, Aaron didn’t even know about ForceZero at that point.”
Dallo sets his cup down. His expression is stone, unreadable, but I’m guessing that hardness is distilled irritation with his cyborg counterpart of a leader.
“None of them were supposed to lay a hand on you. I specifically—”
“Yes, I’m sure Captain told you that.” Yvonne waves her hand. “Also, there were two more after that. Absolutely psychotic. They, also, came in ready to kill everyone, even if it included shooting at Aaron when he was standing inches from Anya. Also blew Zane half to bits when he was minding his own business.”
The irritation turns to something familiar enough I can call it rage. As with everyone, the king already seems to have taken to the overly cheerful human. I remember crawling into that burning ship. Zane and I exchange a glance. He gives me a gentle punch in the thigh. 
“Also,” I add, “it pointed a gun at Yvonne to try to lure me out.”
Dallo looks scandalized.
“I had to detach my arm to get it to let go of me,” Anya grumbles. “It really hurt when it was dragging me.”
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m satisfied at how much the king is likely to go unhinged at Captain now that he’s getting a fuller story. Mostly, I’m just exhausted by the last few months. A part of me wishes we were still back with Lex and Abe on that calm forest planet, out in the middle of nowhere, having some peace and quiet for once. As nice as it is here, I’m constantly a little uncomfortable, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for Captain to suddenly walk in despite Dallo’s assurances. 
My expression must reflect my thoughts because Yvonne’s foot nudges mine under the table. 
Dallo is rubbing Anya’s arms, expression far away, a distinct frown etching its way into his features. I can’t help but feel a little bad for the guy—it can’t be fantastic realizing you’ve been outsmarted and lied to consistently by someone essentially your second in command. And Captain was in a position of power long before Dallo was ever elected. He was supposed to be able to trust the cyborg leader. But Captain did exactly what any cyborg would be expected to do—handle the situation in the most efficient way possible, emotions nonexistent, compassion not even considered. 
I would laugh if it hadn’t nearly got me and the people I care about killed on more than one occasion.
Lalia says, “Can I ask a question?”
Dallo blinks as if remembering we’re here, and nods to her. 
“What was Captain telling you the whole time about what we were doing with your daughters?”
He takes a long breath, considering. “Not very much. He said he didn’t know much. Just that Yvonne had gotten in with some. . .
dangerous people and that they might. . .kill her.”
There’s a pause. Anya giggles, then laughs so hard she nearly falls off Dallo’s knee. Yvonne chews on the inside of her lip, not even hiding the amusement. He gives both his daughters a tired look.
“Baba, I mean this fully when I say it: I’m actually starting to think these four are victims given the crap they’ve had to deal with.”
I shrug. “Some of the crap was because we’ve caused ourselves trouble of our own accord. . .but also your daughter was nearly the end of me on several occasions so I’m going to agree.”
Yvonne grins openly. “Also, in case you couldn’t tell, Aaron didn’t kidnap Anya.”
“Yes, I gathered as much after your call,” Dallo says dryly. “And by gathered I mean you made it very, very clear.”
Under the table, Bat snickers. The king starts, and the two exchange wary glances. Anya hugs Bat a bit closer. 
“Either way,” Dallo mutters, “Apparently, I owe a little bunch of criminals my gratitude.”
Yvonne smiles a little and takes my hand under the table. 



FIVE
“I want it stated on the record I find this to be a terrible idea,” Zane declares. 
“Says my accomplice,” I grumble, inspecting the tiny pod. It’s large enough to fit two people—at least, it has the seats for a pilot and passenger behind, but there still isn’t a ton of wiggle room. “Anyway, it’s only a bad idea if Dallo finds out.”
Anya giggles.
Zane, Bat, and the littlest princess are out with me finally in the fresh air. The upper section of the underwater city has platforms above the eternal, gentle sea. A good ninety percent of it is still under the waves, but it’s better to have a shipyard out in the open. 
“Where is he, anyway?” Zane asks, leaning into the cockpit and watching me familiarize myself with the controls. Bat is snuffling around somewhere, but there’s no way I’m letting him pilot this thing. 
“Yelling at his nephew, I think.”
“Alar called Baba a dumbass, Baba reminded him that he was technically harboring fugitives by taking us in without telling anyone. Now they’re arguing,” Anya provides, sipping on some sort of drink Yvonne was foolish enough to give her. Caffeine and sugar, that’s exactly what the ball of energy needs.
When we snuck out of the compound, Yvonne and Lalia were giggling and eavesdropping over the conversation. Lalia only waved me off when I told her we were leaving. I suppose there’s not much reason to bond with me anymore. Can hardly blame her. Time to give her a little space. I’ve already given my ship a once over—it’s so damn good to see the old thing still in one piece—and I’ve taken to snooping around some of the pods they have stalked at this shipyard. I don’t know why Alar has access to Amerov-grade pods like these, but I know I want to give one a spin.
I ignore the knowledge I’m using this as an excuse to not think about the next steps: Yvonne gets her father to pay me my bounty and the princesses head home safely while the siblings head to the edge of the galaxy with me and Bat. I don’t even know what those two want to do now that there’s nothing tying us together and I’m no longer in need of rescuing. I need to think about it sooner or later but now is not the time.
“You think if we talk to the lady who runs this place she’d give us the keycard?” I ask.
Zane glances over his shoulder at the little glass and metal building half atop the platform, half descending into the water below. Winking at me, he heads over, hands in his pockets, while I roll my eyes. At least one of us knows how to flirt.
I boost myself into the cockpit, messing with the straps on the chair and the dead controls. Anya climbs into the passenger seat behind me. 
“These little ships kinda freak me out,” she says, guzzling her drink. 
“Why?” I ask, not entirely listening and wondering if Bat can wiggle his way into the floorboards and start this thing up even if we don’t get the ship key.
“We crashed in something like this.”
I blink, glancing back at her. She’s inspecting the harness on her seat. 
“One of these?”
“No, just a small ship. The bigger ones don’t bother really.”
There isn’t any correlation to the likelihood of a mishap based on the size of a vessel, but who am I to argue? It’s actually impressive she’s comfortable flying at all after the kind of accident she had. I’d been so panicked back on Amerov that it never occurred to me, even when we were flying out of the atmosphere.
“You’re doing really well,” I tell her, for lack of anything better to say, and shake my head at myself. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t be caught dead acting this way. I’d tell myself to get a grip, but it isn’t as if that’s ever worked.
Zane comes trotting back across the landing pad, a bit of a skip in his step, something shiny in his hand.
“Un. . .believable,” I mutter.
Bat jumps onto the console and gives his rough laugh, tapping his feet happily.
“You should be ashamed of yourself,” I tell Zane as he hands over a keycard, flipping the other between his fingers.
“Whatever do you mean?” he asks innocently.
“What do you mean?” Anya asks. I manage not to snort.
“See that over there?” Zane asks, leaning over the console and pointing out into the unending ocean. 
I squint out across the bright water, still shocked at how well my new eyes work and how vibrant the colors appear. 
“The rocks?”
“Yeah. I bet I can race you through them and back around.”
I look at him as down-my-nose as possible while Bat snorts and nips at his hand.
“Ow,” he mutters, rubbing his wrist. “Don’t look at me like that, I really haven’t had a chance to show off. You’re not the only excellent pilot around here, ya know.”
“Wanna bet on it?”
He gives me a dead look. “I have no ship and barely any money. What am I gonna bet with?”
I manage not to laugh since I’m still feeling pretty bad about their destroyed ship.
“Besides, I don’t need to bet anything.” He leans in closer and closer. “Because when I win. . .you’ll know I’ve won, and you’ll know forever, and it will never leave the back of your mind that you got your ass handed to you by some random mechanic from some random planet. . .”
I poke him in the forehead. “Breathe somewhere else.”
Snickering, he sprints to the closest matching pod, pulling up the hatch and firing the thing to life. I slide in my keycard and feel the ship hum beneath me, all power and quiet speed. Zane’s pod hovers to life, and he waves at me out of the glass bubble of the roof.
“All right, squirt, I have to humiliate Zane, ya gotta get out.”
“Why?”
“I’m not flying the princess of the galaxy around in a military-grade racer pod.”
“Why not?”
Bat snorts again. I glance back at her. “Did you just say these things freak you out?”
She shrugs. “I don’t think you’re gonna crash. It’ll be fun.”
If I look too much into that, it’s a little too sweet of a sentence. 
“You know your sister will kill me.”
“Yeah, like that’s ever stopped ya,” Bat mutters.
Anya grins.
I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Fine. Do not tell your sister. And put that drink outside. I’m not taking a coffee to the face.”
Anya scrambles out, sets her cup on the nearest bench, and hops back in. 
“This is a terrible idea,” I mutter to myself, opening the comm between this pod and Zane’s. 
When I can hear him muttering to himself on the other side as he messes with the controls, I turn back and make sure Anya is all strapped in. She kicks the back of my seat.
“Look at me,” I say, and wait for eye contact. “If you feel remotely sick, tell me. I have no desire to get puked on.”
She giggles and swings her legs. “I don’t get sick in ships.”
I doubt she’s been in one this fast with the way I’m going to pilot, but we’ll see how it goes.
“You don’t have to worry about Yvonne, I wouldn’t think,” Zane says over the comm. “But you do realize Dallo is a few levels below us?”
I grimace. Zane’s already zipping out over the water, taking a practice run. He learns this stuff fast, I’ll give him that. 
I pass Bat back to Anya while he hisses at me. “Here, hold on to him, there’s nothing to strap him down to.”
He never gets strapped to anything in our ship, but I don’t think him flying around the cockpit if I spin this thing is the greatest idea. Besides, no matter the glare he sends my way, I know how much he likes being cuddled by the cute kid.
“All right,” I grumble, strapping myself in with one hand and guiding the ship steadily into the air. “Just hold on and don’t scream in my ear unless there’s a real problem. Also, do not tell your father.”
I point back at her over my shoulder and hear the responding mixture of her giggle and Bat’s. I grin a little. It’s not as if she can see my expression from here.
The controls aren’t nearly as complicated as I was fearing. No wonder Zane picked it up so easily. After my time on Amerov, I’m zipping around the landing pad within a few minutes.
“I can’t believe Lalia stuck around for an argument over this,” Zane mutters over the comm. His voice is much smoother than when we used to talk between our two ships.
“To be fair, we didn’t tell her we were going to nab some expensive ships. Don’t scratch that thing, by the way.”
Zane snorts. “Ready to race, Cyborg?”
“Hope you like breathing exhaust, Human.”
I guide the pod around the edge of the platform and shoot over the open sea. Far below, there are more cities shimmering, but the surface is empty save a few spots of rocky outcroppings reaching into the sky. Alar says there are few cities that exist above the waves, and indeed I can see glass shimmering far across the flat sea, but most everything is underwater. Fascinating place. Apparently, we’ve hit upon one of the few calm, non-stormy days.
“You ever been to this planet before?” I call to Anya over the loud, smooth purr of the engines. I can practically feel the energy from the crystal powering this thing in the air.
“No!” 
“I don’t suppose you know why your cousin has ships like this?”
“He’s rich!” 
I snicker, edging the ship faster, faster. I knew that part. I suppose fast ships go along with fancy weapons. I like the guy well enough, but I wonder what kind of information about him I can get out of Yvonne once we’re off-planet. 
They won’t be with us once we leave this place.
I grimace, pushing the thought to the back of my mind where it belongs. It isn’t as if I can change it, doesn’t do any good to dwell. 
I check back on Anya with the big goofy grin on her face and Bat held over her shoulder where he has his snout pressed to the glass.
Zane speeds up neck and neck with me as we approach the pillars of rock. Pulling up a shimmering hologram of the surrounding areas, I get a detailed version of the rocks mapped out for me, as well as anywhere else I scroll on the shimmering artificial screen.
“Neat,” I mumble, squinting at the approaching pillars of pale rock.
Glancing at Zane, I flash a gesture I hope Anya doesn’t repeat and speed into the center of the rocks, weaving and turning, easily picking up a path even without the map.
“You really better not tell Dallo now.” Zane sounds to be laughing on the other end of the comm.
“Shut up.”
I take a sharp turn to avoid a section of rocks too tricky to be attempting with Anya in the back seat. She gives off a sharp-pitched giggle as the ship turns almost entirely on its side. I half expect her to let go of Bat and for his little legs to come spinning into the back of my head, but she keeps ahold of him.
Zane has gained some confidence—or at least found his own map—as a brief shadow passes overhead. His ship speeds into my path from a different section of rocks, zipping down in front of me, sending up sea spray onto my viewport.
Taking off to the left, I maneuver us beneath a tunnel of stone, water shooting up on either side of the rock in the small space. Anya’s keeping up a steady stream of giggles behind me, which is a good enough sign for me. As long as she’s happy, I’m not taking it too far. Taking a dip over a boulder and back closer to the surface of the water, I hear Bat give an excited squeak.
“I wanna pilot!” he calls.
“Hah! No!” The controls aren’t nearly small enough for him to reach all of them comfortably, and I’m not precisely in the mood to have to dig him out of another shipwreck. 
Still, I say, “Anya, put him on my shoulder.”
Bat’s weight appears on my shoulder, and he drops down into my jacket where he can see directly out the front without flying everywhere.
“Don’t claw me,” I mutter.
Watching the little red dot of Zane’s ship on the blue lines of the map, I plot a course around and through the pillars of stone to best overtake him, knowing he’s likely doing the same for me. A gap in the thicker section of rock is approaching, and I weave closer, taking a sharp turn where our paths intersect, tipping the pod sideways with the sudden change. Despite my earlier warning not to, Anya shrieks. I’d care more if I wasn’t giggling like an idiot myself. The thrusters putting their full effort into the curve send up a massive wall of salt water, spraying Zane’s ship as he speeds by.
I hear him swear in my comm, but there’s plenty of space here, and the wobble his path takes isn’t dangerous. It does, however, give me a good opportunity to zip past with quite a nice lead.
Revenge.
Out the other end of the stone pillars I go, speeding around the edge of them and pushing the little pod as fast as it will go across a planet’s surface without hitting space cruising speed. Behind me, the map shows Zane doing the same. 
“I’d call you a cheater if I didn’t do it first,” his voice comes back in over the comm.
I grin. 
“How you doing back there?” I ask, unwilling to take my eyes off the map and viewport with the speed we’re going. 
“Can you teach me how to pilot like that?”
Guess that means good. I roll my eyes. “Sure. Ya know what, if you can convince your father and
mother to let the rogue cyborg teach you to pilot, I would be happy to.”
“I think their mother might have a few more problems with you than Dallo’s had,” Bat mutters, and I flick lightly at the tip of his giant ear. He’s probably right.
“So I guess I’m not supposed to mention the target practice lessons?” Anya asks.
Right. I forgot about that. “I’d rather you didn’t.”
“I would like to mention that I haven’t been teaching the little princess any criminal activities,” Zane points out. 
“That’s because she hasn’t been clinging to your leg like a barnacle,” I grumble.
“I regret nothing,” Anya says happily. 
Sounds too much like her sister.
“Aaron?” Lalia’s voice adds to the comm.
“How did you connect with this thing?” I ask. “Do you wanna race me?”
“It isn’t a private connection I don’t think. And I would lose miserably. And you need to come back here, I think we have an issue.”
I grimace, zipping past the landing platform at top speed, shooting up water. At least I beat Zane, he’s just the barest way behind me. I can hear him grumbling about it on the other end of the line. 
“We always have an issue,” I say.
“I know,” Lalia says. “Unfortunately, this one needs addressing.”
Wondering if Dallo caught wind of me in an Amerov-grade pod speed racing through rocks with his youngest in the back seat and Lalia’s come to say goodbye before my inevitable funeral, I take a wide sweep around the landing platform. Slowing the ship until it’s reasonable to land, I settle it back in its slot. A few spare raindrops hit the viewport. I glance upward, but barely a cloud is to be seen in the sky. Storms sure do come quickly here. As soon as Zane lands, a bubble of glass begins rising, sealing in the landing pad. 
Cool place. Wonder if the rest of the planet tends to be this interesting.
Pushing the hatch open, I let Bat scramble out. Above us, more raindrops hit the bubble of glass now covering the landing pad. A gentle shield shimmers around it, and I wrinkle my nose, remembering everything that went down on Zar too vividly. 
Anya is muttering about the straps, and I help her out while Lalia trots across the landing pad, expression tense, Yvonne nowhere to be seen. I don’t appreciate the sinking sensation in my gut.
Setting Anya on solid ground, I try to smile when she wobbles and catches herself against my side. 
“The ground feels funny,” she says, giggling, and stumbles off to find her abandoned drink.
Probably not the easiest on her new legs. 
“Well,” Zane says, jumping to the ground and shooting me a fake dirty look. “I have a feeling of dread, how about you?”
“I always have a feeling of dread.”
“It isn’t an emergency yet,” Lalia says. “But I think we have to leave.”



SIX
Leave.
I knew we’d have to. 
In a few days or less, I knew it. There’s no way to stay here in this strange limbo where Dallo is protecting us, but we all know the moment Captain decides to hunt us down, there’s nothing the king can do to stop him. 
Apparently, that time has come. 
“The queen called a few minutes ago.” Lalia taps her heel against the rough surface of the landing pad. “Apparently, Captain can’t be accounted for. She doesn’t know if he went back to Amerov or here, and everyone she asks says they don’t have the security clearance to know where Captain goes on his own. And there’s nothing on the flight logs. Which is normal, but. . .”
But this isn’t a normal situation.
Lalia takes a long breath. “Given that Amerov is a few weeks from Neyla Ve and we’re a few hours away, Dallo thinks it would be better if we headed out in case Captain shows up here.”
For a moment, I don’t know what to say. It’s a situation I’ve been expecting and trying desperately to ignore, to scrape out the last few hours or days of safety I could in this place. But now it’s no longer safe.
It’s time to leave.
“Aaron?”
She looks about as unhappy as I feel, and I manage to nod. Zane rubs his face. When I glance at Bat sitting on my boot, I find him looking at Anya. The girl watches us quietly. Her eyes stare right into mine without flinching. 
I’m supposed to leave without them?
Of course, I am. The whole point was to get Yvonne and Anya safely back to their parents—mostly Anya, but it isn’t as if the eldest princess can head off with us into uncharted space. Technically, she could, but her sister needs her. She has a family and a life on Neyla Ve, and this is not the situation to make the kind of decision that would bring her with us. 
Besides, I’ll probably miss the kid as much as I’ll miss Yvonne.
“Let’s get our things,” I mumble. We don’t have much, but Zane and La managed to buy a few items here to replace some of what they lost in their ship. I have some of my clothes in the room Alar lent me. 
My ship is in the hangar level below this one, anyway.
Anya clings to my hand as we head into the compound, Bat perched silently on my shoulder. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but it must be something along the same lines. He’s become incredibly fond of all the humans, but especially Zane and Anya. Zane is coming with us, at least until the edge of the galaxy—that will have to be another conversation—but he’s going to have to say goodbye to Anya. 
“You’re coming back, right?” Anya asks softly.
I manage not to feel entirely as if I’ve been punched in the gut.
“I should hope so,” I say, meaning it flippantly, but I don’t manage the tone. I don’t want to lie to her, but truthfully, I wouldn’t be surprised if we never see this galaxy again. I won’t let that stop me, between Yvonne being quite an adult enough to fly out on her own, and there being a few outposts right on the edge of the known galaxy, but I don’t think this is going to be as easy as Anya wants it to be. Not as easy as I want it to be.
I can feel her eyes on me as we walk, and I think she knows I’m full of crap. My heartbeat is picking up, and I’m already stopping myself from sprinting back to my ship and getting the hell out of here as quickly as I can.
Captain is coming.
Maybe. But that’s enough for us.
Zane and Lalia are so quiet it’s giving me an extra layer of anxiety. To be quite frank, Lalia hasn’t said much since Zar. I know Zane’s been talking to her, and she’s brushed it off every time I hinted that I wouldn’t run off if she wanted to talk to me, but nothing. I’m not sure if I should be relieved or concerned at the lack of any more emotional outbursts. As I thought, there isn’t any reason for her to bond with me anymore.
Right now, they’re as worried about Captain as I am.
In my room, I grab what few articles of clothing I have left. I’m not very attached to this place, it’s just a room where I’ve been staying for a few days, but I glance at it regretfully, making sure I haven’t left anything. 
Letting Anya follow me, I head into the room Zane and Lalia have been occupying and ask, “Get ahold of Yvonne?”
I still don’t have a new comm. 
“She said she’ll head for the hangar,” Lalia tells me.
I nod. “Ready?”
Zane is saying something to Anya I’m trying not to catch. She’s managed to worm her way onto his back and sits there, gazing at me unhappily. I give Lalia a light flick on the shoulder—no use standing in the middle of their borrowed room like a bunch of idiots.
“Let’s go.”
The hangar is back a level up, right beneath the top platform. A few ships sit down here, and I hear the voices before I hit the entrance. 
Dallo does not sound happy.
I might be about to head out of the galaxy, but I glance back at Anya still getting a piggyback ride from Zane. 
“Do not mention that little ship race,” I remind her, pointing at her face.
She doesn’t smile.
“Aaron, there you are!” Alar waves me down. It’s bizarre seeing the three royals clustered before my ship, waiting for me and the other criminals, but it’s not enough to get a laugh out of me under the circumstances. “Do you have a tablet?”
He’s waving his own at me, and I shake my head. “Broke mine.”
“I do.” Lalia digs hers out of her backpack.
“All right, here’s what you’re going to do.” Alar takes her tablet and connects, letting something transfer over. I look over his arm, avoiding Yvonne’s eyes burning a hole in the side of my head. “So, the storms here are pretty nasty, and I figured in case Captain’s heading here, you might want to head in the opposite direction. There are plenty of ship paths through the ocean. Your ship will fit, it might take you an hour or so, but here’s a good place to get out.”
I follow where he’s pointing out on the map he’s transferred over to Lalia’s tablet.
“Can you let me into your ship?” he asks. “I can put an access code into your computer so you can get through those ports.”
It’s never going to not be weird when these people are so helpful. Even Bat isn’t shying away from him on my shoulder.
“Sure, thank you.” I cycle open the airlock and give the side of the control panel a pat as Alar climbs in before I can get the gangplank out for him. He doesn’t make a comment about the piece of trash this ship is, which is about what I expected from someone this nice.
When I finally dump my stuff on the chair and turn back to the hangar, I get a full view of just how pissed Dallo appears. Tapping his foot on the shiny hangar floor, he’s scowling so deeply I think those wrinkles might be permanently fixed into his skin. Muttering to himself in a language I don’t recognize, he’s tapping furiously at his own tablet and muttering into a small comm in his ear. I don’t know who’s getting chewed out on the other end, but I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t laugh. This isn’t funny. My nerves must be getting to me.
Yvonne is saying goodbye to Lalia and Zane, which makes my chest a little tighter than I’d appreciate.
It’s not like it’s the last time we’re seeing her, don’t be stupid.
If the woman can manage to wrangle a cyborg into getting her sister off Amerov, I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be worried about not seeing her again.
Bat drops down from my shoulder and pokes Anya in the leg with his nose. The girl unlatches from Lalia’s arm to pick him up.
“How long ago did Captain go off the radar?” I ask, glancing back at Alar.
“Eh, hard to say. Maybe as long as a few hours ago, but probably not. Amara’s been keeping a close eye on him apparently, so it probably hasn’t been that long.”
Right. I forgot the queen is probably even more pissed at Captain than Dallo. Both of her daughters have been flying through space with a bunch of criminals. If Yvonne has gotten anything from her mother, the woman’s probably a terror of nature. 
Still, a few hours is cutting it way too close. 
Lalia seems to get the same idea, and nods, smacking Zane on the shoulder and dragging him toward the ship. I try not to look at the expressions on either of their faces.
“Aaron,” Dallo says, and I jump, not expecting his voice as I’m wrapped up in my own thoughts.
“Yes?”
He gestures for me, and I head down the gangplank, trying not to look anyone else in the eye.
“You have a panel in your arm, yes?” he asks, unraveling a cord from his pocket. 
“Er, yeah?” I roll up my sleeve automatically, still not knowing what he’s up to. I’m really damn lucky none of the fighting on Zar broke the panel right out of my arm. Tried that once, wasn’t a fan.
Dallo shoots his daughter a look. “Well, I’m not exactly carrying around three million with me in my usual account, but technically speaking you did return my daughter to me. . .”
Oh, right. In all of this, I’d forgotten about Yvonne’s bounty.
“I understand my daughter already bribed you with a pretty heavy amount—”
A weak smirk tugs at my mouth.
“—I can pay you half a million. When I settle this with Captain and you’re safe to return to the galaxy, I’ll pay you more directly. I’m not going to cheat you—”
“I don’t think you are,” I say. “Besides, if you did, Yvonne would throw a fit.”
Dallo gives her another dirty look. “You’re quite correct.”
It’s strange watching an amount of money bigger than Zane and Lalia’s combined bounty hitting my account. I try not to let it show on my face.
“Thank you, sir, I uh. . .Really, I’m just grateful you didn’t shoot me for kidnapping Anya.”
“Then Anya would throw a fit.” Dallo grins for a moment before remembering he’s pissed at the galaxy and scowls at his tablet. “Take care of yourself.”
I nod, awkward, still staring at the panel in my arm before shutting it off and rolling my sleeve down. My arm is still sore, but not too much.
“Thank you,” I mumble.
I’m more aware than ever that both Yvonne and Anya are still here, Bat trapped in the little girl’s arms. Lalia and Zane have already said their goodbyes. 
Well, I can’t just walk away.
“All right, you’re going to have to give him back,” I say teasingly to Anya, for lack of anything else to break the silence. 
She shakes her head, squeezing Bat so tight I’m surprised she doesn’t damage something with those synthetic arms of hers. Then she hugs me around my waist at the same time.
“I know,” I tell her. “We’ll be back.”
She squeezes hard enough I wince at some barely healed injuries.
“You need us, you can’t go without us,” she mumbles.
Glancing up, I find Dallo has paused his angry fussing to stare at his youngest with an expression that almost, almost makes me feel bad for Captain.
 I crouch and hug Anya as tight as I dare. “I’ll be all right, Zane and Lalia know how to take care of me anyway. And your sister will probably traumatize Captain if he means you two can’t come and see me for a while, don’t ya think?”
She doesn’t respond, and I realize I’m probably going to have a hard time getting her off me.
We can’t stay.
Still trying to avoid eye contact with Yvonne, I glance over Anya’s shoulder at Dallo, and he gets the picture, tucking his tablet in his back pocket and taking Anya under the arms.
“Come on, sweetbean, they have to go.”
If anything, Anya clings tighter, crying now, and I unweave her arms from around my neck before I completely lose it. Bat manages to wriggle out of her grasp and darts up the gangplank quick enough I know how upset he is. 
“It’s going to be fine, squirt,” I say once Dallo gets her up into his arms. I can’t take my pride too seriously when she’s crying this way.
Dallo holds out his hand and it takes a moment to realize what he’s offering. I shake it and he nods to me, heading out of the hangar with Anya in his arms. I can see her face before he takes her out the entrance and it doesn’t precisely help me move. 
I clear my throat and glance at Yvonne. Her eyes flicker to mine. Arms folded, she wanders closer until we’re barely a step apart, staring up at me, not speaking. I don’t have anything I know how to say, I simply take her in the best I can. My new eyes carry all the detail in her face and hair and the way she holds herself. Back to wearing my jacket, apparently.
I open my mouth because I should either say something or turn around and get out of here. We have to stop staring at each other. Nothing comes out, and I really can’t make myself move. Her eyes are glassy, but at least she isn’t sobbing on me like Anya. I wouldn’t be able to handle it.
Finally, she says, “I’m going to fix this.”
She can’t, but there’s no use saying so. She can’t fix Amerov or Captain’s anger, can’t fix the bounties on all our heads from the most powerful planet in existence. No matter our luck so far, she can’t fix any of that. Likely, she knows it, but who am I to argue with her stubborn head?
Instead, I nod.
She leans up on her toes so she can wrap her arms around my neck. I squeeze her close to me, ignoring Zane and Lalia watching and the sound of Alar’s voice. I don’t know who he’s talking to, and I don’t care. I’ve already cried enough for one week, so I’ll be dammed if I do it again. The amount of time we’re standing here with Captain possibly on his way is clicking in the back of my thoughts, but I still don’t release her for a full minute. When I do, I’m afraid I’m going to have to pry her off as well. But she drops her arms and turns on her heel so we don’t have to look at each other’s eyes.
“Alar, let’s go!” she calls back, voice unsteady.
“Thank you,” I say again when he passes me. 
He gives me a pat on the shoulder, hands me Lalia’s tablet, and says, “Don’t die or I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“Yeah, sure.”
I make it mostly up the gangplank before handing Lalia the tablet. “Start the ship up, will ya?”
She nods and the engine fires to life. I trot back down. Yvonne hasn’t quite made it out herself and is half-turned back. Taking her face in my hands, I crush her close to me and press my lips to hers. Her fingers curl into my hair, pulling me closer. When I have to let her go, I remind myself to take a breath, squeeze her arm, and sprint back for the ship as the gangplank rolls back in.
Wordlessly, Lalia slides out of the captain’s seat, squeezing my shoulder and letting me in as we leave the hangar behind.



