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ONE
My head throbs. 
As consciousness returns, everything swims. My bones ache as if they’ve been taken out and reinserted—a sensation I’m shockingly familiar with—but that can’t be correct. It’s just left-over programming from my less-than-human side. 
I shake my head. Sharp, pinching pain travels from my temples to the base of my neck. My injured knee pulses shots of liquid heat up my thigh. A strange sensation tightens the muscle along the side of my neck. What is that? I grind my jaw, but it doesn’t go away. There’s a hum surrounding me. We’re flying. . .
Oh.
Oh no.
Shit. 
My head isn’t restrained, so I raise it an inch. My neck pops. The air is chilly, a metal seat beneath me, arms fastened behind my back. Wrists cold. Handcuffs. My pant leg is ripped and bloody, but the injury has been tended to—it’s not bleeding, and there’s something white poking out from under the tear, perhaps gauze. 
No one’s talking, just the quiet drone of a sleek Amerov engine.
How are we flying?
There was an asteroid storm and we couldn’t leave Taloon’s surface. A small Amerov vessel isn’t immune to such danger.
There’s a viewport to my left, small and round. Stars pass. We’re definitely flying. How long have I been out?
Two cyborgs sit with backs to me at the front of the ship, at the controls. A third is here as well, not in the same uniform, but with his feet propped on the base of the other seat as if he owns the place. Captain? Panic makes it difficult to breathe, but it’s not him. It’s not even built like him. 
Get a grip, Aaron.
Bat is safe. Zane grabbed hold of him. They’ll take care of him until I figure out my way out of this. They’ll help him.
Something shifts to my left and I twitch, expecting another number. No. Princess. She’s restrained as well, but her cuffs aren’t nearly as uncomfortable or heavy-duty as mine. Smart of them. She’s staring ahead, black hair tangled and sticking every which way. A bruise has formed on her cheek, and she’s still wearing my old jacket, now peppered with tears and slightly singed on the cuffs of one sleeve. 
Right, the exploding crystal.
She doesn’t appear upset. If anything, her expression is. . .
expectant? Of course. We’re heading to Amerov. For some reason.

Which is precisely where she wants to be. Not under this situation, and not with her willpower taken, but we’re heading right for the cyborg planet.
What changed their minds? Shouldn’t they have taken us to Neyla Ve? Princess’ parents are there, and Captain’s more likely to be there as well given all the trouble she’s caused.
I’d rather be there. I’d rather not be trapped at all—but the royal planet has a better chance of escape than Amerov.
After a long minute, she turns. I don’t know what I expect from her gaze, but she winces. Perhaps my expression matches how terrible I feel. Or I look more like death than usual. I glance around and raise a shoulder, trying to ask her what’s going on without letting the numbers know I’m awake. She only gives a tiny shrug in return. 
She doesn’t look nearly as annoyed with my mere existence as she was on Taloon, but perhaps she’s realized while nothing will happen to her, I’ll have my humanity ripped from me. It’s not as if she cares, but maybe she’s sympathetic enough to feel a little bad.
I must’ve been out for more than a day. Every joint is stiff and, though I hadn’t had much to eat or drink on Taloon, a bathroom trip would be nice. My mouth is dry. How close are we to Amerov? We must be nearby. Taloon wasn’t far to begin with, and Amerov ships are fast compared to my old thing. I can’t see out the viewport well, but there’s a definite shimmer of a nearby sun. Bluish in tint. 
Amerov’s star is blue.
It’s a supergiant with its lone planet spinning slow and gray in the twilight hours. When I was a child and first got my new eyes—long before they’d glitch out—I’d lie on my bunk at Facility Nineteen and stare out the port window at the aching blue-gray of the sky. A sad, upset ocean. At night, everything was slightly bluer in hue than any planet I’ve visited since.
Audra’s office had a broad, crystal-clear window along the farthest wall. She let me sit on the sill and read with my new eyes, and I could see the vast array of stony landscape for miles upon miles, and the silhouette of the nearest sister facility. In the springtime, azure flowers bloomed low to the ground, the only sign of life and growth on the otherwise barren landscape. It should be autumn there now, so everything will be gray and rocky. Similar to Taloon, but with no crystals.
If we’re coming into the star system, we’re close.
What do I do?
No hiding in Audra’s office for me this time. A cold surgery table and a chip for the back of my neck. How will Captain respond when he sees I’ve never had one? I suppose it doesn’t matter—either way, I’ll be getting one. 
Screaming won’t help, but I want to.
Closing my eyes, I breathe. Princess’ gaze is still on me, but I can’t let it be a distraction. I need to think. Would I rather die? Would I? I’ve told myself such—death is a better alternative to what humanity I’ve scrapped together being taken. It would be a quicker decision if not for Bat. But once Captain’s done with me, I won’t remember him. If I do, I won’t care. 
Captain could use me to lure him and the siblings in, and I wouldn’t mind for a moment.
My pulse starts up behind my ears, and I force myself to take slower breaths until it calms. Filling my lungs to bursting and letting them out slowly. Panicking will make it worse.
I work at my cuffs as quietly as possible. They’re tight, not much room to work with. Still no plan. Even if I manage to break them—I’ve done it once before, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience—I have a weak leg and no element of surprise. They’ll probably shoot me again before I can even lunge. Even if they’re programmed not to kill me, another shot in my one working leg will be the end of my escape attempts. They have weapons and enhancements far surpassing mine, and they’re not even high-level numbers.
Sharp, tight edges of the cuffs cut the frail skin of my inner wrist. My hands are only now starting to not hurt. If I can just get one free. . .
I have no element of surprise, but they won’t expect me to hurt myself. One thing I’ve learned from years of evading Amerov: other numbers with their chips intact don’t understand my desire to remain human. Captain certainly doesn’t, but the low-level soldiers don’t either. Although I fought them on Taloon, I’d be willing to bet they won’t expect anything more desperate.
With a shuddering dip, the ship eases into a shimmering atmosphere.
Throwing up won’t help, Aaron. I swallow aggressively.
We’re skimming low over the planet’s surface. The numbers aren’t speaking. I wish they would. It’s freakishly quiet over the ship’s soft purr, with no noise to cover my escape attempts. Clouds pass the viewport, then the occasional blip of land. Amerov isn’t much to see when there’s no facility nearby. Stone and sometimes leftover metal from buildings long abandoned, before Captain made this planet a proper home for his creations. I’ve no clue where we are, but we must be heading for Facility One. Ground zero. Captain’s facility.
He must be there.
Tugging on the cuffs sends needles of pain up my wrist. I grind my teeth until my body dials it down to the manageable throbbing of my other injuries. A drop of blood hits the floor. I catch it with my brand-new ears. Then another drop. Another.
Please, please, don’t hear me.
Princess is watching. Her expression might be horrified or something else. Not hopeful, certainly. She looks upset. Not as if it matters.
I don’t have much, but I have my stupid little ship and that snarky little animal to care for. I’m not losing it because Captain got his panties in a bunch over an unregistered number and Princess got spotted on Taloon. 
Still don’t know how that happened.
I work the fingers of my other hand around the cuff, trying to pull harder without shifting in my chair and drawing attention. Some sort of bar blocks me from simply pulling my bound hands up and over the back of the seat, but if I can get one hand out, both will be free. More drops of blood and searing pain. Princess grinds her jaw, looking sick, and turns her head, watching the cyborgs.
She hasn’t alerted them to my attempts. I don’t know why, but I’m not in the position to question.
Almost there.
My eyes water. Nope, no crying. No puking, and no crying.
Something on the ship’s comm beeps. One of the numbers hits a button and mumbles into the comm behind his ear, but I can’t discern the words. If they’re talking to someone at Facility One, we’re getting closer.
Bracing my foot against the metal bottom of my seat, I yank forward. There’s a pop as the metal in my thumb joint dislocates. I don’t have time to make a sound before the biggest male is leaping to his feet. He’s mere steps from me, and grabs me by the back of the neck in an instant, shoving my head down between my knees, hand going to the weapon on his thigh. With my uninjured hand, I grab the bloodied cuff and ram the jagged piece up with as much force as my synthetic muscles have. Right into his jaw.
Princess shrieks, flailing away in her seat. The female number lunges toward me, reaching for her own gun. I don’t have time.
No time.
Bracing back against the chair, I shove the lifeless number with my good leg, flinging his heavy body against her, trying to grab his gun in the process. The handle slips from my bloody grasp. The smaller female number crashes back under the weight of the male, knocking the third number out of his seat as well. She hits the controls, head cracking on the panel.
The ship goes straight into a nosedive.
Momentum throws me out of my seat, head connecting with the base of Princess’ seat. Pain spreads above my eyebrow. Forcefields shimmer to life around the seats, but Princess is the only one safe inside hers, legs flailing as her upper body is still held to the chair.
The female number grabs the manual joystick. It doesn’t respond. Swearing, she shoves the big number off her, trying to right herself as the ship flails.
“What did you do?” she shrieks at me.
Broke something, obviously, I think, something resembling a hysterical giggle trying to bubble up. A screaming alarm sobers me.
The other male had been trying to get to me, but the spiraling ship is making it impossible. He gives up at the shrill alarm, hand behind his ear on his comm, trying to send for help.
No one’s going to help us, but I don’t want any more numbers heading for the area. I kick at his hand, knocking it off the comm, and the spinning ship takes care of the rest.
Scrambling back with one hand as best I can, I dive behind the chair I just escaped, trying to get the most out of the forcefield uselessly surrounding my empty seat. Princess’ mouth is open, eyes panicked, hair flailing.
“Hold on!” I try to call.
There’s a noise shattering the earth.



TWO
Dust fills my throat. Coughing, I attempt to suck clean air into my lungs. The air is thick, and I choke and gasp for what feels like hours before I take a clean breath. 
Clean enough for being full of ash and smoke.
My mouth is bitter. Rolling onto my knees, elbows on the ground, I spit and rest my forehead between my arms. My ears don’t shriek and rattle, but the minute I try to crack my eyes open, they blink and flash and shoot even more pain into my temples until I squeeze them shut. Even in darkness, the world spins and dips.
For minutes I can’t count, I lay still and attempt to catalog whether or not I’m dying. Certainly feels like it. My knee begins to throb from the way I’m sitting, and I roll onto my side, back bumping against a piece of metal, hot but not burning. Is anyone else alive? If the other numbers made it, they’d probably be up by now, but all I hear are small crackling flames and the noises of the ship’s remnants settling into wherever we’ve crashed.
No sound from Princess, but I’m holding out hope she pulled through.
Those cyborgs are tougher models, but they were right in the nose of the ship. If I was with them, I’d be dead, no question. I’m surprised I’m not already. Princess was strapped in near the back with the emergency shield around her, so she had the best chance.
Previous injuries are returning to the forefront of my mind. My knee. My hand. I don’t even want to look. The thumb is dislocated, but I’m sure I did some damage to the skin as well. They were just healing. The crash in general makes me feel as if someone’s removed my bones, whacked them on the stony ground, and shoved them back in the wrong way. Even more than before. My ribs are cracked again, if not broken. I don’t even need to touch them to know.
Screw this entire month.
Slowly, I scoot into a sitting position, head spinning until it adjusts to being upright. Without looking, I pinch my thumb in my good hand and pop it back into place, managing not to scream. The pain’s a little better after my eyes stop watering. They flicker with oranges and reds from the burning ship, my normal sight showing me how mangled it is. A small fire flickers nearby, a bit of smoke. I’m not sure where the crystal is, but I’m glad the engines are built to contain them. Can’t have ships exploding when they crash.
Leaning an elbow against the nearest lump of metal—the wing?—I shove myself to my feet with a groan, gritting my teeth. My shot knee doesn’t take too kindly to my weight. I finger around in the ripped pant leg to get a look at what stopped the bleeding. Something gummy and green in nature concealed by gauze. I don’t know what medical miracle this stuff is, but it and the gauze should keep dirt and grime out. 
At least they patched me up before hauling me off to get my humanity stripped.
Limping through the wreckage, hand to my stomach where I don’t need to look at it, I search for Princess, keeping an eye out for the two numbers. The third one, the big male, definitely won’t be getting up. He was probably dead before the ship even hit the planet. 
The thought makes me swallow. Shouldn’t bother me by this point, but my stomach keeps churning.
Stumbling amongst the wreckage, I find the chair Princess is strapped to. The forcefield shimmers, and I feel around the bottom of the seat until I find the emergency release to the seatbelt, and the shield powers down along with the belt. A cut splits the side of her forehead—must’ve whacked it on the metal chair—and dusts coats every inch of her, turning her dark skin an odd shade of rock-gray, but she’s breathing.
Miraculously.
“Hey,” I say, not wanting to shake her. “Hey, come on, wake up.”
Nothing. Sighing, I nudge her with my boot. She groans. Hopefully, there’s no concussion.
With another moan, she turns her head in my direction and gives a soft, weak shriek. Right, I probably look a horror. I untangle the loose straps on the seat—funny how the numbers never strapped me in—and step away so she doesn’t panic.
“Try to get up. I don’t want to stay here if they managed to call the mayday in.”
She swears in a rather personal way, but rolls into a sitting position and spits blood and dust same as I did. While she stands and stumbles out of my line of sight, I tentatively turn over scraps of metal to look under the control panel. Three mangled forms. If they’re alive, Amerov will find them eventually. I wouldn’t put too much stock in it.
Gritting my teeth, I fumble around in the pockets of the closest one until I find the key to my cuffs, using my teeth to unlock the bracelet still hanging on my undamaged wrist. I search the rest of their pockets, but there’s nothing but a tablet shattered into sharp glass and a pack of gum.
I get a good look at the big number I killed. Jaw bleeding and twisted.
For whatever reason, it tips me over the edge. Stumbling out of the wreckage and onto the cold stone of the planet, I cough as my stomach finally rebels on me. I haven’t eaten in days by this point, so all I choke on is burning bile, which kills my cracked ribs. My throat burns, my eyes watering, and I spit the bitter taste from my mouth.
They’re much closer to me than humans are. Now they’re dead. Not for the first time recently, but it doesn’t matter.
In the wreckage, I find a square, metal canteen of filtered water. The remnants of my tablet. My gun they confiscated, an old friend in the rubble. What used to be a first aid kit by the looks of it’s been smashed beyond recognition. I find one of their discarded coats and wrap my wrist and hand as best as I can. The bleeding needs to stop. If I’m lucky, I won’t get it any dirtier. Touching it makes me want to throw up again. I sip water instead.
Fiddling with the console does me no good. I was hoping a comm would be working enough for me to try the frequency of the siblings’ ship, but the fire has started in this area. Wires are burned, metal twisted and smashed. Even Bat wouldn’t be able to put it back together.
“Here,” I say, finding Princess with her head between her knees outside the wreckage. “Just a sip or two, it’s all we have.”
She snatches the canteen, takes a mouthful, and punches the lid back into place. Now she’s awake and less dazed, her eyes spell murder. It isn’t an unfamiliar look.
“What. . .the hell. . .were you thinking?”
Oh, I do not want another pissing match with her. “Well, believe it or not, crashing was not part of the plan.”
I limp down the outcropping of rock we’ve wrecked on, trying to keep my weight off my right leg. Second ship crash this month. Lovely. I was just beginning to heal.
“Where are you going?”
“To try to figure out where we are.”
“Where we are? We’re in the middle of nowhere!”
I turn down my hearing aids. 
“I can tell you just turned those stupid things down!” she hollers enough it’s quite clear even as an echo.
Relatively speaking, we’re lucky where we crashed. Not near any Amerov facility, though the outline on the horizon is likely to be Facility One. They wouldn’t have seen a small ship go down. Hopefully. I don’t see ships in the distance heading our way, so I’m holding out hope the mayday didn’t go through.
A few dozen yards away, the stony ground gives completely. A giant canyon. Well, that could’ve gone even worse. I stop about halfway between the wreckage and where the earth disappears. Other rubble litters the ground. Ancient. Decaying into the stone, tufts of what few grasses manage to grow here sprouting from the edges. It’s too far gone to make out specifically what it used to be, but I think I know.
We crashed beside an abandoned facility.
Remnants of building foundations line up. I turn in a circle. This one was smaller than the average modern facility. Probably one of the originals. Before Captain’s time. Did the canyon have something to do with its abandonment? Or was it simply too out-of-date to be worth the upkeep?
Either way, hopefully, something’s left I can use to try to call Bat or the siblings. So long as I can find a way in. I remember hearing some of the early facilities used to be more underground. Finding my way to a small outcropping of rock, I lean over the edge as much as I dare on my injured leg. 
On either side of the canyon, the wreckage of a massive structure mars the cliff sides. Not much is solid. Remains of rooms and catwalks stretch along the stony drop. What seems to be a bridge across the gorge is now only a few supporting poles and thick wires. I search for signs of working ships, but nothing is on the surface. They wouldn’t have left those, anyway. But maybe in the tunnels running beneath our feet, there’s something broken but repairable.
Far in the distance, I take another glance at the outline of Facility One.
What a wasteland.
Did this place blow up? Amerov certainly works with volatile enough equipment accidents have happened in the past, when technology was less developed. I shudder.
Princess says something I don’t catch, then shouts, “What are you looking for?”
Sighing then wincing at my ribs, I turn my ears back up. “A way in.”
She glances around. “In?”
“Abandoned facility, a bunch of it’s still underground.” I start kicking around the stony ground. There must be a place where an elevator once went down. Or stairs.
Her face is pointed toward the outline of Facility One.
“No,” I say before she can suggest it.
“What?”
“No, I’m not going there.”
She raises an eyebrow. “I am.”
My boot comes into contact with something metal and ringing. Brushing away pebbles and centuries of dust, a trapdoor reveals itself. I smile a little, which hurts my sore skin pushing against the metal in my face.
At least now, we won’t be visible wandering the planet’s surface. Who knows how far Amerov’s tech has advanced. No one around doesn’t mean we aren’t being watched. Bots patrol the outskirts of facilities. We’re far enough they shouldn’t venture here, but I never know.
“Did you hear me?” Princess asks.
I stare. If she heads into the wilderness, there goes my bounty. Standing on Amerov, no ship, no allies, injured, barely a weapon. . .
I struggle and find myself unable to care. I need to get out of here. Back to Bat. And, strangely enough, back to the siblings. In comparison, I don’t give a damn what she does.
“Have fun,” I say.
She looks sufficiently surprised, glancing again at the horizon. “Really? That’s it?”
With a great deal of difficulty and every single injury complaining, I use my uninjured hand to find the edge of the trapdoor and haul the rusty hinges open. My shredded ego barely managed to stop me from groaning.
“Do you want me to stop you?”
“No, I’m just trying to figure out if you know something I don’t.”
Carefully, I sit on the trapdoor’s edge and glance down. Darkness greets me. But so do catwalks of staircases. I test it with my foot and it only squeaks a little.
“I don’t know what you want me to say. We’ve gone over this before. If you want to walk up to the front doors of the facility, have at it. Captain will pick you up under the armpits like a toddler, deposit you in a ship, and haul you back to Neyla Ve. Walking up to the facility is not going to get you into whatever section you want to be in. You don’t even know if the person you’re looking for is in Facility One. But it’s your life, and you’re obviously too thick to be reasoned with, so. . .I don’t care. Have fun. Don’t fall into a canyon on your way there.”
Shoving the trapdoor further aside, I descend into the abandoned facility.



THREE
A catwalk stretches over a vast chamber. Massive. Large enough to fit several star ships, but not large enough for Captain’s.
A shuffling follows me. Glancing over my shoulder, I find Princess sitting on the edge of the trapdoor, leaning in to take a look. She’s wincing at every movement. I may have more injuries, but her body is human, she probably took the crash quite badly even in her protective shield.
 I don’t bother speaking. If she wants to follow me, fine. Maybe the idea of trekking so far across the planet by herself freaks her out—I doubt it, not with all the steps she took to leave Neyla Ve and hunt down an unregistered number. Maybe she realizes I’m correct.
Though it’s pointless, I try to spot signs of life in the vast hangar. Who knows what used to be housed here. Rubble is too far gone to be familiar. Facility Nineteen’s largest space held everything from hovercraft to star ships to a menagerie of equipment. Weapons and crystals were ferried in and out. People in and out. 
Well, people in. Cyborgs out.
Individual chambers should be further in. 
Eventually, the catwalk leads to stairs—Princess is still following—every step an unending echo into the vast chamber. Well, if anyone’s here, they’ll have heard us by now.
“What’s the plan now?” Princess asks. She’s over the screaming, exhaustion tugging at her voice.
“Trying to find something I can use down here. Maybe not a run-down ship, I’m sure they hauled them all out when they abandoned this place. But maybe there are still some old radios around.”
“Wouldn’t they scrap those for parts too?”
“Depends on what happened to this place. If there was some sort of meltdown, they might’ve just left the small tech. It would be centuries outdated by now, at least.”
“But you think it’ll still work?”
“Who knows. Better than not trying. Unless you have an idea not involving hiking to Facility One.”
She’s quiet. But even if we find a radio, I don’t know what use it’ll be to me. Amerov has high regulations to get into the atmosphere. Bat and the siblings won’t be able to just head in and pick us up. Unlike other planets, Amerov has no cities or populated areas outside the main facilities. They’re the only ‘cities’ on the planet. Nowhere to steal a ship.
But I need to try. Maybe Bat or the siblings will have an idea my spinning head can’t grasp.
“Speaking of problems, wanna tell me what happened on Taloon? Turn my back for five seconds and you’re being hauled off.”
She stares at the ceiling of the hangar. “No idea. We were just standing there trying to watch whatever bullshit you were doing, and the cyborg and a bunch of human security just came over. . .do you. . .think it was Myssa?”
Same thought occurred to me, and Princess sounds as unhappy about the implication as I do. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter by this point.”
“Hmm,” she grunts. “What was all that about the private bounty list thing with your name?”
I grimace. In all the chaos, I’d forgotten why the numbers dragged me off in the first place. My name’s on some sort of list of dangerous numbers. A new development. Even back on Amethyst, none of the cyborgs we ran into mentioned anything. And I don’t have access to it.
Another question to add to the list for Audra.
“No idea.”
“Oh. Well. . .did you get those animals free? I heard a lot of crashing.”
The reminder almost brings a smile, but everything hurts too much, even with my body toning it down. “Yeah. There was only one number guarding and he wasn’t paying attention.”
“How many years did you spend here?”
I stop dead in the middle of the stairs. Is she serious? “You think you get to ask me questions like that when you refuse to tell me who you’re trying to break out?”
“I already told you it’s none of your business, you haven’t told me I can’t ask questions about you being here—”
“Must be a boyfriend,” I mutter, putting my back to her and continuing down the metal steps. My knee is considerably not happy, and I can feel the patterns of the metal through the soles of my boots. “No one gets this huffy unless it’s about their sex lives.”
“What do you know about sex lives?”
Rude. “I’ve collected bounties for plenty of oddballs over the years. You’d be surprised.”
“What facility were you in?”
“Nineteen,” I say, because it’s not worth the headache for just the number.
“What was it like?”
Clamping my jaw, I work on ignoring her. We reach the bottom of the stairs, and I lean against the rusted railing, easing off my leg. At least my hand isn’t bleeding through my coat. The chamber is as wide as Taloon’s but empty enough that it feels twice as large. Princess edges into my line of sight. Maybe I should turn my ears back down. . .
“I just want to know if it was awful for only you, or for everyone.”
I’m uncertain how to respond, and I mean to ignore her, but words blurt out anyway, “Why do you think it was only awful for me?”
“You don’t look like any other cyborg I’ve seen. And I’ve seen plenty of unregistered.”
“Because I’m ugly.” It isn’t a question.
She has the decency to avoid eye contact, taken aback. “Look, I just want to know if it was awful.”
“Does it matter?”
“Yes.”
“And why is that?”
“It just does.”
“It just does? You’ve spent the last week being as unpleasant to me as possible, and you’re suddenly interested in how awful it was—”
She flings her hands in the air. “My sister. My sister is in Facility One, okay?”
I stare. She folds her arms around herself, staring at the ground. Covered in blood and dust and torn clothes—still wearing my old coat—she doesn’t look nearly like the woman I picked up on Amethyst.
Her sister.
Her sister. 
Good grief. Zane and Lalia would’ve been much more sympathetic if she’d decided to mention this little tidbit of information.
Vaguely, I recall the royals having two children now it’s brought to my attention. But I didn’t even think to search if she had siblings.
This makes even less sense than before.
“I am. . .very confused.”
Helplessly, she gives another shrug. “We got in a bad accident, okay? Hovercar went out of its mind. Some sort of super rare glitch. She barely made it.”
“So she’s here because Captain’s doctors saved her life?”
“I thought you don’t like him.”
“I don’t like him because of my personal problems. In relationship to everyone else, he’s fine I guess.”
She goes quiet, and I wait until a full minute passes. “And?”
“She’s just. . .she’s been there a long time, and Captain won’t let us see her. He gives us regular updates, but something. . .
doesn’t feel right, that’s all.”
“You took off from Neyla Ve and made a pact with a cyborg on something doesn’t feel right?”
She scowls. “Yes, robot, I did. And I can’t explain it to you.”
Right. Sure. “You realize he’s not letting you see her because he doesn’t get why you need to.”
Blank confusion replaces the irritated scowl. “What? Why?”
“Well, he doesn’t get human emotions. From his point of view, if he’s saving her life, there’s nothing you being there can do for her. All you’ll do is get in his way and—since you’ve made a point of telling me he doesn’t like you—annoy him. He has zero expectations for emotional damage, and neither do any of the people around him who might advise him otherwise.”
She stares at the floor, chewing the inside of her lip.
“Why don’t your parents just order him to let you see her?”
Shaking her head, she sits on the bottom step. “They want to see her too, but they trust Captain’s judgment. He has them convinced he’s doing what’s best for her and this is the way it should be, and he’s convinced them they’re too hysterical to see the situation clearly. And that he sees it clearly. I guess they believe so much in the person who’s had so much power even before they were elected they just. . .listen to him. It’s infuriating.”
“But you don’t listen to him.”
A nose wrinkle. “No.”
“Why? Do you think he’d hurt her?”
“Are you sure you’re not taking his side?”
“No, I’m just trying to figure out why you’re not. I mean, I understand why you want to see her, but don’t you trust him? He’s obviously going to do everything in his power to make sure she’s healed and fully repaired. And you don’t seem the type to care much if she ends up with some implants. Plenty of people have those. It doesn’t make her a cyborg. It’s not as if he’s going to put a chip in her.”
“I don’t care about implants. . .” she murmurs.
“How old is she?”
“Almost eleven.”
Swallowing, I stare across the hangar. The canyon seems to have cut straight down the middle of the ancient facility. Instead of giant doors, the gorge is visible, cables hanging across, broken metal of the second half of the building visible along the opposite canyon wall.
Ten years old. I’d been the same age.
“How long has she been here?”
“About three months.”
“That’s not very long if the injuries were bad enough she had to be sent here.” Hospitals on Neyla Ve are sure to be state-of-the-art. If Captain had her transported to Amerov, it must’ve been a hell of a situation.
Princess whispers, “I know.”
“Then why all the theatrics?”
“Because you’re basically human too. I don’t know what’s going on with your chip, but you’re not at all like them, you’re practically human. Would you choose the way you are for a child?”
Damn, the silence hurts. She stares at the ground, but she’s not wrong. But she doesn’t know my story. I had been a child.
“No, but you don’t need to worry about such a fate for her. She won’t end up like me. She won’t look like me even if she gets some implants. They’ll do a nice and tidy little job on her, she’s the princess after all. It isn’t remotely the same situation in the slightest.”
Princess shakes her head, standing and brushing her pants though every inch of her is still covered in dust, heading off into the hangar. “I’m not afraid of her looking like you, I’m afraid of her feeling as alone as you feel.”
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It’s a silent walk after the last comment. For a while, I lead the way through the rubble. What am I supposed to say?
What does she even know about me?
I’m not lonely. And just because she’s latched on to my particular situation doesn’t mean there’s any relation to her sister whatsoever.
She doesn’t even know I was a child on Amerov.
I shouldn’t be giving her comment the time of day.
I stomp a little too hard and hiss, my knee trying to give out on me. “Dammit.”
Princess eyeballs me from a safe distance of a dozen feet. “Do you think anyone’s down here?”
Not based on the dust. “They don’t generally return to places they’ve abandoned.”
“Can’t tell if that’s comforting or not.”
Comforting to me.
“You still didn’t tell me how long you spent here.”
After the last comment? Right. “We don’t need to keep up the small talk.”
“Doesn’t seem like ‘small talk’ to me.”
“Fine, we don’t have to keep up a deep conversation.”
“You know, I can argue with you all day until you tell me. Seems that option would be much more annoying.”
“Or I could punch your lights out.”
“Don’t think you will.”
“Then you’re not too bright.”
“Then, technically, there wouldn’t be any lights to punch out.”
I press my lips together.
“I’ll tell you something about me?”
“What would I care to know about you?” I already know what I wanted—who she’s here trying to find. Which is still giving me a headache.
“Rude. Real rude.” She’s caught up, close enough to touch now. Trying to stretch out her arms, she only trips over a piece of debris as we approach the nearest hangar wall. “Let’s see. You really have it in for Captain. . .what can I tell you. . .”
“I do not have it in—”
“Oh! Here’s a good one! My parents were elected when I was eight. Which means we picked up everything and moved to Neyla Ve. Which means I moved a few star systems away from all my friends. And when you’re eight, that’s the end of the world. So, me being the drama queen I am—”
“At least you see yourself clearly.”
“Don’t interrupt. Me, being the drama queen I am, stole a hovercraft and took off on a joyride across Lake Gi, which is this giant body of water the capital building sits next to. Amerov always escorts the royal family in—first time I met ForceZero, too—but since we were just getting in for the first time with all the election celebrations and stupidity, Captain and his cronies were escorting us personally. Show of force and respect and such shit.”
I try not to smile. Why is she being nice to me? Her tone is suddenly much more casual.
“Which means my parents had an absolute fit about me running off, so Captain had to scurry his little butt into his own hovercraft and chase me down. Apparently, he tried to send one of his lackeys, which would’ve made more sense, but my mother was so upset she kept asking him personally to do it until he kinda had to or he would’ve looked disrespectful.”
Without meaning to, I snort. My bruised ribs don’t appreciate it.
She presses her lips together. “Yeah, exactly. He caught me, of course. I’d never driven a hovercraft and I was eight, and he’s what? A few hundred years old? He caught up to me in an hour. Us being escorted to Neyla Ve was the first time I’d met a cyborg, so, ya know, I found Captain absolutely terrifying. Doesn’t help he’s a giant. So, when he caught up to me, eight-year-old logic was if he scared me, I had to annoy him within an inch of his life. Because I knew he couldn’t actually do anything to me. Royalty and such. He was practically tasked with my personal protection. So, I was sitting in the back seat of his hovercraft heading home, and I had this book of rhyming kid’s songs I’d been reading. . .”
She stops long enough to giggle to herself.
“It’s one of those songbooks little kids have where the songs are cute for the first three minutes, then you want to pull your ears off. . .er”—She sends an obvious glance toward my ears before plowing forward—“So, I’m sitting in the hovercraft shrieking this song at the top of my lungs all the way back to the capital building. I can’t even remember the lyrics, I just remember it annoyed my parents so I decided to sing it at Captain. Ever seen an eccentric, ancient person who prides themselves on always being right and above everyone else absolutely want to murder someone but knowing it’s irrational?”
She’s grinning at the ground, and I force a laugh not to bubble up. Bat would get a kick out of this, but I’m not going to laugh at her stupid story just because she’s weirdly trying to be nice all of a sudden. Maybe she feels guilty about the earlier comment. Not likely.
Plus, I’m still salty over my engine.
“And you know the best part?” she asks, another giggle building as she follows me past a door sitting on its hinges. I stop in the doorway to look at her. “I can tell he still hates me for it. Every time I see him, and he’s still a solid foot taller than me, at a minimum. . .every time I see him, he gives me this look. This tiny little look from the corner of his eye, right before he acts normal and formal and everything, as if he’s remembering he runs the most powerful planet in the galaxy but my parents threw such a hissy fit he had to scuttle out and babysit an eight-year-old who screamed at him the whole way home. And it’s hilarious.”
She puts her hands on her knees and giggles harder, clutching her ribs and leaning against the wall. She’s probably bruised as I am. “Ow, dammit.”
“Fine, that was a decent story,” I tell her, abandoning the empty room.
The hallway we find ourselves in is partially collapsed. I’m becoming more and more certain this place suffered some type of disaster. Even ancient Amerov buildings aren’t going to simply decay in so extreme a way with time. Rust and collect dust, sure. But this is bad. Eerie. I shudder.
Princess stumbles after me. “Actually, I take it back. The best part, knowing all the backstory, is now he has to hunt me down and deliver me back to my parents. Again.”
She cackles, then claps a hand over her mouth when the noise ricochets off the vast space in a thousand responding voices. I stop to glance at her. She’s matched my grumpy attitude the last week—mostly because she wasn’t getting her way. Not as if I’m going to admit it, but she’s not nearly so bad when she’s not being demanding.
Or not trying to sabotage my ship because I didn’t cooperate exactly as she was expecting.
But watching her giggle to herself, eyes watering, makes it a struggle not to laugh in return. My ribs ache when I hold my breath.
“I can see you trying not to laugh,” she snickers, pointing at my face in a less insulting way than what usually happens when humans decide to point at me.
Biting my cheeks, I sit on something resembling a slab of metal along the wall and wait for her to calm down. I shouldn’t be amused just because she was a little pleasant for two seconds. Though it was a funny story. And I can picture Captain’s expression perfectly. Maybe I’m slaphappy. Exhaustion and pain tug me down. Yeah, definitely loopy.
“Oh God,” she wheezes. “I’m glad nobody’s here. I’m too loud.”
“At least you’re self-aware.”
“Oh, shut up.” She doesn’t sound annoyed. “Ow.”
Sitting along the opposite wall, she leans her head against the metal and closes her eyes. For a moment, I consider napping. But someone’s bound to discover the crash if they haven’t already. And when they do, they’ll realize two bodies are missing and search the abandoned area.
I don’t know what to do, but napping isn’t it.
“Come on, we can’t stay here.”
“Well, technically,” she mutters, “I can, you’re the one worried about Captain.”
“You’re right, see ya.”
“Ugh, fine, I’m coming, jeez.”
Her steps are uneven, but she keeps up. We’re likely deep underground by now, light from the hangar no longer visible, just dreary enough I manage to see my way. Not much messes with my eyes down here, just the heat blob of Princess behind me and the cold of the metal structure and earth beyond. Every so often, a small flash of orange appears, barely the size of my fist. Rats, maybe. Or whatever passes for rats on Amerov. Facility Nineteen didn’t have pests. I don’t remember what’s native to this planet—it isn’t much.
Princess has a hand on her ribs, sticking closer to me than usual. Which reminds me. . .
“So, why did you decide to follow me? I thought you were going to hike to Facility One.”
I push a door at the end of the hallway. It’s locked, which is a good sign something important was once, or still is, behind it. I pry with my good hand until the corroded lock gives and put my shoulder to it to shove it open on screaming rusty hinges.
Princess is staring at the ground. “Well, what you said—oh my God.”
The room is lined with cyborgs.
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Metal bodies.
My heartbeat slows to a reasonable rhythm. A dull echo shimmers among what faint light enters the room as I approach the nearest row, touching the icy metal of a disjointed leg.