SEVEN
It’s a quiet flight out. 
The glass and metal passageways beneath the ocean are otherworldly, and I can watch the flashes of lights from the cities spreading across this planet. There isn’t much traffic in this particular section—maybe the pass Alar put into our ship has something to do with it.
A few minutes in, I get up and hunt down Bat. He’s balled up in his cot over my bed, and I stand on the edge to dig him out, hugging him to my chest inside my jacket. Returning to the captain’s seat, I prop my feet propped up on the console, watching the map and the strange world outside the viewport. Lalia says something to Zane I don’t catch, and my chest is tight. I wonder what they talk about now that there’s no reason for me to be part of the conversation. 
Eventually, he joins me in the copilot’s seat.
“Something on your mind?”
He shakes his head. When I glance over my shoulder, Lalia has started one of my old puzzles, and she won’t look at me. Well, I guess we’re all pretty miserable—it isn’t necessarily about me. Doesn’t make me feel any better. I have half a mind to call Yvonne on her comm because our situation seems more manageable than the grief floating between the siblings and me, but there’s nothing we can do for each other. Besides, if I have to listen to her voice, it’ll weaken my resolve.
I pet Bat’s ears. It’s easier to focus on his safety than my own. Captain would dismantle him in an entirely different way than he would me. Bat isn’t speaking, but he doesn’t have to. Letting out a long breath, I lean my head against the seat and stare at the ceiling, trying to remember if I should be doing anything. We’re heading for the edge of the galaxy. We have enough money to keep us more than afloat for a while—I don’t know what the siblings are planning on doing, but I’m not going to ask. Let them bring it up.
I try to imagine my ship back to just me and Bat and can’t picture it. 
“Well,” Zane says, cracking his knuckles. “Anyone else have a lingering feeling of dread?”
Lalia flicks a puzzle piece at the back of his head. “Don’t jinx us.”
He chuckles tightly, taking out his pistol and looking it over, taking it apart and cleaning it. Alar let me buy a pistol from him, so I’m not unarmed, but it feels strange not having my two old guns. The ancient electric knife is still in my pocket, at least.
“Do. . .your parents know what we’re up to?” I ask, feeling awkward about the phrasing. Despite my little heart-to-heart with Zane, the situation weighs. In fact, it seems heavier now. Mentioning it’s their parents and not our parents does something strange to my chest.
“Yeah, they know,” Zane says. “Not all the gory details, but they know. We’ll come back. . .when we can.”
I try not to consider the pain in his voice or the loudness of Lalia’s silence. Seems such a waste, having a brother and a sister like that when their Aaron isn’t even alive to know it.
Bat wriggles around to set his chin in the crook of my arm, staring at Zane. Silence falls over the ship. I can’t help but agree with Zane. There’s a strange dread I can’t shake, and I don’t know if it’s from the danger, or the fact we’ve left Yvonne and Anya behind. 
•
It’s a few hours through the tunnel. I’m less squeamish than I’d expect under all the water, but it’s a strangely peaceful world down here. There’s the storm I can see up through the glass and all the waves, but down here it’s silent, safe. Several small crafts have passed by, none that remind me of Amerov, though I jump every time my ship tells me there’s another in the area.
We’ve been mostly silent. 
Lalia’s still working on my puzzle, Zane is on his tablet. I’m doing nothing more than staring out the viewport. We’re on a small planet, so it doesn’t take long until we’re hitting the city where Alar marked a good spot to get out of here. The tunnel widens and melds with others, underground structures converging in one of the wide cities I’ve been reading about on the planet files. Lots of energy to harvest on this water planet, enough to justify the strange living situations. 
It seems such an odd thing to never live on the surface unless you go to the top of the city. 
“Weird,” Zane mutters, leaning over to get a better look out of the viewport. 
Following the main thoroughfare, I don’t take it too fast. Zipping out of here might be unusual, and who knows what kind of authorities patrol this area ready to get annoyed with a rust bucket ship like mine plowing through the city. 
A light on the ship’s computer blinks. My heart jumps, and I’m expecting it to be Yvonne before I realize the wrong light is blinking. 
“What’s that?” Zane asks when I don’t immediately move.
Bat eyeballs the little blinking light and supplies, “Audra.”
Lalia leans over my shoulder to look. “Why would she be calling you?”
“She can call me from anywhere,” I mumble. “I bet she just figured out Captain’s left Neyla Ve.”
“Little late,” Zane says dryly, then gives an unamused laugh.
Something about the call unnerves me—it shouldn’t, not if she’s just going to let me know Captain’s being a petty little bastard once again, but anything that interferes with us simply flying out of the galaxy makes me twitchy.
What if something happened to her?
I shake off the thought. I’d be the last person she’d call. Still, I shouldn’t ignore it. It’s not as if Captain can track us down by it. . .
As if it’ll bite me, I press the button and say, “Yes?”
“Aaron?” her cool, disinterested voice crackles into clarity. Well, she doesn’t sound panicked. 
Despite myself, I relax, still picking out a pathway through the city. Zane is squinting at the button, but he’s the only one here who’s never met Audra. . .or Captain, for that matter. 
“I didn’t expect you to call me,” I admit. “I figured you’d ignore me until—”
“You need to land.”
“What?”
“You need to land your ship. Pick an open area.”
An uncomfortable pit settles in my stomach. Lalia catches my eyes, but she’s confused as I am. Bat flaps his ears and wriggles out of my coat, scrambling over the console and looking out the viewport. Searching for her ship, I don’t see any signs of her. 
“What’s going on?” I ask.
“Just land.”
“No, I’m getting the hell out of here. Captain’s on his way I think and—”
“Captain has numbers patrolling the atmosphere, the minute you hit the surface you’re going to get snapped up.”
I slow the ship so suddenly the closest vessel behind me weaves up and over. I imagine they’re swearing in my direction as they zip away. No one speaks as I find a side passageway and idle the ship along one of the vast glass walls keeping out the ocean, not quite landing the ship. Patterns of blue light from the waves shift over the viewport and surrounding buildings. Not many people are back here, it’s mostly whatever passes as grass down here.
“How did he do it so fast, he wasn’t supposed to leave Neyla Ve?”
“There are numbers stationed on this planet already, he sent them to the most likely places where the most traffic leaves the planet. He wanted to know where you’d come out.”
I rub my new eyes. “Are you on planet?”
“Yes, just land your damn ship, I’ll find you in a minute.”
The comm disconnects. I scowl, then frown. 
Zane voices what I’m already thinking. “How does she know where we are?”
“I’ve always sort of suspected she’s tracking my ship. Never found anything, but she always manages to know where I am. . .” 
Still, I don’t like it. 
“Do you think she’s lying about Captain posting numbers around the major exits?”
“Maybe.” I can’t imagine why. She’s never tried to get me in trouble—it would get her in too much trouble. I squint at the glass dome, telling myself I shouldn’t be so suspicious of her, but I don’t like this.
It doesn’t hurt to land and talk to her. . .does it?
Why does she need to talk to me face-to-face about this? Something’s happened. 
I glance at the siblings. I’m not just keeping myself safe here, there’s still them and Bat to think about, and neither of the humans has truly met Audra—even Lalia only saw her in passing.
Swallowing, I settle the ship and leave the engine running, keeping an eye on the heat map on the ship’s computer. Lalia paces. Zane puts his gun back together. After a moment, I open the hatch on the top of the ship, getting a good look at the surrounding area. A few passing humans glance our way at the ship landed against the side of the ocean, but no one appears bothered. I let out a strained breath and wonder if listening to her is a good idea. Maybe we should leave. Don’t tell her—just get out. Take our chances on a few cyborgs being stationed at the passageways out of here. It isn’t as if we haven’t fought our way past a few cyborgs before. 
What if Captain sends some ForceZero numbers along with him?
Painfully, I swallow and glance down at Bat still staring at the console. Running over the descriptions of the ones Yvonne told me about, I hope Captain doesn’t have any more stashed away. We took down three already, but we’re not even a full group anymore. Even if we were, I don’t think we’d be so lucky again. 
A small, sleek ship of recognizable Amerov gray hovers around the nearest building and lands close by. I put my hand on my new pistol, ready to get the hell out of here if anyone other than Audra shows herself. But it’s her ship—the same one we “stole” back on Amerov and left in the nearby asteroid belt for her to find. Captain could be piloting it, sure, but there’s a reason our engine is still running—
The airlock cycles open, and Audra steps onto the gangplank, her gaze sweeping the nearby buildings before settling on us. She finds me at the top of the ship and frowns. I frown back. It’s been ages since I’ve seen her and feels longer than it’s been. She looks as she always does, a shaved head and straight shoulders and a precise uniform. Her weapons are in their holsters where they should be. A pretty heavy-duty taser is a new addition. Still, she’s just standing on the gangplank, looking at me. From this distance, I doubt she can see the subtle changes to my eyes and ears. From a distance, I still look as monstrous as usual.
I hold out my hand in a what’s the problem gesture, and she finally heads toward us across the grass.
“Come down here,” she says, gesturing with a finger.
“I’d rather not, what’s going on?”
“Just come down. I need to talk to all of you. Now.”
“Audra—”
“I didn’t want a chance he’s listening in on the comm. Come down here.”
Right. Who knows what he’s done to Audra’s ship since the incident in the abandoned facility? I still don’t like it, but I re-latch the hatch, grab my jacket, and cycle open the airlock. 
“You trust her?” Zane asks. 
“He does,” Bat says, clicking to the ground and dropping out of the airlock.
I manage not to roll my eyes. “She’s only ever helped me. At great danger to herself, I should add. She doesn’t want me to get caught as much as I don’t want to get caught.”
Zane nods, accepting. He knows all about what she did both on Captain’s ship and Amerov, but I don’t blame him for wanting reassurance. We’re almost out of here without incident. If I listen to Audra, maybe we’ll continue with that good luck.
“Still, bring your guns,” I mumble. 
They were already packing them up, but I don’t want any of us too comfortable.
Swinging down to the grass, I keep my head on a swivel for other cyborgs, half expecting some ship to explode through the glass wall and drown us all. Fresh grass and damp soil fill the air, such a strangely pleasant scent for an underwater city. The cool smell of glass is all around. Bat slinks through the undergrowth. Audra sees him but only stares passively.
“What’s going on? Is there an exit you know he doesn’t have patrolled?” I ask. Then, because I’ve been so damn worried about her this entire time without a word, I add, “It’s good to see you.”
Her eyes flicker to mine, and she glances at the siblings approaching. Must be weird for Zane, never having met her before. Even Lalia gives an awkward wave.
“I take it you left the princesses with their father?” she asks, a little dry.
“Yeah well, that was always the plan.” I nearly smile. “Would’ve been easier if Captain didn’t get his undies in a bunch.”
Zane makes a nervous snort. “Can you say that in front of her?”
Audra regards him coldly. “This is all of you? Or have you picked up any more strays along the way?”
I give her a look. It really is good to see her. “No, I have not picked up any more strays. . .”
Right, she doesn’t know about the results of the DNA test on Zar. It was her hinting that they might be my family that had me sticking with it in the beginning, she should probably know—
She gives a signal with her hand, and an ear-shattering sound knocks me half to the ground.
Behind me, Lalia yelps, and Zane catches himself against my shoulder. My ears ring and even my new eyes hate the sudden and blinding flash of light. 
Over my shoulder, I catch the leftover wreckage of my ship.
Soot mars the glass dome beside it. Acrid smoke burns my eyes and nose, and vaguely, I hear Lalia coughing. Bat is nowhere to be seen, but he was pretty far from the old ship—
My ship.
Zane gives a weak sound like a warning, grabbing my arm. From somewhere nearby, there’s the telltale hum of a gun coming to life, and I duck more out of instinct than anything else. A shot burns the ground nearby. Two dozen cyborgs filter from the nearby buildings, a handful of smaller pods hovering across the ground, disturbing the long grasses.
I put my hand on my gun, already counting too many of them.
“Audra—?” I start to say.
She fires her taser gun point blank.



YVONNE



EIGHT
It may as well have been years since I last saw Neyla Ve. 
A few months,
I consider. Not very long.
Anya sits on my lap, which isn’t protocol, but we’ve been more than lax on the rules after months on Aaron’s ship. Bat even said he never strapped himself into the pod they used before Lalia destroyed it. I’m not certain, but I think Aaron took the straps out of his pilot’s chair. Idiot. 
Baba glances back for the twenty-second time—I started keeping track after five—scowling at the lack of safety measures but saying nothing of it. Eventually, Anya stopped crying, and we stayed at Alar’s for a whole day until we saw it cataloged in the system that Aaron’s ship passed through the checkpoint Alar marked for him. He didn’t call us on the comm, but it’s the smart thing. Wouldn’t want Captain picking up anything he shouldn’t. 
After whatever joyride Captain took that caused all this panic, I hope he’s returned to the plane. He’s about to get an earful. Dismantling him is technically something my station grants me access to. Baba would never allow it, but he doesn’t have to know. . .
“You have a little evil on your face back there, Vonnie.”
It’s good to hear his voice. I kick the back of his chair, stinging my toe on the metal frame. 
From under my arm, Anya says, “She wants to murder Captain.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“I’m not stupid, ya know.”
Her voice is thick, not even remotely over the crying, but if I consider it too much, I’ll cry again as well. And I’ve had entirely enough of it for a 24-hour period. 
It isn’t going to be so terribly long. We’re going to get Aaron’s bounty fixed, as well as Zane and Lalia’s, and if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to make sure Captain can’t touch them. The distinct flash of terror that entered Aaron’s eyes any time Captain was mentioned is still fresh in my mind—I doubt he realizes he does it, he’d find it entirely too humiliating and figure a way to keep it out of his expression. 
Baba sighs. “You’re going to leave Captain to me. I’m not thrilled with him either, but this is not in your jurisdiction and you can’t do anything about it. I’ll work it out.”
“We have to fix it for them,” Anya mutters, and I’m glad she’s saying some of the things I want to scream. 
Baba glances back. He’s operating the ship, mostly on autopilot, and it’s just the three of us.
“Aaron saved us,” she mumbles and doesn’t elaborate. I think about laying out details, but I’ve opened my mouth enough already, and I don’t want him to get sick of it. 
Although, he took to Aaron even better than I had hoped. Of course, I didn’t mention all the times the cyborg trash-talked my parents to my face concerning Captain, but I can hardly blame him. He didn’t know them, still doesn’t, and Captain has made his life hell.
Remembering him creeping around my father, more worried about upsetting him than I’ve seen him around anyone, nearly has me smirking. He wasn’t that jumpy around Zane and Lalia’s parents—but perhaps they’re why he was so nervous, it didn’t exactly start out well on Hytha. Memories of wandering that planet, just Aaron, Bat, and my sister, moves quickly into a burning throat, and I swallow back the sudden and unhelpful tears. 
He still hasn’t healed completely, and I left him. He has Zane and Lalia and Bat, the three who can do more for him than I’d ever be able to, but the discomfort remains. I readjust Anya in my grip, rubbing her arm with my thumb. I’ve grown accustomed to the slightly different feel of synthetic skin. Aaron never mentioned the difference all the times Anya hauled him around. Can he feel it with his damaged hands?
“You want to tell me what’s going on with you and that cyborg?” Baba asks.
I glower at the back of his head, but he’s not looking. He knows exactly what’s going on. “You have to ask?”
“I want details.”
I roll my eyes. “I like him.”
“They kiss a lot,” Anya mumbles. “Adults are weird.”
I lean against the headrest, pretending neither of them is there.
“Do you love him?”
I wasn’t expecting the question. It’s a lot, particularly considering the relatively short amount of time since we met. 
“Why do you ask?” I know why, but want to see what he’ll say. 
“I’m not sure you were fully seeing the way he was looking at you when he left. Poor boy has got it bad for you, which is a wild sentence, considering he’s a cyborg.”
“He’s a person,” Anya says while I feel my face heat. 
“I know, love, I just mean they don’t usually fall in love. No wonder Captain’s angry he’s unregistered. . .” he mumbles the last part. 
“Yes,” I mumble at equal volume. “I love him.”
Baba nods. “Make sure to tell your mother.”
I kick the back of his chair again. She’s been disparaging my love life for ages—both of them have, she’s just the vocal one. And still, it was safer for Aaron not for me to be there, not right now, not when Anya needs me to take her home. 
Definitely going to dismantle Captain.

“Zane and La are my friends,” I say, because not saying so feels strange. 
“I know,” he says, descending for the planet. I believe he does.
•
Mama is waiting for us on the landing pad. We’re on the private side of the glittering monstrosity of a beautiful palace—so I probably won’t get a good chance to murder Captain immediately. I’d rather not have to enter the underground facility, but I will. The place gives me the creeps. I don’t think I ever mentioned it to Aaron, it never came up and didn’t seem terribly important, but there is a small one here. 
With so many cyborgs crawling around this compound, there has to be a place for them not only to live in peace but to take care of any upgrades they need. Captain doesn’t spend much time here, preferring his cold barren rock of a planet, but I’m certain he’s been haunting the halls these past weeks.
I let Anya run out to her first, catching Baba by the arm. “I mean it, Baba, I know you think I’m overreacting to Captain—”
“Actually, I don’t.”
He doesn’t continue, and I glance sideways at him. I don’t quite recognize his expression, but I know it hit him hard when we described the ForceZero numbers sent after us. I wonder if he’s angrier than he’s letting on.
I hope so.
“Just let me handle it,” he says. “Come along, before your mother has to drag you out by your hair.”
Mama has Anya in her arms and a glare in her eyes for me. I smile sheepishly, glancing at the palace. It’s different than I remember, though nothing has changed. All the glass and pale pink stone in the dozen levels and spires. Quaffed trees and neatly trimmed bushes line the smooth landing pad, and other ships parked perfectly nearby. A clear sky. The shimmer of the lake is certain to be just on the other side.
Home sweet home.
As long as I don’t cry until later, I’ll manage.
“Hi Mama,” I say, and her face softens at the crack in my voice. 
She sighs. “You’re in trouble.”
“I know.”
She grabs me with her other arm. I bury my face against her shoulder, smelling her vanilla perfume, her hair tickling my cheek.
“I want to hear all of it,” she warns. 
“I know.”
“Dallo, he’s back,” she says. 
Baba stops alongside us, and I know exactly who she means. “Down in the facility?”
“Last time I heard. He didn’t speak to me.”
“When did he arrive?”
“A few hours ago.”
Heat burns in my chest. Baba gives my arm a squeeze as if to say I’ll handle it, and kisses Mama before heading into the palace. Two cyborgs at the door nod to him and regard us cooly. Without meaning to, I narrow my eyes. No wonder Aaron is so jumpy about his own kind—a few months on the run with him and I’m glowering at numbers I’ve seen my whole life.
I wander after while Mama carries Anya inside, talking to her the whole time. My feet are unsteady on the stable marble floor, the walls different yet the same. While they’re not paying attention, I drift off to my right to head for the kitchens. I can have something sent to my room, but I haven’t decided that’s where I want to be.
I turn the corner and come face to face with Captain.
He’s sitting in the main hall, boots propped up on the table, eating some sort of pastry I don’t recognize. Light from the high windows illuminates one of the subtle implants in his wrist. I stop dead in the doorway and he pauses with the fork halfway to his mouth, both of us regarding each other with chill gazes.
Next to Aaron, he looks synthetic as hell. I’ve never noticed before. 
It’s a good thing Anya isn’t with me. I have a few choice words under the surface and she’s already learned too many from Aaron and the others. 
“Have a nice joyride?” I ask. 
He puts the pastry delicately in his mouth. I’ve never quite been able to tell if those eyes are fake, but they’ve never made my skin crawl across my bones as they do now. I narrow my own eyes. Technically, nothing I can do is a threat to him. I have no recourse against all the hell he’s caused, as he has none against me for giving him a migraine these past months.
I consider Aaron’s smile the few times he shows it, and Bat letting Anya hold him. My fingers drag into fists. 
He smiles, cocking his head at me.
I force my hands to relax. I need to let it go, there’s nothing I can do, and being a bitch directly to his face is only going to let out anger for a moment—might as well retain my dignity.
Giving him a once-over, I turn, intent on heading any other direction to the kitchen or to my room. 
“We don’t love,” he says casually.
I shouldn’t, but I pause. “Excuse me?”
“I don’t know what you think is happening with that broken toy you’ve been traipsing around with, but he doesn’t love you. He can’t love you, actually. I figured you were smart enough to know when you were being lied to. Perhaps not.”
I throw a look at him over my shoulder. “That’s the best you got, huh?”
He raises an eyebrow.
“You know, it’s actually really a shame for you,” I say, unable to help myself. “You could’ve offered him safety, the promise you wouldn’t mess with his mind, and you’d be a lot better off.”
“How so?”
“That broken toy took out three of your best numbers and he hasn’t had an upgrade in twenty years. Imagine if you’d made him ForceZero, maybe you would’ve actually been successful at tracking me down.”
His smile turns cold.
“How do you pick new ForceZero numbers, anyway?” I ask, knowing I should let it go but unable to stop. It’s the one thing I can jab at him with—his pride. “You know, once they’re broken beyond repair doing what you send them off to do, how do you pick new ones, especially when you’re so bad at it?”
He twirls the fork between his fingers, and I wonder how much self-control it takes for him not to snap it.
“Have fun replacing your dead toys, Captain,” I say, and make a break for it before he can say anything else that makes my chest burn.



NINE 
I work on calming my breathing as I trot down the hallway, hands stuffed in the pockets of Aaron’s old coat. My eyes burn. It isn’t that I believe Captain—because he’s full of it—but that I had to leave them all because of that stupid tin can, and he knows it. 
He did manage to have some recourse, it seems.
A few people pass me in the halls I vaguely acknowledge as they welcome me back in mild surprise. I smile and nod and say thank you as I should.
When I shut myself inside my room, I stare at the wall. Vaguely, I hear Anya and Mama next door. I’ll let her wig out on the girl for a while longer before I go in for the rescue. She’ll probably get sick of the attention, no matter how much time needs to be made up.
My room is as I left it, just the bedroom itself larger than the hull of Aaron’s ship. Sitting on the soft mattress, I stare at the wall, considering that I’ve been mostly sleeping in Aaron’s padded chair for ages. More recently, on his bed. It isn’t exactly the most comfortable, I don’t think he notices, but he certainly knows I’ve been laying alongside him. He didn’t kick me off. Everything is so damn quiet without him around. He doesn’t speak all that much unless I start harassing him, but I’ve grown accustomed to him and Zane and La constantly snipping at one another. Bat makes lots of little noises to himself when he isn’t talking, and I’m fond of his little chitters and squeaks and metal nails on the floor. 
It still doesn’t make sense to me, the DNA results on Zar. 
It doesn’t seem to have changed much, not really. Lalia is hurting, and Zane is covering up his grief, but I don’t believe the two would leave Aaron for anything, not after all this.
And I’m positive in my soul that Aaron wouldn’t want them to.
I look at my sleeping computer, the comm that’s there. I could get in touch with him. . .probably. He should be hitting the edge of the galaxy by now, and communications aren’t exactly reliable out in uncharted space. And just as before, I don’t want to be calling him up when Captain has who-knows-what kind of tracking on the transmissions in and out of Neyla Ve.
He’ll head out for a few weeks or months and call me when he gets back, just like we agreed. Hopefully, by then, we’ll have this all worked out. 
I bury my face in my hands and attempt not to cry without success.
A soft knock has me jumping and wiping at my nose. Mama gazes at me from around the corner of my doorway. I didn’t hear her open it. I should’ve locked it down. 
“Hi, Mama,” I mumble. 
“Is it that cyborg your father was telling me about?”
I give her the best dirty look I can, but it’s tough. I’ve missed her. Instead, I act entirely childish and roll over on the bed until she can’t see my face.
“You know, I was starting to think you’d never have a crush on anyone,” she teases, sitting on the bed beside me. I suppose she’s over the glaring, or she’ll pick it up after I’m done crying.
“I’ve had crushes before, Mama,” I mumble. Then, because I’m not acting childish enough already, I add, “This isn’t a crush.”
Aaron’s rubbing off on me.
I’m even sounding like him. 
“No?” She starts picking through my braids. “What is it, then?”
From her tone, I get she isn’t believing anything I say. Can hardly blame her—who comes home in love with a cyborg?
At my long silence, she sighs. “It should make you feel better that your father is chewing out Captain. You’ve never liked him.”
“I didn’t dislike him until he started acting like a shady bastard.”
She chuckles. “He’s a bit. . .eccentric. He’s always made me squirm a little, but he’s been running Amerov since before your great-great-great-great grandparents were alive, maybe more. He runs it well. You know he’s smarter than any of us.”
“Smart and petty and arrogant are not mutually exclusive.”
“I know.” She laughs again. “I’ve noticed his personal decision-making skills are lacking. Probably doesn’t have much practice.”
Aaron’s a bit terrible at personal interactions too. His excuses are much more reasonable. A little flaw in the whole cyborg species when you don’t understand the humans you’re supposed to protect.
I sigh again. 
“Well, he’s coming back, isn’t he?”
She means Aaron. “He better. After all this is settled down, I will track his ass down if he doesn’t come back and he knows it.”
“Hmmmm.” She gives my hair a gentle tug. “Should I be feeling bad for this poor, unsuspecting cyborg?”
“Maybe a month or two ago, but he knows what he’s in for now.”
She kisses my hair. “I’m going to check on your sister. Just be careful with him, all right? Your father told me he’s unregistered, you know broken chips are notoriously unstable. He could change.”
I bite the inside of my cheek, thinking of the empty slot on the back of Aaron’s neck, the complete horror in his eyes when he found out that I know his secret. Zane and Lalia not even knowing leaves my stomach twisting. I’m certain he would never have told me, but it was a lot of information to process, anyhow. 
“I know, Mama. He’s one of the stable ones.” Then, because it won over Baba so easily, I mention, “Anya adores him. He’s been a lot of help to her.”
“She said so.” Her tone says that little bit of information makes her nervous, but she’ll meet him eventually. As scary as he appears at first sight, it took Baba about three minutes to realize Aaron’s a big softie on the inside. Mama’s not clueless.
Funnily enough, I don’t think Aaron realizes it himself.
With another kiss, she heads back to Anya’s room. At least my sister’s going to receive the majority of the attention for a while—I don’t want to be fussed over. She needs it. Leaving Aaron and Bat and the siblings hit her hard, she’s going to need Mama and Baba, and maybe some proper doctors to check her out, but I know she’s fine. 
After a good while more of feeling sorry for myself, I roll off the bed and head to the shower. It’s strange being back in my normal clothes. They’re not terribly different from what I’ve had for the past few months. I pull Aaron’s coat back over my shoulders. It still smells like him, and I’m going to keep it that way as long as possible, even if it could use a good wash. 
I’m not exactly in the mood to bump into Captain, but I head out into the hallway. The kitchens are close, I can pick up my original path.
With food acquired, I freeze in the hallway, hearing footsteps and in no mood to run into anyone. I duck onto the closest balcony, sitting on the stone railing and squinting out over Lake Gi bright in the sunlight. I’m certain it was the first time I made Aaron laugh—telling him the story about my little joyride where Captain had to track me down. Sure, he probably laughed at me before that, but I saw how amused it made him, and I know he told Bat about it later.
Sighing again, I glance out the glass doors to see who the footsteps belong to. 
Audra.
Hopping off the balcony, I open the door. It’s strange she’s here, but not terribly so given everything that’s gone down, and thinking of what she did for Aaron back on Amerov has my heartbeat picking up. I didn’t have a chance to speak with her then, but I could tell Aaron had a lot of unanswered questions. She means the world to him, even if he’d never say it. 
“Audra?” I ask, feeling out of place saying her name. I can count the interactions we’ve had over the years on one hand. She’s Captain’s favorite, so she’s one of the only facility leaders that ends up here on Neyla Ve on business. I haven’t met most of the others. 
The cyborg pauses, back constantly straight as a ship wing, hair still cropped to nothing. “Princess Yvonne, pleasure to see you home.”
Definitely more formal than when she was glowering at Aaron. I smile a little.
“It’s. . .good to see you’re all right,” I hedge, unsure what’s safe to mention. I’m now aggressively aware of Captain’s presence in the palace in a way I never was. Anything I say feels as if he may hear. 
Audra’s eyebrows furrow, the disinterest fleeing for open confusion. “Of course, I am all right. I was here to help Captain while your father was gone. Was there some confusion?”
She seems so openly baffled as to why I would be concerned. Does she truly think there was no risk to what she did back in that abandoned facility?
I try to smile again, nodding to someone who passes without seeing who it is. 
“I’m glad your. . .leg seems to have healed nicely,” I hint. I’m certain it’s not every day someone shoots her, even in her artificial leg.
She continues to look at me blankly. My chest is too tight.
Finally, she says, “I’m perfectly fine Princess, thank you for your concern.”
The confusion doesn’t leave her expression, and I notice the moment she gives me a distinct once over as if she’s meeting me for the first time, before she offers a polite nod and continues down the hallway, hands linked behind her back.
I stare after her. My pulse quickens behind my ears, a knot forming in my stomach. She doesn’t remember being on Amerov? She knows who I am, but barely. As if we’ve only met on Neyla Ve, in passing. 
Vaguely, I think, I’ve never seen a reprogrammed cyborg before.



TEN
I hear the yelling from Baba’s office before I reach it. 
Ducking into the nearest hallway, I eavesdrop as best I can, not wanting to be caught by Captain when he storms out. From this distance, I don’t catch distinct sentences, but my daughters, ForceZero, and direct orders are rather obvious, along with a display of language that would have even Aaron blushing.
Despite my stomach threatening to rebel against me, I smirk.
After a considerable silence, a door slamming, and Captain’s footsteps passing without pausing, I lean into the hallway. I was hoping Baba’s office would be empty, but I’ll settle for this.
He looks up from his tablet and quirks an eyebrow, no sign of the argument in his expression. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
The person who knows Aaron’s secrets got reprogrammed. “Captain breathed on me.”
“Be nice,” he says in a flippant tone. He must know I overheard, but evidently isn’t going to acknowledge it. “I hope you two didn’t get too pissy with one another.”
Little hypocritical. “As long as he’s still breathing, I didn’t get too pissy.”
He huffs a laugh, but he rubs his eyes. He must be tired, sick of worrying. I lean against his back, hugging him around the shoulders.
“Still think I was overreacting?” I mumble. 
“Yes,” he grumbles, rubbing my hand in his. “But if I saw this the way you did, I’d do the same thing. Whatever the situation, I think it was good for your sister to be with those people. She’s doing much better than I expected.”
I take the opening to say, “Yeah, better get them back safely as soon as possible.”
“I’m working on it, dear.”
I manage a small laugh. As I lean back, I slip his facility pass from his desk, dropping it into the deep pockets of Aaron’s coat. “Anything useful from Captain? Did he say where he went?”
“He said he had some unrelated business on Barlana and wasn’t going to ask permission for it. Not sure I believe him, but it doesn’t seem like he was up to anything else. I’m looking through the flight records because he irritates me, but I don’t see anything.” 
Vaguely, I recall that Barlana handles a great deal of spices manufacturing, which seems an unlikely visit for the cyborg. “Huh.”
“I’m going to work on getting those bounties taken off your friends, but it’s going to take a while and I have other things I have to attend to first. You know, since I got a little distracted by my eldest daughter’s shenanigans.” 
“I know, Baba, sorry.”
He gives my hand a final pat. “Don’t you have some friends you should tell you’re back?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll make a few visits too,” I say, stuffing my hands into my pockets, fingers around the little glass facility pass.
“Yvonne.”
I freeze. “Hmm?”
“Don’t get involved with Captain. The more you annoy him, the harder it’s going to be for me to get him to leave your friends alone.”
“I know. Trust me, I don’t wanna see his stupid plastic face any more than necessary.”
“That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about!” he calls after me as I trot out of the office, giggling to myself. It sounds a little hysterical, but my pulse is picking back up.
I force myself to walk through the hallways. Running might alert any of the cyborgs wandering this place, and I don’t want them telling Captain I’m being strange. My shoulder bumps into one coming from the direction of Captain’s little hidden facility, and I start. 
The sharpshooter.
What is ForceZero doing here?
“Princess,” he says with a nod, continuing on his way. That one, in particular, has always made my skin crawl. Tall and lanky and graceful, his movements are too fluid to be human. Of course, I know he isn’t human, but the uncanny nature of his steps doesn’t help. Neither does the dead sharpness of his eyes. He has his pistols, but not the rifle he often totes around. He doesn’t appear remotely interested in me, and I watch his back as he disappears around the corner. 
It isn’t suspicious that I’m here, but I chew the inside of my cheek as I take a few doors until I’m approaching the parts of the palace where I have no reason to wander. There’s no reason I can’t go down here, but I never have without an invitation, so by myself, I’m conspicuous. 
Coming to the elevator at the end of this particular hallway, I stare at the pale blue metal doors. A purple light blinks alongside. It has two levels. This one, and the one below. The palace’s ground floor, and the top floor of the deep, underground facility, and the hangar accompanying it. The main landing pad outside opens up to it, but this is the only reasonable way in. . .that I know of. Captain has his secrets, even in the place my parents rule from.
I press the button and the doors slide open.
“What are you doing?”
I jump, spinning at Anya’s familiar voice. Adrenaline eases. She’s standing in the closest doorway. She raises her eyebrows and something about it looks more like Aaron’s dead irritation than her normal attitude. 
“Going down to the facility.”
“Why?”
“How did you get away from Mama?”
“She was in the bathroom and I saw you coming out of Dad’s office looking like Aaron looked that time when he nearly killed Kel and pretended like he wasn’t gonna do it.”
I manage not to snort. I’m not exactly sure anyone’s told her Aaron did eventually kill Kel.
“I’m just going down to the facility. Go back to your room.”
“No.”
“Anya—”
“You’re up to something.” She skips less-than-gracefully to my side. 
“No, Captain’s up to something. I’m going down to snoop, you can’t go down.”
“Why not?”
I can’t cook up an answer besides you’re a child or because I said so, both of which are reasonable enough but also not considering what we’ve been through the past few weeks. It’s not as if she can get in trouble for being down there. I wonder if Captain’s even seen her since Amerov.
“Fine, but we’re just looking around and you do exactly as I say.”
She nods happily, grabbing my hand. I suppose nothing distracts from missing the others by doing something we’re not supposed to. 
Muttering to myself, I hit the button inside the elevator and stare at the ceiling as we head down, still gripping the pass in my pocket. 
“How are we supposed to get around?” Anya asks.
I hold it up momentarily. 
“Are you supposed to have that?”
I put my finger to my lips.
She giggles silently.
When the door opens, a few passing cyborgs glance our way, frown, and continue on. Unless there’s a problem, it isn’t up to them to interfere in what I do. Anya being with me doesn’t change the rules. Still, I attempt to remember the layout of this place and head down one of the less-used hallways. I don’t know what I’m up to precisely, but I know something’s wrong, and I don’t particularly care if I annoy Captain. Despite what Baba says, I don’t think it’s possible for Captain to be more pissed than he already is. Aside from shooting him in the face, I’ve pretty much topped out on the irritable level.
Nothing here is very strange to me. It’s built like any other facility—metal, glass, and more metal. Some cyborgs, but this isn’t a heavily occupied facility at all times. If I had headed left instead, I would’ve gone to the hangar. There are only three levels.
That I know of.
Which, of course, means there are more.
Captain’s office isn’t far, and once it’s in sight, I’m not sure what to do with myself. What’s the plan here, Yvonne?
What would Aaron do?
Not come down here, that’s what.
This hallway is deserted, and I tuck Anya into the closest doorway, hand her the keycard, and point at her, whispering, “Stay.”
She raises her eyebrows but stays put. 
The wall of Captain’s office facing the hallway is glass. Sometimes, he keeps it tinted when he wants privacy. Now, it’s clear, and I can see him at his desk. He’s on a tablet of his own and looks up when I stand at the door, staring at him. 
This is not your brightest move, Yvonne.
I open the door and step in. I’ve been in here once before, but it’s a strange landscape. The awareness of our situation sits on my shoulders, the veil of protection afforded to me through my title and title alone—a title is not a physical thing. It is not Aaron standing before me, ready to protect me from anyone. It is how far a mad cyborg can be pushed.
I stare at his tablet, unable to see what it holds. His desk is sparse, similar in nature to the one we saw in his room on Amerov. More landscape paintings on the wall. One “window” behind him has an artificial landscape of a tree drifting in the breeze. It’s such a bizarre contradiction, one I should be accustomed to. 
I’m not.
Might as well come out and say it. “Ran into Audra.”
His mildly disdainful expression doesn’t change.
“She seems well,” I try.
Nothing.
“No limp.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Can I help you with something?”
I shrug. “Just having a look around.”
He lets out a long, controlled breath. “You’re very suspicious, aren’t you?”
“What can I say? You made me jumpy.”
He nods, almost amused, or feigning it. It makes my skin crawl.
“Went a little heavy-handed, didn’t you?”
“Pardon?”
“With Audra. Went a little heavy-handed on the reprogramming, didn’t you?”
Oddly, he smiles. It should look normal, everything about it is, but it’s entirely alien in comparison to the way Aaron appears when he smiles. Grotesque, as he likes to call himself, there’s nothing about Aaron’s smile that makes the little primitive part of my human brain want to run and hide in a hole.
Carefully, Captain sets down his tablet and opens a drawer. “Do you know what I love about humans?”
I blink.
“It seems to be something you like so much about your little broken cyborg, as well.”
“A personality?” I say dryly, aware it’s probably not my wisest line. 
“Your sentiment,” he says, setting a metal box on his desk no larger than a few stacked books. “You’re so. . .attached.”
As he slides open the slats on the box, I push a stray braid behind my ear, tapping the comm sitting invisible there. It crackles on gently, an open line to Baba. Hopefully, he notices and hasn’t left it on his desk somewhere.
“It’s very. . .endearing,” Captain continues. “And predictable. And stupid. But, I will admit that at times it comes up with some fascinating results.”
He reaches into the box and pulls out something. He grips it around the tiny, strangely shaped head. . .
Big ears.

Momentarily, I hear nothing over the rush behind my ears, the aggressive thump of my heartbeat. Adrenaline has my arms burning, and I clench my hands in a way I hope isn’t too obvious. 
Is he. . .
No, I see Bat’s little chest still breathing. Not awake, though. If he was, Captain would be clawed to death.
No. He’s removed his legs.
“Take this, for example. I can’t imagine why that cyborg kept it. Moreover, I can’t imagine why it survived. Given the look of him, I can’t imagine. . .what’s his name? Aaron? I can’t imagine he has the type of medical equipment to care for it properly. Those little mechanical legs he got look old too. Did he tell you what he did to keep it alive?”
I stare. In my comm, I hear enough commotion to think at least someone’s in the room. Hopefully, it’s Baba listening.
“No?” Captain asks, giving Bat a little shake. I feel the weight of my pistol in my pocket. Small, not much, and probably won’t even knock him out. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Captain’s upgrades from the few ForceZero numbers we’ve run into, it’s that shooting them in the head doesn’t do as much as it should.
I take a step forward, no idea what my plan is. I want to drag Bat out of his hands and make a run for it, but I can’t. Even if I could manage it, there’s nowhere to run.
Turning Bat’s face up, Captain regards him, unconcerned. “I heard it say something. I didn’t know it can speak. How did he teach it words? I’m assuming it’s memorization for treats, some animals can do such things.”
The phrase you’re a childish idiot comes to mind, but I keep it to myself. His hand is wrapped around Bat’s little skull, and I imagine him crushing him between his fingers the moment I say something he doesn’t appreciate.
Trying to keep my voice from shaking, I ask, “Where’s Aaron?”
The benign smile returns. “Getting fixed up.”
My legs wobble.
He returns Bat to the box, re-latching the lid and tapping his finger on it thoughtfully. “I mean, he is my jurisdiction. Your father being a limp-wristed little bitch about him just because his daughter has a soft spot doesn’t make much of a difference, does it?”
His voice is so pleasant, not matching his words in the slightest. 
“What do you want?” I find myself asking. “For you to leave him the way he is, I’ll give you anything you want.”
He scoffs. “There’s one thing you’ve never gotten through your head, my dear: this is not about you.”
My eyes flicker to the box. He follows my gaze. “Oh, I’m not showing you because I want something. You have done your best to humiliate me these past months, and I simply wanted you to grasp the effect of your actions. Do you understand now?”
I glare up at him, anger finally replacing the panic. “There’s one thing you’ve never been able to understand: nothing about what I’ve done these past few months has been about you.”
Taking me by the arm, he yanks me out the door. I have a moment to remember Anya is out here before I spot Audra standing in the hallway, the little girl nowhere in sight. 
“I assume this one isn’t supposed to be down here?” Audra asks, still a tad confused. Her eyes catch mine and narrow ever so slightly.
“Audra, excellent. Take this, will you? Put her in a holding room for an hour or two, I want to ensure—”
He starts a little, then touches the comm behind his ear, irritation flickering across his face as his fingers dig into my arm, handing me over. Audra’s likewise impenetrable grip replaces his, albeit gentler. 
“Yes, Dallo?” Captain replies in a perfectly pleasant tone. My heart skips a beat. If I scream, will his comm pick it up? If Captain is talking to him, that means Baba must be wearing his comm, right? I try to keep my face even. He doesn’t even bother keeping the disdain off his face at my father’s voice. “Certainly, I’ll be there in a moment.”
He makes a gesture at Audra to do as she’s told and heads down the hall.
I should have screamed.
Glancing over my shoulder, I can’t find Anya. I pull against Audra’s hold the moment Captain disappears around the corner, trying to head back to his office. “Audra, I need you to listen to me. He reprogrammed you—”
“I’m aware. We’re reprogrammed often, Princess.”
I shake my head. “He made you forget things. If he hadn’t, you would never be doing this. I need you to let me go get any friend, he’s in Captain’s office.”
Audra squints as she wrangles me down the hallway. It doesn’t appear to cause her much effort. Given the way Aaron handles me, I’m not surprised. 
“Audra, you have to believe me, please. Just let me go and I’ll do it, you can tell him I slipped away from you.”
She rolls her eyes. A little bit of emotion, at least.
“Can you tell me where Aaron is?”
Her eyebrows furrow. “The unregistered number?”
“Yes, your friend.”
She stops. Finally.
“You’ve helped him in a ton of situations, do you really not remember that?”
“I’ve never met him before. Just when I picked him up at your cousin’s.”
Oh. Captain used her to pick up him. Aaron probably stopped for her. I swallow, digging my heels against the slippery metal floor when she tries to get me walking again, albeit with less conviction this time.
“You do know him. You know him really well. You helped him and me get Anya off Amerov, you landed in the abandoned facility.”
“I know I did. He wasn’t with you.”
“Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, he was. He’s your friend. Captain made you forget him. Is that really protocol?”
Audra’s eyes flicker down. Her hand tightens on my arm, but she doesn’t turn back for Captain’s office. “Let’s go.”



ELEVEN
I let her drag me off—there’s no use in attempting to out-muscle her—casting a careful glance over my shoulder. Anya slips into Captain’s office. Someone definitely has security footage running of this place. Her face shouldn’t ding the system. Hopefully, she gets Bat out of there before anyone with a brain realizes the littlest princess isn’t supposed to be in Captain’s office without him.
“You’re making more trouble for yourself,” Audra says, conversationally. “You got what you wanted, I don’t know why you’re bothering. Whoever that cyborg is, you should let it go, we don’t coexist well with humans.”
I grind my jaw. With Audra, it isn’t malicious, but that line is starting to piss me off. 
“What about Lalia and Zane?”
“Who?”
I’m starting to understand Aaron’s anger issues. “The two humans you brought in with him.”
“They’re in holding.”
“What are you going to do with them?”
“Captain has plans, I’m not sure why I should care.”
“I’m pretty sure you tipped Aaron off on their bounties in the first place, a bunch of this is something you set in motion. You don’t think it’s a little freaky that you don’t remember that?”
A muscle feathers in her jaw, but her expression is otherwise calm. “I’ve been reprogrammed before, as I said. I know you don’t understand it, but it’s helpful to us. It isn’t a negative thing—”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’re programmed to think that—”
She guides me into a room. I’ve been trying to pay attention to where we’re going over the rising panic. I’m unsure if I’ve managed it. 
“You’ll just be in here a little while, Captain should let you out in an hour or so, after you’ve calmed down. I don’t think your father should be pleased.”
“I think he’s going to be displeased with something else entirely,” I snap.
Audra gives me a dry look. How does it not bother her? Methodically, she goes through my pockets while I tell myself a physical fight would be a terrible idea. I have no idea how augmented she is and still remember Lalia saying she broke her hand just giving Aaron one solid punch. Out she takes my taser and my pistol. Her eyes flicker to my ear, and she pulls out the comm. I never turned it off, and I hope and pray Baba was listening. If I’m incredibly lucky, that’s why Captain got a call.
Audra rolls the comm around in her fingers, then offers it back.
“It’s not a weapon,” she says casually, and drops it in my palm. 
I open my mouth, but she closes the metal door in my face. I glance at the comm, then back at the door, squinting. Was she listening to me?
Sticking it back in my ear, I switch it back on and ask, “Baba?”
Nothing. Dammit. He must have turned his off or set it down. Glancing around the holding room, I don’t find anything of use. It’s small, nicely lit, and has a bed, a table, and a chair. Weirdly comfortable, given Amerov’s tendencies. The door and the locks on it are state-of-the-art, smacking the non-distant hinges with a metal chair isn’t going to do me any good. 
There’s a sink in the corner, but it’s fused to the wall. Plenty of people stronger and more competent than I have been stored in here—I can’t get out of this place.
I shouldn’t have given Anya the keycard, but then again, I wouldn’t be able to use it from inside. 
Anya.
As far as I know, she doesn’t have a comm, and I’m sure Captain took Bat’s away. If Zane and Lalia are close by, in their own holding cells—I can only hope nothing’s been done to them yet—they definitely don’t have their comms on them. 
Most people aren’t walking around with comms in their ears. I’ve grown accustomed to Aaron and Bat and the siblings with their paranoid constant need to be in contact with each other. Mama never uses a comm unless there’s a specific reason and any of my friends who might be in the city, even if they happened to pick up, aren’t going to be able to help.
I try Baba again, pacing the dozen steps back and forth across the small cell. No use. I scream at the wall, kicking the side of the bed. They could be wiping out everything in Aaron’s mind making him who he is, and I’m stuck in a stupid metal cell. Not for the first time, I almost wish I was as augmented as Aaron. I could probably tear my way out of here, though by the damage Aaron has done to his hands over the months, I’m not sure I’d have the stomach to make myself do it—
Someone knocks on the door, and I almost shriek, jumping again. I need to calm down.
Confused, I say, “Yes?”
Instead of an answer, the door beeps and slides open. Anya stands there, Baba’s keycard in one hand, Bat in the other. 
She grins. “Happy you took me?”
I hurry out before the open door alerts anyone, grabbing the key and finding the closest tablet on the wall, accessing it, and typing in Aaron’s name. Nothing comes up, so I use Zane and Lalia’s next. 
“How did you figure out where I am?”
“I followed the angry screaming.”
This place isn’t as soundproof as I thought. “No one stopped you?”
“There aren’t a lot of people here, it’s kinda freaky.”
I’ve been away so long, cut off from the rest of the world in Aaron’s ship, that I have no idea what’s going on in the rest of the galaxy and no idea what problems are happening outside our own. I wonder if something awful’s happened—not much use dwelling on it. We have bigger problems. 
“Dammit, they’re at a different level. I don’t know what those numbers mean. . .”
There must be lower levels, as I expected. I wonder if Baba’s keycard will get us down there. I try him on the comm again, getting ready to kick the wall when he doesn’t answer. I glance at Anya blinking up at me, clinging to an unconscious Bat. If he was awake and we had his metal legs, he could probably hack the place. I don’t know how to get either thing to happen. Moreover, I’m more terrified of what Captain’s going to do to him. Probably not just kill him, and I’m not entirely certain what’s worse. 
“Anya,” I say carefully. “I want you to put Bat in your shirt so no one can see him, and I want you to run back up to the palace and tell Mama or Baba what’s going on, both if you can. Don’t let anyone stop you, or they’ll take Bat away, you understand?”
She glances over her shoulder down the momentarily empty hallway. Any moment, I expect a cyborg to round the corner. She looks very well, as if she might cry. 
“I still can’t run very well,” she whispers. 
I’m aware. I crouch and take her by the shoulders. “Remember how fast Aaron can run?”
She nods. 
“You can run just as fast, and if you do, we can save all of them.” I give her forehead a kiss. “You have to protect Bat this time, all right?”
Another nod. 
“I’m going to find a way to get Aaron, but I need Mama or Baba down here, they’re the only ones who can override Captain.”
“Okay,” she whispers, and I help her tuck Bat into her shirt where he isn’t too visible. Without his metal legs, he seems even smaller and more vulnerable. He would hate me handling him this way.
“Do you remember the way back out?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” I give her another kiss. “Run.”
With Bat clutched to her chest, she takes off down the hallway, wobbly but steady enough. Shutting down the computer, I grab the keycard and sprint to Captain’s office. He shouldn’t have returned already, it’s barely been a few minutes, really. Less than half an hour, certainly. Skidding to a stop around the corner, I glance into his office. Empty. But the door is locked. Baba’s keycard doesn’t work. Yanking the closest tablet off the wall with a spray of snapped cords, I smash the glass beside the door handles, unlocking it from the inside. At least it wasn’t bulletproof. Hope it’s expensive to replace. A shrill alarm sounds, but I’m already shuffling through his desk, knocking aside the empty metal box he caged Bat in. I’m looking for any sort of key pass—he should have some external ones that aren’t arm pads, I’ve seen him lend them to Baba in the past—but find Bat’s legs first. Under them is a small, glass box of shimmering key passes. Shuffling through, I find a series of numbers I don’t know the meanings of. My ears ring with the alarm.
I’m so damn lucky this place is mostly empty.
I don’t have time for this. Stuffing them all in my pockets, I leave the gun I find in the drawer—it isn’t mine, and I know Captain’s guns won’t unlock for anyone else—and bolt out the door, taking off back down the way I came. I’m not faster than a cyborg, but I don’t hear any in pursuit.
Not yet. 
As I go, I keep trying for Baba on my comm, alarmed he isn’t answering. At the end of the hallway, I find the closest elevator and run my fingers down the buttons. There’s one level down, the one I already know about, but a small light blinks underneath it. Now that I inspect it, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s a finger pad. 
Dammit.
I remember Aaron taking apart the elevator in Lee’s ship and consider it for about two seconds before remembering how stupid an idea it is.
I take a look at the outside hallway, hoping for an emergency staircase. There has to be one, but it probably needs a fingerprint as well. Going through the key cards, I find one that looks suspiciously like the design on Audra’s armpad I remember back on Amerov. They aren’t the same thing, shimmering little glass squares, but I wonder. . .
Opening the elevator, I crouch and inspect the little finger pad. Turning the glass card in my fingers, I hold it up to the light. There’s no slot to put it in, but I don’t know how half of Captain’s tech works, so it’s worth a shot.
A cool, mechanical voice hums, <Your arm panel is damaged. Repair center.>
The light blinks, the door sliding closed, and the elevator drifts down past the normal level. I nearly smile. 
Time to save my cyborg.



AARON



TWELVE
Restraints dig into my wrists. Panicking won’t do me any good, but it’s tough to tamp down. They’ve drugged me. I don’t see too well, and it has nothing to do with my new eyes.
Audra took me in.
My muscles still ache from the aftereffects of that stupid taser gun. I strain against the cold of the table, but they’ve finally gotten a clue and restrained my arms, legs, and chest.
Audra turned me in.
It doesn’t make sense. Something must’ve happened. Captain wouldn’t reprogram her, would he? She’s his favorite. Blackmail, maybe. Blackmail her with the threat of reprogramming? I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense. 
I’m uncertain where I am, but it hasn’t been a long flight. Maybe less than a day. Neyla Ve was less than a day away. Does Captain have a facility on Neyla Ve? It would make sense. I wonder if Yvonne is nearby and doesn’t have a clue what’s going on. Maybe Dallo had this set up. A stupid part of me insists he wouldn’t do that, but how should I know?
I’m waking up little bit by little bit, and flinch when I realize someone is nearby. The number has her back to me—it’s not Audra—ignoring me entirely, though it must hear me shifting against the restraints. Panic is making its way back into my brain as I wake, and I strain harder, trying to determine a weak point, but these aren’t the simple handcuffs used when flying me from Taloon to Amerov. These could probably hold down a ForceZero number. . .
“Good, you’re awake.”
I know that voice. I can’t see him from this angle. He’s sitting somewhere past my feet, and I stare at the smooth metal ceiling, struggling to breathe.
A thousand questions fight to the surface, but the one that comes out first is, “You reprogrammed Audra. . .”
“You’re the second person to ask me that today.” He may as well be discussing the weather. 
Who else asked?
“Did you kill them?” I ask, barely able to speak the words. He wouldn’t just off Zane and Lalia, would he? They had no chance to fight back when Audra attacked. 
“Who?”
I grind my teeth. I doubt he’ll know their names. “The humans with me.”
“Is that important to you?”
My heartbeat pounds behind my new ears. I manage barely not to scream. The number fussing around on the table doesn’t appear to be listening. If they are, I doubt they care. I’m odd to my own kind, after all.
“Did you?” I ask again, weaker this time.
“Of course not. They’re tough enough, they’ll make good numbers.”
I wince. Glad they’re alive, but barely. I imagine Zane’s big goofy personality and Lalia’s compassion being entirely stripped. 
Soon, they’re not going to remember who I am.
They should’ve left me after Zar. Captain would never have found them.
I don’t mention Bat. Maybe he wasn’t caught, hidden in the long grasses the way he was. If I bring him up, Captain might go back and search for him. He already knows the little creature exists, but if no one saw him, maybe they assumed he’s dead.
The metal band restricting my chest makes it difficult to breathe. 
“I can see you thinking.”
I glance down, still unable to see him, just sense his presence past my boots.
My ship is gone.
Captain stands, and I flinch. He’s bigger than me even if I were standing, and strapped down this way, his presence is all-encompassing. 
Slowly, he wanders closer, hands behind his back. He waves a finger at my face. “These are new, where did you get them?”
It takes me a minute over the building panic to realize what he means. New eyes and ears. He commented on my old equipment the last time we’d interacted—it seems like ages ago, now. 
“How’s your head?” I ask, remembering Lalia grazing his skull.
Shut up, Aaron. That probably wasn’t my wisest move, though I doubt he can be more annoyed with me. 
His mouth twitches, nearly amused. He’s wearing something similar to last time, dark and movable clothing, not the Amerov uniform, though this time the insignia is embroidered onto the shoulder in a crimson thread. Never seen that before. 
“Where did you get them?” he repeats.
I glower. Who knows if Alar can get in trouble for providing them to me, but I’ll be dammed if I say his name. 
Captain raises an eyebrow. “I was under the impression you didn’t want your augmentations changed.”
I’d rather not speak at all, but I don’t want him to think I’m open to his experiments. “Scavengers.”
Amusement finally leaves his features. I didn’t know I could surprise him.
“That’s unfortunate, I’m sorry that happened to you.”
I grimace. It makes sense he would hate the humans who make a business out of capturing and pulling the parts out of his creations, but I don’t want whatever pitiful version of pity he can conceptualize.
“I figured Audra was lying to me for a while,” he muses. “I didn’t know what, and I’m still not entirely sure. It seems she got wind of what I was planning and erased something from her own memories. Would you care to fill in the blanks?”
I didn’t expect him to admit it. Tears burn my eyes. I refuse to blink. Like hell am I going to shed a tear in front of this monstrosity. 
Audra doesn’t remember who I am. All those days I followed her around Amerov, or she sat and talked to me when I was still too ill to get up, or when she taught me how to pilot against protocol—gone. If there was a scrap of her left to remember me, she wouldn’t have brought me in. Her shooting me in the face with a taser isn’t that difficult to picture, the part that’s impossible is her handing me over to Captain afterward. 
“How broken is your chip that you can hate me so much. . .” Captain cocks his head at me. “You’re not going to answer my question, are you?”
“Drop dead.”
He nods a little, twitching as if he might roll his eyes but not managing it. I wonder if he’s lost the ability.
To the number in the corner, he says, “Hook him up.”
What? “You haven’t?”
I shift as much as possible on the metal table, trying to feel if there’s anything connected to the back of my neck.
“I wanted to see what you’d say uninhibited,” Captain muses, messing with his arm panel again—no Audra to save me this time. “Not much has changed, evidently.”
“Why don’t you just let us go, we were heading out of the galaxy anyway. I have no problem never coming back.” It won’t work, no chance in hell, but I have to try.
His eyes flicker to me, barely amused, before returning to drawing his finger across the panel. The other number’s hand turns my head. They haven’t restrained my neck, so they can get to it, which gives me just enough leeway to turn and bite her on the wrist. I taste metal and nothing else, purely synthetic. Probably isn’t a real hand, but she yelps anyway, and Captain grabs me by the jaw, keeping me pinned down with barely an effort. He only looks minorly irritated, more annoyed with his number shaking out her hand. Expects it out of me, I suppose. 
I know it isn’t much use, but I struggle. Even if I were to break one of the metal straps, Captain could pummel me through the table and into the floor, not to mention he’s armed. I suppose he decided to overlook everything this go around. No getting away for me when he’s right here.
“Let the humans go and I’ll do whatever you want,” I grind out around his hand clamped over my jaw. And Bat, heaven help him.
It isn’t any sort of bribe. He smiles at me, that wholly inhuman gesture that’s stuck in my mind since I was on his ship. He thinks I’m pathetic, and I can’t blame him. With ease, he’s pressed my face to the side. I’m surprised they don’t have me face-down on the table, probably because he wanted to watch my emotions. His grip is iron under cool synthetic skin, jamming my cheek painfully against the table. I can’t see what they’re doing, but I’ve seen other numbers hooked up before. It’s just a few wires. Nothing concerning.
Unless you know what they’re going to do.
The number’s hand stills against the back of my neck. I can feel their fingers in the panel, and hear my heartbeat behind my ears and where Captain is clenching my jaw.
“What’s wrong?” Captain asks. 
“He doesn’t have a chip.”
A pause.
“Of course he does.”
“No, sir, he does not.”
Another pause, then Captain disappears from my line of sight, keeping my face plastered down but maneuvering to get a look. I feel his finger dig into the little slot back there, the implants nearly tearing the skin around it, as if a chip will miraculously appear by touch instead of sight. Blood trickles down the back of my neck, and something akin to a hysterical laugh catches in my chest. I’m about to die as the person I am, at least I got to piss him off one final time. 
“How long?” Captain says, sounding suitably shocked. When I don’t answer, he drags my face back around. “When did that get taken out?”
The hysterical giggle finally bubbles up my throat. He looks about as enraged as when he thought I shot one of his numbers on purpose. 
“How long?” he says, giving my jaw a shake. “Did the scavengers take it out?”
I laugh harder, a small part of my brain knowing I should get a grip. 
“How long?” It’s the first time I’ve heard him raise his voice, and it startles me more than I’d appreciate, though the giggles don’t stop.
I can smell cool herbs on his breath when he practically roars, “How long!” 
“Forever!”
He releases my face, straightening and staring down as if I’ve grown another limb. I was never going to admit it. Even if he caught me, I was never going to admit it, for Audra’s sake more than mine. But she can’t be punished any further. She probably doesn’t even remember me, let alone the fact she defied programming and let me go without my chip.
The female number is glancing between the two of us. Synthetic blood speckles her pale gray lab coat. 
Quietly, Captain says, “Program a chip for him, tell me when it’s ready.”
He still sounds stunned, and walks away calmly, as if he’s taken a punch to the face. I watch him leave—it’s a small room, barely enough for this table and the cabinets the number is fussing in, with a shimmering tablet as well. The moment the automatic door slides shut with a series of hisses and clicks as it locks back in place, I strain at the bonds. They didn’t leave me even so much as an inch on my wrists and ankles to use to struggle, and the one across my middle is so thick I don’t think I’d be able to break it even with my hands. 
“Knock it off,” the female number mutters, still shaking out her wrist a little as she taps away at the tablet. She doesn’t look terribly augmented, but the doctors and scientists often aren’t. It doesn’t matter, I can’t get free. 
“Where are the humans?” I ask.
“Quiet, or I’ll sedate you.”
I click my jaw shut. If she knocks me out, that’s it. It’ll probably be the last time I’ll be awake as myself. I continue struggling, and she doesn’t seem to pay much attention.