Whispering, Princess creeps up behind me. “Were they—”
“People? I doubt it.”
“Doubt it?”
“Maybe this was a start at robotic bodies. This place is old enough they may not have perfected the technique. Or they were just parts waiting for human bodies.”
She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “So, just to be clear. . .we’re not standing in some sort of graveyard?”
Does she sound sick because the idea freaks her out? Or because of the horrifying implication?
I’ve seen such rooms on Facility Nineteen. Full cyborgs in their containers, sleeping, lined up in rooms upon rooms, surrounded in fluid healing their human flesh from the trauma of the augmentations. I’ve been in one myself, probably more than the average given my illness, eternally drowning in the chilly suspension, tubes down my throat. Unconscious, for the most part, but conscious moments happened. They’re helpful pieces of technology. Fantastic, actually. If I have it my way, I’ll never be in one again, though away from Amerov I have few opportunities to be. Most hospitals, even the big-money ones on Amethyst, don’t yet have access to such high-grade technology. I’m sure they’re beginning to trickle in, but not to the full degree.
But these bodies are out in the thin air, with metal skeletons and deteriorated wires. I’ve seen the type of tech implanted in my body, and it was far sleeker and high-grade, even if I’m an old model now. No traces of human flesh cling to these parts. I can imagine, but it’s my mind running away with the idea.
Cold creeps its fingers along my skin. “No graveyard, I think it’s just parts storage.”
“Why are they left here?”
“No idea. Maybe by the time anyone felt safe to come back, the tech was so out of date that it would’ve been a waste of time. Metal parts aren’t rare, it’s not as if they abandoned a bunch of crystals down here.” 
I walk the row of corroding metal. Not much chance of something useful being here—a weapon or radio transmitter or something I haven’t yet considered—but it’s worth a check. Nothing so advanced as my eyes or other more delicate augmentations would survive down here, even if they were somehow compatible after all these centuries. Figures. I would’ve liked to scavenge for parts, but it’s all pretty bare bones.
“Anything?” Princess asks, voice still low and respectful.
“No.”
When I find the stomach to turn back and look her in the eyes, she’s gazing up at a skeletal form, face scrunched in pain or concern or something deeper than I can grasp.
“They’re not going to do something like this to your sister.”
She shrugs. “They might. Bad injuries. . .”
I open my mouth.
“It’s not that,” she says. “I really meant what I said. Cyborgs don’t bother me. Not the physical part of it. Hell, I think more people in the galaxy have cybernetic parts than don’t. . .”
She hesitates, then glances at me. “I do.”
I raise an eyebrow. It isn’t something obvious. At least, not on any of the bare skin she’s showing. Even the tailoring done after implants often show the slightest scarring if severe enough.
“Show you some other time,” she mutters. “I don’t mind if she’s a cyborg, as long as she’s healthy and not hurting. I just don’t want them to mess her up mentally. And keeping her isolated will do it. Captain doesn’t get it, and none of the people around him get it. She shouldn’t have to go through this with a bunch of emotionally dead robots tending to her. If it messed you up, imagine what it’ll do to a little girl.”
I was a child, I think, but keep it to myself. It’s precisely her point, and I don’t want to make her worry worse. I can’t fault her for not wishing my fate upon her sister. It’s insulting at the base of it, but I hated my experiences here, no matter how much they were saving my life. How often did I lay awake wishing I could remember my family? Wishing they would come to find me? Audra was there, but she was only so much comfort. The older I get, the more I wrap my head around the fact I may have been reassured by her presence, but she was probably only doing the bare minimum. I was the first child to be there in ages, maybe forever. 
But she helped me escape without my chip, in her own way.
And she’s as programmed as any other number. Almost as much as Captain. I can’t be sour toward her for things past her control. 
Ships traveling in and out of Amerov—I watched them from the wide window behind Audra’s desk—weren’t for me. Eventually, when I’d asked, Audra pulled my files and explained my origins. Orphan. No one coming to my rescue. No one in particular cared whether or not I survived the illness. No use gazing at the stars and hoping. 
Zane and Lalia. I shove down the thought. We’re not even sure if their claims are true, and I’ve no idea how we’re going to figure it out, not with my messed-up DNA. For all we know, they’re just a lost brother and sister searching for a little brother who probably no longer exists.
No use dwelling on them, either. 
Comparatively, the littlest princess is lucky.
“Hey, where’d you go?” Princess calls.
I’ve wandered out of the room, having found nothing of use. They were all metal bones and ancient wires. Nothing of use. Not even any weapons.
Princess appears around the corner. 
“We should keep going. Nothing useful in there.”
“Oh, okay,” she says, and gazes oddly at me, head cocked. I never responded to her little speech, but what can I say? Yes, you’re right, I’m a miserable son of a bitch and you definitely shouldn’t want your sister to turn out like me. It’s true, but we’re not friends. Hell, I don’t even trust her. I’m not going to agree out loud. 
Besides, we both know it’s true without words.
We work our way through the facility, but it’s a skeleton of its own. Just hallways upon empty hallways. Dust and rust. Broken shards of sharp metal I cut my ankle on before learning to pay attention. My knee throbs. Ribs ache. Hand. . .well, I don’t want to think about it. At least the bleeding stopped.
Eventually, we’re back in the echoing hangar. No sounds of ships flying above, though I’m not sure I’d hear so far underground. I approach the edge of the canyon, and my stomach drops.
Pebbles careen over the edge, disturbed by my boot, diving into the abyss. Gripping the edge of the door with my good hand, I lean forward. The bottom of the canyon isn’t visible, not enough to tell if there’s a river at the bottom. Not as if such a thing would save us if we fell. This section of the facility, as well as the other on the opposite wall of the canyon, hangs ripped metal and snapped cables into the void.
I’d believe the canyon split the facility, and perhaps it did, but the rest of the destruction still looks a bit too. . .explosion worthy for a natural disaster. Besides, if it was natural, I don’t see why they didn’t come back for their equipment.
“Oh, that’s a long drop,” Princess whispers over my shoulder.
“Yeah, we’re going to go across.”
“Sorry, what?”
“There.” I point a few dozen yards to my right where cables twist together to form a crude bridge. Even a human can cross.
“Okay. . .I’m not afraid of heights or anything, but this is a lot.”
It is. But I won’t admit it. “You can stay here if you want. I can walk back over.”
She never did say why she’s chosen to stick with me instead of trekking to Facility One. I’m not going to ask again—she probably doesn’t want to admit I was correct.
“Nah, I don’t trust you to come back. I’ll just. . .swan dive onto your back if I start to fall.”
I don’t point out of course I’m going to come back for her, she’s worth three million. “Maybe you should stay here.”
“Move, cyborg.”
Somehow, the word sounds teasing more than derogatory. Maybe it’s my imagination. Maybe I’ve convinced myself because she told me a stupid story about annoying Captain, or because I genuinely believe her when she tells me she has nothing against cyborgs or her little sister being one. 
It’s for that reason only I don’t tell her to jump into the cavern.
The cables are just past the gap in the cliffside formed by the hangar. Not much foot space, especially with my damaged knee. Not for the first time, I’m actually grateful for my improved balance and strength.
Carefully as I can manage, I creep onto the ledge and away from safety.
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It’s not too bad a walk, even once the safety of the open hangar is behind me. At least I can lean my shoulder against the metal jutting from the cliffside and ease off my injured leg.
Princess shuffles behind me, carefully grabbing the sharp metal cliffside in a death grip, and glancing over the edge.
“Stop looking down, you’ll make yourself dizzy.”
Her head snaps up, but I can see her still eyeballing the edge. Whatever. As long as she doesn’t fall. I keep my eyes on my feet, shuffling along the gray pebbles until the makeshift bridge blocks the path.
Edging one foot onto the cables, I give it an experimental bounce. It doesn’t so much as bend beneath my weight, though it’s slippery in texture, particularly under my worn boots. Another cable runs above me, within reach of my good hand.
Okay, well, this is doable. Probably.
Gripping the higher cable, I edge out over thin air.
Despite the bravado and general attempt at positive thinking, my stomach drops. My equilibrium is already thrown from the crash—I never did try to figure out if Princess has a concussion—and the world shifts. I can’t get everything to straighten, and the blobs of cold temperature from the metal and surrounding stone aren’t improving the situation. Breathing slow and steady is likewise unhelpful.
“You okay?” Princess asks. I haven’t moved since the first step. 
No. “Yes.”
Clinging to the above cable, I inch over the bridge. It holds nicely. Fairly certain the fear is mostly in my mind, but the logic doesn’t steady my limbs.
“Um, okay, I’m not as tall as you.”
“What?”
“I can’t reach the cable you’re holding on to.”
Carefully, I turn my head so it doesn’t throw me off balance. Even standing on her toes, the tops of Princess’ fingers barely reach the cable. Now I’m on this thing, I realize she won’t be able to balance without it. It’s several times wider than my foot, but slippery. I grimace. 
Fine.
I back up the few steps of progress I’ve made. “Grab my jacket. Or my belt or something. Just don’t tangle your feet with mine.”
One hand grabs the leather strap sewn into the back of my jacket. Empty now, but it’s for my larger gun I don’t often use. Back on my ship at the moment. The other hand grabs the back of my belt. She’s right there, close enough the drift of her breath tickles the back of my neck. Too much adrenaline is going for me to mind. Her breath is unsteady. Hands trembling. I can’t blame her. It’s quite the fall. 
“Stop looking down,” I tell her.
“I need to look at my feet.”
“Look at your feet, zone out everything else.”
“Don’t let me fall.”
“Yeah, just. . .try not to tip me forward, I’ve got one hand to work with here.”
“Yeah.”
Having her weight on me isn’t particularly comforting—but she’s not suicidal enough to mess with me out here. If anything, she’s more afraid for her life than I am. Even if something happens, I’m confident in the strength in my uninjured hand to hold us both upright.
It’s a long, slow process across the gorge. I don’t look at my feet, sliding my boots along to find purchase and instead keeping an eye on the cables above me, searching for signs of rust or breaking. They appear stable and strong even after years in the elements. Every once in a while, Princess readjusts her grip. Sometimes, she mutters something I don’t catch. It doesn’t bug me. She doesn’t have nearly the strength and balance I do, even when I’m injured. This must be hell for her. 
We’re reaching the middle. A gust of wind in the otherwise subtle breeze bows and shivers the cables. Distinct twangs of twisting and contorting metal reverberate along my bones. My fingers—no gloves—are growing numb in the cool air turning chillier.
Wind grows stronger. My knees wobble. Princess gives a whimper of noise and leans against my back, one arm latching around my middle. I’d be tempted to throw her off if she wasn’t stabilizing me. We lean against one another until the gust passes.
“Well,” she says, voice cracking, still not peeling herself off me. “That was genuinely one of the most terrifying ten seconds of my life.”
“Cracked the top fifty.”
“Oh, look who’s a badass.” There’s no snark to her tone. But now the danger’s passed, I’m more aware of the heat of her against my back. When was the last time a human hugged me? My throat tightens. Get a grip, Aaron. She isn’t hugging me, she’s clinging for dear life. 
“You gotta ease up a little for me to walk.”
“Right.”
Slowly, she leans away, and the chill of the wind overtakes where her warmth seeped between my shoulder blades. She returns to gripping my clothing until I can scoot along the cables. If this thing even remotely seems as if it’s going to break, I’m going to lose my mind.
At the end, she stumbles off the cable and immediately sits. “Wow. Rubber legs.”
My own body is simultaneously too heavy and too light. I don’t want to sit, afraid I’ll never get back up, but trust myself to walk even less. I ease down beside her. 
“How’s your head?”
“Huh?”
“The cut.” I gesture to my face. “On your forehead.”
“Oh. Not as painful as before. Maybe it’s the adrenaline.”
Probably. We’re both going to crash pretty soon, her before me. I’m lucky as hell she was safely in her seat when the ship decided to nosedive. I’d be in better shape if I’d run a lap around this entire planet. If I take a nap, it’s going to be harder to get up.
I let her steal the canteen from over my shoulder.
It’s a nice view in the chill wind when I’m safely seated and in no danger of falling. One foot dangles over the edge.
“You know,” she says. “You never did answer my question.”
“What?”
“About how long you were on Amerov. I told you the story about Captain and everything.”
“I didn’t agree to swap stories. You just started talking.”
She sighs.
“And, to be fair, I asked you why you decided to follow me instead of trek to Facility One, and you never answered.”
“Got distracted by the cyborg graveyard,” she mutters. “I just. . .
I don’t know. You were right. It’s not as if I was going to walk through Facility One’s door and demand to be taken to my sister. I’d just be confined and shipped off to Neyla Ve. If for no other reason than because Captain is now pissed at me and probably won’t let me see her just out of spite, even if I’m literally one room over from her.”
Sounds like Captain. Spite isn’t exactly programmed out.
“So, what’s your plan now?” I ask.
She shrugs one shoulder, then winces, rubbing her side. “I don’t know. Figured I might as well follow you until I think of something. I just. . .don’t know.”
She sounds so sad I find myself saying, “You see her again eventually, he’s not going to keep her forever. If it’s been a few months already, it can’t be much longer.”
“Yeah. . .” No conviction sits in her voice. “I suppose trying to talk you into helping me break into Facility One and head out of here with her is out of the question?”
“You got it.”
Another sigh, but she doesn’t appear surprised or angry. Defeated, I suppose. “Well?”
“Well, what?”
She gives me a look.
Well. I suppose it does me no harm to tell her. “Four years. I left Amerov when I was fourteen.”
She stares across the gorge, then her head snaps to me, expression shocked. “What?”
I just stare back. She heard me.
“You were ten when you came here? They don’t bring children to Amerov!”
I suppose I could leave it there, but now she knows, she might as well understand. Maybe it’ll help her with her sister somehow. I don’t know how, but maybe.
“I was a very ill child. There was a plague of sorts sweeping the planet I was on. For the most part, sick kids got taken to brand new hospitals Amerov set up at the outbreak of the fever. They’re good with emergencies. But I didn’t have a family to go back to, my orphanage didn’t want me, so. . .to Amerov it was. I never actually got a direct explanation for why they brought me here instead of one of the local hospitals, but it didn’t really matter. I think I was just worse off than most. I ran away when I was fourteen.”
For a long moment, she’s quiet, frowning. “You’ve had the same augmentations since you were fourteen?”
“Sort of. . .I wasn’t finished growing. I went back a few times in secret until there wasn’t any more growing my body was going to do.”
“But I thought Captain. . .”
“It wasn’t Captain who helped me.”
“Oh.”
She doesn’t push for a name, and I’m grateful. I wouldn’t tell her.
“I don’t get it. You said orphanage. Zane and Lalia. . .”
“They have it in their head I’m their long-lost brother. Zane had a twin named Aaron who was sick with the same illness. Apparently, the cyborgs who picked him up said they were taking him to Amerov instead of a hospital, and they never heard from him again.”
“How awful.”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t you remember them? If you were at an orphanage—”
“I don’t remember any of my human life. My Amerov records say I was from an orphanage. I don’t remember it. And I don’t remember Zane and Lalia. And my DNA’s so screwed up from all the augmentations, trying to get a family match is going to be hell.”
“Jeez,” she mutters, sitting back against the cliffside. “They both seem very confident.”
“Those two humans are eternally happy and optimistic. I don’t get it.”
She snorts, then groans and closes her eyes. Exhausted and hurting.
What must it be like to believe something so unproven and unlikely with your whole heart?
Quiet stretches over the moan of the wind. My eyes are glitching, so I close them, if only for a minute. Bat is probably trying to find a way to get to me. For his sake, I hope he doesn’t panic enough to attempt to break the atmosphere by force. He’ll be blown out of the sky in a second. At least Zane and Lalia are with him.
If I never make it off this barren rock, they’ll help him. I believe they will.
“We gotta get up,” I murmur.
“Ugh. Nap.”
“You can’t sleep, at least not here. Hypothermia.”
“Colder than this?”
“Much.”
“Ugh.”
At least we’re both wearing coats. I get my good leg beneath me. “Let’s go.”
“Yeah.”
“Right now.”
“Okay.”
Muttering to herself, she shoves herself upright with a great deal of effort. Together, we edge away from the dangerous cliff, and into the other half of the collapsed facility.
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Nothing’s improved on this side of the cavern. In fact, the deeper we go, the more annoyed I become at the rubble. Entire walls are caved in and crushed together. I climb a few pieces of twisted metal before realizing the hallway we’ve chosen to explore is blocked. I won’t be able to budge it. Princess squints into the darkness of the next hallway.
“We’re screwed, aren’t we?”
“Think positive. But yeah.”
“Great.”
Is Audra at Facility Nineteen? For a moment, I consider attempting to get there. Audra would help me. I must believe she will, especially after the incident on Captain’s ship.
But the idea is terrible on multiple levels. 
I don’t even know if she’s there, and if she isn’t, getting close to the place is as much a death sentence as heading to Facility One. And I wouldn’t even know how to find it from here. I’ve never visited Facility One, so I don’t know its relation to the other compounds except in hazy recollections of planet maps from decades ago. Even if I managed to pick the right direction to go on this forsaken planet with no landmarks, it would be days and days of trekking out in the open without so much as a shrub to hide behind. And this is Amerov: my heat-sensitive eyes aren’t a rarity around here. In fact, they’re hilariously out of date.
So, Facility Nineteen is out of the question.
Although. . .if we manage to find a radio of some sort, calling Bat would be comforting but largely unhelpful. Calling Audra could be an idea.
The realization bolsters my spirits a bit. At least I have a goal with a fraction more of a plan.
Now. . .a transmitter of sorts.
“Think we’ll find a ship down here?” Princess asks.
“Not one not smashed to bits. I was hoping, but if we were going to find one, it would’ve been the highest chance back at the hangar.”
“So, we’re looking for radios?”
“Best bet.”
“And if there isn’t one?”