I’m not going to get out of this, I realize blatantly. There’s no getting out, and Audra isn’t going to help me.
I’m still not entirely over the idea that Dallo might have set this up. After all, who would want someone like me kissing their daughter? This way, it’s all Captain’s fault, and Yvonne and Anya wouldn’t be angry with the king. It makes a lot of sense, actually—
The number unlocks something from the side of the table. Oh, there’s the head restraint. Shoving my face to the side so she can have access to the back of my neck, I hear the lock click into place as I do my best to struggle, to bite her again, to do anything to stop her. It doesn’t work. Nothing works.
They’re going to kill me.

Not physically, but what’s the difference?
I’m going to forget all of them—Bat, Yvonne, Zane, Lalia, Anya. . .
probably even Audra.
“Don’t,” I say. “Please don’t—”
A dull pain presses into my neck. I scream more out of anger than anything. The pain isn’t even bad, but I have only enough time to realize it’s a needle before the sedatives take hold and everything is dark.



YVONNE



THIRTEEN
This place is not supposed to be here.
It’s a bitter thought as I creep out of the elevator and into a dim hallway lit with calm blue lights. Apparently, whatever emergency shutdown I caused hasn’t extended down here.
Yet.
I don’t know where I’m going. The walls and walls of doors sealed perfectly tight are identical, and the only thing logged into the computers is that Aaron and the siblings are down here, which doesn’t entirely help. Muttering, I start to access one of the tablets along the wall when soft footsteps reach me. 
The nearest door opens gently with Baba’s keycard on the first try. It only appears to be storage, and I slide inside, letting the door close to a hair. Footsteps grow louder, but I know who it is before he passes. Captain stalks by, expression angrier than usual, and opens the elevator door with his bare hands, prying the mechanism as if it’s nothing. Even Aaron struggles when he tries to do such things. I shiver.
Captain is down here, which means I’m on the right track. He was probably looking in on whatever they’re doing to Aaron. Rubbing salt in the wound, most likely. 
Unless he’s already reprogrammed him.
My stomach turns over and over, my eyes burning. Now is not the time for a breakdown, Yvonne. Get ahold of yourself. Whispering a set of prayers, I wait for the elevator to slide closed and a whole five seconds to pass before I slip back into the hallway and access the computer. It isn’t logged into the system what they’re doing to Aaron, but there is a set of a dozen or so rooms used to reprogram numbers who already have all their augmentations. He doesn’t have his chip. . .hopefully, Captain hasn’t yet discovered that. 
Sprinting down the hall, I turn the proper corner and crash headlong into something iron and unforgiving. Aaron, is my first thought until I look up into a pair of unfamiliar glass eyes. 
For a moment, the confused number and I stare at one another in shock—then it registers in his eyes that I’m not supposed to be here, and his grip on my elbow tightens. I glance down and see a crate under his other arm, held to his side. There’s a familiar set of pistols. Aaron, Zane, and Lalia’s. . .
Rage prickles under my skin, the panicked half-tears turning to those of anger.
“Princess—”
An angry sob chokes out of me, and its expression turns mildly back to confusion. There’s one single thought in my head: those are guns I can actually shoot.
Throwing myself against his shoulder and crying like I’m a damsel in damn distress right out of a terrible old book, I feel him shift uncomfortably, not knowing what to do with the hysterical princess he’s never interacted with.
“Princess, are you—”
Grabbing Aaron’s shiny new gun from under the number’s arm, I shoot it through the back of the neck. The shot pops off the echoing hallways in a flash of blue, and I flinch more than the number as it drops. Nothing happens—no one heard the shot. For a moment, I stand stunned at the fact it even worked. I’ve killed a cyborg before, but not quite so intimately. Blood speckles the side of my neck and Aaron’s coat. Swallowing, I collect the confiscated weapons into various pockets and try to remember which way I’m supposed to go—
A faint cry echoes. Glad once again that these rooms aren’t entirely soundproof, I take off down the dark hall, wishing I was as fast as Aaron. Counting the numbers and letters above the still and silent doors, I try to decide which one I need to pick—
A second yell. I know that voice. 
Catching myself on the edge of the door, I try Baba’s keycard and almost sob when the light blinks and the door refuses to unlock. Glowering and knowing there’s probably another number in there with him, I do the next thing I can think of.
I knock as calmly as possible.
There’s a pause, and the door slides open. A profoundly confused medic stands on the other side, staring at me in shock. Her wrist is bleeding. Just behind her, I see Aaron’s hand, and a flat, sterile metal table. 
“Princess—”
I fire point blank, no longer feeling a single damn thing about it. She hits the ground hard, a singe in her pristine lab coat. Numbly, I step over her and close the door so no passing number sees what I’m doing. 
It’s a small room, just the table and some cabinets and a shimmering, glowing tablet. They’ve taken a hint from last time and completely restrained him, metal bands over his arms and legs and chest, and even one plastering his face to the table so they could get at the back of his neck. My heart jumps. 
“Aaron,” I hiss, maneuvering to his side and putting a hand on his cheek. A mark dots his neck, and he isn’t waking. They definitely drugged him. “Aaron?”
I give him a shake, just to try, and still no response. I wouldn’t know the first thing about what will wake him up. Wires are hooked to the back of his neck and in his left arm, but it’s a shockingly simple process. Messing with the lock over his face, unwilling to shoot it off so close to his head, I manage to unlatch it. Then, work off the one on his right arm closest to me. He groans and his eyes flutter. 
“Hey,” I whisper, taking his face in my hands. “Hey, it’s me, wake up.”
Along the wall, the tablet beeps at me. I think about shooting it. I’m having trouble seeing clearly through tears which refuse to stop, but I boost myself into the side of the table to get some leverage to unlock the one around his torso. It doesn’t want to budge.
His eyes open. I stare into the new, mild green of the ones he received from Alar, waiting for him to realize where he is and who I am.
He blinks, staring up at me.
“Hey,” I say again. “You’re all right, it’s me, that son of a bitch used—”
Jerking as if I’ve shocked him, Aaron lets out a stunned noise and flails to get off the table, too restrained to properly attempt it. I take his free arm, trying to calm him down, and he grabs my elbow. I have a moment of realizing just how strong he is, how gentle he’s been with me at every moment up until this point, before he throws me over him and off the table as if I weigh nothing. I hit the metal hard—definitely going to have a bruise on my hip—and sit up slowly, dazed.
He doesn’t realize it’s me.
Panic works its way up my throat. I’m going to be sick. He can’t be like this. He can’t not
remember. They can’t have put a chip in him already.
“No,” I whisper, scrambling to my feet as he yanks at the metal band on his other arm. “No, no, no, no, no—”
He takes a swipe at me again when I get too close, face twisting in an expression of rage and panic I’ve never seen, not even when I broke his engine all those months ago.
Luckily for me, he’s still restrained. As long as I stay out of the way of that one arm, he probably won’t be able to kill me. My heartbeat pounds behind my ears. What do I even do? There’s no going back, is there? If I ripped the chip out of the back of Audra’s head, it wouldn’t make her suddenly remember everything. Not unless. . . Unless what?
“Aaron,” I say again, desperate for him to suddenly remember my face, my voice.
I’m not even sure he’s hearing me.
Edging around his arm when he tries to shove me away from him, I glance at the tablet—not that I understand any of it—and attempt to pull the wires from the back of his neck. I don’t know what it will do to him, but it’s not as if I can make it worse. Knowing Aaron, he would hate to have a chip in the back of his head, even if he doesn’t remember he’s supposed to hate it. He grabs my arm, and I wish I hadn’t pulled the restraint off as he drags me away from his head. Scrambling back atop him and realizing I might very well get thrown off again, I clamp my legs around his chest and arm, trying to make it harder for him to get leverage on me. He’s much too strong, and I cling to his head to make sure I’m not thrown. Digging my fingers in the back of his neck where I know the old port sits to house a chip, I feel around for anything that shouldn’t be there. 
He tries to turn and throw me off, but the metal restraining his torso makes it difficult. My fingers find the slim edge of a chip, and my stomach drops.
Captain is going to die.
Letting off a frustrated noise at all my wrestling, he knocks his head into the side of mine. Pain slices across my eyebrow as metal connects with my bone. I nearly tip off of him, stunned. Digging my fingers into the slot behind his neck, I grab the little glass chip and drag it out as carefully as I can, terrified of breaking it off inside the port.
He gives a sharp shriek so painful my ears ring, his hand abandoning me in favor of covering the back of his neck, face twisted in pain. I pull the wires out, ignoring what they’re connected to—I don’t know much, but I know they’re not updating any augmentations at this point.
He’s fallen mostly still, trying to buck me off when I shift and look down at him. 
“Aaron,” I whisper, cradling his face. He flinches as if I’ve burned him. “Aaron? Aaron, love, it’s me, it’s Yvonne. . .”
Running my fingers through his hair and whispering soothing nonsense as I try not to cry, I wait for him to open his eyes. When he does, he flinches again, trying to push me off with a weak hand. A moment later, he pauses, fingers on the side of my neck. Blood drips down my temple from the tiny cut, and I hope I don’t look too terrified.
“Hi,” I whisper, looking for something, anything indicating he knows who I am. My only chance is if I interrupted the process. A new chip still has to be programmed to a number, I know that much. 
If they were finished with the process, he’ll never know who I am again.
“Aaron. . .” I whisper again, rubbing my thumb against his cheek.
His eyebrows furrow, skin crinkling around one of the implants near his eye. His fingers drop from my neck to point vaguely at the cut on my forehead.
Weakly, he whispers, “Did I do that?”
Another set of sobs breaks from my chest, and I hug his face to my shoulder while he whispers, “Yvonne. . .”
Vaguely, I recognize that the longer we stay, the more a chance there is that Captain will come back, or that someone else will stumble over the body of the number I killed. But the last few hours and days catch up to me, and I hug him, rocking, kissing his face and lips, and pressing him back to me. His fingers comb lazily through my braids, his mind probably still very drugged. I’m lucky he woke up at all.
“Aaron,” I whisper again, cradling his face in my hands and letting his head rest back on the table. He blinks slowly. Definitely drugged.
Again, he frowns at the cut on my forehead, overly concerned with the unoffensive little thing. I’ll probably keep to myself that he flung me off the table.
“It’s okay,” I tell him.
He blinks and gazes around, stunned but recognizing the situation. 
“I. . .forgot,” he whispers. “For a minute. . .I didn’t. . .”
“It’s okay,” I tell him again. “You’re you. It’s okay. It’s all right.”
Again, he frowns. “You shouldn’t be down here. What happened? Where are we—”
Whatever alarm I set off far above kicks on down here. The low white lights turn red, and a dim humming alarm begins. 
Setting my jaw grimly, I give him another kiss. “We have to go. Right now.”



AARON



FOURTEEN
My head is killing me, but the fog hanging over my thoughts clears enough that I begin to see Yvonne clearly. I stare up at her, unable to believe she’s here. Tears cover her cheeks and she’s bleeding from a cut on her head I’m certain I gave her. An alarm blares.
For a moment there, I don’t think I knew who she was.
Chills roll over my skin, and I let out a shaky breath, determined not to panic. She’s still holding a little glass chip in her hand, and I realize they probably had that in the back of my neck. She must have pulled it out before the process was complete. 
If she’d been a few minutes later. . .
“What did I say about not getting killed!” she asks me, trying to stop sobbing.
I blink, watching her swearing and messing around under the table, looking for a release switch for the rest of my restraints, maneuvering off of my chest.
“What happened? Where. . .what. . .” I ask, unable to settle on which question is most important. “Bat—”
The restraints pop off and I reach back to fumble with the wires, finding them gone. 
“Bat’s all right, Anya has him. He’s unconscious, but he’s all right.”
My breath catches, too relieved to speak.
“I think Zane and Lalia are in a holding cell down here,” Yvonne says, working on the restraints around my ankles. “I have Baba’s keycard and a bunch of others I stole from Captain, but I don’t know when he’s going to show back up. We have to hurry, I have no idea what I’m doing down here.”
“How did you get a gun?”
“Ran face-first into a number carrying a box of supplies. Cried at him, then shot him. Oh God, I’m turning into you.” She sounds like she’s trying not to panic, but an off-kilter laugh chokes out of me. “Actually, I think this one might be Zane’s.”
She hands it over, and I do indeed recognize it. No wonder it worked for her. Stuffing it in the back of my belt—my holster is gone—I get impatient with her attempting to find the switch for my legs and grab one restraint with both hands, yanking it off with a harsh snap of metal. It doesn’t hurt my hands too much. Same with the next one. 
My legs wobble, whatever drug is left in my system still very much present. I have no idea how we’re going to get out of this place, but I can’t think forward too much.
One step at a time, Aaron.
Crouching beside the medic, I empty her coat pockets and find nothing of interest. Taking a knife out of the closest door, I pop the keypad out of her arm with much less care than Audra extracted hers, just in case. 
I swallow thickly. “He reprogrammed Audra. . .”
“I know. She’s the only reason I realized something was off—she didn’t remember talking to us on Amerov.”
For a moment, I close my eyes. There goes any bit of hope I had. 
“Aaron. . .”
I manage to nod, getting to my feet. She has a different gun in her hand—looks like Lalia’s—and is waiting on me expectantly. Her clothes are unfamiliar and a little finer than the ones she’s had over the past few months. Other than my oversized coat. It’s a bit odd. We stare at each other for a moment even as I’m aware we need to get a move on it. 
“Hi,” she says and kisses me. “We need to go.”
Taking her hand, I’m very aware of how close a call this was. Even now, my mind feels strange and not quite correct. I don’t know what they did to me, but I’m more grateful than I can put into words that the process didn’t finish. Digging a gauze pack out of the cabinet, I tape a square to her forehead, stopping the bleeding. She rolls her eyes but lets me.
I take her by the hand and lead her out, though she probably knows the way around this place better than I do. If they’re going to shoot someone, it’s not going to be her. I’m a decent enough shield. 
Contrary to everything I expected, the outside hallway is empty.
“Where are we?”
“There’s a facility beneath the palace, but these are the lower levels.” She tugs me along to the left, and I get the distinct impression we’re heading deeper. “I didn’t actually know these existed, I’m not sure they’re supposed to.”
Figures. “Is this your dad’s idea?”
“What?”
“Did your dad order this?”
She shoots me a look over her shoulder. “Don’t be dense.”
I let it drop. She wouldn’t be down here shooting cyborgs if she wasn’t trying to help me, and there’s nothing we can do about Dallo no matter if he’s involved or not. I would hate it if he was, I kinda liked the guy, but as I mentioned, it’s not as if I’m a prize any man would want for his daughter.
“Do you know where we’re going?” I ask, trying to keep my footsteps light as we jog down the metal corridor. Each time a cyborg doesn’t appear out of one of the doors, I get more and more suspicious.
“Vaguely. There are holding cells down here, I guess for when Captain doesn’t want Baba knowing what he’s up to.”
It’s strange considering Captain might be up to some shady nonsense that doesn’t involve us. It wouldn’t surprise me, but I can barely wrap my brain around it. It’s all-consuming thinking of his interactions with us—I barely have a concept of what he does when he’s not trying to ruin my life.
“You’re sure Bat’s all right?”
“Not positive, but Anya took him up to the palace. He’s a lot safer now than he would be with us.”
She’s right, but I can’t help but panic a little over all the trouble Anya and Bat could get into if she’s caught with him. Then again, I’m pretty sure she’d scream bloody murder if anyone attempted to take him from her. 
Yvonne puts on the brakes so quickly I almost slam into her, then she drags me down to the right, muttering to herself. We’ve passed a few tablets along the wall, the only shimmering light in the dark walkway—I still can’t help but remember my childhood fear of the walls coming alive, even if we’re not on Amerov—but I’m not sure I could hack them without Bat. Maybe Dallo’s keycard will work on them. 
“Dammit, son of a bitch,” Yvonne mutters, skidding to a stop and accessing the nearest tablet. Well, I suppose it does work. “This place is a maze.”
Something echoes far off. A door opening? A holding cell locking shut? Chills crawl across my skin. We need to get out of here. Part of me recognizes I’m still a little drugged and more than a little high on panic and adrenaline, but it’s hard to work past it. Get a grip, Aaron. Yvonne can’t do everything.
I watch her scroll through the tablet. She looks comfortable with the interface. The doors around us are so flush with the walls they’re barely noticeable. Three separate sets of markings are above each, with numbers and letters I recognize, and the same in two languages I don’t. One, I’m assuming, is a language native to Neyla Ve. I touch my finger to the edge of the keypad on the nearest door, not triggering the alarm with my incorrect prints, just inspecting it. Can I shoot through these doors?

Going through Yvonne’s pockets while she mutters at the computer, I pull out the dozen or so shimmering keycards she stole. I’ve never seen this type before. One of them blinks.
“I think it only let me down here because it thought my arm pad was faulty since I was using one of those,” she says, scrolling through lists I can’t even begin to catch. “It told me to go to the repair center. I’m assuming there’s one down here—found them.”
She points down the hallway and shuts off the tablet, sprinting down the hallway with me right behind her. 
“1478TZ,” she says, pointing to the indications above the doors. “And the one next to it.”
The tablets along the walls turn red, the dim panels in the ceiling matching, and a low, gut-twisting moan of a different alarm starts up.
“Welp, they found us out,” Yvonne says dryly, increasing her pace to keep up with mine. 
“Is there another way out of here? Not the one you came down?”
“I have no idea, the maps of this place looked encrypted.” 
Of course, they are. I skid to a stop at the correct door. Stars, I hope they haven’t done anything to them yet. The panel beside it is red, locked down even when I try Dallo’s keycard. 
Fine.
Using Lalia’s pistol, I fire at the compressed door handle a dozen times until the metal is glowing red and dripping down. My ears ring with echoes of the shots over and over in the tight hallway. No way I’m melting my hands off on the hot metal, so I give the door a good kick right below where I see the edge of one of the locking mechanisms. It snaps. Yvonne gets the idea and works on melting off the other lock while I grab a cold section of the door, brace my boots as best I can against the nonexistent frame, and drag it open with everything I’ve got. It’s not much different than trying to lift that pod back on the jungle planet. Several newly healed injuries complain, including my barely-not-broken arm, but I manage.
Zane sits on a metal bed along the opposite wall, hands cuffed, ankles chained to the ground, mouth open in near-comical surprise.
“Miss me?” I ask, for lack of a better response, relieved when my brain doesn’t struggle at all to recognize his scruffy face.
He starts to get up before remembering he’s chained and sits down hard. “I’m going to kiss you.”
“I’d rather you didn’t.” Stuffing Lalia’s gun in my belt, I break the restraints off his ankles and wrists as I had with my own. They’re weaker than mine were. He grabs my head and kisses the top of my hair. 
“Get off me.” I punch him in the arm, more than a little happy to see him still alive and knowing who I am. “Yvonne, how many of their guns did you find?”
“All four!” She hands me one of Zane’s. He limps out after me and gets bear-hugged by Yvonne. 
At least they’re still themselves.
“You hurt?” I ask, eyeballing the leg he’s favoring. 
“Twisted my damn knee. I can walk.”
“Run?”
“Well, I don’t think we have a lot of choice.” 
The alarms are still moaning, and I hear something far off. There was no one down here, and I don’t see any cameras, though that means nothing. They’re certainly watching us.
I drag open the ruined door to Lalia’s cell.
Empty.
“Wrong cell,” I say, and Yvonne stares blankly. 
“No, it isn’t.”
“It’s empty.”
“That’s the right one,” Zane says. “I saw them take her in there right before me.”
I stare at him, then glance into the empty cell.
Oh. Oh no.
If they started on me, there’s no reason they wouldn’t start on the sibling with the highest bounty who caused the most trouble to begin with.
“Aaron,” Zane says. “Aaron, what are they doing to her? Aaron?” Zane grabs my shoulders, and I wrestle him off, holding his wrists. 
“Don’t freak out on me,” I say, my voice strange behind my ears. “Yvonne, can you get back into the tablets?”
She’s already trying the nearest one and shaking her head. I use the panel I broke out of the medic’s arm. It beeps at me. Too low level to access during a lockdown.
Swearing to myself, I glance at Zane standing in the middle of the hallway, watching me with building panic in his eyes. Lalia had the higher bounty. This isn’t Amerov, but if they could reprogram me here, they can do the same to her. Rage burns behind my chest. I hand Zane his gun and take the other out of Yvonne’s pocket. 
“Aaron!” she calls as I sprint back down the hallway we took. They can catch up.
Rounding the corner, I shoot the first two numbers who’ve made it down. Their shots burn past my skin, too close for comfort, but I was barreling around the corner too fast for them to aim properly. I hear voices down the dark corridor, lit by bloody red light. I don’t have time for them. Grabbing the nearest number’s arm, I dig the blinking control panel out of his skin with my fingers, yanking out the bloody-slick cords and retreating back down around the corner where I’m not in the first line of fire. 
This one gives me access.
Yvonne jogs halfway up to me before I wave her off. “Stay near the door, more are coming, they’ll fire at Zane!”
She skids to a stop and I catch her shadow retreating back down to the dim light of the open door, dragging Zane back inside. Hope he can run, we’ll have to.
This tablet is more advanced than any I’ve seen, but entering Lalia’s name gives me a stack of files and information I didn’t even know. He’s been researching the siblings. Shivering, I scroll for something logging in on what they’ve done with her. Nothing. At the last stop, they’d put her in the cell beside Zane. They’re doing something without keeping record of it.
Maybe so Dallo doesn’t find out. Maybe he isn’t in on this.
Next plan: I search through the layout of the facility, but Yvonne’s right, most of it’s encrypted. But not all of it. Dallo didn’t have the same access as these numbers. I wonder how he’d feel about that little nugget of information. The set of rooms where I woke appears to only be for mild repairs. Lalia wouldn’t be there. 
Another level exists to this place. Below us. It holds a set of rooms full of supplies. And unmarked hallways and a wing large enough it may just be for surgeries and massive projects. 
I can’t download this thing to my tablet. “Yvonne, throw me your bracelet, unlocked!”
She jogs out and hurls the little shimmering thing. I catch it, open it back up, ignoring the photos of myself and snap a picture of the map layout in case my half-drugged brain won’t hold onto the information. Yanking the number’s bloody arm panel off the side of the tablet, I shove it in my pocket and sprint back to my humans, aware of the other numbers converging. 
“Let’s go! Zane, can you run?”
“I’ll keep up!” He sprints after us, limping. I don’t like them behind me, more likely to get shot, but I know where we’re going. I hand Yvonne’s bracelet back and shout the explanation to her as we go. 
“There’s another level?” she practically shrieks.
Wait until you tell your dad, I think dryly, then the first shot whizzes past my head. “Damn.”
I nearly plow into the elevator at the end of the hall. 
“Get in the stairwell!” I yell to the humans, waving at the set of stairs spiraling down. It’ll be some shelter until I can get this thing open. If it were just me, I’d run the steps, but the numbers will catch up to an injured Zane with no problem. 
When the button doesn’t respond, I drag the elevator doors open. A shot nearly hits me, and Zane fires back at them down the hallway, giving some cover. This is too reminiscent of the chase by ForceZero numbers down the hallways of Lee’s ship. 
Please, please don’t have any ForceZero numbers here.
“Get in!” I yell, using the bloody arm panel to activate the elevator. It blinks to life as Zane and Yvonne scramble inside, taking cover. I drag the doors shut faster than they want to go, and we slide down.
“Anyone hit?” I ask, panting for breath a bit too much. I take long, deep breaths. Whatever they drugged me with refuses to leave my system completely. 
Both humans shake their heads. 
“Where’s Bat?” Zane asks, more panicked than before. 
“Anya has him,” Yvonne says, tapping at her ear. She still has her comm, but she’s scowling. 
“Can you call your father?” I ask. 
Her eyes flicker to mine. Unhappily, she says, “I’ve been trying.”
He isn’t answering? We’re both thinking the same thing, but I don’t bother voicing it. The elevator is incredibly quiet, so much so I imagine I hear the numbers shouting above us, though I’m sure it’s my mind running away with me. I watch the little dot on the control panel move down and down until we’re near to the bottom level. There’s something else marked below it, but this elevator doesn’t reach. A generator room? Probably, given the size of this facility. It must take massive amounts of power to run.
The elevator stops, but the doors don’t budge. Swearing, I drag them open again. It’s tougher this time, as if they’re locked down manually. All the lights go dark, and Yvonne hisses something I don’t catch. We’re mostly at the bottom level, with the elevator stopped halfway down the door. I drag open the second set of doors and swing out, helping the humans down before it decides to move up of its own accord. 
A low red emergency light is flashing in this hallway that’s not supposed to exist, and a cyborg stands in the middle, sudden panic on its face.



FIFTEEN
“Where’s the human?” I ask, leveling my gun at the startled medic.
He shakes his head.
“Where is she?”
His eyes turn cool, no longer shocked, just unemotional and otherworldly. “You’re a stain on our kind—”
I drop him before he can continue, the blast of the shot lighting the hallway with a flash of blue in the dark. Figures line the doorways. Yvonne gasps, grabbing my arm. 
They aren’t moving. 
Pistol trailed on the nearest shadow in the deathly quiet room, I approach slowly. They’re too large to be cyborgs, too strangely built. 
Robots.
“I think they’re hibernating,” I whisper, still too frightened to raise my voice even after the pop of my gunshot.
“He isn’t supposed to have those here,” Yvonne whispers, and I glance back. “They’re prototypes, really dangerous. Baba told him to keep them on Amerov until their programming was complete.”
“He really listens well, doesn’t he,” Zane hisses, as panicked as the rest of us. 
The robots are a good few feet taller than me, long in their limbs, with stable torsos and small heads. They don’t look humanoid other than their upright position with arms and legs. They aren’t meant to be sympathetic monsters, just killing machines. I think of the little shell of a robot we found on Amerov and shudder at the difference. 
Taking Yvonne’s bracelet, I keep an eye on the nearest one and pull up the picture of the map. We’re close, though they aren’t labeled. Something about this place has my skin crawling. Sterile metal hangs a heavy scent in the air. I smell the strange tang of medicines I remember from my childhood, and the healing gel I used on my hands and Zane’s burns. My heart pounds against the inside of my ribs, my stomach turning. It’s all a bit too familiar. We’re definitely in the right place, I just don’t know which room in this maze of hallways.
“Aaron,” Zane whispers. He’s more upset than I’ve ever seen him. Can’t blame him. 
“It’s all right,” I say, even though we both know it’s a lie. “Thinking.”
“I don’t know anything about this place,” Yvonne whispers, eyes never leaving the hulking shadow of the robot. Hopefully, Captain doesn’t wake them up. If Bat were here, maybe I could stop panicking about him as well. Plus, I could use a little backup.
It isn’t as if Audra will help.
I can’t leave Yvonne and Zane here at the entrance, so I motion for them to follow, maneuvering quietly down the hall. Yvonne offers her arm and lets Zane lean on her a little, even if he’s much too large to be doing so. Every hiss or soft, directionless echo in the place has me jumping, pistol held at the ready as I still try to shake off the remnants of the sedative. None of the robots so much as twitch or blink a faint light, but if they weren’t in working order, they wouldn’t be lined along the walls. A dozen of them loom.
All the doors are open, soft pale hospital curtains hanging in many like drifting ghosts. Another shiver crawls across my skin. I’m half-tempted to shout for Lalia if I weren’t fearful of the guard bots waking. Besides, if she were awake I’d imagine she’d be making a ton of noise.
Even when I click the heat map on in my new eyes, I can’t see her through all the metal.
As it is, everything is deathly quiet, my breathing too loud in my new ears. I’m sure Captain will find another way down at any minute, despite how the elevator remains dead behind us.
Despite myself, I whisper, “Lalia?”
I don’t expect much, but catch the flash of a white-gray lab coat down the hall before a medic realizes what she’s walked in on and makes a run for it. Down here, there’s no reason for a doctor to be armed. I wonder if Captain called to warn them. Maybe he still thinks I won’t shoot them.
If so, he hasn’t learned.
I sprint after, keeping an eye on the smooth outline of her heat signature. Zane and Yvonne are both armed, and they can defend themselves and keep up for a few minutes. 
The medic ducks behind a plastic barrier, evidently intent on ambushing me. I plow my shoulder straight into the thin wall, knocking the number to the ground. It scrambles, but definitely isn’t armed. Grabbing it by the back of the lab coat, I pin the female against the nearest metal wall. From the strain she puts up against me, she’s probably more augmented than I am, but I took her by surprise. Besides, the gun pressed against her eyeball dissuades a lot of movement. 
“Want to live?” I ask, and she glowers, trying to get a swing in on me. I trip her, pinning her to the ground. She’s small for a cyborg, but I wouldn’t get away with this if she weren’t just meant to be a scientist, not a soldier. “Where’s the human woman?”
Yvonne rounds the corner too quick, nearly slipping on the polished floor.
“Ever had the chip yanked out of the back of your head?” I ask. It’s more a threat than killing her. Killing her is instant, yanking out a chip is slow insanity until they manage to fix her—if they manage it at all.
Finally, there’s something akin to a flash of fear in the synthetic eyes. Still, her jaw grinds shut, and she tries without success to buck me off. 
“Yvonne, find a knife,” I say. “I’m sure there’s plenty down here.”
“You know what Captain is going to do to you—” She has an accent so thick I barely understand.
“Not an answer. Yvonne, nevermind, I can just blow it out of the back of her neck—”
The female jerks her head sideways. “Two corners over.”
“Great, you’re coming with me, in case you didn’t get lying programmed out of you.”
Zane is already sprinting as best he can past me, gun in hand, disappearing through the ghostly white curtains. Hauling the number to her feet, I keep as good a hold on her as I can while she struggles and drag her down the makeshift hallways. Yvonne stays behind me, jumpy, pistol held down as she glances around, expecting someone to come up from behind. 
“Aaron!” Zane calls. “Found her! I can’t get in.”
I let the medic go and grab the closest heavy object—some sort of metal case, probably full of equipment that’ll have my skin crawling—and crack her across the jaw as she tries to spin around on me. She drops hard, out like a light. 
“Keep an eye on her, shoot her if you need to,” I tell Yvonne and round the corner. 
Zane’s shot took the lock off one of the plastic and metal barriers, but it’s not easy for a human to break down, even as big a guy as he is. He jumps out of the way as I slam my shoulder into the locking mechanism. It isn’t as easy as the other barrier, but nothing compared to the metal door. I almost eat it breaking through, catching myself on a nearby table. 
Lalia still isn’t awake, but she still looks human.
It takes time to get a chip implanted into a complete human. More time than it was taking on me, but we got lost trying to get down here.
Sterile alcohol and metal burn my nose, and I try not to remember Amerov. The only thing I could tell about my surroundings back when I had no sight or hearing was the smell. Hospitals already freak me out—if I wasn’t panicking on Lalia’s behalf, this would be much, much worse.
“Don’t touch those!” I yell when Zane leans over her to unwind the wires they have hooked to the back of her neck. 
Making an unsettled noise, he cradles her cheek instead, trying to wake her. I open drawers, looking for anything familiar until I find something that’ll do the trick. Audra went through much of the standard Amerov medications with me when I was finally given my new eyes and ears—it’s been decades, but I’ve come into contact with plenty of them in the meantime, so I know enough. 
“What are you doing?” Zane says, working on the restraints on her wrists. They didn’t give her nearly as industrial-strength ones as they gave me. 
“Waking her up. I need to make sure they didn’t do anything permanent to her mind.”
“Did they give her a chip?”
“I don’t think so, but I’m not messing around back there until I figure out if she’s all right. If they did give her one, the first thing they’d do is wipe her memory.”
I try not to think about the tears on Zane’s cheeks while he manages to unlock the restraints. Finding a sterile needle, I unwrap the packaging and draw out the drug I’m familiar with, finding a vein in her pale arm. Under the sterile lights, she looks like hell. I’m sure we all do, but seeing her sprawled out and helpless doesn’t exactly put me at ease. 
“Wake up,” I say, tossing the syringe into the nearest sink. “Lalia, ya hear me?”
Something further into the room clicks and hisses, and I imagine the robots waking up. No time for that, I give Lalia’s cheek a little smack, and she groans. Turning her face to me, avoiding messing with the wires they have hooked up to the back of her neck, I give her cheek another pat.
She blinks and gives off a weak cry, which isn’t exactly a tell either way.
“Lalia, it’s me. Zane’s here. La?”
She blinks at me for one long, horrible moment, then says, “Aaron. . .” and begins to sob. 
My legs wobble a little. She can cry all she wants. Crying is good, it means she knows exactly what’s going on. 
“It’s all right,” I whisper, letting Zane take her as the two cling to one another. “Don’t move too much.”
Bat would be better at this, and I don’t know what to do with the computers nearby even if I could access them, but I turn her head gently, getting a look at what they’ve done to the back of her neck. Lalia’s hand stays twisted in the arm of my coat.
“Aaron,” comes Yvonne’s hiss around the corner. “I think they’re down here.”
Don’t panic. “Look at that map and try to find a way down to the room below us, it should have multiple exits if it’s a generator room.”
“There’s no generator under here!”
“Ya sure about that?”
There’s a pause. “No. I’m looking.”
It isn’t too terrible, mostly a small incision with some wiring and the beginnings of a panel where a chip could go. I’m afraid to simply yank them out, but we don’t have time or help. I have zero ideas of what to do or how to handle this equipment—to make it worse, they’ve upgraded since the days Audra showed me how all this works. 
“Zane, find me some gauze. Zane!”
He lets her go, sniffing, and shuffles through the cabinets until he finds gauze packets, ripping them open carefully. My hands are filthy, so I use the fabric like a glove to gently pull the three tiny wires from the back of her neck. They aren’t attached to anything vital yet, I can tell by the way they’re hooked to the beginnings of the metal panel. I can’t see bone. Lalia cries again, more in distress than pain. 
“I know,” I mumble. “Sorry, I know it feels weird.”
They weren’t nearly done back here, and messing with it starts up a trickle of blood. We can take care of that later, it isn’t critical, not yet. But if it gets infected, we’re screwed. Taping more gauze into the small wound, I stuff more packets into my pockets, not knowing when next I’m going to have access to medical treatment, suddenly very aware of the lack of my backpack. Lalia’s wearing nothing more than a papery medical shift, but we can’t worry about her clothes.
“Yvonne?” 
“I think I found it.” She rounds the corner and squeezes Lalia’s leg as she inspects the shimmering picture her bracelet provides. 
I nudge Zane out of the way. “Here, give her to me.”
Scooping Lalia off the table, I get a little strangled as she hugs my neck as tight as a human possibly can. 
“La, air,” I say, pulling my gun back from my belt so I can hold it as well as her. She loosens her arm. . .a little. 
“We have to find Bat,” I remind Yvonne, and she nods. We can’t go back the way we came, but there has to be another way out.
Yvonne gestures, and I take off after her down the hallways, throwing a glance back to ensure Zane is following well enough. I don’t see heat signatures of anyone else, which means they’re far enough away that all the metal and plastic are hiding them, but I do hear the distinct echo of footsteps. If Anya didn’t manage to find her father, or Dallo is in on this and doesn’t care, I don’t know how we’re going to get out. 
It doesn’t matter. We’ll get out. We’ve found a way out of everything so far, I’ll be dammed if they take Zane or La or Bat away from me after all this.
I hear another elevator across the room, and the doors are hissing open. I pause, nearly getting trampled by Zane when he has a hard time on his hurt knee. Yvonne skids to a stop just ahead of me, glancing back. I can hear better than them—I doubt she knows. 
“They’re circling us in,” I whisper. 
Zane has one hand on Lalia’s knee, his gun hand resting on my shoulder. Yvonne backs toward me. Given the layout on the map, there aren’t other ways out. There should be, but I don’t know how to find them or get access through them.
I start, “Let’s—”
A shot pops off from somewhere, knocking Yvonne’s pistol out of her hand. She yelps, jumping into me, blood on her fingers. Another shot spins the pistol further across the shiny floor. I duck, not knowing where to fire or hide, and Zane’s pistol goes the same way when he tries to get a shot off in the vague direction of the shooter. When I move, a flash of light singes the ground right in front of my feet, and I freeze. Zane lets out a harsh breath, and everything goes still.
I catch Yvonne’s eye as she holds her hands away from her sides, expression stricken.
“What is it?” I whisper.
“Sharpshooter,” she hisses.
Sharpshooter?
The ForceZero number. I’d close my eyes if I weren’t frightened. Instinctively, I hold Lalia tighter, the gun in my hand hidden still beneath the fabric hanging off her legs, but if I raise it, he simply might shoot me. Or Lalia. 
Captain steps around the nearest corner. 
His expression isn’t nearly as pissed as I expected, which is more worrying than anything. 
“Good stars, you are stubborn,” he says, and I don’t even know which of us he’s talking to. His eyes catch mine and narrow slightly, and I know what he’s thinking. How do you remember?
I can hear my heartbeat behind my ears, and glance around at all the walkways out of here, but I have no doubt we’ll be shot if we move. I stop myself from taking a step back.
Captain’s eyes flicker over Yvonne, strangely bright in the dark room dimmed with emergency lights, and I see the flicker of irritation I was hoping for. More than irritation, probably. Yvonne edges a little between us and Captain, and I’m afraid I’ll be shot if I try to shove her out of the way. We’re all breathing hard, and it nearly echoes in the quiet room. Lalia tucks her face out from under my chin enough to level a glare. I don’t know where the sharpshooter is—somewhere in the paneling of the ceiling, perhaps—but I can’t tell which one of us he’s trained on. Not Yvonne, but I’d bet Captain is more willing to simply kill Zane and La than he is me. Me, he wants to mess with.
Taking a small, sleek gun out from under the hem of his shirt, Captain turns it casually over in his hands.
More boots on the metal floor and Audra steps out from behind the nearest curtain, tablet in one hand, gun in its holster. My breath hitches despite how much I try to keep my expression still. Her eyebrows furrow, but I don’t think she’s going to help. She might be confused, but she isn’t on my side. 
Not anymore.
I hear the elevator doors once again. More backup, probably.
With the calm, inhuman smile, Captain looks right at me and asks, “How would you like to do this?”
Dead or alive, is what he’s asking. Slowly, I set Lalia on the ground so no one gets any idea about shooting her. There has to be a way out, if there isn’t—
Captain grabs me under the arm, shoving Yvonne aside when she attempts to intervene. Zane moving puts another warning shot right in the metal wall beside his head. Captain’s fingers grip like iron, and despite my better judgment, I dig my heels in, leaning away. His hand squeezes my wrist until it’s impossible to use the gun still gripped against my palm.
“I believe this time, I’ll knock the princess out as well,” Captain muses, leaning over me, breath in my face. “It seems there is no end to the amount of trouble she can cause—”
“Captain, I believe I asked to have a word.”
Captain’s expression turns to stone.
I start, but who I don’t expect to turn the corner is Dallo. Hands in the pockets of his suit vest, he regards the situation with an expression I can’t read. I should be able to see something. He’s in on it. He has to be. Otherwise, he should be enraged that there are guns on his daughter.
Then again, Captain doesn’t seem too pleased. He glances at Audra. Her eyes are on the wall. Someone peeks around the closest corner, and I see just enough purple eyes to recognize Anya’s. Who let her down here?

Captain still hasn’t turned.
Casually, Dallo steps around him, staring at the side of his face. I blink, watching the bizarre interaction. I’ve never seen Captain avoid eye contact. Dallo makes a point of positioning himself between his daughter and the big cyborg, half shielding me in the process, and I can’t see his expression from here, but it can’t be good. I still have my hand around Lalia’s, ready to drag her up and make a run for it should the opportunity present itself. If I can get Captain to let go.
“I believe I made it very clear that these ones were no longer under your jurisdiction,” Dallo says with the same calm, soothing tone I’ve come to expect. “And yet, here you are, playing God again.”
Captain stays utterly still, only his eyes sliding up. I know Dallo is in the position of power here—in words if not in arms—but it makes my stomach flip just thinking about staring the cyborg down in such a way.
“Let go of him, and take yourself and your guard dogs back to the base level.”
Ever so slowly, Captain’s head cocks sideways. Past him, Audra blinks, still as stone.
Lowly, Dallo says, “Now.”
A strange expression of near amusement, near anger passes over Captain’s expression, a quirk of his mouth and eyebrows, his lips pressing together. His fingers press bruisingly into the flesh of my arm.
Slowly, he leans lower over the king’s face and hisses, “No.”
The corner of Dallo’s mouth twists down. 
“And, my king,” he whispers, “there’s no recourse for you, now is there?”
Yanking me around, he hauls me off toward the elevator, motioning at his numbers to grab the others, turning his back on the king.
A shot echoes off the haunted hallways.
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I flinch, stumbling, my eyes flickering at the sudden and intense purple flash.
Captain’s hand slips off my arm, and I watch him hit the floor with a dull thud, the back of his head split open, wires and metal raw and flickering.
Dallo still has one hand tucked into his pocket, the other trailed steadily on where Captain stood moments before, the muzzle of a short, compact pistol shimmering faintly.
Yvonne’s eyes are wide, and I hear the distinct shocked little breaths of Anya’s voice from back around the corner. 
Dallo sighs, gesturing at me, “Get up.”
I scramble to my feet, chancing a look at Audra, who’s staring at Captain’s still-breathing body with wide, confused eyes as if she has no idea what she’s supposed to feel about the ordeal. Captain’s favorite facility leader and she doesn’t even appear distressed by his injury.
“Let go of her,” Dallo snaps at the nearest stunned number holding Yvonne, and the male drops her arms as if she’s burned him. Yvonne grabs onto me.
Rubbing his forehead and staring at Captain’s twitching fingers, he says to Audra, “We’ll get him reprogrammed. Stars know he hasn’t been lately.”
She nods, still numb. Captain down, the next line of order probably falls to her. It doesn’t comfort me as it once would, but it’s not as if she has it out for us the way Captain does.
Captain groans, the first human noise I’ve heard out of him, and shifts.
“Yvonne,” Dallo says, undeterred. “Take the elevator, go down, my keycard will work on it since I know you stole it.”
Yvonne turns sheepish.
“Go past the generator, there’s another elevator down there that will take you up to the private hangar. You won’t run into other numbers that way. Get them in a ship and get them out of here.”
Yvonne opens her mouth but snaps it shut, giving my arm a gentle squeeze. Numbly, I heave Lalia back up—both she and Zane stare wide-eyed as if they’ve witnessed a murder—and head toward the corner where I saw Anya, Yvonne grabbing Zane by the wrist and helping him along. She gives her dad a kiss on the cheek as she passes, and hurries after.
“Audra,” Dallo orders, “Make sure they get out safely.”
When I glance back, Audra is nodding and following, tablet tucked away, still casting glances at Captain. I try not to think too hard about how when her eyes meet mine, they don’t know me.
Anya nearly crushes an internal organ, giving me a one-armed hug under Lalia. Bat is tucked in her other arm, half-awake, without his metal legs and wrapped in a blanket, looking rather pissed about the whole situation. Seeing him awake and all right, I could cry. Time for that later, cyborg.
“We’re all right, come on, let’s hurry.”
Yvonne takes her hand as well, and I hear her whisper, “You did so well,” as we head for the elevator. 
The doors are already open, and I get the humans in as Yvonne uses Dallo’s keycard. The doors slide shut gently, the elevator drifting down. 
“Did that just happen?” Zane asks, voice high, eyeballing Audra as she watches us in return.
“I don’t even know what happened,” Lalia slurs, still out of it, clinging tighter to my shoulders.
That makes two of us.
Yvonne releases Zane to give me a light smack on the arm. “Told you this wasn’t his idea.”
“I stand corrected,” I say dryly, then laugh a little, too relieved not to, and sit with Lalia on the floor so I can take Bat into my other arm and put my face against his big ears. Audra’s eyes are on me. I don’t look up. There’s no use, and it no longer matters what she thinks of me, I suppose. 
For the first time in all my life I can remember, it doesn’t matter what she thinks of me.
Yvonne is asking Anya what happened. Vaguely, I hear the girl say, “I ran really fast like you told me to. . .I think Baba thought I was nuts for a second, then I showed him Bat and he kinda flipped his lid. He scared one of the cyborgs.”
I snort, letting Lalia sit a little more upright while Zane fusses over her. Dallo is the luckiest son of a bitch alive that the ForceZero sharpshooter didn’t take him out in retaliation for Captain. I get the distinct feeling ForceZero is loyal to Captain and Captain alone. But there’s loyalty to the cyborg leader, then there’s directly injuring the king, and I don’t even think the private force has that in their programming. It’s Captain’s job to protect the royals, after all, no matter how it is he goes about it.
Finally, I gather enough courage to glance up at Audra and find her staring. 
With lack of anything better to say, I tell her, “You shot me in the face.”
“What?” Yvonne squeaks.
“It was a taser gun,” I provide. “But it was still right in the face.”
“I’m under the impression you’re dangerous.” Audra’s voice doesn’t have a hint of emotion.
“If it weren’t for Captain, you’d know you taught me to be dangerous.”
Audra blinks.
“All right, you two,” Yvonne mutters. “We’re not out of this yet.”
She’s right, and I glower at the floor instead, stroking Bat’s ears. I see Audra’s mild frown from the corner of my eyes, but I’m aware I’m not looking at the same person, not really. Not anymore.
I was minutes away from remembering as little as she does.
The elevator dips to a stop, and the doors sigh open. A distinct hum of engines and crystals fills the air, and I shiver a little at the memory of the giant turbine at the core of Zar. Not a good time to get lost in that memory.
Returning Bat to Anya so I can scoop Lalia back up—much to her weak protest—I keep a wary eye on Audra as we shuffle out. I have no idea what being reprogrammed did to her. She may be so loyal to Captain now that she’s pissed at what Dallo did. Maybe she’ll shoot me in the back. It’s disconcerting that the first and only person I trusted for the majority of my life is now less trustworthy than a handful of humans I met mere months ago. I hoist Lalia a little higher in my arms so she’s more comfortable to carry. She leans over my shoulder, her cheek against my neck, arms tight around my shoulders. I did this once before, carried her into the hospital on Amethyst, and wanted to crawl out of my skin. It’s nothing now. Because it’s her. 
Concentrate Aaron, we’re not out of this yet.
I feel oddly fragile, on the verge of cracking and screaming, too many things happening all at once. I’m barely recovered from everything on Zar, now this. I have to get it together. We don’t have time for anything else. 
The generator room is as massive as I expected, a series of winding staircases wrapped around the giant center of a room large enough to fit my ship wing-to-wing several times over—
My ship.
It’s a mess of sleek tubes and wires and metal paneling, with a distinct shimmering blue of probably a half dozen crystals at least powering it from the inside. The facility smells faintly of electricity and storm air and metal, and the hum of the crystals and machines hangs low in the air. It reminds me of Amerov, and for once, not in a bad way. Just how I used to follow Audra around when she did supply checks, often on the new crystals coming in. I glance at her, but she’s already heading down the stairs. 
Zane swears at all the steps but leans against the railing and heads down with us. I’d offer him more help if I wasn’t currently spending both arms on Lalia. Not for the first time, I glance back at the hibernating elevator. I don’t expect this to be over, though I doubt Captain will be up on his feet for a while. That’s one hell of a headache he has coming, and a king on the warpath on top of it. In a few days, once I’m slightly calmer, I’m probably going to be laughing about it. Right now, I just have distinct dread curling in my gut, and I hurry down the stairs as best I can with Lalia in my arms, still wobbly.
Yvonne is saying something to Audra I don’t catch, and still has her hand on her gun she scooped up off the floor mostly undamaged.
“Try not to fire in here,” I say, though she probably knows. “There’s a lot of electricity in the air already, and if anything hits that engine, we might just blow up the whole facility.”
“There are safeguards for that.” Audra’s voice startles me. “But I agree, don’t risk it.”
Halfway down, voices echo from above. Yvonne and I exchange a look before we all pick up our steps, Audra included. I don’t know what’s happening and I don’t want to find out. We need to get the hell out of here. 
Still, I ask, “Are those robots going to wake up?”
“Only on Captain’s orders,” Audra says.
Somewhere above, something booms.
I glance back. “Just out of curiosity. . .what would Captain’s order sound like?”
“He’s not dead?” Anya squeaks. 
“Not by a long shot. I think your dad basically just knocked him out for a while.”
“Let’s go,” Audra says, looking more concerned than I’d appreciate. What reason would she have to worry for us? Does she have a soft spot for the princesses that Captain didn’t erase?
“Baba says to hurry,” Yvonne says, hand to the comm in her ear, which is the opposite of comforting. 
I take the stairs as quickly as I dare, yelling back at Zane to keep up and feeling bad I have to do so. Having more of us injured than not isn’t the greatest way to go about this. 
A robot drops down four sets of flights right in front of us. Dents form in the metal stairs, sending Anya screaming and Zane swearing. I could get my gun from here, but I’m worried about shooting in this place—
“No,” Audra says with more calm than possible, holding up her hand as lights flicker to life on the mechanical, shiny black arms, humming with the telltale signs of hidden weapons. In the non-existent light, it’s still no more than a hulking shape, and Yvonne is putting Anya behind her in the tight space.
“Stand down,” Audra says in the same tone. “We’re not threats. No.”
To my surprise, the lights flicker to nothing, and it straightens.
“You’ve malfunctioned, return to your post.”
<I’ve malfunctioned> comes a bizarre hiss of a mechanical voice. A shiver runs over my skin and Lalia’s arm tightens into a strangle-hold around my shoulders.
“Well done,” Audra says, and shoves Yvonne out of the way as the hulking machine stomps up and past us, heading back up the spiral of stairs. 
We all look at her. 
“If they’re under Captain’s orders, that won’t work on all of them at once,” she says. “They’re meant to take orders from voices they know, but they’re not stupid, let’s go.”
This day could not get any weirder. I’m still waiting for that sharpshooter ForceZero number to show up.
There isn’t as much relief as there should be to hit the bottom of the stairs—there won’t be enough relief until we’re flying out of this place. The generators are louder down here, and I hear the distinct lazy whir of a turbine, which makes sense in something so big.
“Over here.” Audra still has that calm to her tone, though she’s jogging faster than I think she otherwise would.
Someone shoots, and it doesn’t sound like a normal weapon. We all duck, Audra yelling back up at what must be another robot firing down, but it isn’t listening. Above it all, I hear Captain yelling something I can’t make out. 
Didn’t take him down for long. Hope he didn’t punch Dallo in the face as soon as he was coherent.
“Elevator! Over there!” Audra instructs, but I’m already heading for it, feeling more vulnerable than usual with breakable cargo in my arms. I keep an eye on Anya holding Bat, making sure she stays ahead of me.
Another shot bounces off one of the walls, too close for comfort. There’s the crackle of electricity in the air, and I’m very aware of how close we are to a catastrophe. This thing is probably built to last just about any damage, but all the bullet has to do is catch a spark in the correct way. There are probably protocols to shut the engines down if something malfunctions, but that doesn’t exactly mean it’s stable with so much shooting. There’s no reason for weapons to be down here—this isn’t exactly a situation Captain would take into consideration when designing this place.
Above, I catch the distinct outline of the cyborg as he leans over the topmost railing and shouts, “Don’t shoot!” at the robot one level down.
There’s a blinding flash of blue.
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When I regain enough wherewithal to take in my surroundings, I find Lalia grasping a handful of my coat, caught beneath me when we were flung against the wall. Heat crackles along the metal, flickers of electricity and cold shocks catching on my implants enough to make me shiver.
The cool alarm of the emergency shutdown has turned to a blaring panic of the generator melting down, and I glance over my shoulder to see some of the metal paneling has flown off, the circular hole in the floor containing the massive machine mere inches away from my leg. Blue light dances across the room, one of the crystals unstable, and the spinning blades of the turbine too close for comfort. 
Stupid robot.
Stupid old cyborg.
Shaking my head and still getting a grip on my hearing, I roll over and drag Lalia away from the edge. The metal is frail beneath me. We are not having a repeat of the scenario on Zar. 
Zane scrambles over, dragging Lalia away quicker while I regain my balance and stumble to my feet. The princesses were farthest from the generator, thank the stars, and Yvonne mostly looks stunned from her place on the ground. Anya is crying, a small cut on her forehead, but she seems scared more than anything. 
Above us, Captain is yelling to shut everything down.
Well, at least he’s focused on something other than us.
Near the elevator, Yvonne’s eyes go wide, “Aaron—!”
Another shot sparks by, more dangerous now the crystals are exposed. It bounces off something, and Yvonne screams as she scrambles back. 
For a moment, I can’t breathe, grabbing her by the ankle and dragging her behind one of the metal pillars and beneath me.
“It’s fine, I’m fine,” she says, though she sounds on the verge of tears. “It’s just my shoulder.”
I pry off her hand, but she’s right. It’s not a large weapon the thing fired, and though it went right through her left shoulder, it’s not a deadly wound. The bleeding isn’t too bad. 
“Don’t scream like that, you scared me half to death,” I hiss, too relieved to be properly pissed.
She smacks me weakly on the shoulder and sobs.
I tuck Anya, still clutching a panicking Bat, behind the pillar with her sister. Zane and Lalia are crouched against the other closest metal column, and Zane gives me a helpless gesture toward the pit of the generator. The elevator is close, but it’s closed, and out in the open—
Where’s Audra?
Glancing around, I don’t find a sign of her. 
“Audra!” I call, then catch Zane pointing again.
Oh.
Oh no.
The shooting cuts off abruptly, and I dare a glance up in time to see Captain yank a handful of wires out of the robot’s shoulders, dragging it down to his height and ripping its head clean off with nothing but his bare hands. It staggers, a massive shape of sparking wires, and hits the stairwell hard, tumbling down a few steps before getting caught on the railing. 
Well, that’s one way to take care of it.
More numbers are heading down, finally catching up. I don’t see Dallo, but I sure as hell notice Captain heading down the stairs, opening a hatch on the wall and slamming a button. 
One of the turbines on the engine stops, but now that it’s gone, I catch the distinct whir of another. More than one. . .how fantastic.
“Get in the elevator!” I yell, and make a run for the edge of the crackling energy of the generator, ignoring Yvonne screaming after me to get my ass back there.
This is not like handling raw crystals with my bare hands or messing around with a near-dead one in the engine of some ship I found out in the jungle. These will probably shock even me to death, and I have no intentions of testing that theory. Leaning over the edge, I catch where Audra fell a half dozen feet, her human leg caught under one of the dislodged panels. She looks as if she’s just waking up, putting a hand to her head and beginning to panic.
“Is it broken?” I ask, picking my way down, refusing to look into the unstable core of the generator. 
She starts, frowning up at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Probably have. No coming back from these past couple of months.
“No. Too heavy. . .”
Something shifts as the crystals eat away at the softer metals not meant to contain them, and the paneling crushing her leg shifts. I’ve never heard her scream before, and I have no intention of doing so again. Hooking my arm around her middle so she doesn’t slip further, I let her get a handle on the edge of the grating above her head, and put my shoulder under the lip of the metal. This thing is heavy. Too heavy. Bracing myself against the wall, I shove with everything I’ve got, hoping the sedatives have worn off. My muscles burn and my joints ache, but between the two of us, we manage to push it off enough so she can drag her bleeding leg out. 
The paneling drops, something sparks, and I have a good second to realize what’s happening and shove Audra and myself behind the nearest crumpled and damaged metal panel. My ears crackle, vision blinking momentarily out, and the second, small reaction would’ve slammed us against the wall if we weren’t taking shelter. My ears ring, my arm trapped, and I’m vaguely aware the ground has partially given way beside me, where Audra was.
I lunge for her, but she’s already slipping down, and I can only move a step before pain shoots up my trapped arm.
“Aaron!” Zane calls over all the commotion.
“Stay back!”
There’s the twang of metal on metal, but I don’t have time for that now. Above, I see shields shutting down on the generator, trying to get the instability under control. They’re fast, but not nearly enough when you’re trapped beside it.
Bracing my foot against the paneling, I manage to wiggle my arm out, slipping down the hole where Audra fell. 
“Audra?” I ask and get no answer. “Audra!”
Still nothing. Swearing to myself and realizing I should probably be trying to get myself to safety, I scramble down further, feeling the strange cool heat of the crystals. 
There.
Her arm protrudes from more wreckage, and when I grab her wrist, the pulse is there, but she isn’t responding. I don’t know how I’m going to carry her out of here, but I don’t have time to panic over it. Digging her from the wreckage, I take her around the waist and haul her over my shoulder, wincing at her body rubbing against various burns I’ve gathered from the crystals. Vaguely, I’m aware she’s bleeding, but I don’t know how bad it is. Right now, I don’t want to know. 
“Audra, wake up,” I hiss. She doesn’t wake. Perhaps it’s a better thing depending on how hurt she is.
Trying to scramble up while holding her over one shoulder isn’t the easiest feat I’ve attempted. Something gives below me, and I nearly slip off. When I glance up, my hand gripping a slot in the wall above is more metal than it is flesh. When did that happen? I stare at it, not yet feeling the injury.
I shove us upward. She’s heavy as I am, which wouldn’t usually be an issue, but I’m fighting the urge to faint as it is. Wind from the nearest turbine whips at my hair and clothes, and I wonder what will happen if one of the other crystals goes unstable. The thing needs to shut down faster. 
We’re going to fall—
Something grabs the side of my jacket, pulling us up. Who the hell is that strong?
Captain grimaces down at me in concentration. “Give her to me.”
For a moment, I think about shaking my head. But then we’ll both be dead. Bracing myself as best I can, I lean over so he can get a handle on the back of her coat. He hauls her up, and the lack of weight makes me sag before I try to drag myself up after. When he leans back over, I’m certain he’s about to knock me down into the generator, but he only grabs the back of my belt and yanks me up and out with a grunt. Something slices my ribs, but I barely feel it. I scramble away from the edge while he drags Audra to safety. 
Farther from the painful hum of the crystals, I hear the shouting. The generator shuts down completely, sealing in, and sour-smelling foam sprays out from the ceiling, dampening the electricity crawling across the ground in a way water couldn’t. 
There’s a deafening noise, the hiss of sparks, and the world falls still and calm.
I flop against the floor, hand over my eyes, and attempt to catch my breath.
Until I remember who I’m lying next to. 
Sitting up too fast, I crawl back from Captain where he sits beside Audra’s unconscious body, looking beat to hell, regarding me with vague irritation and mostly exhaustion. 
I glance at the tumbling engine, wondering what will happen if I make a run for it to the elevator where I can hear Zane hissing at me to get over. He dares to edge over and put his hand on my elbow, even when Captain’s eyes flicker to him.
Slowly, Captain gets to his feet, glowering at one of the lower-ranked cyborgs hovering around, and rolls Audra over. I manage not to be sick. I know most of her skin is synthetic, and the way she’s out of it, she doesn’t feel it, but the sight of her burned away almost to metal bones in places has my stomach rebelling. 
Captain makes a face somewhat like irritated, maybe concerned, if he had that ability. As if she weighs nothing, he pulls her over his shoulder where she flops like a doll, lifeless.
I have a brief moment to be concerned over what he’s going to do with her before he grabs me by the elbow and yanks me to my feet. Zane stumbles and eats it, trying to cling to me.
Is he serious? Digging my heels in, numb and unable to fight, I fling myself back, succeeding in knocking him off balance until he yanks in return and I crash into the side of him so hard I’m pretty sure I feel my metal shoulder bang into something metal in him.
“Let me go.” It isn’t worth saying, but the words are pulling out of me, nonetheless. Somewhere behind, I hear Yvonne yelling. “Let go of me!”
I finally remember that is doesn’t matter if this is Captain, he’s just another cyborg, and I can fight back. I crack my heel into the back of his knee as hard as I can. It buckles, and he drops Audra. I cringe when her body strikes the ground, but he still won’t release me. The few cyborgs hovering around actually back off, looking as if they’d rather get shot than get involved. A few take off back up the steps.
I give a wild swing at punching him, slamming my shoulder into his, trying to knock him off balance, but he has a death grip on my wrist even when he stumbles, dragging both of us to our knees. The shock has worn off his face, replaced by anger. He pulls a gun out of his holster, and Zane smacks him upside the head with a piece of metal paneling small enough he can heft. Both hands and putting all his weight into it actually snaps Captain’s head sideways. But if a bullet isn’t going to take him down, a human won’t, even a strong one. Too quick, he cracks Zane in the face with the back of his elbow, pushing himself onto one knee and dragging me up.
A scream rips out of me, and I launch myself at his face, clawing at his eyes. A metal wall collides with my shoulder. A moment later, I’m on my back, breath knocked out of me. When his hand wraps around the shoulder of my shirt, I writhe around and bite down hard. Swearing starts up close by. I’ve long since lost my borrowed gun, and his won’t be of any use to me, but I kick at it, falling until I knock it out of his grasp. 
Whatever calm he’d collected in taking me in has disappeared. He pins me under one knee while I continue flailing and screeching at him as if I’m as mad as he believes me to be. Still, I get a good punch in. Something cracks beneath my knuckles, and I hope it’s his stupid, perfect nose. 
Synthetic blood tastes bitter in my mouth. His hand is bleeding more than I expected. It slips off my wounded metal fingers when he tries to pin me down. Now I’m starting to feel that particular injury.
I kick him in the throat, trying to take advantage of being smaller. I only receive his fist to my face as a reward. My cheekbone goes numb, vision in my left eye flickering for a split second. Trying to scramble out from under his grasp does me no good. He’s much larger than I am, and anywhere I try to move, he’s either pinning me with a knee or holding me down with a hand, never quite able to overpower me but not letting up the advantage.
Vaguely, I see Anya scrambling over, hitting Captain along the back with her tiny little fists, before he shoves her aside carelessly. Bat doesn’t have his legs, he won’t be much help.
The next punch I take has me spinning. One moment, he’s crushing me to the ground, the other I’m half on my feet, partially unconscious, and letting him drag me along as he picks Audra back up once again.
No, no. Absolutely not. He’s not doing this to me again.
Vaguely, I have the wherewithal to struggle.
I bump into his arm as he drags me, clawing at his hand. The splayed wires out the back of his skull are nasty and bright in the panicking blue light of the shut-down engines. The shot knocked the panel on the back of his neck half open, and I see the slim, dim blue glow of the chip embedded in the back of his neck—
I can see it.
Off balance, I launch myself up against his shoulder and dig the exposed metal of my fingers into the back of the port.
He contorts, slamming us both against the wall in an effort to get me off. I dig my fingers in further, clinging to his jacket when he tries to throw me off, panicking properly now. Someone yells, and it takes a moment to realize it’s coming from him.
My hand comes free of the splintered metal with a fistful of wires and a tiny, glimmering chip in my palm.
Fingers slip off my arm, and Captain’s legs give out from under him as if they’ve turned to paper. He drops to his knees, staring at me in shock as I scramble away, bumping into Zane who’s finally managing to regain consciousness. His hand grabs onto my arm, and he stares at my hand uncomprehendingly. Captain’s eyes follow. I’m a little surprised he didn’t simply pass out—
A gut-wrenching scream has me jumping back, shielding Zane, before I realize it’s Captain. His hands thread over the back of his neck, putting his face between his knees, still screaming. I open my mouth, shocked at looking at what I could have so easily been.
I’m gonna be sick.