“Haven’t figured that part out yet.”
She nods. At least she isn’t giving me grief about it.
We scout half a dozen more hallways before I find one we can squeeze through. On any other planet slightly more hospitable, this place would be overrun with vegetation and critters. I’m still seeing flashes of what must be rats or other vermin in the walls, but the only thing passing for plants around here is the spare crop of grass pushing through the cracks in the floor. And the deeper we walk, the more moss makes an appearance. Small and sickly green, I don’t touch it. I’ve never heard of moss growing on Amerov, so I don’t know if it’s toxic. I suppose this place collects dampness from the morning fog, and possibly from the river at the bottom of the gorge, if there is one. Everywhere else is windswept and dry. This is a little cocoon of damp, unmoving air.
At least it only smells of wet metal and stone, and perhaps a little mold. Relatively unoffensive. Not toxic, or I’d be getting a different kind of headache than the one I have from the crash and my glitching eyes. My body’s good at giving me cues about when I should get out of a situation. 
Though we’re on Amerov, with Facility One right there, this place doesn’t remind me much of my time here. It’s too dilapidated and ancient. The floor plan doesn’t resemble Nineteen’s. Everything was so polished and clean. The upper levels were more medical in nature. Nineteen was a bit more focused on augmentations and surgeries than the other compounds. Probably why I was taken there, though it could’ve just been because Audra is Captain’s favorite. All the numbers there had their own private little rooms, so long as they weren’t in critical condition or coming out of surgery. In truth, it probably wasn’t as cold as I remember it being—just a small little chamber maybe ten feet by five with a bed and a window. Unoffensive.
I spent most of my time following Audra around, anyway. When I wasn’t being treated. Even for an Amerov number, getting all your bones and eyes replaced and your muscles enhanced is a lot. Plenty of hours were spent in a clean white medical bed, or in one of those fluid chambers encouraging my skin to heal up in a timely fashion.
No one was particularly unkind to me. I was an oddity, sure, and received stares from the adult numbers, but everyone I interacted with was perfectly polite. Doctors kept me out of pain as much as they could, the soldiers didn’t talk to me but only looked on passively as I was following Audra.
Every once in a while, Audra took me flying, and it was something nearing fun.
It was terrible because I was by myself.
Took me a while to have enough self-analysis as an adult to articulate it. It was terrible because no one was coming for me, and because I was a child amongst uncaring creatures. And because I realized I didn’t want to be like the rest of them, unfeeling and something other than human. I didn’t—don’t—want to be human, either, but I don’t have to worry about such an outcome, I suppose. Princess was right, I’m somewhere in the middle.
It became all the more terrible when I realized the chip wasn’t optional.
Usually, Amerov’s process is volunteer-based. And with the enhancements they offer, plenty of people are up for the trade-offs. A little emotion-dampening is nothing compared to being a physical god among humans. Sure, criminals are sometimes programmed against their will, but they’re the worst of the worst. 
I was a weird case. A child on Amerov. More augmented than most simply because of the unfortunate twist of fate that was the damn fever. Captain wasn’t just going to make me a whole cyborg physically and forgo the chip. Of course, he wasn’t going to. Especially not when, in his mind, it shouldn’t’ve frightened me. I suppose I can’t hold it against any particular number, or all of them as a whole. But it’s difficult not to when running into any of my own kind is so dangerous.
Better to treat them all as monsters in my own head than let my guard down.
•
Even the slightly empty hallway takes a good half hour to traverse only a hundred feet or so. Princess doesn’t ask more questions. Tired, maybe. My conversation couldn’t’ve covered all she wants to know, but maybe she has enough to brood over for now.
I try not to think about her little sister. I can’t afford the thought process. She’s not going to have the same experience I had, and she has a family who wants her. Princess is having a massive overreaction to the whole ordeal.
Still. Would’ve been nice to have someone who’d had a massive overreaction to me being gone. It’s difficult to be angry or annoyed at her in the face of this new information. Even her sabotaging my ship—while moronic and enraging—makes more sense when I’d basically told her we were heading in the opposite direction of Amerov for two weeks.
I suppose, technically, Zane and Lalia are exactly what child-me was hoping for. They’re a few decades late, but it wasn’t their fault, and the fact they found me at all is a testament to how determined they’ve been. And they may both be goofy and happy and stupidly optimistic, but they’re clever enough to break into Amerov and out of Clock. It’s easy to forget when they’re hanging over my shoulders and making corny jokes.
Best not to go down such a train of thought. I don’t know they’re my brother and sister. I don’t know if it was me they’ve been looking for all these years. No matter how everything adds up and no matter how Audra said it was a possibility, I can’t just go believing it as wholeheartedly as they do. Not without proof.
If nothing else, they’ve been decent friends so far. I hope I see them again.
Not as if I’m going to say such a thing aloud.
The room at the end of the hallway seems to be some sort of weapon storage. Equipment. This could be promising. Half the wall has caved on itself but hasn’t done too much damage to the interior. I rummage around the containers and cabinets along the wall—all metal, everything in this place is metal—prying rusted locks when necessary. Princess helps as best she can, asking about unfamiliar equipment.
“I don’t know what this is, but it looks like trash,” she says, groaning as she heaves a boxy piece of electronics out of the rubble.
For a long moment, I don’t recognize it. When I do, if I were any less the person I am, I might’ve kissed her.
Instead, I say, “Good eye.”
“Really?”
“I think it’s a deep space transmitter. Real old.”
“It’s heavy.”
“Very old. Lots of parts.”
“You know how to use it?”
“Never used one directly, but I’ve worked on a lot of different style transmitters on lots of different ships. The basic equipment usually stays the same. Can’t be too difficult.”
“Better than nothing?”
“Better than nothing,” I agree, seating myself on one of the cabinets and trying to reattach some of the corroding wires with my good hand. 
“Can I help?” She kneels against my knees, closer than I would’ve expected. But I’m one hand down and these wires are tiny.
“Yeah, hold this.”
I go about piecing the thing back together as best I can, Princess holding whatever I need. Her breath brushed my face, stray locks of curly hair still coated in dust from the crash sometimes touching my forehead.
Bat would have this thing taken apart and put back together in three minutes. But he was born for this stuff. Or made, I suppose. And the tiny metal fingers are helpful. I try not to worry about him—he’s safer than I am, after all. As long as he and the siblings got off Taloon safely without the authorities giving them crap.
It’s near dark, but I finally get the thing pieced into something resembling working order. I hope.
“We need a power source,” I tell Princess, then, because people have made the mistake before, add, “Not me.”
“Around here?”
“There’s gotta be some leftover power cells around this place. Maybe an old solar panel? Even if we have to wait until morning for it to work. Better than nothing.”
“I know you said, ‘not you’, but I’m really disappointed you can’t just plug yourself into stuff and power it. Captain needs to up his game.”
I glance at her. She’s smiling. I can’t tell if she’s teasing or just punchy.
“Honestly,” I say. “It would be nice.”
For a moment, I consider returning to the crashed ship we left on the surface. The weapons in there are bound to be strong enough to power this thing. The crystal should be mostly undamaged—if it wasn’t, we’d likely be blown to bits—and it would be more than enough. But that would mean a return trip across the bridge. And now we’ve crossed it once, I’m not sure I trust it to hold us again. A strong gust of wind plus our weight could be disastrous.
I suppose I could walk back on my own, look for the crystal, and return. But I don’t know how I’d carry it back. I’m down one hand and have to hold on to the cable. Maybe some sort of makeshift backpack. None of those ideas sound particularly wise. Plus, going back to the crash seems a perfect way to run into Amerov numbers.
Look for a different option first. Crystal will be the last resort.
It’s already nearing dark, so at the very least we can take this thing back out where some light still reaches from the fading star.
First, I want to check this room.
“I don’t know what I’m looking for,” Princess says as she helps me shift through the rubble. She kicks at some fallen strips of metal twisted from the wall.
And the rubble beneath moves.



EIGHT
Princess shrieks, jumping back so sharply that her head clangs into my chest bone. I nearly fall trying to catch her, hand on her elbow to ensure we both don’t collapse into the sharp debris. My pulse leaps into my throat.
The garbage settles.
I realize how long we’ve been standing, staring at the pile, her plastered against me. Slowly, I drop my arm. With an uncomfortable throat clearing, she edges away and half behind me, staring.
“Trapped animal?” she whispers.
“Doubt it.”
Her eyes get big, the whites more visible in the dark of the room. I wonder if my eyes look like that to her. Unlikely, they’re not real enough.
I pick my way among the sharp blades of debris. “This place doesn’t support any big wildlife. Just some birds and some rats. Maybe some lizards.”
Nothing big enough to move rubble.
“Oh, well, gee, at least we won’t get eaten by a tiger.”
“Shhh.”
I kick the pile. If it is a type of animal I don’t know about, maybe it’ll run away. Behind me, Princess makes a squeak as if she wishes I didn’t do it. A twitch disturbs some of the smaller pebbles. I tug away scraps of metal small enough to move until something different shimmers vaguely in what dim gray light remains in the room. It’s nothing more than a shape in the darkness, but it’s humanoid enough that I recognize it.
It’s not going to hurt me. Not anymore.
Taking it under the arm, I haul the robot skeleton from the wreckage, trying not to flinch when it jerks its arms in some sort of left-over malfunction.
Princess clamps a hand over her mouth, then down around her throat. “Is that. . .”
“No one could probably find it all the way down here. Its mainframe looks damaged.”
“Not what I meant.”
I glance at her, not wanting to answer. “Let’s go back out near the ledge. There’s still some decent light. Grab the transmitter if you can?”
Nodding, Princess squats and wraps her arms around the old boxy thing, carefully lifting without leaning it against her bruised midsection.
The metal framing of the bot is relatively light. My own metal bones are light as well, but this thing is an old enough model I wouldn’t have expected it. Still, it takes quite a struggle to maneuver it back down the collapsed hallway, holding the thing by what used to be its arm with my one uninjured hand and stupid, stupid injured leg.
Near the edge of the cliff, the slimmest slice of blue light crests the horizon, edging over the canyon. I set the skeleton against a wall where the pale blue beams hit. Princess deposits the transmitter and hovers nearby, squinting as if she doesn’t want to sit with the robot. Eventually, when I seat myself directly before it, she kneels carefully, rubbing her arms in the rapidly dropping temperature. In here, at least we’re shielded from the whistle of the wind.
I fiddle with the corroded metal, tweaking a place on its neck which could’ve caused all the flailing arms. This thing was made back when both robots and cyborgs needed their own power source separate from their bodies. Tiny, individual cells line the limbs, gathering the dim rays of light still reaching us. Which is the only reason I’m fairly certain this was once a robot, not a cyborg left to die and is still miraculously functioning.
“There must’ve been some sunlight reaching the room during the day,” I say. “Maybe early in the morning, enough comes in it’s stored up a bit of energy.”
Insane odds.
Princess still has an ill look on her face.
“I don’t think this was a person,” I tell her.
“How do you know?”
“The solar cells on the body. It’s a robot body, cyborgs wouldn’t have them because their bones are covered in flesh.”
Visibly, she swallows. “But it could’ve been a person? Maybe just more of a robot than even you are with all your changes?”
She has me there. “Maybe. I doubt it, though.”
“And no one came and found him. He just died down here?”
I shrug, though my stomach is turning as well, even if it’s a robot without much feeling in the matter. “You’d be surprised how little such things matter when you have a chip. Suffering and dying alone have little mental impact. No emotions involved to get in the way.”
“I thought cyborgs are programmed to protect one another.”
“I don’t think they always had such advanced tech, and who knows how long this thing’s been down here. If it was a cyborg, not a robot, they probably tried to find him and just never did in all the rubble.”
Even in the dim light, I see the way she struggles to tear her eyes from the thing. Pressure appears along my arm, and I stare at her hand. “I don’t trust Captain not to put a chip in my sister’s head.”
What do I say to such a thing? She thinks mine is damaged and doesn’t realize I don’t even have one, but I suppose it’s the same thing in her mind. If I were her, I’d be terrified of the same thing. 
“I know you don’t. I don’t suppose it helps I truly don’t believe he will.”
Her hand tightens. “He did it to you.”
“I was unwanted.”
Her eyes finally peel away from the discarded robot to my face. She opens her mouth, but no words come out.
“No one was going to claim me, or be upset I would no longer be a person. To them, it was just as good as the people who volunteer for it or the criminals who have no rights left. There was no better option for me. Your sister is not only going to come back to you, she’s the princess. Captain may not have the same emotions, but he’s not stupid. Actually, he’s more logical than all of us combined. He’s not going to do something so drastic unless your parents order it. And I’m assuming that’s not something they’d do?”
Shaking her head vigorously, she says, “No, no, never. They just want her taken care of and get the best care she can get. Which. . .I know Captain is doing. . .it’s just. . .”
Just her heart you’re worried about. “I know.”
Her frown deepens. “You said you had a friend on Amerov who helped you with your augmentations when you came back. Don’t they have a chip?”
It takes me a moment to realize her point. “Yes.”
“Why would they help you if there isn’t enough human emotion left to understand why you wanted to leave?”
“I. . .don’t know.”
“You never asked?”
“People are unkind to me. The person who helped me. . .she was kind. I could rely on it. If I asked her why, she’d tell me, and there are some things better left unsaid. She can’t love the way a human can love. So any other answers probably wouldn’t be ones I’d want to hear. I’ll just take what I can get.”
Why the hell did I admit such a thing? It’s none of her business. Hell, I haven’t even said something along those lines to Zane and Lalia. I force myself to look away, though she’s still staring. Much longer, and she’s going to become as intense as the siblings. Which won’t be helpful.
Once I think she isn’t going to speak again, she asks, “Do you love her? The person who helped you?”
My throat gets weirdly tight. I don’t want to answer. I hate this. Hate this stupid habit I’ve gotten into of having vulnerable conversations with humans who barely know me. I pry her hand away from my arm and return to fiddling with the robot. Hopefully, she isn’t too dense not to understand the silence.
Of course, I care about Audra. I don’t know if love is the correct word, but I’ve never really thought about myself and loving things in the same context. Well, other than Bat. But I don’t even say such things to him. We both understand. There’s no need to be all sappy about it.
Audra helped me. When she didn’t need to and wasn’t supposed to. I don’t deserve anything above and beyond from her. As much as I’d love to think of her the way I think of myself, she resembles Captain more than she resembles me. I don’t know why she chose to be kind against all better judgment, and I don’t need to know.
As long as she keeps being my friend, I don’t need to get pushy, and I don’t need to know things about her she doesn’t wish to share. Hopefully, I’ll get to see her again one of these days.
Shaking the thoughts from my head, I work to bring the robot back to working order as the light fades.



NINE
I’m lucky for the amount of time I’ve spent on other ships, working with equipment outside the shiny, sleek tech of Amerov. After leaving the planet, I worked for a few years with a small fleet of scavengers turned bounty hunters. I was a skinny teen and knew my way around engines, so they often set me to work on the ship’s parts needing repair. We scrapped the ships of the bounties we caught, so I would spend hours upon hours ripping tech out of them that would be useful or more valuable if sold individually.
I’ve worked with enough variety of equipment to half-ass my way through trying to get this robot to power up enough to connect it to the transmitter. It helps that Amerov builds their numbers to connect to one another, and to other equipment. Even with all the damage and age, these two pieces of tech are from around the same era, and getting the ports to work together only takes a bit of fiddling.
The transmitter hums to life with a hiccup and flicker of teal-green lights along the dials. 
“I’d clap,” Princess says. “But I’m slowly losing my will to live.”
“If you want to try to sleep, go around the corner where there’s less wind and put your fingers in your armpits so they won’t freeze.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Try to find the frequency of my ship. If it doesn’t work. . .
try to get in touch with my. . .friend on Amerov. I’ve never used one of these things before—I don’t think it’s going to be quick.”
“Oh, well. . .okay.”
She settles inside the nearest hallway with a sigh. Wind is at my back while I work on the transmitter, all the gray stone blue in the fading light, so it isn’t too bad. I’m used to extremes in weather, and though I prefer the heat, I lived for quite a while in this level of chill when I was on Facility Nineteen. Though it was warm inside the compound. 
Pain is more distracting than cold. Now I’m sitting, my body wants to relax. No more adrenaline, no more panic or shock or whatever else was keeping me relatively fine these last few hours. My body is still suppressing the trauma, but it’s difficult to focus on the transmitter when my knee is throbbing, my hand is useless and burning, and various other body parts are screaming for sleep and relaxation. I rub my eyes more than usual—as glass and metal as they are, they don’t often itch, but I suppose the dust and smoke of the day, mixed with exhaustion, will have such an effect. At least, they aren’t glitching much. There are plenty of cold signatures around here, but some warmth from the robot and transmitter, and the heat blob of Princess just on the other side of the wall.
Sometime later, she shuffles out, arms folded, bouncing on her toes in the cold. In the darkness, there isn’t much to see but the shape of her.
“I don’t suppose it’s going well?” Her voice sounds painful.
“Look how smart you are.”
“Alright, no need to get pissy.”
“I meant to ask,” I say, because talking helps distract from the discomfort. “How’d we get off Taloon? The asteroid storm was still going.”
She paces, still bouncing and blowing warm breath into her cupped hands. “There was a freighter outside the hangar. They hitched a ride inside. Once we were away from the storm, they dropped us into space. Only had to wait around for the freighter to leave for about an hour.”
“Did you sing at them the whole time?”
“Haha. Wish I had. Tried to talk them into letting us go. Eventually got threatened with a gag.”
I might smile if my face didn’t feel so stiff and cold and liable to crack with any expression.
She eases to the ground beside me. “How’s your leg?”
“Hurts.”
“Hand?”
“Same.”
“Oh.” She’s staring at the robot again, then runs her fingers over the top of its head. “Do you feel it? All the metal coming out of your skin?”