But it startles me back into movement, scrambling to my feet, off balance, dragging Zane up. Still gripping the wires and metal in my damaged hand, I open my aching fingers and stare at the shimmering little unoffensive chip. 
It’s easy to crush in my palm, letting the glass dust and metal filaments drop to the ground. The remaining handful of cyborgs stare in shock and don’t even appear to notice us. 
“Get La,” I mumble, barely hearing myself, aware Yvonne is back on her feet and helping Anya. I nearly trip on Audra’s helpless body and stare down at her. Back at Captain, still whimpering. 
“La, can you walk?” I ask, voice wobbling. 
“Yes.” Her breath hitches.
Glowering at the closest number, I get my arms under my old friend and heave her up as best I can. Damn, she’s heavy. Not as bad now I’m not trying to climb out of an exploding generator, but not by much. 
“Bat—” I start to call.
“I got him!” Yvonne says, voice still full of tears. I bet she hasn’t been shot before. 
I get them all into the elevator and kick it closed before my legs give out on me completely.



EIGHTEEN
I’m frightened this elevator won’t lead to the hangar as Dallo promised, and that there won’t be a ship we can take, but the doors slide open to a row of sleeping vessels of all shapes and sizes sending long shadows across the hangar in the emergency lights. Some models, I don’t even recognize, but this isn’t Amerov, it’s for the Neyla Ve royals as well.
Lalia mumbles something about how many there are, both siblings leaning on each other.
“Zane,” I say. “Round white one. Medical ship.”
“Can you open that one?” he asks Yvonne, but she’s already fumbling in her pocket for Dallo’s stolen keycard.
If we wait around, I’m sure other numbers will begin filtering in. They probably aren’t in here already only because there was so much commotion in the lower levels. I ensure Zane and Lalia go ahead of me as the round airlock hisses out and drops into a gangplank. Even with Audra in my arms, Anya is clinging to the side of my belt, Bat under her other arm flapping his ears. At least I won’t lose them. 
“Anyone with a steady hand, help me. Yvonne, can you get us out of here?”
I don’t care that technically, there’s no reason for the two princesses to come with us, but I want them here and neither seems interested in leaving. 
“Stupid hangar doors are still on lockdown. . .” I hear her saying, getting Zane’s help to open the comm on the ship.
The layout of the vessel is unfamiliar but not too large. I remember being in one of these things once, a long time ago, and I stumble my way down the door I hope is correct. It opens with a hum and Lalia trips in after me.
“What are these things?” she asks. 
I set Audra on the nearest table so I can have a free hand or two, yanking open the nearest tank. “They’re for bad damage. They’ll regrow just about anything, synthetic or not. . .”
And they creep me the hell out. Even the strange smell of the liquid inside makes me twitchy, reminding me of Amerov. Mixed with the smell of burned flesh and clothing, I gag. Now, if only I can remember how to operate one of these things. They’re pretty self-sufficient, but they still need to be turned on.
We’re still not moving. “Yvonne!”
“Working on it!”
“Aaron. . .” Bat says, more awake now and wriggling helplessly in Anya’s arms.
“It’s all right,” I tell him, and think he probably knows I’m lying.
Which reminds me that Anya is still in the room, staring at Audra’s mutilated body. 
“Anya, go help your sister, all right? Take Bat with you.”
She blinks at me, dazed, looks at Audra again, and shuffles out.
“What do I do?” Lalia asks, leaning against the table, still unsteady.
“Get the rest of her clothes off her, I’m trying to turn this thing on.”
The computer hums to life. Medical equipment such as this isn’t exactly in need of a fingerprint, it’s for any medic who needs to activate it. Finally. Making sure it’s all turned on, I uncover the rest of the strange little tanks so I don’t hurt her trying to maneuver in her limp body. Picking her up again hurts like hell, but I set her carefully into the pale blue liquid. It stings my injured arms and hands, not entirely painful but vastly unpleasant, nonetheless. 
“See the oxygen mask down there?” I ask, and Lalia nods, fumbling with the underside of the tank. Supporting Audra’s head with one arm, I maneuver the mask over her mouth and nose, making sure it has an impenetrable seal, and easing her down gently into the tank. I watch the stats blinking to life on the screen, but she’s still breathing fine, and her pulse is pretty stable all things considered. This stuff is sterile, but I take my injured arms out of the liquid anyway, unable to get over the idea that I’ll contaminate it.
“Is she going to be all right?” Lalia asks. 
“I think so. . .”
She’ll never be herself again, but that is Captain’s doing.
The ship’s engines finally hum to life, deceptively quiet for a ship twice as large as mine. We still haven’t risen off the ground, and the longer we remain stationary, the more panic begins to build in my chest.
“Thanks,” I tell Lalia. “Sit before you fall down.”
Of course, she ignores me, stumbling after as I make my way to the hull. 
“What’s the problem?” I want to take Bat out of Anya’s arms, but she’s clinging to him for dear life, and he has his nose pressed into the crook of her arm. Instead, I squeeze Zane’s shoulder as I lean over the mostly unfamiliar console. “Can’t fly it?”
“Yes, but the stupid hangar doors won’t open, emergency shutdown. We need an override from someone—”
Daylight filters down, interrupting. The hangar door slides open above us.
“What—” Yvonne starts, but I don’t care to find out. I start raising us above the ground. Zane takes one look at my damaged hand and swats my arm away, bumping me aside and taking over. He took quite a good fist to the face when Captain smacked him. I gotta make sure he didn’t get a concussion out of it.
Yvonne is saying something through the comm on her ear, and then she takes it out and drops it on the console. 
“Mama let us out,” she says numbly.
Oh, right. I need to remember to thank the queen if I ever happen to meet her.
I lean over the port window, taking a look back at the glittering royal planet, half expecting to be followed out by more small ships, but there’s nothing besides the traffic we’ve already passed. Even though this ship has tracking on it, who’s going to be following us? Captain probably doesn’t remember why he hated us to begin with.
Atmosphere crackles around the hull of the ship as we head for the dark of space, and I sit ungracefully on the floor beside Lalia. Her hand is hovering lightly over the gauze on the back of her neck.
“Can you get this out of me?” she whispers. 
“It’s not a chip, but yes.” I stare at my hands. The injured one has clotted up finally, but they’re both shaking. “Or, Bat can. I mean, not right now. He doesn’t have his legs on. . .damn—” 
I realize I have no idea what Captain did with them, and the chances of finding another similar pair are—
Yvonne pulls his little legs from the deep pockets of my coat she’s claimed as her own. Folded up, they nicely fit in and didn’t fall out. I stare at them, a little uncomprehending. 
“Remind me to kiss you when I can stand up,” I say, and she makes an expression that might be similar to a smile, setting the legs carefully on the console. Her shoulder is still bleeding. It might not be life-threatening. . .unless she bleeds out.
“Let’s get that fixed up,” I say, stumbling into a vaguely upright position. “Actually, if you sit in one of those healing tanks, it’ll be a lot faster.”
She wrinkles her nose. “You mean the ones you won’t get in?”
“Yes, well, I have unresolved issues.”
She stares at me for a long moment, then shakes a little, laughing weakly. Zane joins in, though it sounds even less joyful. I’d flip one of them off if Anya wasn’t staring right at me. Besides, it’s a little funny.
“Aaron, you work on yourself, I’ll help Yvonne,” Zane says, still staring at my hand. I’m trying not to think too much about it. The only blessing of the last few months is that I’ve hurt it so much I may have damaged some of the nerve endings. 
Or the adrenaline hasn’t faded.
“You don’t know how to use those healing vats. I’ll get one going, then I’ll fix myself.”
Zane shoots me a dirty look, but I’m already helping Yvonne up and out of the hull.
•
With Yvonne a tad disturbed about the healing vat but sitting in it as instructed, Zane beat up but mostly just needing sleep, and Lalia cradling a bowl of soup Zane made her after managing to figure out where the food is stashed in this place, I feel a little better. The cut on Anya’s head turns out to be pretty small, and a tiny bandage does the trick. I give her a mild painkiller anyway. She doesn’t need more trauma than she’s already had.
Finally, with Zane giving me dirty looks for not taking good enough care of myself, I reattach Bat’s legs. Nothing seems to have been damaged this time, so it’s an easy few minutes to give him his mobility back. Besides, it’s comforting to hear his little metal nails clacking after me as I find the bathrooms in this place. This ship is large enough for a half dozen medics and plenty of patients to be squeezed in, so there are a few showers in the bathroom. I don’t have clothes other than the damaged ones I’m wearing. The rest are all burned to a crisp with the remnants of my ship, wherever they scrapped it.
A destroyed ship is nothing compared to everything else I would have lost had Yvonne not come for me, or not managed to find me. Even so, I feel the absence of it like a hollow point behind my chest bone. It was the first thing I ever had that was my own, that was truly home, and there’s nothing left of it.
I sit on the little sterile white bench beside the shower and put my head in the crook of my arm. It’s not as if I haven’t cried too much this week already.
Bat wriggles his way in between my chest and legs. I press my face against his back instead.
“Did they hurt you?” I ask, after a while. 
“Not nearly as much as they hurt you.” His voice is rougher than usual. “I dunno what drugs they gave me, but I’m still dizzy.”
I figure that’s enough feeling sorry for myself for a while, taking my face off his back so I can get a look at him.
“There’s probably something around here that can fix your hand,” he says.
“I’m trying not to think about it so it doesn’t hurt.”
He pokes me in the stomach with his nose.
I turn on the water and let it get hot as I shuffle through the draws in the adjacent room until I find what I hoped would be in here. Changes in medical uniforms—just pale gray clothing, pants, and shirts. Mostly normal, if not a little freaky, knowing where they come from. Lalia will be happy to get out of that papery robe she’s in.
I stand in the hot water for a while, cataloging all the damage I have done to myself—my hand, which I’m cleaning out but trying not to dwell on, a slash along my ribs, cuts, and bruises to my face, which is already swelling. Bruises everywhere else. Nothing life-threatening.
I think of Audra and shiver.
When I manage to get myself in clean clothes and wrap my hand in a fresh towel as a makeshift bandage, Bat is sitting in the sink, having plugged it up and filled it with hot water. He flaps his ears at me. We don’t need to say anything else to one other, we both already know, but I’m jumpy about taking my eyes off him. I stroke the top of his head. 
“I’m going to see what I can do about my hand, you all right in here?”
“I’ll be after in a minute.”
After telling the others there are showers and clean clothes on the upper level of the ship, I make my way to the room with the vats, trying not to look at the one with Audra as I rifle through the drawers and cabinets.
“You look awful,” Yvonne croaks at me.
I thought she was asleep, just sitting in the liquid enough to submerge her shoulder, but she’s looking over at me, her chin resting on the rim.
I don’t know what else to say, so I tell her, “Have you seen yourself?”
I get an eye roll. “Ya know, between the two of us, you’re the one who should be sitting in one of these stupid things.”
I make a face, which hurts like hell. Never thought I’d survive a punching match with Captain, but here we are. 
Hearing his screams in the back of my thoughts, I shiver again. 
“How’s the shoulder?” I found some pain pills to give her before I showered, they should’ve kicked in pretty quickly.
“Doesn’t hurt that much anymore. This liquid stuff feels weird.”
I find enough of the supplies I’m looking for and kick one of the small, unlatched benches over to the side of the vat, sitting beside her.
“Oh God,” she says. “That looks worse now that it’s clean.”
“Thanks.” I down a few more pain pills than strictly necessary, wondering if I can find something stronger, but these kick in within a few minutes. I use my teeth to open some packages of gauze and some of the gel I used to have in my own ship to regrow flesh. I’m definitely going to strip the tracking out of this ship at the last place we stop before we leave the galaxy, but I’m going to raid all the medical supplies out of it first.
“Isn’t this stuff faster than that?” Yvonne flicks a droplet of the liquid at me.
I ignore her.
“This is sterile right, you touching it wouldn’t hurt me?”
“Right.”
Grabbing my wrist, she pulls me over so I’m leaning against the vat, and puts both my hands up to the elbows in the sour-smelling stuff. I grimace, hating the tingling sensation but allowing it. That doesn’t mean I don’t have to glower, though.
She smirks a little, not unkindly. “Don’t fuss, I’m sitting my entire body in this weird crap.”
Which reminds me. She’s wearing just one of those papery medical dresses I found her so she didn’t have to get in with her clothes. With the way she’s sitting, it doesn’t cover much. I glance at her chest and give her an even look.
She giggles, but it comes out funny. “You’re such a prude, it’s so cute.”
“Am not,” I mutter, resting my chin on the edge of the vat and closing my eyes. Her hand finds the back of my neck where the empty port is, and I shiver. “I’m gonna pretend that’s the drugs talking.”
“But it isn’t, is it.”
“I said pretend.”
She snickers harder, then coughs. “Today sucked.”
“It did,” I mumble. “But I’m not dead and I remember who I am, I’m counting it as a win.”
Her breath hitches, but she jokes, “Look who got all positive all of a sudden.”
“That is the drugs.”
She gives me a kiss, which is an awkward maneuver with the way we’re both sitting and how she’s trying not to hurt her shoulder. It’s barely a kiss anyhow, we’re both too tired.
“Thank you,” I mumble. No words seem enough.
She hums and nuzzles closer.
“How’s your head?” I ask, still wincing when I see the little cut.
She rolls her eyes. “Don’t even feel it. It wasn’t your fault. How are the others?”
I let her change the subject. “I don’t know. Alive and in no danger of dying. I can ask after I sleep for. . .forty-eight hours.”
“Hmm. Where are we headed?”
“Zane picked one of the farthest outposts on the edge of our galaxy. We’ll stop there, we need more food. And clothes. And weapons, now that I think about it. You and Anya can get transport home. . .if that’s what you’re going to do?”
She lets out a long sigh. I don’t know what I want her to say. 
“If it were just me, I’d go with you, but I need to take Anya home. I suppose Audra should go with us.”
I glance at her across the room, healing. 
“Aaron, look at me.”
My eyes flicker over. I feel like we just did this. Just said goodbye. I don’t know how to do it again.
“I am going to take my sister home. We are going to figure everything out with Mama and Baba and see what happens with Amerov. In three months. . .look at me. In exactly three months, you are going to pick us back up.”
I snort, which hurts a lot more than anticipated.
“I’m serious,” she says. “We didn’t put a number on it last time, I’m putting a number on it now. That’s enough time to get everything settled and Anya through some doctors and everything. And even if everything isn’t settled. I’m not staying away from you, even if you just pick us up and head back out. But there aren’t reliable transmissions outside the galaxy, so I’d better find your ass parked at the station we pick in three months. Mark the date. Set an alarm. Got it?”
“Yeah, yeah, I got it. Geez.” I let my voice sound annoyed, but a weight leaves my chest. Putting a number on it helps, and a few months isn’t terribly long. I don’t like the time apart, but it’s manageable. A lot more manageable than the last time we were pulled away from each other. 
“But that’s in a few days,” Yvonne says. “We can take a few days.”
“Good.”
Tiredly, she wraps her arm around my neck, the same awkward hug as there was a kiss. My cheek is mostly pressed against her bare shoulder. I never expected it to feel so nice.
“It’s going to be all right,” she whispers so quiet I barely hear. 
“I know.”



NINETEEN
We sleep for the better part of the three days it takes to reach the outermost part of the galaxy. One by one, everyone gets showered, fed, and various hours of rest. Anya looks pretty comical in the smallest pair of clothes we could find her, which are still vastly too large. She creeps after me as I limp about the ship, smacking me lightly with the edges of her too-long sleeves.
I give her my best dagger eyes, but it only encourages the behavior.
No matter how much fussing I do in Zane’s direction, he’s just a little beat up with a twisted knee. He’ll be fine. Lalia, I’m more concerned about, but the next morning I hobble downstairs to find Bat taking out the bits they managed to insert in the back of her neck.
I hover. She’s just laying her head in her arms on the desk, and she glances at me briefly from the corner of her eye. 
“Can you feel that?”
Bat says, “I gave her something, she can’t feel anything.”
I watch him drop a piece of bloody metal to the table and make sure not to grimace where Lalia can see me. Suddenly aware of the empty port in the back of my neck, I shiver. I’ve not told them I’m missing my chip, and that Captain put a new one in, just that he tried to reprogram me but never got there—sometime, eventually, perhaps I’ll be able to tell them the truth of my own free will. 
Lalia’s been distant since Zar, more apparent to me now that the adrenaline is gone and the danger over. It’s something I should’ve expected, I suppose, but don’t know what to do about it. 
Does she want me to stand here?

Probably not. I begin to leave her alone, fiddling with a string on the hem of my stupid borrowed medic shirt, when she pokes me in the leg. I pause, but she only grabs my hand. Still awkward, I sit on the chair beside hers and hold her hand in both of mine, neither of us truly looking at one another. My partially healed fingers warm hers.
Zane is cooking something, but I’m not thrilled about whatever dehydrated foods he found. I’ve had them plenty on my own ship, but the standard Amerov issue food isn’t too great, at least not the stuff they pack away for emergencies.
Eventually, when Bat’s done, Lalia gets dragged off by Anya. She wants to braid her hair. I help Bat clean up the mess and set him back on my shoulder while I check around the entire ship, going through all the equipment and supplies, mentally cataloging everything I can, mostly for the sake of something to do. I find a pad of paper and a pen and start writing down items we need once we hit one of the border settlements. 
A new tablet, weapons for all of us, better food, clothes, a ship that can fit us all but doesn’t drain all the credits Yvonne gave me—
I pause, staring at the paper. Will it need to fit all of us? For now, Yvonne and Anya are returning to their parents, but they’ll be back eventually. Yvonne will be without a doubt, but I’m certain Anya won’t let her parents get away with keeping her from us.
But Zane and La?
Do they want to stay? They don’t need to. Technically, there’s no reason to. I could help them get their own ship, or pay for them to get back to Hytha if that’s what they want to do. Captain isn’t dead, but I don’t think he’s going to be the same threat. Even if they restore a bunch of what makes him him, the peculiarities of who he was that chips take on. . .
that’s over. 
It would be normal, natural even, if they went their own way. 
I stuff the piece of paper in my pocket and sigh. No use asking. We’ll have a few days to come down off the panic and figure out what to do from here. They need a little time, as well as I do. I might be avoiding the inevitable, but a few days should help.
A beeping from Audra’s vat has me hurrying over. She’s waking up. I put my hand over the liquid, thinking perhaps I should help, but she sits up fine on her own, pulling the oxygen mask off roughly.
“Hey, hey,” I say, catching it before she drops it into the liquid.
She coughs and simply stares at me. Right. I’m not her friend anymore, not the kid that followed her around like a puppy a few decades ago. My throat burns.
“You should probably stay in there a little longer. . .” I offer.
She coughs again and nods once, staring at the surroundings.
“I’m sorry,” I say suddenly, too awkward. “I probably should have left you on Neyla Ve. . .I didn’t know what Captain would do to you and we were panicking, so I wanted to make sure you were all right. You can fly back in a few days when we land.”
She just stares some more, and gives another nod, looking over herself in a pretty passive way. That’s not exactly out of the ordinary, but everything she does now feels out of the ordinary. She looks rough as hell, skin pink and puckered in plenty of places, still healing. She can get repairs for anything that would otherwise stay permanent.
When I’m certain I’d like to melt into a crack in the seams of the metal floor, I mumble, “I’ll get you something to drink. . .”
As I’m escaping for the door, she says, “Why did I let you leave Amerov?”
I’m surprised she knows she did it. I pause, thinking of a few separate answers but not settling on one I actually care for. “I. . .
don’t really know. I always meant to ask you, but never got up the courage. Took pity on me, maybe. Maybe a default in your chip. What did Captain tell you?”
“Not much. Is he dead?”
I shake my head. “He’ll need a new chip, though.”
“Hmm.” She doesn’t sound terribly upset, but I doubt she ever would. “I have something for you.”
I blink, finally turning to look at her. “What?”
Carefully, she holds up her arm with the panel, regarding it. I guess she got it fixed up pretty quickly after the Amerov incident. “Yvonne said something to me. . .I got curious. Looked through all my files. Found some encrypted ones I suppose Captain didn’t touch. It would appear that at some point I made a file for you, explaining some things. You should have it.”
“A file?”
She gestures with her arm. Right. I don’t know what’s weirder: that she would make some sort of explanation at all, or that this new version of her that remembers nothing would feel the need to offer it up. No emotion exists in her eyes. Captain would’ve made sure to get rid of every scrap of that, clamp down extra hard since she seemed to have a soft spot for me, but even he doesn’t erase a conscious.
Softly, I say, “Thank you.”
•
Later that evening, when everyone has either dozed off or is lost scrolling one of the tablets stored in this ship, I find an empty room and access the computer sitting in the wall. Sticking in a little memory chip I used to get the file, I filter through the information. 
There’s only one item she transferred, and it’s not a log or letter, as I was expecting. 
It’s a video.
I stare for a while before ensuring the door is closed and turning the volume on low. I don’t have a comm to tap into.
Audra is sitting at her desk, appearing more the way I know her, or perhaps it’s merely the date stamp in the corner of the screen marking this as a few weeks back. Behind her, there’s the dimmed, wide glass window overlooking the barren landscape of Amerov. I used to sit in its sill and read, or simply stare out at the planet while she worked. I picture the rest of her office perfectly, with the tablet she’s talking to propped on her desk. 
I hear her sigh over the audio, so I know there’s nothing wrong with the file, but she isn’t speaking, not for the first few minutes. She turns a glass pen for her tablet over in her fingers, expression far away.
Finally, she says, “If I’m watching this in the future, and I don’t know what it is, I want you to turn it off. It isn’t for you, just for Aaron. Aaron, and no one else. It’s important. Turn it off now, and delete it once he has it.
“Aaron, I’m making this for you because I have a few suspicions.”
Another pause. Did she realize Captain was going to reprogram her?
“Captain has been up to something for a while, and I don’t know what it is, but he’s rather obsessed with finding all of you, and I believe he’ll manage it. I don’t know how I’m going to get this file to you, but I’m making it anyway because I might be incorrect. He’s been suspicious of me for a while, since everything that happened near the jungle planet, and more so after Amerov. I’ll put this part in the beginning, since I know you: I don’t want you to feel guilty for anything that may happen to me. I made my own choices when it came to you, and despite what you may believe, I don’t fear being reprogrammed. I’ve had it before. It will be different this time, but whatever version of me you may meet in the future is not suffering for it. I don’t want you to think I am.”
She pauses and runs her hand over the back of her neck. I blink, trying to see her better.
“I wanted to explain some things,” she says, softer. “In case I don’t remember them to explain later. I probably won’t cover all of it, I don’t know the questions you have, and I’m sorry for that.” Again, she sighs. “I gave you the tip on the two humans because I read their files after they were caught on Amerov. Your own files were always incomplete. I showed them to you if you remember, and those were the real ones. I don’t know anything more about where you came from. I thought perhaps you would know them if you met them, at least if they were who they claimed to be. There aren’t any other records of children coming here, but there are records of other issues on Hytha that seem to be marked strangely. I can’t rightfully tell you either way. I suppose, by now you’ve found a place to tell you. I found that you’d downloaded the file of your old DNA, which was idiotic, by the way—”
She pauses long enough to give the camera an exasperated look, and I snort. It doesn’t quite come out sounding like a laugh. I cover my mouth so no one hears.
“Either way, that should give you an accurate reading to test against, since yours is so scrambled. I’m assuming you’re going to Zar, but I don’t know. Be careful on that place, there are plenty of scavengers.”
I rub my barely healed broken arm.
“There are other things. . .” she muses, as if forgetting all she wanted to list. “I didn’t know Captain was going to send ForceZero numbers after you, but I also didn’t know you were going to go pick up Princess Yvonne. I’ve met the girl, and I like her, but I’m sure that’s been punishment enough. You two were circling each other like predators on Amerov.”
She rolls her eyes, then goes silent for a time, staring into a corner of her office.
“I shouldn’t be telling you this, particularly not on camera, but I know what he’s going to do anyway, Captain. . . I’m going to encrypt this file, and keep it out of my folders he can see.”
Another long pause. 
Then, “I haven’t had a chip in a long time, since before you were born.”
I let out a long breath, and it hitches in my chest before I can stop it.
“It got damaged during one mission I was on, I won’t bother you with the details, but I took the remnants of it out of the back of my neck. I meant to report back to Captain on the damage as any of us would do, but I found I didn’t want to. I didn’t feel much different, actually. I’ve had it so long, I think it became a part of me. . .” She rubs her hands together. “I felt things a bit more deeply, probably close to human, but I wouldn’t remember that.”
I stare, waiting for more, my heart aching.
“All that is to say. . .Captain still doesn’t know about you. Your. . .
chip.” She gives a small nod as if to say your lack of one. “And he never will. He won’t find it in my memories because there isn’t anything there to find. I won’t tell him, I decided a long time ago that would never leave my knowledge. I’m sure that little animal of yours knows, but that’s up to you. Either way, he doesn’t know. And he won’t know. After this, my knowledge of you will die with my memories. You’ll be safe, Aaron.”
Tears burn my cheeks. What am I supposed to think? I can’t say anything about this to the other version of her in the healing room. I’m sure she saw this video, but perhaps not. Perhaps that knowledge really did die with her memories. I wonder if Captain’s discovery of it has died with his chip. Just me, Bat and Yvonne, and her quite by accident.
Perhaps the siblings, one day.
“I’m very sorry about this Aaron,” she says, quieter this time. “I know you’ve probably had a hell of a time these past months. I don’t know how, but I’m sure you have. I’ll do my best to keep Captain away from you, but it might be up to you and Bat from here. You seem to care about those humans. For your sake, I hope they are who they claim to be.”
I rub my eyes, but I want to catch everything she has to say, every little human expression she lets slip.
“I’m sure I didn’t answer all your questions, but I think that’s the most of it. The important parts of it, anyhow. I hope this video finds its way to you. Again, don’t feel guilty for me. I’m not unhappy. Even if he puts a new chip in me, I love Amerov. I love the numbers under my care. I love the planet and the cold and the wind. I love the ships and the new life we make here. Some of it is ugly and incorrect, I know, and Captain needs to be reined in. But you know most of it isn’t that, and I do belong here. Even if he dampens my ability to love it, it won’t go away. I think, even if he takes away my memories of you, you’ll live in here somewhere.” She taps her temple. “But I hope you explore the stars the way you wanted to when you were a child. I hope once this is over, that you’re happy. I’m glad I got to know you for the time I did. You’re a bit of an idiot—” She cracks a smile. “—but you were a good kid. And you’re a good man. Name the next moon you discover after me.”
She gives a small smile, then touches the edge of the screen as it goes black.
I take the memory chip out and squeeze it in my fist, not too tight to break, and bury my face between my fingers, then against my arm. Someone’s going to hear me, and I’m sick of such vulnerability. As expected, there’s a soft knock. I almost just ignore it, but I can’t think of a single person here who would be deterred by my silence. 
“What?” I ask, ignoring the croak in my voice.
“Can I come in?” 
Anya. I’d really rather she didn’t.
At my silence, she slides the door open to look at me. It’s dark in here, but not dark enough. She just gazes at me for a minute.
Finally, she leans against the door, half hiding, and asks, “What’s wrong?”
Might as well tell her. “Audra made a video explaining some things. . .before Captain erased her memories of me.”
She nods, looking at the black screen. “Are you upset?”
Geez, kids are so blunt. I sniff. “Yeah, squirt, I’m upset.”
That should probably scare her off, but I’ve learned by now. She closes the door and shuffles over, squeezing onto the chair next to me, then getting uncomfortable and scooting onto my lap instead. 
“You have no concept of personal space, do you?” I mutter.
“Last time I was upset you hugged me.”
“I did not.”
“Did too.”
I’m still hurting quite a bit, limping around the ship and taking pain pills to get some sleep at night, so it isn’t exactly comfortable having her leaning on me. Oh well, I’m sure I’m not terribly comfortable on her either. She’s also going to be heading home in a few days, I’m certain.
I lean back in the chair and wrap both arms around her, holding her tight to my chest.



TWENTY
The outermost station on the edge of the galaxy has a name and number. Apparently, the residents call it Edge. 
Almost as cliche as Amethyst, but I kinda like this one. 
It’s more like Zar than a planet. Mostly an amalgamation of cities and metal and space rock formed over centuries into a pretty little station right on the edges of the known explored galaxy.
Not deadly as Zar, even by a little. 
This one is less of a cluster of metal and wire and more a shimmering, pale flat edge of a knife, with the cities on the top taller in the middle, like a spinning top. It’s some organic parts, with small quaffed forests and lakes according to the “planet” files, but plenty of cities and amenities and ship ports. Its silhouette against a faraway star is breathtaking. I find a shipyard on the edges of the city where we can see some trees, pay the fine to stay there, and find a spot on the edge of the yard. We’re close enough that it’s an easy walk to hunt for supplies, but far enough we have some privacy. From up here, I can see the shimmering levels of the city below, and a rather large shipyard of shiny new vessels close by. I can window shop the ones I still can’t afford to buy.
I stand out on the edge of the platform, leaning on the sturdy railing and watching the pale glimmer of the safety shield when the light from the artificial atmosphere hits it just right. The weather is climate controlled since there’s no planet or star we’re clinging to. It’s balmy, with a gentle breeze tugging at my clothing. Though it’s probably artificial, the air feels fresh and cool in my lungs.
Bat sits on the railing beside me. I let him watch the video, and he hasn’t said much about it. He never liked Audra past the respect he gave her for my sake, but I’m sure it affected him. Maybe I’ll ask one day when I’m feeling less raw.
Zane joins me, elbows on the railing.
“How’s the knee?”
He looks down. “Oh, all right. Actually, I think getting punched in the face by that nut job was worse.”
I snort, not feeling the laughter. “Sounds about right.”
“How’s your head? He really didn’t mess up any of your memories?”
“Not that I know of. I feel like myself still. And I remember all the crap you all put me through, so I suppose that means I’m fine.”
He snorts, and I see the relief on his face as he changes topic. “This place is neat. Kinda weird knowing we’re right on the edge of the charted universe. Could be anything out there.”
I nod, glancing out into the stars and the infinite darkness between galaxies beyond.
“You wanna know the first thing I ever flew?” he asks, and his voice has grown quiet.
I glance his way.
“When you—when Aaron was taken and they didn’t return him, I got this idea in my head that I could buy a transport vessel pass to Amerov. I was eleven, so ya know, stupid.”
I pick at the gauze on my hands. 
“But,” he says, “it’s not like I could steal Dad’s hover car, so I fixed up this old scooter we had in the shed. I wasn’t supposed to go near it, but I bought it some parts with whatever little money I had, and I got it running, and I packed up a backpack and tried to fly to the nearest city big enough to have transport off-planet.”
After a pause, he glances my way and says, “Of course, I crashed it into a rock.”
I put my face in my hands, wanting to laugh but hurting too much.
He smiles a little, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I don’t know why I told you. I always meant to tell Aaron, when we found him. I wanted him to know we were always trying to come get him, I guess. I can’t tell him, so I wanted to tell you. I don’t know why, sorry.”
I know why he’s apologizing. No one came looking for me, I’m not the Aaron he’s talking about. Somehow, it hurts less when I hear it in this context. There’s no cruelty to it, just someone I’ve come to care for who’s grieving. “I’m glad you told me.”
He half-smiles, still lacking any joy, and bumps his shoulder into mine. If nothing else, I feel better that he’s talking to me, though for all I know, he’s telling me because they’re leaving and he won’t get a chance to in the future. I can’t bring myself to ask.
Yvonne’s bare feet pad down the airlock, and she joins us at the edge, weaving her arm around my waist and leaning her head against my shoulder. Zane blinks and gets the faraway expression off of his face.
“How’s your shoulder?” I ask.
She hums. “Fine. Better. You’ve been quiet, you two all right?”
“I’m fine. It’s been a week.”
Zane says, “Seconded. Ask me in a few days and maybe I won’t feel like death anymore.”
She chuckles and pinches my ear. “Wanna go shopping with me? I still have plenty of money left, I’ll buy.”
“You sure you wanna offer? We’re taking Zane and La too.”
She snorts. “My treat.”
“Your funeral. Zane, get Lalia.”
•
We begin with the essentials. Starting from scratch feels strange. But the first thing is a new backpack, and I let Bat pick the one he likes best. He’ll be spending the most time in it, anyway. We get some stares, but this is a weird little section of the galaxy—they get some oddballs out here. We’re not too bad, even in our matching gray clothing.
I buy a tablet that isn’t tied to Amerov’s ship. I’ll need some new weapons, but there’s only so much we can do in one day, none of us back to full health. My body is aching after an hour or so, but I draw the line at some new clothes. I’m sick of these sterile-smelling things.
There’s a strong possibility I shouldn’t have let Yvonne take me clothes shopping because she has an opinion about all of it.
“You know, these are the clothes I’m gonna wear,” I mutter after she tosses the twelfth jacket my way. In his new backpack, Bat has been snickering for the past ten minutes.
“Bold of you to assume that,” she mumbles, pulling out another one. “You can help me shop for new underwear.”
I choke on my drink. Zane, paying for his at the front of the little shop, turns to smirk at me. I don’t know whether to tell him to mind his business or beg for help.
Anya is the least injured and most excited to explore the new place, so while Yvonne lets herself be dragged around, I eye the closest shipyard we can see from our little landing spot and elbow Zane—lightly.
“Does the mechanic want to give an opinion on which ship I should buy?”
He glances at the yard. “Later, okay? Lalia’s still not feeling great, I’m gonna take her back to the ship. Have fun.”
He gives me a pat on the back and heads through the crowd to the cafeteria table where we finished eating. I leave the top of the backpack open so Bat can look out and carry it under my arm. 
“They’re avoiding me, aren’t they,” I say, trying to sound blunt and matter-of-fact. I’m not sure it works out. After Zane’s little conversation earlier, I’m feeling worse. I don’t believe he meant for it to happen, but I’m on my own little spiral.
“I can’t tell. Don’t seem like the avoiding type.”
The shipyard is massive, and I wander in and among the vessels, running my fingers over the hulls and landing gear, knowing most are out of my price range. A man can dream.
“Lalia has been, I think. Since Zar.”
“I have noticed that,” he admits, and sits on my shoulder, a comforting, warm weight.
“I figured they needed a little time. I guess a little time makes you think clearly. I’m not their brother, after all.”
He gives a little grunt, then says, “They care though, talk to them about it.”
“I know, I will.” He’s right on that account, but I can’t help the burn in my throat and sick twist working its way from my stomach to my chest.
I tour a few ships before Yvonne and Anya eventually track me down. I’m wandering the floor of a big craft, not quite the size of the medical ship, but bigger than my old one. I’m trying not to compare too much since that’s only another familiar ache, but it’s rough.
“Find one you like?” Yvonne startles me while I’m staring at the top level of the ship where the bunk rooms are. A few of them. 
“You should hear the engine on something like this,” I say. “Bat, stay out of the floor panels.”
He hisses at me as he disappears inside. I sigh. It isn’t as if he can’t put them back better than they came brand new.
Yvonne presses her lips together as Anya wanders up the stairs, touching all the shiny new panelings. It has a broad hull, with a washroom and storage along the sides, and full access to the wings as there was in Zane and Lalia’s old ship. In the second story, there are bedrooms and more storage, and plenty of ports to access the roof. The control panel is complex but easy enough to navigate. The guns are pretty fancy too.
“You definitely have stars in your eyes,” Yvonne says, running her fingers gently over the controls.
“It has a pod too,” I say, tapping my foot to indicate the cavern below the main floor. “Remind me to rub it into Lalia’s face again.”
She grins. “Sounds like you’re in love.”
I snort. “Nah, this is about twice the amount of money I got from you. Even if we stripped and sold that medical ship, which I’m going to do and you can’t stop me—”
She grins bigger.
“—I might just barely be able to buy this if I never want food again. And I’m not planning on hunting bounties for a few months at least. They’ll be out there in uncharted space, but I need a break.”
She nods. “That makes me feel better, actually. I need you to be in one piece when you get back.”
I crack a smile, almost ask her about Zane and Lalia, but decide it’s up to me. Tapping the control panel, I say goodbye to the beautiful ship and follow Anya down the gangplank. 
“Bat, let’s go!” I can hear him replacing the panel he took up.
“Aaron, there’s a VR arcade across the street, come play with me?” She takes my hand not wrapped in a ton of gauze.
I give it a squeeze, thinking of the casino on Amethyst where Yvonne and I first met. “I’ll go with you tomorrow, I promise. I need to have a talk with Zane and La about some stuff, all right?”
“Grown-up stuff?”
I smirk. “Grown-up stuff.”
Yvonne gives my arm a squeeze, and when I glance back, she’s giving me questioning eyes. 
Tell you later, I mouth.
I take my time returning to the ship, petting Bat’s ears, considering if I’m actually going to say anything, or just hope that existing in the same room with them will get one of them to speak. Lalia’s been pretty withdrawn, but Zane’s a constant chatterbox. It used to piss me off. Right now, I’m just relying on it.
Inside, Audra is out of the vat and has taken up residence in one of the most private beds in the place, sleeping. I check in on her, swallowing the pain in my throat, and leave her be. She won’t be hearing anything down in the hull.
Bat scurries off as soon as I let him, and I drop the bag of clothes I finally managed to select for myself onto the nearest chair, wandering into the hull with my hands in my pockets. Bat messes with the control panel, not doing anything, just wanting to look busy. Zane and Lalia straighten up on the couch when I come in, evidently having been whispering to one another. Zane smiles and I manage one back, leaning against the controls and toeing at the panel beneath my boot.
“How’s your neck?” I ask, and Lalia rubs it a little, minding the gauze.
“Better. They got some nice supplies in this thing. Find a ship?”
I shrug. “Got distracted with the ones I can’t afford. I’ll go back. Have to uh, decide how big it needs to be.”
It’s a pretty obvious hint, and I don’t look at them. Lalia sighs. I hear her stand and glance up. She wanders near me, arms folded, wearing a blanket over her shoulders in the chilly evening air drifting in all the open port windows and airlock. She isn’t looking at me, just at the ground, and stops a few feet away.
“I need to say a few things.”
Well, that was easy. Now that I’ve poked them, I wish I hadn’t. I need to know what they’re up to, but I wish I hadn’t. I clear my throat a little and glance at Zane. He’s drinking something probably strong enough to be alcohol, but doesn’t appear out of it. 
“Don’t look at me,” he says. “I’m shutting up and letting her take this one.”
“You have an off switch?”
His shoulders shake a little.
“Focus,” Lalia says, and I nearly smile. She isn’t, not really.
“Sorry, continue.”
She pulls the blanket tighter around her shoulder. “I, uh. . .I know I haven’t said much since Zar.”
Oh, we’re starting with that. I look at a random spot on the wall.
“And I’ve been trying to figure this out, put it all together in my mind. And I’m sure this has been hell on you, I know it has, and I know you and Zane have talked about it—” She glances at her brother. “—I’ve just been trying to put it together in my mind, ya know? I’ve been trying to figure out how to separate you from my brother, so I’m not unfair to you.”
I bite the insides of my cheeks too hard, switching to grinding my teeth but finding myself nodding at the same time. I figured it would be something along those lines, but I didn’t expect it to hurt like I took a punch through my ribs.
“But I don’t really need to do that.”
I chance a glance her way. If she’s trying to convince herself. . .

“La, I know—”
“I know you’re not him, dumbass, I’m not finished.” She huffs and holds her blanket tighter.
I shut my mouth.
“I know you’re not him,” she repeats. “But you are our brother. You don’t have to be related to us for that to be true. You know there’s no one out there I would’ve rather seen than you when you woke me up after those cyborgs. Well, you and that idiot—” She shrugs back at Zane. “—I know you’ve been apologizing for us losing everything, and yeah, we lost our ship and we lost our little brother, but we got a new one out of it, so I don’t want to hear anything else about that, understand?”
I stare at her. I had a whole plan for how I’d react if she said we’re leaving, or we can’t stay here or we care and everything, but you’re not our brother, so we don’t need to be here. I didn’t come up with anything for the exact opposite.
She huffs out a breath. “And you don’t have to say anything, because I know this makes you incredibly uncomfortable. But we’d like to stay if that’s all right with you. Forever. Or at least as long as you’ll have us. Rather, at least as long as Bat is willing to share you.”
She gives him a look, and I hear him snort. “As long as you have your own bunk rooms this time.”
Which I know means yes.
I look anywhere other than the two of them, eyes burning. When neither of them speaks again, I force myself to say, “So a ship with a couple of rooms, then?”
Lalia cracks a smile, but her chin is wavering. Oh, why not. It’s not like I have any dignity left, anyway.

I mean to put my hand on hers, but she takes it for an invitation and hugs me, squeezing a little too tight for all my various injuries. I give an exaggerated wheeze, but it doesn’t deter her, only makes her shift her arms. I hug her anyway. I didn’t realize how much that particular thing was weighing on me until she said something. I squeeze my eyes shut, though it isn’t as if she can’t tell she’s made me cry. Zane gives us a moment before silently rising and getting in on the ridiculous display. Bat jumps onto his shoulder, his claws digging in when I put an arm around each of them.
“What is it with you people and making me cry?” I ask when I can tell Lalia’s calmed down. “I had dignity before I met you two, ya know.”
Zane laughs, and it shakes Lalia a bit. “Can’t relate, we’ve never had it.”
“I have,” Lalia sniffs and elbows him when she finally untangles herself. “Speak for yourself.”
I laugh, which hurts. But looking at both their puffy red eyes sends me harder over the edge. I know I look worse, but it’s been a rough week. Zane starts snickering too, which makes the laughing fit only double down.
“Is this what you’ve been whispering about all day?” I ask.
“We have not,” Lalia starts, leaning against my side and petting Bat’s ears. I’m not even sure when he began accepting her affection. “We just. . .didn’t know if you wanted us here permanently.”
I mumble something, not knowing what I’m trying to say.
“Can I bring dates in your ship?” Zane asks, arm over my other shoulder.
“I take it back, you’re kicked out.”
“Why do you get to bring girls in and I don’t?”
Lalia says, “Because he doesn’t know how he did it.”
Bat snickers so hard he nearly falls off the side of my shirt. 
“I really don’t,” I say, too amused to be offended. “And no one’s explained it to me yet.”
“Eh, she’s liked you from the beginning,” Zane says. 
I give him a look accurately portraying how insane he sounds. 
He shrugs. “I will bet you any amount of money she had a crush on you even before Amerov. Ask her.”
“No.”
He bumps me. “Twenty credits. Ask her.”
“You two are making me regret this.”
They laugh, Lalia still wiping at tears, and I find myself in another hug.



TWENTY-ONE
It’s far past midnight and I’m still awake when there’s a knock on my bunk room door. 
I’m unused to such private sleeping quarters and bed after the past few months, and I’m even more alone than usual, considering Anya claimed Bat hours ago, and the last time I saw them, both were snoring in the chair outside, covered in blankets. It’s quiet in here, a gentle hum from outside as I have the ability to open the window in this room, and chill night air drifts in. Under all the blankets, I’m heavy and exhausted, but comfortable enough.
I can’t imagine who’s up so late.
“Yes?”
Yvonne’s shape is easy to recognize in the dark, even without the heat maps on. The sight of her takes the tension out of my shoulders. 
“Did I wake you?” she whispers.
“No. Can’t sleep. You?”
“Not much.” She folds herself along the edge of the bed. “In a day or so, we won’t be together, and I hate that.”
Careful of my traumatized body, I unwind from the covers enough to roll onto my side and look at her easily. Weakly, I say. “Well, you said three months. Doesn’t seem too awful. And I know Anya needs to go home for a while.”
She’s a soft shape in the dark of the ship, only a few lights along the wall blinking. A hazy shimmer emanates from the cities covering Edge, so her hair catches a gentle purple light from somewhere. I could see her heat signature if I wished, but I like this better, the softness of what human eyes should see in the dark. The shape of her shoulders and hair. I watch her fingers play with the covers.
“It doesn’t seem too awful,” she agrees. “Until I think about it too much. We’ve barely known each other longer than that.”
True. Seems impossible. “Yes, well, it’s been at least a year’s worth of drama.”
She huffs a laugh. Quiet settles. I’m terrible with all of this, but I unwind my less injured hand from the covers and find hers. She winds her fingers between mine, tracing the lines that still remain in my palm. Slowly, she raises my hand and kisses the backs of my fingers, taking my other hand and doing the same. 
I’ll never understand humans. Still, I’m not going to object. It feels much too nice. And I won’t open my stupid mouth and ruin the moment. 
She puts my palm against her chest bone and leaves it there. The thud of her heartbeat reaches the human skin remaining on my hand. 
“Aaron. . .”
When she doesn’t continue, I ask, “Yes?”
Though it’s difficult to tell, it seems she may be smiling. It goes away quickly, not entirely ridding the melancholy from the air. Perhaps we should be happier, more relieved. And I am—Captain won’t be interfering and the princesses can go home for a little while as Bat and the siblings and I explore uncharted space. A few months is nothing. A few months feels like ages.
Yvonne unfolds herself from the edge of the bed, crawling under the covers beside me, her breath tickling my face. She puts her leg gently over mine and brushes up against one of the worst bruises. 
“Ow,” I hiss, too embarrassed to be properly annoyed.
“Sorry,” she says, touching my leg and readjusting until she’s suitably cuddled against my chest. I don’t really think of her as little anymore, but she feels very soft and human and breakable between my arms. For a while, she stays this way, and I drift, comfortable and warmer than before. Her fingers trail up between my hair, running across some of the various implants and old wounds hidden there. Softly, she kisses my cheek and moves her fingers to my jaw and lips and across my eyelids.
“Are you asleep?” she whispers. 
I mumble, “No.”
With more care than I’m accustomed to, she moves in a trail of kisses to my lips, sighing. It sounds like a happy noise, but I know she gets worried when I’m too still. Draping my arms further around her, I snug her closer. She’s so warm, so soft, and I love having her this way, leaning all the way against me. I hope none of the bruises she still has are from me when I didn’t even know who I was for a spare moment.
Her fingers return to combing my hair, mumbling apologies when I wince at some random injury, she wanders her kisses down the side of my neck, pausing at my collarbone. The sensation is muted as she trails places where metal protrudes, warm and unfamiliar along my skin. I shiver. Her hand drops to the side of my waist, carefully avoiding where I cut my ribs the other day. Her fingers pull up the edge of my shirt. Without meaning to, I grab her wrist, tensing. 
“You okay?” she whispers, lips returning to mine.
I nod, my voice odd when I say, “Sorry.”
She’s seen me without a shirt before, not particularly by my own will, but she obviously knows what she’s getting into, and it doesn’t appear to phase her.
“Don’t apologize,” she mumbles, kissing alongside my ear. Vaguely, I realize this can’t be pleasant for her, given all my augmentations. Even her kiss moves the part of my new hearing aids. It’s difficult to concentrate.
Returning to my shirt, she pushes it up delicately. Gauze covers good bits of my torso, already sore from getting bear-hugged by several people today. I’m very aware of her still injured shoulder and am careful where I put my hands on her back, not pulling her too tight against me.
I snort a little.
“What?” she whispers, laughing a little.
“We’re a pair. At least you’re not half covered in gauze like I am.”
She gives another soft laugh, and my chest is tight with the way we’re intertwined. Now that she’s under the covers, I realize she’s wearing nothing but a long shirt, and it’s easy enough to slide it up. It’s going to be rough to get either of us fully unclothed and not hurt ourselves, but there’s little in the way. I bought the loosest, most comfortable clothes I could find for sleep. I feel most of her through my shirt. 
Her lips return to my neck, and I let out a shaky breath. I barely know how to kiss her in return, let alone this. It isn’t as if I’ve had practice. I press my face into the soft skin of her uninjured shoulder, pressing kisses to her collarbone, careful of my split lip. She snuggles closer. I’m very aware of her weight against me. Certainly, she’s more comfortable to me than I am to her, but she gives no indication of being bothered. 
“You all right?” she whispers, cradling my face, lips between my nose and eye and along my cheeks. 
“Very much so.”
She laughs again, a soft breath of noise. Her fingers weave between mine, and it’s only when holding her steady hands do I realize mine are less than steady themselves. “Is this what you want?”
“Very much so,” I say again, voice rougher this time, and feel her smile against my cheek. “You?”
Her fingers find the hem of my shirt again, then the edge of my loose pants. Between the two of us, we manage to move her own shirt over her head without doing any damage, and I pull her carefully over me, her leg over my waist, making use of the small bed. Her hands drift along my back and arms and ribs, places no one’s ever touched. She sighs my name when her lips part from mine. I remind myself to hold her gently, feeling strange and unlike myself, happy in an entirely new way.
“What do you think, cyborg,” she mumbles between kisses, and her voice holds nothing but love.
•
Eventually, my head and aching hand wake me, but it’s morning, gentle gray light filtering in the window I never remembered to close. Yvonne is lying on her stomach, still mostly trapped under me on the small bed, eyes a little open. She cracks a smile. 
I push her hair out of my face, and she shakes with silent, tired laughter.
“You mumble in your sleep,” her tone matches her sleepy expression.
I grimace, which hurts every bit of human skin on my face. “Sorry.”
“No, it’s cute, I’ve heard you doing it before.”
Well, that’s even worse. I try to ignore the heat in my face. In the morning light, I can see a variety of her healing bruises from the other day, and run my fingers along them. 
“What am I saying?”
“No idea, doesn’t sound like anything in particular. Though, one time, I heard you say Lalia’s name with this really exasperated tone—”
A laugh bubbles out of me, and her grin only has me shaking harder. I stuff my hand over my mouth, remember this isn’t a large enough ship for no one to hear. Though Zane’s probably hung over, he did end up pretty hammered last night.
Someone knocks quietly on the door.
Oh, stars.
I bury my face in the pillow, and Yvonne is shaking with silent laughter again. She pokes me.
“What?” I call, voice muffled by the fabric.
“Is Yvonne in there, I can’t find her?” Anya’s little voice returns. 
Aren’t little kids not supposed to be up at the crack of dawn?
“I’m just talking to Aaron,” Yvonne says. “Are you all right?”
Before I can warn Yvonne, Anya takes this as an invitation to come in. “Yeah, I’m just—what are you two doing?”
I’m completely buried in the blankets, but it’s rather obvious Yvonne isn’t wearing her shirt. Yvonne pauses, glances at me, and cracks up. I glower, and Anya just stares.
“Are you two kissing?” she asks. 
“Get out,” I mutter.
“I’m gonna ask Lalia what you’re doing.”
I throw a pillow at the door, and she runs off giggling. Yvonne laughs so hard I have to keep an arm around her so she doesn’t topple onto the floor.
“I’m glad you’re amused,” I mumble into the pillow. “I’m gonna hear about this forever.”
Still giggling, she stretches and stares at the ceiling, a smile on her lips. “Welcome to having siblings.”
I can’t help it—I smile. Then, just to be dramatic, I sigh anyway.
“I’m going to shower,” she says, sitting up gingerly. “Wanna join me?”
“No.”
She raises her eyebrows at my tone. 
I glower back for a full three seconds before admitting, “Yes.”
The giggling starts up again.
“Shut up.”
She kisses me.
•
Anya practically drags me to the VR arcade, and after an hour of eating breakfast, checking in on Audra, and getting knowing looks from Lalia, I practically jog out of the airlock with her. She already has Bat in his new backpack and prances down the street. It’s still early, and the walkways are less crowded. 
I drop my head back and gaze at the highways of smaller ships and hovercraft, the shimmer of the artificial atmosphere, the stars beyond, and the burn of the closest white-hot star.
Anya takes my hand and drags me along.
I haven’t been to one of these places in ages, and it’s mostly meant for kids, unlike the casino. Just a two-story building full of little games and VR stations. I can’t remember the last time I was in one, mostly because I freak people out, kids especially. Anya seems to have a calming effect on anyone who gets close, as she’s constantly taking me by the hand or hugging me. The workers at the front give concerned looks, but don’t chase us off. We play ridiculous racing games and target practice with stupid plastic and glass guns. Bat wins all the shooting games and I take both of them at racing and win Anya one of those ridiculous little stuffed animals so she stops sulking about it. 
And I let her beat me at a few games after. 
“Are you okay?” she asks when I’ve also brought all three of us ice cream.
I frown. “Yeah, why?”
She shrugs. “You still weren’t really better from Zar, and then Captain was a butthead.”
That’s one way to put it. I snort. “I’m fine, I heal fast.”
“Are you still sad about Audra?” 
I sigh. 
She keeps blinking at me.
“Yeah.”
“Was she like your mom?”
I poke at my ice cream with the plastic spoon while Bat tries to steal whatever the little thing of chocolates is Anya got on the side. “Not really, I suppose. Maybe just a little.”
“Did she take care of you?”
“Sort of, when I was your age.”
“Not anymore?”
“She helps me sometimes,” I say, and there’s a little frown forming between her eyebrows, so I say. “You all take care of me better.”
Bat gives me a look as if he knows what I’m doing, and I wink at him. Anya, however, smiles.
“Three months is a long time,” she says, puffing out her bottom lip at me.
“Well, maybe if you’re very good and go to all your doctor’s appointments and catch up on some school—”
She makes a face.
“—and give your parents all the attention they missed out on from you, you’ll get to go for a longer little adventure, this time. But with fewer near-death experiences.”
She giggles. “Can we find more weird animals? I liked the big deer on Falla.”
I wrinkle my nose at the memory of the giant eel on Yayth, but there’s a happy medium. “We’ll work on that.”
“I’m sorry your ship got blown up. That was your home, huh?”
I crack a smile. “Yeah, it was. It’s all right. I miss it, but flying anywhere between the stars will be home for me.” I scratch Bat’s ears and he nods. “Especially if we get to have adventures.”
“I bet I’ll be the first kid to go on adventures outside the galaxy.”
I’m sure there are plenty more weirdoes out there with their families heading out into the stars, but I’d like to think so too when I was her age. I did often think so.
“I bet you will be.”