I suppose it’s my fault she’s so open with personal questions. At least the attitude is gone. It’s difficult to be annoyed when she’s this way, sad and almost compassionate. And going through all this to ensure her sister doesn’t feel alone.
“Yes.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Not unless I hurt myself and the skin cracks away from the metal.”
“Does it feel the way it does when someone touches your skin?”
“No.”
“How?”
“It’s. . .muted. There aren’t nerve endings in it. It’s just. . .the skin around the metal gets a sensation, so that’s what I feel. As if someone moves a piercing or something.”
“Huh.”
“It can’t feel you,” I say, and she glances at me. “The robot’s not alive anymore. It’s just leftover parts, like bones.”
“I know.”
Sighing, she turns its head and pokes at the wires and mechanics. The arms give another flail. I jerk back when a hand almost smacks me dead in my already bruised face.
Eyes wide, Princess stares, grimacing. “Sorry.”
Its head turns back and forth. It has no eyes and only one place which may have once been an ear, but most of its skull is simply streaks of metal framing. I wonder if it was built to have facial expressions. It isn’t a large body, perhaps no larger than a child. Another reason why I don’t believe it was ever a cyborg, just a robot.
The movement slows to a gentle turn back and forth, back and forth.
“Why’s it doing that?” Princess whispers.
Its head whips in her direction. My stomach turns into a tight knot though I know, logically, it isn’t alive and can’t hear us.
Princess scoots closer to me.
“Did it hear me?”
It couldn’t have. But its head follows the sound of her voice behind me. “Maybe it has sensors left in its ears.”
“You have those, right?”
“Hearing aids, yes. Not quite the same.”
Princess touches the chest of the robot. “Can you hear us?”
It can’t. She doesn’t seem to understand. As much as I like robots, it wasn’t a person, and even if there are sensors left over, it doesn’t mean it actually understands her words. Still, I’ll admit it’s strange it still has any delicate parts working after all this time. Solar cells are one thing, but in-tact hearing is such an intricate thing I’m surprised all the wires haven’t rotted.
I turn its head and fiddle with the wires Princess was messing with. Remains of a chip are back here, which doesn’t mean much. Robots have chips the same as cyborgs, they simply serve a different purpose. No need to regulate emotions when you have none to begin with.
The bot tries to turn its head in my direction, bumping into my arm. Okay, so it definitely hears us. Wonder if it had glass eyes like mine. There’s no telling how a robot this ancient would’ve appeared fully functioning. Centuries ago, they weren’t quite as humanoid as they are now. I’ve seen ancient children’s picture books look more accurate to how the current robot predecessors appeared.
“Did I turn something on?” Princess asks.
“I don’t know—”
The robot swivels its head toward Princess, back to me, and says, “Hi.”



TEN
“Whoa—” I tip backward onto the ground, more startled than in danger. 
I didn’t expect it to actually make noise, let alone speak.
Princess sucks in a sharp breath, leaning away and glancing between the two of us in the darkness. A handful of small lights have fired up along the body, shedding a fragment of blue-green into the darkness.
The voice echoed from somewhere in the robot’s chest. A voice box. Must have fallen from the throat into the chest cavity. Or, in the past, they installed voice boxes in the chest.
“Must be programmed in,” I murmur, feeling for the box down the body cavity. It’s lodged in pretty tight, and I can’t use my other hand. It’s going to have to stay there for now.
“Do you have words programmed into you?” Princess asks.
“No.”
“But you think it does?”
She doesn’t sound as if she believes me. 
“I’m a cyborg, not a robot, remember?”
“Yeah. . .” She sounds unconvinced. Which is fine. Because I’m not certain either. It isn’t alive, I know, because there’s no brain or heart or lungs or any scrap of human remains on the skeleton. The skeleton doesn’t even appear suitable for human organs.
“Hiii,” the voice says again, echoing off the metal walls of its chest. It’s a much more robotic sound than any of the bots around today, even worse than my ancient ship’s AI.
“Hi,” I say, for lack of a better response, and feel Princess’ eyes on me.
“You woke me up,” it says.
Not a programmed response. Not by a long shot. My throat is tight again. Stupid, Aaron. Ridiculous. I’m not supposed to let myself care for Amerov’s creations other than Bat and myself. This is just an old, leftover shell of a robot that may still have the mind to speak, but never to feel.
“Do you know what you are?” I ask.
It turns its head my direction. “I don’t think so.”
I nod, though I’m certain, at least, it can’t see me. “That’s okay.” 
It’s probably better it doesn’t know.
“Why did you wake me up?”
It seems cruel not to phrase it as kindly as possible. “Because we’re lost. And you can help me make a radio work so I can find my friends.”
“Oh,” it says, then drops its head down to look at its body. “I can’t see.”
“Yes. You’ve been here a very long time.”
“Are you like me?” It asks.
From near my shoulder, Princess gives a soft, strange breath. I don’t look at her. Not right now. Not when I’m fairly sure she’s crying.
“A little bit,” I say, gently.
“I would like to go back to sleep.”
I glance at the ruins of the facility behind it. “Would you want to be woken back up?”
It’s quiet for a moment, something in its mechanics whirring. “What will happen to me?”
“I can try to take you with me.”
I don’t know why I’m offering. There’s no guarantee I can get it out of here with me, not in our situation. But I don’t know how its mind works, and I don’t know what would make it happier if it indeed feels anything at all.
“I was having nice dreams.”
For a moment, I entertain the idea it’s recycling some sort of human memories it was fed by Amerov. I put the idea aside. Life from Amerov wouldn’t be full of good dreams. Mine certainly isn’t.
“Alright, I’m going to turn you back off—”
Princess catches my hand. “No.”
Her voice cracks, so I have a difficult time looking at her, even in the dark. “It’s not—”
“Yeah, I know it’s not a person. Just. . .don’t. Bring it with us. Bat can put it back together.”
Probably true. I’m unsure about the idea of hauling this thing out of here, especially when it doesn’t seem to want to stay awake.
“Princess—”
“Just don’t, okay? I don’t care if you don’t think it’s alive. Your worldview is just a bit more than screwed up, alright?”
I stare at her. She isn’t wrong, I guess. Usually, I’d be more than a bit pissed. After all, what does some spoiled chick from Neyla Ve know about such matters? But I’m not even certain I’m correct. Maybe it’s due to pain or creeping exhaustion, but I can’t even find myself resisting her words.
And she’s having her own problems. With her sister in Facility One, she’s probably going to freak if I turn this bot off, even if it seems to want me to.
I sigh. “I’m going to turn you off. But I’ll wake you up later, okay?”
Its head swivels toward the wind howling, then back to me. “Alone?”
Something burns my eyes, and I refuse to acknowledge what it is. “No, not alone.”
“Okay,” it says.
Princess doesn’t stop me, but I feel her eyes on my hand as I work around the back of where its neck should be, near the chip. I’m not going to mess with the chip, because it’ll power it down completely, too much even for it to be of use with the transmitter. Instead, I search for a switch certain to be back here. It’s a robot, not a cyborg—there’s bound to be an off switch. I find it after a moment, all paint worn away with time and the elements, but it’s a pretty good guess. With some effort, I work it sideways until it clicks.
The head dips, asleep, but the solar cells remain shimmering.
Since Princess won’t stop staring, I say, “See, still alive.”
She nods, silent, and gets to her feet, shuffling somewhere I can’t see. Fine. I don’t blame her for wanting to be alone. Likely, she thinks I’m heartless. If I were a broken-down robot in the ruins of a place where no one was ever going to find me, abandoned by those who created me, I’d want to be switched off too at the prospect of eternal consciousness.
She can’t know anything about such ideas, not when she hasn’t lived them.
But I’m sure she’s seeing some of her sister in this old thing. I can put it back together, especially with Bat’s help, and if it hasn’t gone mad, I can talk to it later.
With the solar cells still functioning, I return to fiddling with the dials on the transmitter. It’s deep into the ocean-blue night, but the darkest hours here aren’t long. No telling how much time we have before someone flies over the crashed ship and calls it in. If the mayday went through, they’d be crawling the area by now, so we got a little lucky. I’m not holding out hope said luck will last. 
Hopefully, sending out such an old and out-of-date radio transmission won’t trigger anything to send a bunch of numbers our way. It needs to be worth the risk—I can’t think of another option, we’re running out of time and I’m in no condition to be fighting or hiking across the planet. Hopefully, once this thing is done, it won’t throw up any red flags.
Princess doesn’t return for a long time.



ELEVEN
When Bat’s voice crackles over the little speaker, the sky is beginning to lighten with the faintest hints of dawn. Hours will still pass before the sun is up, but the dim light flickers in the unhappy sensors of my eyes. At least it affords me more visibility on this old transmitter.
“Unknown transmission, I don’t know your ID.” 
I recognize his struggling, humanoid voice. Don’t cry, Aaron. You’ve been enough of an emotional wreck for one 24-hour period.
“Bat, it’s me.”
Quietly, he says, “Aaron?”
“Yeah.”
He gives a soft, upset noise I don’t point out, then a high-pitched “Aaron!” shrieks in the background.
Never thought I’d be pleased to hear Lalia’s voice. “Hi.”
At least they’re all together and safe. It’s the frequency of my own ship I managed to find.
“Where are you?” Bat asks. “What happened? What are you calling me on?”
“We crashed on Amerov. In some abandoned station near Facility One. No one’s found us yet, so we’re okay. Found an old deep-space transmitter. Where are you?”
“Hiding in the asteroid belt between Taloon and Amerov. Didn’t want to get too close.”
“Good thinking,” I tell him. He better not believe he did the wrong thing by keeping away.
“I was trying to figure out. . .something. . .” his voice crackles in and out of the comm, but I can still hear the desperation. I swallow with difficulty.
Princess returns from whatever corner she was hiding in, touching the sleeping robot and looking as if she’s been crying in the pre-dawn haze.
“I know,” I tell Bat. “There’s nothing you could do. I’m still not sure what the best option is. They’ll shoot you down if you enter the atmosphere without permission.”
“Question!” Zane’s voice echoes in the background, getting closer as he runs toward the comm. “Will they actually shoot us down? Or will they chase us? If we zeroed in on your coordinates, how long would it take them to actually get to us once we enter the atmosphere?”
I realize what he’s getting at. “Not a good idea, Zane. You’ll get yourself blown up. I’m serious.”
“Even if we do a straight dive down? It’ll only take a few minutes at full speed straight down to the surface, right? It’s not like they’ve got bots patrolling every inch of the atmosphere.”
True. But the idea turns my stomach. Zane’s a competent pilot, and Bat is as well. To be fair, this is definitely a scheme I’d attempt in a heartbeat if it was Bat stranded down here. But right now, the three of them are safe away from Amerov. And there’s such a high chance of death even if they nosedive for the planet’s surface. For all I know, Amerov now has atmosphere shields. . .
As desperately as I want to leave, I’m not sure I’m willing to risk it.
And I’m not caught up on the newest Amerov security measures. Even if there aren’t shields, for all I know, drones will be sent out the minute their ship gets anywhere near the atmosphere, let alone in it.
I say, “Zane—”
“No, no, it’ll work. Five minutes in and out, no problem. I’m an excellent pilot.”
I roll my eyes.
“And don’t roll your eyes, I can practically hear it.”
“Is Yvonne there?” Lalia asks.
“I’m here,” Princess says, though her voice is even rougher than before. “He didn’t kill me nosediving the ship into the ground.”
“That was not my fault.”
“Crashed again, huh?” Lalia asks.
“Yeah, but the first time was your fault. This time, I’m not even sure what happened.”
She laughs. It’s a good sound among the quiet of the ruins.
“Zane,” I say. “I really don’t like the idea of this, you know.”
“I can tell. Got a better one?”
Possibly. “Bat, I’m going to disconnect for a minute. Going to call. . .you know who. If she’s on-planet, she might help.”
Before Princess, I don’t want to say Audra’s name. The siblings may know because Lalia was there at Captain’s ship, but Princess is part of the political royalty on Neyla Ve. I don’t want to tell her about the woman who helped me when she wasn’t supposed to. 
Such information cannot get back to Captain.
“Okay,” Bat says, catching on. “Be careful with her. . .please.”
He doesn’t trust Audra. Never has. Any respect he sends her way is for my sake. He knows I feel about her similarly to how he feels about me. Even if motivations aren’t as clear.
Princess is frowning and the siblings are muttering in the background of the comm, but I say, “Call you back,” and start giving it my best shot at finding Audra’s frequency.
“Are you calling the person who helped you?” Princess asks.
“Yes.”
“Don’t want to tell me her name, do you?” She doesn’t sound angry, unbothered really, but I figured she would notice.
“No offense, but I can’t risk you repeating it to Captain.”
No response. And I don’t care. We may have formed a tentative peace, but a truce means little in the face of such information. She’s smart enough to realize.
I’m vaguely surprised I manage to tune into Audra’s frequency. Hesitantly, I try to connect. If she isn’t there, it should just beep on the comm on her desk and in her quarters. No one else should be able to pick it back up and track it to us. Then again, my ship has permission to call her up personally on the most heavily guarded planet in the galaxy—this little old transmitter doesn’t. I might just be calling into the void.
Come on, go through. Answer. I can’t have Bat coming on this planet trying to rescue me. None of them can be here. 
Come on, come on, come on.
After at least ten minutes, the transmitter simply disconnects, static replacing the soft hum of beeps as it tried to reach her.
“Dammit,” I whisper, then fling a rock across the empty cavern. “Dammit!”
Princess watches, not saying a word, fiddling with a pebble.
I want to get up and kick something. Throw something larger, maybe. Frustration abruptly takes place of the exhausted calm running in my veins all night long. 
Screw this. Screw all of this. I try to mind my own damn business my entire life and end up crashing on Amerov with no way out.
Should’ve let the cyborg back on Taloon have Princess. No money is worth this.
I lay on the stone ground and press my fingers over my eyes, muttering to myself. What other options do I have?
Ask the siblings and Bat to come get us? Walk to Facility Nineteen? No, I’ve already ruled it out for good reason. Try to break into Facility One and steal a ship? Stupid. More likely to get us killed than Bat and Zane and Lalia diving through the atmosphere. 
I don’t have any other options—
A soft hum begins overhead. I open my eyes but only see cold metal and stone. No heat signatures. But my new ears are picking up the unmistakable hum of an Amerov vessel.
“What?” Princess asks. I’m sure my expression is horrified. Her human ears probably can’t pick up the sound.
I was hoping we had more time before someone noticed the wreckage and came searching.
“I hear a ship.”
Her eyes get big, glancing at the ceiling. “Are you sure—no, wait, I hear it too. Do we hide?”
I cock my head. It’s only one ship. One small ship, if the noise is any indication. An individual craft, the same as the one which brought us here. I have my gun. And surprise. And they seem to be landing on this side of the cavern. A tremor ripples the ground as the ship settles.
Amerov won’t catch on so fast if we steal a ship landing here and take off out of the atmosphere. We can get to Bat and the siblings and dump the thing. 
My heartbeat picks up. This is it. This is a way to get out without putting the others in danger.
“You’ve got a funny look on your face. It’s freaking me out.”
I look at her. “It’s one ship.”
For a moment, her frown deepens. Then, in the light of the morning, I watch realization fill her eyes, expression smoothing.
“Oh,” she whispers. “Do you think you can. . .”
I hold up my gun, carefully getting to my feet. After all night sitting, it’s unfair my knee gives out even more than before. I lean against the wall as I check my pistol, waiting for my muscles to acclimate, internally swearing at the pain.
“Come on, I want you to follow me, but stay hidden. Don’t come out into the open. Can’t have you getting shot by a stray bullet.”
“What about the robot?”
“When I’ve cleared the area, we’ll come back and get him. It’s heavy. Hauling it there when there are numbers around is a good way to get killed.”
She nods, giving it a sad glance and saying, “We are coming back for it.”
“I know, I know. One life-altering thing at a time.”
“Thank you. I feel the need to say I have a bad feeling about this.”
No big surprise. “Me too. Luckily, I run on bad ideas. Come on. And keep your mouth shut.”
We creep through the mostly open hallways running parallel to the canyon. We never made it to this section to search for parts before we found the transmitter and robot. Rising starlight helps with the whole not-tripping-and-falling-over-the-ledge thing. 
A ship has settled in a room large enough to house a dozen personal craft. With the ceiling caved in, a perfect hole was created where it could hover in without issue. Wires and cables hang from the ceiling, broken metal and stone making up the edges. Soft light filters down, and the ship is cooling from its flight, red-hot heat washing over my vision. Doors are still sealed. In the darkness of the rubble, I slip behind a sheet of metal thick enough it should stop most small firearms. Princess slips alongside me and under a few slabs of stone as well, cocooned from sight. Quiet, as usual.
Why didn’t the ship land at the crash site?
Does it see our heat signatures?
A few minutes of waiting and I’m getting twitchy. But the doors open, gangplank unfolding. No other heat signatures from inside. Alone? Not right. Amerov numbers always work in pairs at the minimum. Always. More when there’s a dangerous target. And a crashed ship kinda falls under such a category.
It’s difficult to discern in the dim light if the number’s male or female. Features are too neutral to help. It gazes around the ruins, a long pistol strapped to its thigh, not in hand. Idiot.
Softly, I aim over the angry, sharp metal. I don’t want to shoot it in the head. I don’t want to kill it. One in the leg should do. Or one in the arm so it can’t shoot. One in the leg and the arm. Then I can run up and yank the chip out of its head. Won’t kill it, but it won’t be a functioning life form any time soon, not enough to stop me.
My finger drifts along the trigger, pressing down with a hair’s weight. It turns its face in my direction.
Audra.



TWELVE
My breath catches, and I let my finger slip from the trigger. My heart gives an odd thump at the idea I’d been pointing my gun at her. 
“What?” Princess asks. “What’s wrong?”
I lower my gun. Alone. She came here alone.
Carefully, I lean against the metal enough to stand. Her face turns fully to mine, meeting my eyes. I step from behind the rubble. My gun is still in my hand—I don’t feel safe enough to put it away—but it’s dropped along my leg, non-threatening.
For half a second, I think about hugging her. But we don’t really work that way.
She tucks some sort of scanner into her pocket and wanders close enough I can better see her features. I’m surprised the shaved head didn’t tip me off sooner. I really need some damn sleep.
“You survived,” her voice is calm as always, nearly dead in tone. “I was wondering.”
“You’re here alone.”
“Yes. Captain is off-planet, so I’m in charge. We lost signal on your ship last afternoon, I decided to come by on my own.”
Captain’s off-planet?
Why’d they bring us here instead of Neyla Ve?
If Captain left her in charge, no one would argue with her going alone. No one’s suspicious. No one knows she helped me.
“Why’d they take us here if Captain’s not here?” I ask.
A shrug. “Not sure.”
I wait for her to say more before telling her, “That is one hundred percent a lie.”
Her mouth quirks. “This situation is embarrassing for him. Not only can he not catch Princess Yvonne, but he finds out she’s aligned herself with a rogue number who’s given him hell in the past. He wants you here, and he doesn’t want the king and queen witnessing his mess up. Speaking of Princess Yvonne, did she survive?”
Remembering Princess’ comments about how Captain refuses to acknowledge the existence of unregistered numbers, I nearly smile to myself.
I point over my shoulder. Louder, I call, “You can come out.”
Captain’s not here. Which means I’m just a hair safer than I believed myself to be moments ago. It’s easier to breathe.
Princess’ head pops out from behind the rubble. Limping, she shuffles slowly to us, frowning, suspicious. For the first time, I realize how terrible we both must look. What does Audra think of us?
Audra only nods at the princess.
“Who’s this?”
I hesitate, but she’s standing right here. “This is Audra.”
Glancing between the two of us, Princess has an odd look I can’t read. Audra is probably one of the blandest, most unassuming cyborgs as far as looks go, especially standing opposite me. What must be going through her head?
“Your friend?” Princess asks.
I nod. “My friend.
“Hi.”
Another nod from Audra. “Princess.” She turns to me. “Did the numbers who brought you in survive the crash?”
“Don’t think so. Might be worth checking.”
“And what, exactly, was your plan now?”
I grimace, but I’d rather hear the shred of irritation entering her voice than nothing. She can’t be pleased with the amount of trouble I’ve caused. Then again, I’m not the one hunting us down. Captain will surely be unhappy to hear about the crash.
“We were working on it. Bat and the humans are nearby, they want to try to come get us, but I didn’t want them risking it. I was. . .trying to get in touch with you, actually.”
An eyebrow raise. Silence stretches. I have no idea what else to say.
“Captain’s pissed,” she finally says. 
I can imagine. But can’t help the grimace hurting my face. 
“Imagine the reaction when he hears the annoying unregistered number who gave him so much trouble about the bounty on those siblings has now gotten the princess successfully into his ship. Not only that, but they seem to be working together quite nicely—”
“I wouldn’t say nicely,” I mutter.
“—Then, he believed he had the two of you, only for one of his ships to be crashed on-planet and three of his numbers dead.”
I’m just slap-happy enough from pain and exhaustion the idea of Captain running around in a rage, mixed with the story Princess told me earlier, makes me smile. “Well, wouldn’t be fair for me to be the only stressed one.”
Audra gives me the same expression she employed when I was thirteen and took to sneaking about Facility Nineteen at night when there were fewer cyborgs patrolling to scare me and I could hide in the dark. 
I sigh. “Don’t worry, I’m regretting going after her bounty more than you’ll ever know.”
Princess slaps me weakly on the shoulder. Audra’s eyebrows go shooting back up. With a long-suffering sigh, she says, “Come along.”
“What?”
She stares at me as if I’m particularly dense. “I’ll take you out of the atmosphere. Your friends can pick you up.”
I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that. My throat gets tight. Again. Definitely need some sleep. This is not the appropriate reaction. I think again about hugging her but don’t want to be annoying. Those idiot siblings are starting to rub off on me.
Weakly, I say, “You could get in trouble.”
“This is my personal ship. No tracking.”
“But—”
“Do you want me to leave you here?”
“No, but—”
“Be. Quiet. Get in the ship.”
I try harder not to look pained. She probably doesn’t feel a thing about what she’s doing. Which makes me wonder why. I don’t want to know. I just want to get the hell off this planet. I start up the gangplank, keeping my eyes on the ground so she doesn’t see the emotion there.
“Wait,” Princess says from just behind me. “Wait, you said your ship isn’t trackable?”
Audra gives her the same unimpressed look she directs my way and nods. 
“Aaron, Aaron, we’re on Amerov for God’s sake, my sister is on Facility One, Captain isn’t here, and we have an untraceable ship.”
I stare at her, getting queasy. She had to bring it up. She just had to.
Has she ever called me by my name before?
Audra frowns. “Your sister is well. Captain is overseeing all her doctoring, and I’ve seen her plenty of times myself. She’s healing remarkably well, particularly given her trauma. She’s nearly ready to return home.”
“So all I’m hearing is she’s well enough for me to be there,” Princess snaps.
“I don’t understand why you’re upset. She’s progressing quite nicely—”
“Really? That’s your opinion?” Princess points a finger in my direction. “Aren’t you the reason he looks the way he does?”
It’s not my looks bothering her—shockingly—but I get what she’s trying to say.
Audra cocks her head. “Your sister doesn’t have the same situation at all Aaron had. I don’t see the parallel.”
“You don’t see the parallel?”
Oh boy. “Alright, calm down.”
“Calm down?”
“Screeching isn’t going to affect her in the slightest, trust me.”
“But you get it, right?” She sounds desperate.
Unfortunately, she has me. “Yes, well, I’m a neurotic fruit basket with a few bolts loose. . .literally. She’s not as insane as I am. Not fully, at least.”
Audra’s lips twitch as if she might be amused. Almost. “Would you explain this to me, Aaron?”
I sigh, dropping my head back to stare out of the broken ceiling. These people are going to be the death of me. “She doesn’t want her sister as emotionally screwed as I am. And she thinks her having to go through all her doctoring with just emotionless strangers around her is going to have that effect. And since Captain is being a suspicious, controlling little bitch and not letting her visit, she’s simply going to take her sister home. Did I get it all right?”
Princess folds her arms, swallowing, vulnerable. “Pretty much.”
Audra stares at me. Eyes all my injuries. “And how do you feel about this?”
Is she taking this seriously? “She’s annoying. But she. . .has a point. . .I guess. If I were her. . .well, if I were her, I’d be embarrassed—”
“Ass—”
“But I’d probably do the same thing.”
Audra glances around the rubble, a considering expression on her face. “Aaron, you know I can’t help you with this.”
“I know.”
Princess latches a hand onto the front of my coat, nearly shaking me. I swear, if she cries, I’m simply going to walk off the edge of the canyon.
“Relax,” I say, prying her hand away. “She can’t break us in and out of Facility One. Captain will dismantle her. And I’m not exaggerating.”
Her unimpressive struggling stops. She stares into my eyes, less than a foot away, chin trembling. 
“Audra, can’t you just. . .talk Captain into letting her visit? All this headache he’s having is literally his own making.”
Audra actually cracks a smile for half a second. “When Yvonne here first started giving him grief, I did try to talk him into it. At this point, I believe it’s just spite.”
“What happened to cyborgs and emotions programmed out?” Princess mutters.
I snort, then regret it when my ribs scream. “Emotions getting in the way of fighting are mostly gone. Spite is. . .tricky. Plus, it’s Captain. I have no idea what’s going on with his programming.”
Silence weighs in the air. I don’t want to tell Princess she has to leave when she’s as close as she is, but I’m not heading to Facility One. No chance.
“Let’s go,” I say, and Audra starts up the gangplank behind us.
Princess grabs my jacket again. “Aaron—”
“I don’t know what you want out of me. This is so far above my pay grade and I’m the only one between the two of us who will have something legitimately bad happen to if we try this and get caught. Your sister is fine. Just. . .get her a good therapist and leave me out of it.”
“We’re literally so close to Facility One we can see it, and you’re not going to help?”
“That’s right.”
“You’re the only person who can help because you’re the only one of you people who feels a damn thing enough to sympathize!”

Audra watches the accelerating screaming with blank eyes.
What the hell does she expect of me? “Yeah, I can sympathize. Sympathizing and putting my life and sanity on the line for a few strangers are two separate things!”
“Says the guy who literally snuck up behind an Amerov ship to free a bunch of animals!”
Audra’s eyebrow goes back up.
Princess may have a point, but I’m not going to acknowledge it. “Vastly different.”
“How!”
“You want the entire list?”
“I want a single good reason why you will do literally any dangerous thing but this!”
“Because the last few times I tried to help humans I got screwed over!” I scream. She goes still, but I’m on a roll now. “Seriously? You want a reason? Let me think. The last three times I tried to help some humans—twice of which was me trying to help them with their kids—I literally got shot and almost died all three times! And that was only my interactions with humans this month! Not to mention the fact you have proven yourself to me to be completely unreliable and untrustworthy in every sense of the word, and now just because you told me a funny story and have done me the great and charitable honor of not being completely disgusted by my appearance, now I’m supposed to help you get your sister out of Amerov? Are you out of your mind?”
My voice echoes back to me off the walls of rubble. Audra’s expression is slightly odd, but I’m not going to meet her eyes. Can’t. Certainly, she already thinks I’m an idiot. I don’t need more judgment from anyone.
Princess has had the decency to shrink in herself, ashamed. Her head is tilted toward the floor, but she’s still meeting my eyes. Which is a whole other type of infuriating—
“I’m sorry,” she whispers.
“What?”
“I’m sorry humans have been so shit to you.”
Well.
Now what do I say?
With less conviction, I mutter, “You’ve been shit to me.”
“I know.”
Really? She’s not going to argue? I guess there’s too much proof for her to argue. The silence starts up again. What do I say? I shouldn’t even be considering it. Why am I even considering it? Maybe the crash messed me up more than I realized. A concussion, definitely. I’m stupid, but not this stupid. 
Right?
Somehow, I can’t make my feet turn and carry me up the rest of the gangplank.



THIRTEEN
Damn humans.
If Amerov ever took Bat, I’d be as desperate as Princess. My logical side knows it isn’t the same, but I can’t shake it. Would I actually regret it if I left now?
Would I think about this strange girl for the rest of my life?
I tell Audra, “You can help with this, can’t you?”
I’m not asking her to take us to Facility One and she knows it. But I suppose I expect more from her expression than I receive. Really, nothing phases her.
“Is this something you want to do?”
Never in a thousand years. “No, but I don’t think I can walk away from it.”
Princess makes an odd noise, turning her face away. Audra nods, tapping absently at the panel in her arm same as I’d seen her do on Captain’s ship. She’s always done it, but it reminds me. I need to ask her about what happened. I never was certain I’d see her again, and here she is. Available for questions.
“Do you remember the layout I showed you for Facility One?” she asks.
“You mean the one I haven’t seen since I was fourteen?” I ask, deadpan.
Her lip twitches. “I’ll take that as a ‘no’, smartass. There’s a layout in my ship. I assume you managed to keep in your brain the fact that Captain occupies the tallest tower?”
“Rings a faint bell.” Facility One is a cluster of five spires and some shorter buildings, plus plenty of structure underground, same as these ruins. I remember his private quarters being several of the highest levels of the tallest tower. I’m uncertain about the rest. I wouldn’t even know where the general medic station is, though I suppose I’d find it eventually. But I don’t believe the youngest princess would be kept there.
“His chambers are on the top level. One level down is his office. One down from the office is a private suite of medical equipment and rooms. For anyone he’s. . .particularly invested in.”
ForceZero, I think. I want to ask about them, and the special list of dangerous numbers with my name on it, but there’s only so many issues I can handle at once. 
So I just nod, letting her know I’m following.
“My ship is registered to me, so as long as you’re flying it no one will ask you permission to enter the facility, you won’t need to give your number. . .well, lack of number. There’s a landing pad atop the tower. Land there, there are drones, but no numbers patrol up there. But don’t break anything or alarms will go off. It’s very sensitive in Captain’s rooms.”
“I take it the doors aren’t unlocked.”
“No,” she says, upper lip twitching as if she’s smelled something unpleasant. “And I can’t be there. This will do it.”
She holds up her arm with the embedded pad.
Princess looks ill as she catches her meaning. I manage to keep the emotion off my face and just in my chest.
“That’s going to hurt,” I say, even though she’s well aware. Stating the obvious feels better than not acknowledging it. 
“Not much, I know how to take it out myself.” She holds her arm at eye level, inspecting it with untroubled eyes. Pain doesn’t hold the same meaning for cyborgs as it does for humans, but I’m surprised she knows how to take out the implant on her own. There are surgeons for such things for a reason. Sure, I know how to repair my own—I’ve had to on one occasion when it almost got yanked out of my arm, and I don’t want to think about how it felt—but if it were ever to get completely yanked out, I’d have to find a doctor no matter how much I hate the idea. Although, Bat might have some natural knowledge. Audra shouldn’t.
“Won’t it be a bit of a giveaway if it’s done neatly?” I ask, wincing at even having to ask. The implication here is Audra came to search the area and we attacked. It won’t look so good if her injury is neat.
She shrugs. “For all Captain knows, you know how to take an implant out. I’m not going to tell him otherwise. As for it looking neat, he knows you have some affection for me. I don’t think he’d be surprised if you weren’t cruel. Knocking me out and taking my ship is different from brutalizing me.”
I nod, but it doesn’t comfort me. I wish my heart would return to its usual rhythm. Audra disappears into her ship, returning with a small box. Tools. Taking a seat on the nearest piece of rubble, she goes to work on her implant, frowning but not grimacing. 
“I don’t want to hit you over the head,” I tell her, and ignore how weak it sounds. It probably doesn’t even bother her. She’s decided to help us—I don’t know why, but hell if I’m going to ask—so all of this is just the next steps to take.
We must make it appear as if we overtook her and stole her ship. It has to be more convincing than just a missing panel in her arm. Same as the show we put on during the little adventure on Captain’s ship. Which apparently worked. Or she wouldn’t be standing here still remembering who I am.
As I imagine, she gives me a dead look, somehow managing to say don’t be a wimp.
I shake my head a little.
“Would you rather shoot me in the leg? Less personal.”
Princess has such a deep frown her face is going to hold permanent divots. But we’re doing her the biggest favor in the world, so she wisely keeps her mouth shut.
“Will it be convincing enough?” I ask.
“This one is completely metal and wire.” Audra taps the calf of her left thigh. I had no idea she had an artificial limb. “If you shoot me there, it’ll be convincing. The only thing I could do in such a situation is hop after you. It would be easy enough from that point for you to restrain me and take the panel.”
I nod. If it’s good enough for her, I suppose I should trust her judgment. I don’t want for a moment of this to be easily traced back to her involvement. She’s already hiding too much for me. Technically, now she’s hiding things for Princess, but Princess has no idea what she’s doing.
For some reason, I’m the one who’s agreed to help her.
And I call Zane and Lalia idiots.
“Damage the comm behind my ear.”
I nod. It’ll be easier for me to do it than for her. Cyborgs aren’t supposed to damage their equipment. Taking out a panel is one thing, but comms are small and won’t cause terrible damage to just rip out, so it’s more realistic for it to be torn. I suppose. My stomach turns.
I touch behind her ear with my good hand. A small, rounded box of metal sits behind the cartilage, how it’s supposed to sit when ears aren’t as damaged as mine. She hands me a small, electric knife from her pocket—I’ve no idea where mine went—and I slice it right off, careful not to damage her human skin. She makes a face but doesn’t appear to be in pain. It shouldn’t cause anything but a little discomfort.
I really need to get a grip on the damn urge to cry. I need a damn nap.
“Should I rip your coat?” I ask, then remember my hand. “Or, you do it. Kinda messed up my ripping ability.”
She nods, still focusing on her panel but glancing at my hand. “What did you do?”
“Got out of my cuffs. Panicked a little. Not my brightest move.”
“Seems you got out.”
“Face-planted onto the surface, yeah. Though that part wasn’t my fault. I really have no idea what happened. Why did Captain let me go?”
I wasn’t meaning to ask the question, but I can’t not. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity since it happened, and I don’t know when, if ever, I’ll see her after this.
She pops part of the panel out of her arm, getting to work on the rest, and gives Princess a look.
“Hey,” I say to the royal standing with her arms folded, eyebrows bunched. “If you still want the stupid robot, you better get it now.”
She opens her mouth as if she wants to speak—probably about how heavy the thing is going to be for her—but takes a look between the two of us and heads out of view. Hopefully, I can trust her not to fall off a ledge while I’m not watching for two seconds. 
“Robot?” Audra asks, but I shake my head. It isn’t nearly the most interesting conversation we could be having in our limited alone time.
“Are you going to tell me?” I ask. There’s quite the chance she won’t, even with Princess out of earshot.
She hands off her weapons to me before she finishes with the arm panel. It wouldn’t make sense if I attacked her, but left her a gun. It’s not as if there’s anything out here she needs to defend herself from. No big animals and no people save the ones here on official business. Into my various pockets go her two pistols—nice ones, very brand new and sleek—the electric knife, a small taser, and a normal pocketknife with a red wood handle.
Calmly, she returns to the panel in her arm, and tells me, “I paid Captain off.”
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“You did what?” I ask, then the rest of the implication catches up. “Captain doesn’t need money. Technically, he’s richer than God—”
“It wasn’t about the money; it was about what the money meant.”
I try to think of a possible explanation, but my head hurts, and I’m not following. I try to give her a look accurately portraying how crazy she sounds, and she rolls her eyes.