TWENTY-TWO
I mean to nose around the shipyard again, but Anya drags me across most of the nearby city and I have no arguments. For a while, Bat scampers off on his own, and I keep tabs on him with the new comm finally in my ear—I need a permanent one again, harder to knock out in a scuffle—he can tell me if he finds anything good.
We pass a shop nestled among several eateries and clothing boutiques that has me pausing. None of the animals looking cute in their little window containers are familiar, but the sign above the door says Rescue, and I smirk. 
Anya takes entirely no convincing to go inside, and an hour later I’m coaxing her back out, a bag of food in one hand, a tiny little critter in the other. The workers inside warmed up to me once they realized I was buying a pet, not something to experiment on, and pointed me in the direction of a strange little ferret-type creature that can eat almost anything plant-based and doesn’t grow much larger than it is right now. Its sky-blue fur is patchy, but it’ll grow in. They rescued it from an illegal breeder, so I feel perfectly happy giving them my money.
Bat is going to lose his mind.
Anya wrangles the critter from my hand and immediately begins listing possible names.
By the time we return, I’m tired and achy from so much wandering but pleased I gave Anya a happy little adventure day before she has to leave for a few months. 
Dallo called earlier. A transport ship will be here tomorrow to pick them up as well as Audra. There’s public transport back to Neyla Ve, but this is safer and quicker. I feel much better about it.
Except that tomorrow they’re leaving. 
I keep any remnants of sadness off my face for Anya’s sake and watch her hand Bat the little ferret. His ears go up, legs straight, and he glances my way while I grin at him. Sniffing the whimpering little animal, he takes it gently in his mouth and prances off proudly to his makeshift bed on the medical ship’s control panel, depositing it in the blankets and nuzzling in beside it. Anya crawls onto the panel next to him and begins re-listing names.
Lalia laughs from her chair in the corner.
•
I take a breather from the rest of the group eating dinner, sitting on the edge of the shipyard, legs dangling off the edge, leaning on the railing and picking at the food we brought back.
“Find anything good at the shipyard?” I ask Bat.
“Eh,” he grunts and goes back to cleaning his ears on my leg. “I like the animal,” he says quickly, before prancing off for more food. I don’t know where he puts it all.
“I know!” I call after.
Yvonne finds me a few minutes later, seating herself along the railing, giving the drop below a careful eye. It’s another cool night, warmer than the last, and the breeze has trickled down to nothing. Lights zip by, most far away in the sky, catching on the shimmer of artificial atmosphere.
“I’m sorry I abandoned you with Anya today,” she says, offering some of her chocolate. 
I shrug. “She’s cute. Maybe you should come pick out a ship with me tomorrow before your transport gets here. Ya know, since you’ll be spending plenty of time in it eventually.”
She pinches my leg and I try not to smile without much success.
“Oh, I have a question,” I say, and she raises an eyebrow. “Did you like me at all before Amerov, or was that pretty much when you decided I wasn’t awful?”
She chews slowly, looking at the stars. “I might’ve. . .possibly. . .
kinda liked you a little bit before.”
I stare at her, deadpan.
“I liked your fight-me attitude, it was attractive.”
I drop my head too hard against the railing. “Unbelievable.”
“Oh, it’s not that unbelievable—”
“Dammit.”
“What!” she says with a confused laugh.
“Nothing.” I sigh. “I owe Zane twenty credits.”
She throws her head back and cackles silently, shoulders shaking, rolling onto the pavement still warm from the day’s heat.
“I’m glad you’re amused,” I say, then drop the act and smile.
“Oh, stars. Everyone knew but you.”
“You know, you better be nice to me, I just won’t show up in three months.”
She gives me a shove with her bare foot, then sits up. “Oh, that reminds me. I have something for you.”
I squint, not entirely suspicious but feeling as if I should be.
“Don’t look at me like that.” She pulls a pouch from her back pocket. “Here.”
I eyeball the unoffensive little blue bag. It’s silk, or whatever resembles silk out in this area of the galaxy, barely larger than her hand and mostly empty by the way she’s holding it.
“What is it?”
“You know, you could just look in it and find out.”
I scowl and set down my paper box of greasy food, snatching the bag. It doesn’t have a heat signature. Undoing the ties, I shake the contents into my hand and a blue metal disk drops into my palm. Weak light floods from our ship, and I squint in the dark, turning it in my fingers. It could be a memory card or any other variation of a computer chip. However, the thing it mostly resembles—
“Is this a ship key?” I ask.
“Your voice just rose like four octaves.”
I finally drag my eyes off it to stare at her. She’s happier than anyone should have a right to be. “Yvonne, what is this?”
“You got it right the first time.”
“A ship key?”
She nods. 
“Well, why. . .? Is this. . .? You did not.”
I’m certain I’ve only seen her laugh this much when she first kissed me.
“Yvonne.”
“Yes?” she asks, innocent.
More suspicion knocks into me. “Wait. . .which ship?”
She points casually toward the other dark shape of the shipyard in the distance. “The pretty blue one you were making eyes at yesterday.”
I open my mouth. No words come out.
“And don’t worry, Lalia and Zane and Bat came with me. They checked it all out for me to make sure there weren’t any problems, they said it’s perfect.”
My eyes flicker to the round shape of the medic ship. “They were in on this?”
“Well, yeah, actually Anya was the only one who wasn’t, but that’s just because she cannot keep a secret to save her life.”
“How much did that thing cost?” 
“None of your business.” She smacks me on the knee. “Besides, don’t get too worked up about it. I’m going to make my parents pay me back. At least, I’m going to try. It was their crazy cyborg leader who went all ham and had your ship blown up. They have way more money than I do, anyway. You think I’m rich? Ask Baba sometime—”
I grab her around the waist and haul her onto my lap, losing my balance and tipping back onto the warm concrete. She giggles atop me, returning to running her fingers through my hair. 
“I get to pick which room I want, though,” she mumbles into my ear, sending chills down my back. “I mean, I’m probably going to hog yours, but it’s the principle. Gotta have a place to put my stuff. I pack light, but not that light.”
She finally leans up on her elbow to look at me. “You okay there—”
“I—wait, everyone else was in on this.”
More laughter. “Aaron, try to keep up. Did your brain short-circuit?”
I roll her onto the ground—gently—and scramble to my feet, stomping up the gangplank while her joyful snickering follows me up.
The moment I enter the hull, stopping dead and glaring, Zane takes one look at me and loses it. Audra is actually awake and up, looking through something on the ship’s control panel, and gazes at the rest of us as if we’ve lost our minds. To her, we group of humans probably look about that way. I don’t pay her much attention.
“You,” I point at Bat hunkered in his bed beside the ferret and Anya, watching the girl play a game on her tablet, “sneaky little badger. Is that what you were doing when you left today?”
His rough laugh joins in with Zane and Lalia’s. 
“What?” Anya asks, throwing her hands in the air.
I grab the closest cushion, but Bat’s already making a run for it, little toenails clicking and clattering across the metal floor as he scrambles around the legs of the table, much too fast for me in my half-healed state.
Zane’s the next closest target, so he gets the cushion to the face. Wrestling it away, he makes a break for it across the room while Lalia retreats behind the nearest chair, tripping and giggling. I give up on the chase, my ribs aching with laughter. I brace myself against the table, still clutching the key card in one hand, and watch Yvonne trot in, rubbing her shoulder and grinning broadly.
“I knew you always have something up your sleeve,” I grumble, unable to keep the grin off my face, my throat burning.
“Yeah, but this time it didn’t include destruction of private property, so it doesn’t count.” She stands on her toes so she can weave an arm around my neck and give me a kiss.
I don’t care if everyone’s watching, I wrap her in my arms.
•
Zane has Masyn and Kyra on the comm. 
A warm breeze is kicking up. We’re on the edge of a greener section of the strange little station city, a more private area for ships to land, and Yvonne is talking with the cyborg flying their little private transport. The female is a serious number and gives me an odd look, but Audra has already spoken with her, and Yvonne with her parents. Besides, there was never any reason for me to be nervous about Yvonne and Anya in danger from any numbers.
I wonder, a little offhandedly, if I’m looking at one of the few ForceZero numbers I never had the displeasure of meeting. Maybe I’d rather not know. If Yvonne is all right with it, I’m all right with it. 
We’ve moved most of our things into the new ship, and Anya already claimed a bunk room for next time. I negotiated a deal with the shipyard manager for the stolen medic ship. He didn’t seem to mind the Amerov logo on the side, and Bat helped me rip the tracking out of it already, along with the medical supplies. I have half a payment for it sitting in the pad in my arm. Once we hand it over, and I have it all, it’s a surprise for the siblings. They lost their little flying home, after all, and they’re not the only ones who get to pull one over on me.
Anya has Bat in her arms again, and I know I’m going to have to pry him out. My throat has kept up a consistent burning for the last hour or so. I’ve given up. It isn’t the first time they’ve seen me with tears in my eyes. My dignity took a hike into an imploding star ages ago. 
Zane gives me a little elbow, handing me his comm. I scowl at it. He and Lalia have been talking to their parents off and on. Makes sense, considering they’re about to head off into uncharted space for a few months at a minimum. 
“What?” I ask, voice betraying me.
“Dad wants to talk to you—” he pauses. “My dad wants to talk to you.”
I wonder how long he’s going to be correcting himself. I don’t mind it so much. 
“Why?”
“He can probably hear you,” he says with a smirk. I can see the emotion behind it.
I give him a dirty look and take the comm, clearing my throat. I don’t want to talk to either of their parents. I know they’ve been filled in on all of it already, and I know they never really believed I was their kid. But they were kind enough to me at the end, and I still feel for how much they must be grieving. 
“Hi Masyn,” I say, glad my voice has evened out. 
“Aaron. . .er, hi.” It’s strange hearing his gruff voice again.
“Zane put you up to this, didn’t he?” I ask. From the corner of my eye, I see Zane glowering at the side of my face. It doesn’t hold much weight. 
“No, actually, I asked. I, um. . .I know they’re heading with you into uncharted space, and I know they’re sticking with you.”
Is he unhappy about it? I wouldn’t be surprised. “Yeah.”
“I just. . .thank you for being there with them right now. You’re helping them through it, and I appreciate that. You kids all look out for each other, and bring them back eventually.”
I blink a little. It never occurred to me that it might help Zane and La to have me here, for whatever they’re dealing with about their little brother. My throat burns more, and I glance at the two. Zane is watching me with a clueless enough expression I don’t think he has any idea what his dad’s up to. Lalia is saying goodbye to Anya, both the girl and Bat in her arms.
“I won’t let anything happen to them,” I say. 
Masyn clears his throat a little, and I realize this is probably rough for him to say to me. I don’t have anything of comfort to add, so I try, “Besides, it’s good Zane can pick on someone other than his sister. I’m much less breakable.”
Zane chuckles under his breath, and Masyn makes a similar sound. “I appreciate it. You three stay safe.”
I nod, then remember he can’t hear me and say, “We will.”
I return the comm to Zane before it can get more awkward, folding my arms. Yvonne is still talking to the pilot, and Audra gets out of the seat she’s already claimed, wandering down the gangplank. From the corner of my eye, I watch Zane pick Anya up and say something too low to hear. 
I don’t expect anything from Audra, she doesn’t have anything with her other than the pair of clothes I bought her so she didn’t have to wear the papery medical outfit on the flight back. But she heads my way, her hands in her pockets. 
I’ve been avoiding her as best I can. Her face and shoulders are familiar, the shaved head and the way she holds herself. There are scars now those creepy vats of liquid couldn’t heal, but there’s surgery for such things. She’ll look completely like herself again soon. But I’m not looking at the woman I used to know. I fold my fingers into fists so I’m not tempted to make a run for it. 
She looks a little awkward herself. “I appreciate you helping me.”
I nod, then can’t help myself. “Did you watch that video you gave me?”
She shifts, looking at the sky in thought, another familiar gesture. “Part of it. I figured, after a few minutes, there were some things I shouldn’t know, considering I don’t remember you. Besides, I warned myself off for a reason. I figured out enough, I think.”
She probably doesn’t know about my chip. It matters less now, but it’s still a relief. 
“Are you happy?” I ask, remembering the first parts of the video. 
She nods. “Yes, I am.”
I nod again, not knowing what else to say.
“I don’t know what happened, or everything that was going through my head when I did all of those things. I. . .” She pauses, and I’m surprised she’s saying anything at all. “You must have meant a lot to me. For me to have done any of that, and I’m sure I would be happy to know you’re safe.”
I keep nodding, and as she’s turning, manage to say, “If you ever remember anything. . .Yvonne will know where to find me.”
She nods and offers her hand. I shake it carefully, both of us still injured, and watch her climb back into the ship.
Anya is looking up at me.
“You okay?” she asks again. 
I manage a little laugh, but it comes out funny. I don’t have an answer, so I maneuver Bat over to Zane’s shoulder and pick her up. Yvonne has made her way over, talking to Zane and La, and I try not to look at her. I can’t handle more than one person at a time. Anya has her arms around me in a stranglehold.
“It’s just three months, remember?” I ask. “You’ll be really good, then we’ll go on another adventure.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
“Hey Aaron?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
Stars help me. “Love you too, squirt.”
I set her down before I can convince myself otherwise. Yvonne is approaching, arms folded. 
“Did you give it to him?” she asks, and I frown.
“Oh, right!” Anya starts digging around in her pockets, which is a little comical with tears on her cheeks.
“Um, I think your sister already bought me something,” I say as dryly as I can manage. Lalia stands beside my shoulder to take a look.
“Shh,” Anya says, and finally digs a piece of metal out of her pocket, handing it over. It’s a little electric knife similar to the one I lost at some point from Captain stripping me of my weapons. I turn it over in my fingers.
“See, it has stars on it,” Anya says, and points to the little engraved constellations on the hilt. 
I turn it on and off, managing a small laugh, “Did you buy this?”
“Mmm-hmm. With the money I got from the bird at Falla, remember?”
“Oh yes, it’s very beautiful, thank you.”
“You like it?”
“I love it, I won’t ever lose it.”
She gives me another hug around the middle, and I lean over and kiss the top of her head, ignoring Yvonne watching. 
“Go with Audra, all right?” I ask. “She’ll take good care of you.”
Anya nods, giving Bat another hug and running back to the ship. 
Yvonne and I regard each other. I don’t know what I could possibly say, but I suppose I don’t have to say anything at all, not after all this. I kiss her, gently, and we hold one another for a while, her arms wrapped around my neck and keeping my face against her shoulder. She smells sweet, a new soap or perfume, and I commit the feel of her skin against my face to memory. She sighs into my cheek and gives me another kiss. I touch her hair and the edge of her jaw, brushing at the tears along her cheeks. 
Finally, she gives a little nod, then glances at Lalia, nodding at me. “You two make sure he doesn’t fall into a black hole or something.”
Zane gives a little salute. She hugs each one of them again, kisses Bat on the head—he doesn’t even hiss at her—and squeezes my hand without looking, turning for the transport ship with her head down, trotting up the gangplank. Bat jumps to my shoulder, and I hold him under my arm, letting him put his head in my palm beside the little knife held safe between my fingers. Lalia tucks herself under my other arm.
We watch the airlock cycle shut and the ship rise calmly into the shimmering atmosphere. Out the little windows, Anya waves at us, and I see Yvonne’s curls as she looks out. I wave as best I can with both hands occupied. Zane puts himself on my other side, arm around my shoulders. There are other people out in this little private, grassy landing place, and we probably make quite a little ridiculous group.
I watch Anya wave until she’s too small to see as they head back into a familiar section of the stars.



THREE MONTHS LATER



EPILOGUE
Edge is a glimmering point of civilization after a long, wild voyage.
We’ve been here a few days, wanting to be early just in case. Bat has been nothing but antsy since we landed, both unused to large crowds of people and impatient for the princesses.
We’re in a different shipyard, but the feeling is similar. After a few months of uncharted space—more populated than I expected, but with no such thing as ship files, regular fuel, or laws—it’s strange getting all the stares again. 
But I sent a message through to the frequency on Neyla Ve Yvonne gave me before she left, and I’m keeping an eye out for cyborgs. There are shockingly few here. I suppose there isn’t much use for them. I have no idea what’s transpired in the past few months, but I’m not going to let my guard down, not yet. Nothing’s been on the news I’ve been scrolling the last two days, but such things are not to be trusted.
“You know, there’s something about crappy, space station coffee you miss,” Zane says, on his third cup.
“You and caffeine scare me,” I say, taking down inventory on my tablet of everything that will be easiest to stock up on while we’re here.
“Don’t worry, he scares other people on it too,” Lalia says, watching over my shoulder. “He got way too chatty with that man on the asteroid station.”
“I did not,” Zane says, while Bat snickers and tries to steal my own coffee. It has sugar in it, and I slide it away from him. He’s already been running in circles through the manicured lawns next to the landing pad. We’re going to get in trouble.
“I think I’m going to find a place where they sell better-preserved food,” I say, getting up. “That last batch we bought, the pasta was horrific, you know it’s bad when even Bat wasn’t up for the leftovers—”
There’s an ear-shattering shriek, and something slams into me. Taken off guard, I end up on my back on the sweet-smelling grass with one tiny princess clinging to my shoulders. I cough as a laugh manages to choke its way out. I hug her, but she’s already scrambling off me, bouncing and screaming and tackling Lalia next while Zane cracks up. Getting to my feet, I brush the grass off, unable to hide my grin. She looks well. Better than well, actually. Absolutely lively. Her hair has grown out a bit, trimmed more into a little version of the poofed haircut Yvonne had for a while, and she’s much more comfortable with her arms and legs considering she’s currently using them to terrorize Zane and La. Bat scrambles off the table, bounces into the side of her head, and zips off into the undergrowth while Anya takes off in pursuit, yelling his name. 
Zane rubs his ear as if she hurt his hearing. 
Past them, a way down the cute little dirt and pebble path, I spot Yvonne rounding the corner. No cyborgs with her, though I’m certain her parents insisted on one transporting the two princesses back. She spots me and drops the bag she has over her shoulder. 
I make my way down the flower bed to the path and promptly get tackled again, ready for it this time and keeping my footing. She leaps onto me in a way that probably can’t be too comfortable, her legs around my waist. 
Someone passing by gives us a scandalized stare.
I push her hair out of my face and squeeze her tight. She’s not crying this time, but maybe a little close to it, holding onto me with a death grip.
“Come on, now,” I mumble. “Neyla Ve can’t be that boring.”
A laugh bursts out of her, and she releases me enough to grab my face and give me a kiss. So many people are staring I finally set her on her feet, keeping a tight hold anyway. Lalia comes scampering down the flower bed for her own hug. 
“Hey, guess what?” Yvonne asks and has her bracelet display a little screen. A familiar bounty list pops up. I haven’t seen it in forever. It doesn’t really apply if I can’t bring criminals back to Clock.
She scrolls through, and there’s a distinct lack of several high-price bounties. 
“You got them removed?” Lalia’s voice rises an octave. 
“Well, Baba got them removed. He is king, after all. Captain’s still recovering, and whatever’s left of him isn’t much. There’s no saying what he’ll be like when they get him all fixed up for good, but no more bounty hunters coming after the rest of you. Besides, he’s never going to be in a position of power again.”
Slight pity wedges in my chest, but it reminds me, “How’s Audra?”
“Running Amerov. All the other facility leaders are backing her up and helping. She seems pretty happy. She told me she hopes you’re all right.”
My eyes burn, and I squeeze her hand. 
“Oh, and Baba says he’s trusting you to keep us out of trouble.”
Lalia snorts. 
“And that he’ll pay you your full bounty when we get back. And Mama says she’s going to get to meet you next time you get back, even if she has to fly out to Edge herself.”
Well, that should be an experience. Zane has been tackled by Anya and finally makes his way down with her on his back, Bat nested in Anya’s hair. 
“Do you still have your knife?” she asks.
“Of course,” I say, clearing my throat and digging the electric knife out of my pocket, holding it up. “Did you behave?”
“Yes, but they only said three weeks before you have to bring me back!” She sounds so absolutely offended I can’t help another laugh. Really, I’m shocked the king and queen are fine giving over their littlest daughter to a cyborg and his criminal friends for three weeks. 
“Oh, that’s plenty of time to find something to get into,” Bat says. “We got chased out of a space station within two weeks.”
“Oh, stars,” Yvonne says, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Aaron, what did I say about coming back in one piece?”
“Hey, I only have. . .like, three bruises right now.”
“Aaron,” Zane says. “She’s gonna see the others.”
“Only five bruises right now.”
Yvonne gives such a familiar look of exasperation that I can’t do anything other than grin.
•
We don’t stay in Edge for long. Time is limited with Anya before her actual parents need more quality time, so we prep to head off from the station by evening. I finished up inventory with the girl on my heels—Bat crushed in her arms—and Yvonne’s hand in mine and ignored the strange looks we received. 
Zane has been given the ship a once-over while we have time and a nice place to land, and he’s wrapping it up as we return. Lalia went off to a few shops we didn’t, mostly to buy yarn. She’s taken up a little hobby of knitting Bat sweaters, all of which he refuses to wear. Until it’s night and he likes something cozy. Anya’s going to love it.
Dusk has fallen to night, but it’s as good enough time as any to head into the dark of space.
Yvonne and Anya return with me with bags of food, and some final greasy, crappy space station food before we head back into uncharted territory. Anya bounces down into the hull of the ship and holds a giant bag of something over her head.
“We come bearing various meats!” she declares, and I can’t help a laugh.
“Oh, and vegetables, I guess,” she says, when Yvonne passes her with more bags, setting them out on the table in the middle of the room. This ship has plenty of space, including enough for the metal and glass table nicely secured to the floor for when dinner needs to actually be organized. Lalia and Zane are pretty happy with the kitchen, and I can practically feel my cooking skills declining as they always take over the job.
Bat digs into all the paper boxes. Patches—I don’t know what kind of name I expected the badger to give after I named him Bat—noses around in the wrappers before I take the little ferret back to her own bed with her own food, scratching her head.
“Everything looks good!” Zane’s voice echoes from somewhere in the bottom of the ship’s hull, down where the little pod is that we haven’t managed to destroy yet. He climbs back out the stairs and secures the paneling. “This thing sure is a beauty.”
I glance at Yvonne, who wiggles her hips in a little dance, rather proud of herself. She’s wearing some flowy, light dress revealing her shoulders, and I’m sure she keeps trying to show them to me. As if I’m not staring.
Bat starts the ship’s speakers while I let the others unpack the food. Firing up the engines, I check all the airlocks are shut and Zane secured everything back in its place, listening to the gentle purr of the brand-new engines as I raise the vessel into the shimmering atmosphere. There’s nothing, in particular, separating our galaxy from the edge of space, just a distinct knowledge we’re leaving our known world, entering places where the dark between stars is large and planets are undiscovered and unnamed. 
Perhaps Anya can help me find an undiscovered moon—we have a name, after all.
But I know a place we can go first. A small, habitable planet on the edge of the closest neighboring galaxy. It’s a little more populated there, with humanity beginning to branch out and touch the edges of another world. We spent a week there when we first discovered it. It has a funny atmosphere that makes us all too light, similar to Taloon, but it’s covered in lakes, populated with swarms of butterflies. 
Anya will implode with happiness.
Yvonne weaves her arms around my middle, watching the computer, the little dot of our ship in the dark of space, and the galaxies we’re heading toward. It’s dark out the wide port windows, and billions of stars shine. Bat is laughing about something with Anya, Zane, and La’s voices melding into the conversation. There’s a warmth and comfort in my chest, the unhindered freedom of new space on the outside of the ship’s walls, my friends on the inside. I weave my fingers through Yvonne’s, my other hand setting the autopilot.
The engines take to life, and Edge becomes a pinpoint of light behind us as we head homeward into the space between the stars.



THE END
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