“While you and the woman were sitting in the cell talking about me”—She gives me a glare and I swallow tightly—“Captain was asking me about you and your strengths and weaknesses, a basic breakdown. I told him I’d prefer if he let you go, as you basically will take orders from me, and you might be unregistered, but you’re useful as a free agent.”
She actually tried arguing with Captain for my release? I know Captain favors her, but as far as I know, it doesn’t mean she can backtalk to him, even respectfully.
“He didn’t appreciate the idea, but was going to decide when he talked to you. I could tell he didn’t like your answers and your attitude. . .” She sighs, more irritated and exasperated with him than I’m accustomed to seeing. “I wanted to make it very clear to him that I valued you being my personal bounty hunter, but I wasn’t going to say it in the containment room with you and the human, so I paid him off. Captain understands things in cold, hard numbers.”
I don’t ask how much. It isn’t really relevant. I’ve no idea how much money Audra has access to anyhow. But I’m certain it was huge to make Captain think twice. No wonder he looked at his arm panel in surprise. Audra dropped a bunch of money into his account to get his attention.
“I don’t get it,” I whisper.
Finally, the panel pops out of Audra’s arm. She grimaces, handling it delicately and offering it over. “Don’t break it please, and just leave it somewhere in Captain’s quarters once you get out. I have a lot of information in there.”
I nod, holding it tightly enough not to drop it—a flexible glass pad with wires and metal ports beneath. A matching gap of ports and wires sits empty in her arm. It’s meant to be replaceable, so it isn’t actually a mess of gore, but the sight of even a little of her blood, especially for the sake of helping us, makes my stomach churn. She doesn’t appear to be in any pain, but I’m good at masking it too, until it’s bad.
“Where’s your medic kit?” I ask. “We can give you painkillers—”
“No, I don’t want them to still be in my system when someone picks me up. It’s already toning down. It’s just uncomfortable. What don’t you get?”
I swallow again. My throat is still burning, and I’ve given up on getting a handle on it. Hopefully, my watery eyes look like the effects of pain and exhaustion after a pretty nasty crash. Probably not fooling her, but I’m grateful she hasn’t said anything.
I clear my throat and say, “Why you would risk it?”
She leans against the rubble and squints at me, says “hmm,” and looks over my shoulder as footsteps approach. I glance at Princess hauling the robot past, ignoring us, and into the ship. I sigh.
“I’ve met her before, I don’t think she remembers me,” Audra muses, uncaring.
Apparently, she’s not going to answer.
“Are you sure you’re going to be fine here on your own?”
She shrugs. “In a few hours, if no one sees me, they’ll start wondering and probably head out. If not, Captain’s scheduled to be back in about thirty hours. I’ll be fine out here for three times as long.”
She’ll probably get hungry and thirsty before then, but I don’t say so. If she says she’s fine, arguing will only annoy her.
“What about. . .” I pause, almost not wanting to know, but it’s something that could get me killed, so I ask, “What about the private bounty list I’m on?”
“What?”
“The numbers on Taloon looked at something on their tablet before deciding to take me in. One said something about a private list of dangerous, unregistered numbers. Apparently, I’m on it, and I figure it must be new or I would’ve run into numbers who recognize me before.”
Audra blinks. Stares at me. Rolls her eyes up to the cavern ceiling as if this is what finally ruined her day. “That ass.”
“Do you know about it?”
“I didn’t know you were on it. It’s a list Captain curates himself. It’s not large because it’s meant for the rogue numbers we’ve gotten word are particularly violent and have a habit of hurting innocents, and they’re usually hunted down quickly. I haven’t even looked at it in ages. There isn’t any reason you should be on there. You’re annoying to Captain, not violent.”
Well, not unnecessarily violent. I haven’t hurt anyone who wasn’t going after me. All the situations in the last few weeks run through my mind, including my little escapade with the humans at the hospital who I should never have helped. A terrible, stupid decision.
And I’m about to make a similar one. I glance at Audra’s ship with Princess.
“So Captain’s just pissed at me?”
“Perhaps. I don’t know. Only he can add and take away from the list, so I can’t get you off it. I’ll ask him about it when he returns.”
“Don’t tell him I know.”
“I’m not dense, Aaron. We’re not supposed to be having this conversation. Just. . .I know you avoid other numbers to begin with, but I’m serious when I say you don’t want to be seen. You can’t even rely on others being apathetic toward you, at least right now.”
Yeah, I figured it might be something along those lines. Still, the new information weighs on me. At least I don’t have some public bounty up, saying I’ve kidnapped the princess. A pitiful comfort.
Princess creeps out onto the gangplank, watching. I suppose it’s time to go.
“Still don’t want to shoot you in the leg,” I grumble, pulling her smallest pistol from my pocket, then thinking better of it and grabbing my own. It’s probably on record what weapons she carries, and though I doubt anyone will be able to tell, I don’t want even the slightest chance of it being discovered she was shot with her own weapon. Mine’s not much nastier, at least.
Audra watches me check the weapon without so much as an eye twitch.
“You gonna at least tell me why you’re okay with getting shot over this whole situation?” I ask.
She gives Princess a look, but says, “I agree with her. Not necessarily her methods or all the chaos she’s causing, but Captain’s just being petty now. After watching over you for years, I believe the little girl needs her family.”
Somehow, I feel loads better about the whole choice to help Princess. Audra usually thinks I’m reckless, but if she approves. . .
Well, I suppose I’m doing the right thing, stupid as it may be. At least, as right as one can be in such a situation.
It still doesn’t explain why she cares. She’s as programmed as the rest, after all, but those are questions for another day. We have thirty hours before Captain hits the planet, probably only one or two before someone at Facility One realizes Audra hasn’t returned or isn’t in her ship. Bit of a time deadline.
Princess is creeping over to us, arms folded. At least she has the decency to look sheepish. Her eyes are on the disassembled panel in Audra’s arm.
Then she leans over and hugs her.
Audra blinks once but lets her, giving me a blank look. I shrug. Sure, Audra’s more approachable than I am based on unoffensive looks alone, but I still didn’t expect it.
Without looking at me, Princess heads back into the ship. If I were her, I wouldn’t want to watch either.
“Odd woman,” Audra says, but we’re both cyborgs, so perhaps Princess is the only sane one here. “Oh, and Facility One is a bit emptier than usual at the moment. There are quite a few scuffles going on galaxy-wide, I don’t even want to explain them all, but Captain’s tower should be empty except for his medical suite. Still, don’t get spotted. If one number sees you, it’s over.”
I nod. Empty is better. Amerov is more or less populated depending on the state of the galaxy, but I hadn’t even considered Captain’s little section of the planet may be under lower security than average. It comforts me more than it should. It still only takes one number spotting us. We’re still in more danger than I should ever put myself in.
“Maybe close your eyes,” I say.
Audra nods. “Don’t hit anything near or above the knee or it’s a pain to have fixed.”
“Yeah.”
I wait for her not to be looking at me—even thinking about the situation is making my own knees throb—take a deep enough breath to steady my hand, though it’s never not going to be a little shaky in this situation. Aim at the metal and wire portion of her left shin.
The shot echoes off the little ruined chamber.
“Damn,” Audra whispers, grimacing, but at least she isn’t grinding her teeth.
Leaning over her knees, she takes a few deep breaths and hisses, then leans back and pinches the bridge of her nose.
I don’t feel quite as sick since there isn’t blood to be had with a completely mechanical leg, then feel guilty for thinking about myself.
“Sorry,” I say, though it was her idea. Hitting her over the head would technically have been more painful. Her body should automatically turn the pain down, especially since it isn’t real flesh and blood, as a crack along the skull would’ve been.
“Not as bad as I expected,” she says, and I have no idea if she’s lying. “Better get going. And don’t get caught.”
Tucking the gun away, I brush my fingers over her shoulder, just lightly, and she turns her face sideways to look at me. “I hope you have an idea of what you’re doing.”
“Not a single one,” I admit. “But I usually don’t and I’m not dead yet.”
“Hmm.”
“See you sometime.”
Again, I think about embracing her, but I’m already working on not crying, so I head up the gangplank without a glance back. Audra taught me to pilot in one of these models, so the captain’s seat is familiar and easy. Princess is already in the co-pilot’s seat, arms folded around herself, staring out the viewport. I don’t say anything about the obvious crying.
The stupid robot is in the corner.
Without speaking or taking another look outside, I seal the airlock and kick the ship into gear, fingers finding their way over familiar buttons and switches, rising us out of the rubble.
The back of the shiny vessel holds a small washroom. I take a moment to unwrap the coat from my hand and clean the injury. It isn’t as bad as I feared, more painful than anything. Skin is cracked and broken, blood congealing around the edges, a bit of metal from my thumb showing. Not as bad as last time, actually.
Still makes me nauseous with the pain of cleaning it.
Sterilized, I hunt for the first aid kit and both some gauze and a splint. Nothing’s broken, and I popped my thumb back into its damn joint already, but I want to stop myself from moving it unnecessarily.
If we had more time, I’d clean the rest of the injuries. But the ship is set for Facility One, and we have little time now we’re flying. Ten minutes tops. 
Returning to the pilot chair with the first aid box, I rummage in it for the other thing I’m searching for. Princess has gotten enough of a grip to look at me instead of staring stonily out the viewport.
“What is that?” she asks when I pull a small cylinder from the kit with a gray and white pattern.
I load a new cartridge into it and before she can resist, shoot her in the arm. 
“Ow! What the hell!” She pauses. “Oh.”
“Yeah, oh,” I mutter, reloading a new cartridge, complete with a new, sterile needle, gritting my teeth and doing the same. I hate needles with a burning passion, but under the circumstances, it’s better than not having it.
A dull pain shoots down the muscle in my arm. But a moment later, a pleasant numbness begins, filtering through my limbs like water. Even my hand and leg fade to a dim twinge of discomfort. I lean against the headrest, closing my eyes for a moment.
“You’re still injured,” I remind her. “It’s just pain killer, doesn’t mean you should go doing backflips.”
“Yeah.”
“And you might have a concussion, so take it easy.”
“Yeah. . .um. . .thank you,” she says in no more than a whisper. I’m sure it takes a hit to her pride to thank me for anything.
“Don’t thank me yet. This has all the spellings of disaster. And I’m one hundred percent certain the universe is out to get me.”
“Means you’re due for some luck?”
“I might’ve used it up running into you on Amethyst. That was lucky on my part. Though, given everything since, maybe it can be argued running into you was my worst luck yet. So perhaps you’re right.”
Princess gives me the side-eye but wisely doesn’t speak. I’m not in the mood for another snark-fest, not with what we’re headed into. Now I’m sitting quietly, the panic is setting in, and I work on breathing to settle my heart.
The sun is rising, and Facility One is growing larger on the horizon.
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In the remaining minutes, I use the comm in Audra’s ship to call Bat and the siblings.
I fill them in on the situation, trying to ignore the panic in their questions, and we agree to meet in the asteroid field. They’ll stay safe there. We’ll get the younger princess out, meet them there, and drop Audra’s ship in space. Hopefully, all within an hour or two. Hopefully, the early hours of the morning will help with our little escapade. There won’t be nearly so many cyborgs crawling around. And Captain’s chambers should be abandoned.
So long as ForceZero isn’t here.
Should’ve asked Audra. Though, in this situation, if we were going to run into them, she’d have told me. If they’re a special task force, they probably aren’t just running around uselessly in Captain’s tower, especially if there are other galaxy-wide issues.
If we’re extra lucky, we’ll only run into a doctor or two. They usually have fewer augmentations than the average fighter.
Hopefully, Audra was correct about the youngest Princess being nearly well. If she still needs significant medical attention, this is going to be hell.
Facility One grows larger.
Most facilities are similar in appearance. A bundle of gray and silver buildings, blue morning lights flickering. Smaller buildings sit among the towers, easy to see for miles upon miles thanks to the flatness of the landscape. As we approach, shapes and materials become more detailed—metal and glass and more metal.
“They won’t stop us from coming in?” Princess asks.
“No, this is Audra’s ship.”
One of the nice things about being Audra’s little “pet” throughout the years: everyone left me alone, and I realized how much facility leaders have their own privacy and never need to check in with anyone save Captain. They have their own ships with no tracking chips and can come and go between facilities and planets as they please. No one can steal their individual vessels, since voice permission is needed to open them.
We’re going to have a small window of opportunity before it becomes suspicious Audra’s ship is at the facility but she hasn’t been seen.
I hum under my breath to stop feeling as if I’m going to throw up.
“Will it help if I yammer on about something?” Princess asks. “Because I have other stupid stories.”
I’m not going to bother asking why she cares about helping with my nerves. Maybe I’m making her nervous. 
“It’s fine. I need to think.” I haven’t returned to Amerov since the last time Audra helped me get my augmentations up to date, which was out of necessity. Even my glitching eyes and ears didn’t tempt me back for a moment. And certainly never to Facility One.
Bat was panicked over the comm. The closer and closer we get, the more I really don’t blame him.
This is a hellish idea.
Drones patrol the bases of buildings, lights flickering on and off as our ship passes. Each time we near anything liable to set off an alarm, my heart jumps into my throat. I try to console myself with the idea that if something so much as looks suspicious, we can just take off right into the atmosphere and get as far from here as possible. Princess won’t be too happy about it, but I’m not opposed to knocking her out if such an extreme situation calls for it. 
But I’m borrowing trouble. I try to focus, keeping my uninjured hand on the joystick as steady as I can force it. The ship returned on autopilot, but now I’m in control lest it try to land in one of the occupied hangars. We need the tallest of the small skyscrapers. 
I try to see forms out of the viewport, a few hundred feet below. Small insects of cyborgs pass from building to building, but it’s not day yet. Sunrise is early on Amerov this time of year—the clock on the control panel says 4 AM. Even the numbers up and about won’t be in Captain’s tower. I don’t know what’s housed in the lower levels, but we won’t be going down there.
Everything about Facility One is state-of-the-art. Nineteen was this way as well, though this place is larger and I’m certain has more money poured into it since Captain is here to oversee his ideas being implemented. Buildings and equipment are practical, with no need for personalities, but the slope of the silver and glass towers are elegant and glimmering in the blue starlight. Ships are usually parked in their hangars, but lines of them are visible outside to my left. Rows of sleek, sharp things able to out-fly my bucket of bolts in half a second.
Damn, I miss my ship.
Despite my heart doing its very best to chew its way past my metal bones and out my chest, we settle softly on the empty landing pad of the tallest tower without incident. There’s a trapdoor in the roof along with a set of stairs winding down the side of the tower to a door beside a glass window. Captain’s office, I’m guessing. Both are equally good options for entering. I touch Audra’s arm panel I tucked into the zipped inner pocket of my coat.
I let the ship idle, unwilling to turn it off. I don’t want to wait for it to fire up if we need to make a running exit.
“What are we waiting for?” Princess whispers. Now we’re here, her foot is bouncing on the metal floor.
I’m making sure I’m not going to have a panic attack. “Drones should patrol this area of the building at least once in a while. I saw one heading up. I want to wait for it to pass. Audra’s ship won’t set off an alarm, but it might scan our faces.”
She nods, eyes flickering at everything outside the viewport.
As suspected, a silver bot no larger than a watermelon zips up over the edge of the tower, circles once, then dips back over the other side, dropping down without so much as a blip of hesitation.
“Let’s go,” I mutter before my nerves get the better of me. “Stay right behind me. Don’t say anything and try not to make noise. If I want you to do something, I’ll tell you. Otherwise, just follow.”
“Got it,” she says, determined, and I believe wholeheartedly she’s going to do exactly as I say. I’m helping her get what she’s gone through hell for.
I cycle open the airlock and hit the button on the inside to keep it from closing. Can’t take any chances it’ll lock and not allow us entry without Audra.
It’s otherworldly being atop the tower with only the silence and the wind—it isn’t a large tower by any means, maybe a dozen feet from the center to the edge. At least the stairs dip into the concrete of the roof, and we aren’t subjected to the edge of a skyscraper with nothing to catch us. It’s cooler on the staircase, and the single door about ten steps down is tinted black glass.
Hoping and praying and muttering to myself, I press Audra’s arm panel to the tiny glass tablet embedded beside the door. A second of anxious panic later and the light turns from dark blue to pale azure. Trying the handle opens it easily.
I let out a long breath.
Nothing opposite the glass has a heat signature of a number. Just the blocky blobs of what seems to be a computer and perhaps a fridge or something. Captain does live here, after all. Still, I’m careful and slow as can be when I push the door open a crack and press my face to the gap, getting a better look.
Empty.
I slip inside, holding the door for Princess and tucking Audra’s panel safely inside my pocket. The temperature inside is the same as outside—with no one home I suppose it makes sense.
Princess says. “This is. . .posh.”
I snort. With the painkillers in my system, it doesn’t hurt my ribs.
Just because Captain runs his facilities nice and clean and sterile doesn’t mean his own private rooms are the same. Landscape paintings line the walls—never did figure him for that type—a wide desk of deep brown wood overlooking a broad window. The chair matches. A couch with burgundy cushions deep enough to sink into sits along the wall. A wide bed in the corner is neatly made with black blankets and sheets.
Does he need a bed that big? I think, then shake my head before I can examine the idea too closely.
“Did Audra say two levels down?” Princess asks.
“Yeah, the one right below is his office, apparently.” Don’t know why he needs one, he’s got plenty of room at his desk. Maybe he doesn’t like meetings in his own chambers.
Elevators are along the wall, but so are stairs, which seem safer, even if I need to keep off my leg. Inside the stairwell is stone and even cooler, and I lean my uninjured hand along the railing, practically hopping on my good leg, keeping an eye out for heat signatures. It’s so quiet, and it’s freaking me out, but there’s no reason for cyborgs to be crawling around up here, and Audra said the place is empty.
We pass the office level without so much as looking in—no heat signature on the other side of the wall, so I’m not worried—and stop at what should be the private medical chambers. Again, Audra’s panel works like a charm.
The door is solid but thin metal, harder to get a heat read through than glass. Carefully, I crack it open, ready to go for my gun. If the younger princess is in here, there’s bound to be a doctor or two. The room seems to be sectioned off because nothing more than a broad, pale curtain is visible at this angle and a few counters with neatly stacked towels and small medical equipment.
Two heat signatures inside. One large enough to be an adult. 
One small enough to be a child.
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Hopefully, our little invasion doesn’t scare the poor girl half to death.
Now we’re here, I hope Princess doesn’t act too hysterical in a fight with her sister nearby. But I doubt the doctor is going to leave the girl alone, so we can’t wait them out. And I’m not going to attempt to send Princess back to the ship or wait in the stairwell.
I hold up one finger, then put it to my lips. She nods.
I’ve never been more relieved when we sneak through the door and no alarms blare. Sterile scents and pale floors greet me, but now is not the time to be uncomfortable with medical situations.
A very, very long vacation after this. Definitely. With lots of sleep and maybe some ice cream. Lots and lots of sleep.
I’m unsure of the best way to proceed. If I fire a gun in this place, numbers will descend. I’m down one hand, so it’ll be difficult to perform a quiet takedown. Even then, who knows how long they’ll be knocked out.
Although. . .
Silent as the dead, I open and close drawers of equipment and medicine cabinets without so much as a squeaky hinge. Most of it’s unfamiliar, but everything has labels. Eventually, I find something I remember from my time here as a child.
I hand it to Princess, whispering. “Open this. Quietly.”
She pulls apart the plastic sheath with barely more than a crinkle while I turn Audra’s gun on safety and flip it over in my good hand. I’m going to have to pull a hell of a lot of muscle into this, but this arm is working, and I’m high enough on the pain meds I’ll be fine.
No telling how I’m going to feel when the drugs wear off, but I’d rather not consider it.
Maneuvering Princess behind me, near the cabinets, she’s nice and safely out of the way.
Then I kick the metal cabinet.
In the quiet whir of the medical room, the sound makes me jump even when I cause it. A bustle of movement from the heat signature of the adult—not large enough to be Captain, I figured it out right away—and the moment I see a confused expression appear through the curtain, I strike. I feel a bit bad about the crack across the jaw, but it’s difficult to feel too guilty about hitting another cyborg, especially in the middle of a medical room. . .when I don’t have to kill him.
As hard as I hit him—jarring my shoulder and sending pain through my ribs even over the drugs—it doesn’t knock him out. Princess hands me the needle without needing to be told, and I jam it into the doctor’s neck while he tries with little coordination and weak swearing to roll over. 
He makes a noise probably supposed to be a word, then slumps to the ground in a limp pile.
I let out a breath. 
No alarms. Cameras are definitely recording this, but since the doors don’t bolt and nothing happens, I’m guessing they’re on some sort of automation.
There’s a decided shuffling of fabric from the other side of the heavy curtain and an intake of breath. Probably scared the poor kid half to death. The smaller heat signature is the only one remaining in the room, so I make a gesture at Princess, avoiding her wide-eyed expression. She didn’t so much as blink at the assault.
It’s all the invitation she needs to bolt through the curtain.
Ignoring the shriek on the other side followed by rather obvious crying, I root through the doctor’s pale coat until I find his tablet. Pressing his finger to the screen, I unlock it and start scrolling. Lucky for me, the little princess’ charts are the last thing he had up—her name is Anya, I realize I never asked—so I don’t need to fumble around trying to find it. I want to ensure she’s good for us to haul out of here. The last thing I need is a small, sick child who needs the kind of care I don’t have the first idea of how to assist with. Doctoring Bat and I is one thing. If she needs medications, I need to know as well.
I find the list of her injuries and grimace. Wow.
Lucky for us, Audra was correct: she’s mostly good to go. Captain could’ve definitely taken her home to Neyla Ve by now, let alone allow her family visits. What an ass.
Princess’ll be happy to know there’s nothing critical enough to keep her here. Though I still believe this is out of our wheelhouse.
I take the tablet with me. I can transfer her medical info while we’re flying out of here, then I’ll ditch the tablet with the rest of the ship. Could be useful.
Staring at the cyborg flopped across the shiny, pale floor, I roll him over until I can grab hold of his wrist and haul him onto the other side of the curtain. No use having him drooling on the floor if anyone takes a casual peek inside the door.
There’s a gasp, and I chance a peek at the two princesses from the corner of my eye. The girl’s had enough of a fright already I don’t want to stare at her too much. But she resembles her sister. Dark skin and big purple eyes. I’m sure her hair looks similar, but it’s been shorn close to her head, probably for the sake of surgeries. I know she’s ten, but I still wasn’t expecting such a sweet little kid looking at me with a mixture of nervousness and concern. Perhaps I was imagining the terror of a mini version of the eldest royal daughter. That would’ve been an even longer day for me.
Princess Anya appears rather alarmed at the unconscious cyborg I’m dragging across the floor—a set of beds line the wall, empty save her’s, and dragging the body behind one will at least be a bit of cover. This doctor’s probably been rather nice to her. Civil, at least.
So I tell her, “He’s fine.”
It probably doesn’t look convincing, but she only swallows. As I drag the doctor behind the farthest bed, I think about his tablet I’ve stolen, and the level above us, apparently Captain’s office.
I wonder. . .
“Get her things together,” I tell Princess. “I’m going up to Captain’s office.”
“What? Why?”
“Complicated. Just do it. Meet me up there. If someone comes in. . .scream.”
“You’ll hear?”
I pause. “I am one hundred percent certain I can hear your banshee screech, yes.”
Anya actually looks as if she wants to laugh. Then I take off out of the private medical room.
No heat signatures are in the hallway or as far down as I can see. If Captain were here, I’m certain this place would be swarming. On the other hand, I’ve no idea how Facility One works outside the normal procedures. 
Swearing at the stairs, I limp up to the next level. Painkillers are only going to work so well, and stairs on a shot knee aren’t under the umbrella. Audra’s arm panel works on the office as well. She has more access to Facility One than I’d imagined. The office is much like Captain’s rooms, with paintings and a wood-carved desk of a similar fashion. A wide window sits on the opposite wall this time. I can see the blue star rising. It’s only been about ten minutes since we landed, but it seems much longer. It’s still quite early.
This desk has a large, clear monitor sleeping. I tap gently at the keyboard. It wakes up but needs a passcode or fingerprint. Neither of which I have, and I’m not nearly good enough or have enough time to figure out how to hack the thing. It’s Captain’s computer. It probably has military secrets. This isn’t some hospital tablet on Amethyst.
Muttering, I glance around the rest of the office. It’s sparse. A long table and a dozen seats take up much of the space outside the desk.
The third back of the room has been sectioned off. I stare at it. A finger pad along the door. But a tablet to accept arm panels as well. I’ve always known records for every Amerov number are stored at Facility One, as well as the individual facility numbers at their respective places. My files are stored at Nineteen, but there should be copies here as well. I was wondering if I could find anything about myself on Captain’s computer.
This may be better.
Creeping more than necessary in the abandoned tower, I hold my breath and try Audra’s arm panel on the thin, glass black door.
The blue lock turns lighter and clicks.
I glance inside. It’s one of the larger computers I’ve seen. Such measures aren’t usually necessary. But thousands upon thousands of individual files with tons of information in each take power to store securely.
Ten small aisles, maybe ten feet long stretch to the back of the room. Stacks of blue blinking, sleek, square computers are housed in shelving. Maybe a hundred or so of them. Each has a tablet mounted to the front, asleep with only Amerov’s sigil blinking faintly on the front. The whole room is cool and humming and dark, smelling of metal and plastic.
Casting a glance over my shoulder, I slip inside, wandering the rows. Picking a tablet nearest me, I brush my fingers over the cool glass. It hums to life without a passcode. 
Alphabetized.
By last name.
I grimace. I try a few tablets over until I come to D. DeLouve. Lalia and Zane’s last names. Nothing comes up. Dammit.
Last tablet. Maybe logs are here for unregistered numbers after Z.
Got it.
[Unfinished Numbers.]
[Filter by Facility.]
[Nineteen.]
[Last Names: Unknown.]
[Unknown Last Names: First Name ID]
It’s a surprisingly long list of numbers without last names. These records stretch to the beginnings of the cyborg planet. Yikes.
[Filter by Arrival Year: 5635]
[First Name: Aaron. Last Name: Unknown.]
There I am.



SEVENTEEN
Letters of my first name and a temporary ID number I’ve never seen blink in soft, blue letters. 
An image of ten-year-old me. Hell. I’ve never seen how I looked. Memories of the fever are hazy at best, anything before like hitting a wall when I think back. I really was a corpse. Milk-white skin practically drooping. Eyes unseeing, the actual irises and pupils like dripping ink. Ears relatively normal in appearance but unhearing. I’m lying on something—a surgery table, probably—mouth slightly open. My eyes are open, I can’t imagine I’m actually awake. At least, not conscious.
I have to give it to Captain’s doctors: they know what the hell they’re doing.
A shudder works through me. I scroll past the photo.
Another stares at me from some time after I’d been stabilized. Sitting in a chair. Glass eyes reflecting at the lens of the camera.
And another, probably at fourteen because I remember this one. No chip, no corrective surgery for the horrendous scarring from the procedures saving my life.
I look pissed.
Bat would laugh. Damn, I miss him.
I don’t even want to think about how much the siblings would crack up.
I’ve been staring for too long. I scroll past, skimming information. I’m not sure what I expect to find. I don’t believe Audra lied about my records, but perhaps the copy in Captain’s office has more information than the ones she was given on Nineteen.
[Origin]
[Planet: Lith Hytha. City: Unknown.]
That’s it? No address? No orphanage name? Not even a city? I frown. A little suspicious. Maybe this is why Audra said it’s possible the siblings are my family.
[Birth Origins: Unknown.]
[Parentage: Unknown.]
Fantastic. What a complete waste of time—
[DNA: On File. Year Sampled: 5635.]
5635? They have a copy of my DNA taken before all the augmentations messed it up?
Holy stars. . .
If I were slightly less injured and more like the siblings, I’d jump up and down.
“Aaron?” Princess’ voice is a soft whisper from the door of the office.
“In here. Come in, don’t stand in the doorway. I need a minute.”
Princess pops her head in, her sister bundled in her arms as if she’s three, not ten. Her ribs must not be very bruised if she’s hauling her around. The littlest princess stares at me over the top of the puffy comforter Yvonne has her wrapped in, then buries her face in her sister’s shoulder. Good. Kids usually freak out when they see me. I’m less nervous without her watching eyes.
“What are you doing?” Princess asks as I dig behind the tablet for the end of the cord I see.
“They have my DNA. The kind from when I was a kid and they hadn’t messed it up yet.”
Her eyes widen. “So you can test it to see if Zane and Lalia—”
“Yeah.”
“Wow.”
Finally unraveling the cord, I plug it into the port on my arm. Download the file. Send a prayer of thanks it doesn’t need a fingerprint to transfer a file. Probably just because it’s DNA. No universe-altering secrets here. Tap my foot. Unplug the cord and roll it up the way I found it.
The office door unlocks.
Princess and I go still. Thankfully, she closed the door to this little room behind us, so it’s only the smallest crack. Creeping to the edge, I peek out at the heat signature I now see entering the main office. A cyborg—not Captain, thank heavens—leans over Captain’s desk and taps in something, navigating the screen. I’ve never seen them, but apparently, they have access to his files.
Princess shifts her sister into one arm and takes a look. She immediately jumps back, staring at me with huge eyes, barely visible in the dark room, with only small blue lights blinking from the computers. She mouths something I don’t catch.
She points at the cyborg outside then circles her fingers into an O. An O? No. A zero.
ForceZero.
Uh-oh.
I glance back out at the number. It looks to be female, thin and average in build, sporting a neat gray uniform. It doesn’t appear to notice us. How long is she going to stay? What if she sits down and does her work for the next few hours? We don’t have the time. The doctor won’t even be unconscious for very long. But I’m in no condition to fight. And a shot to the head will send off alarms. I’m not even sure a shot to the head will take her out, given what happened the last time we ran into one of these things.
Princess looks downright panicked, which isn’t helping. Anya seems to have checked out, but as long as she’s silent as a mouse, I don’t mind.
The number shuts down the screen. I almost breathe easy, until she looks our way. The last one had no heat signature. Please, please don’t have heat sensors in your eyes. Please.
She continues staring at our door. No way she can see the crack in the dark office, right? I can barely see out of it, and my face is pressed against it.
She walks around the desk and comes our way.
I lean away from the door, making a gesture at Princess to be quiet. She puts a hand back over Anya’s mouth and chews on her lip. We both stand perfectly still. I watch the heat signature through the thin metal wall get right up beside the door. My pulse pounds. I swallow and hold my breath.
The number pauses. Stands there. Reaches up next to the door with both hands and makes a tilting gesture. 
A painting. She’s straightening one of the damn paintings.
If I wasn’t busy holding my breath, I might’ve choked out a hysterical laugh.
The number turns on her heel and heads out of the office, shutting the door behind her. I stare at Princess who hasn’t been able to see any of it, letting out my breath and whispering, “She’s gone.”
Princess swallows so aggressively I think she might feel nauseous. 
“Let’s wait a moment,” I say.
I wait until the doctor’s tablet says five minutes have passed before sticking my head out. Sneak to the office door. Search for a heat signature on the other side of the wall. Nothing. Crack open the office door and take a look. No heat signature for at least a level down, just the faintest sign of the unconscious doctor.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I say. “Quiet as you can.”
Grabbing her sleeve so she follows, I keep an eye on the stairwell going both up and down. It doesn’t register for a moment when she tugs her sleeve away only to grab hold of my hand instead. What is she doing? Whatever. So long as she doesn’t fall behind. At least, this way, I can haul her up the stairs faster, even if it hurts my damn leg.
After a cursory check, Captain’s chambers remain empty. We sneak across the room, the worst criminals in history—I leave Audra’s arm panel on the desk, just as she asked—and I ease open the door to the roof. Nothing but the sound of the wind reaches me, but I wait a whole agonizing minute until the hum of the security drone adds to the wind. It buzzes over the building and down again, and I haul Princess out the door. Up the outside steps. Across the dead empty landing pad. Into the ship. Seal the airlock. Get the ship in the air.
I want to throw up, which makes for the dozenth time in the last forty-eight hours. I don’t really want to describe the feeling in my chest as giddy, but I’m afraid that’s what it is.
Dropping into the captain’s seat—Princess is already collapsed in the co-pilot’s, her sister cuddled in her lap—I lean my forehead into the palm of my hand.
None of us talk. Less than three minutes later, we shoot right through the atmosphere. No one contacts us. No ships or drones appear to hunt us down. I think about Audra back in the abandoned facility and don’t know what to do.
I should call Bat and the siblings. But I need a minute.
Eventually, in a whisper quiet enough I’m likely not supposed to hear, Anya says, “He doesn’t look like the other cyborgs.”
I don’t let myself grimace. She’s right after all, and I’m too tired and jittery on fading adrenaline to properly care.
“Um, well. . .” Princess must know I heard. “He’s not. Emotionally, he’s basically human.”
Not sure how I feel about such a description.
“He looks different.”
I finally look at her. “I don’t care for people telling me what to do.”
She blinks once but doesn’t seem taken aback. Perhaps being raised around so many numbers has had an impact. Something about her face reminds me of a flower petal, but dark circles hang beneath her eyes. Can hardly blame her given the injuries.
“Ummm. . .” Princess says. “Aaron, this is Anya. Anya, Aaron. He helped me find you.”
Obviously, I think, but now is not the time to be so snarky.
“Hi,” the little girl says, in a much sweeter voice than I’m accustomed to kids using near me, so I smile, just a little, because she doesn’t deserve my cranky old attitude.
“What happened to your hand?” Anya asks.
She’s going to talk to me? “I messed it up by yanking out of some handcuffs.”
She crinkles her nose.
I shouldn’t be curious, not when I saw the medical records, but I ask. “Your sister said you had quite the ship crash. I know how you feel.”
“Is that why you and Yvonne are bleeding?”
“Yeah.”
She nods, serious. Then, with a metal hand, she unwraps the blanket hiding her. She’s in shorts and a loose tank top, both medical in pale material. Her right arm has the basic prosthetic. Her other three limbs have been fitted with ports already healed nicely. Ready for their own.
Princess is eyeballing me, waiting for a crappy remark, probably, but I’m not snippy with little kids who seem to want to talk.
“Pretty intense, little princess,” I tell her because I’m not sure what else would help. I don’t know her, and I don’t know the situation very well.
She smiles a little. Not in a way reaching her eyes, but she seems comfortable enough, wrapping herself back up and leaning against her big sister. That arm of hers is just a training prosthetic, I’ve seen them before. Prosthetics are extremely common, barely noticeable, I didn’t even know Audra had one. And she’s the daughter of the royals, she’ll get something nice and modern for all her limbs with synthetic skin even better than real flesh. Still. Makes my eyes burn. Children shouldn’t go through such things.
“How old are you?” Anya asks.
“Thirty-four.”
“I’m ten.”
“Yes, your sister said.”
“You have different eyes.”
“They’re glass. The wires behind them make them look strange.”
“Why do you have glass eyes?”
She and her sister are a team on personal questions. I suppose she doesn’t mind too much I whacked her doctor on the head. But she’s easier to talk to, even with Princess staring at me over the top of her head. Maybe because I have much more in common with this little royal than I even do with Zane and Lalia. It’s like talking to Audra. Or Bat.
“When I was a little boy, I got sick with a fever that ruined my eyes and ears and bones. They all had to be replaced.”
She cocks her head at me, eyes wandering across all the protruding metal and scarring. “You have ears.”
I turn my head and point to the implants. 
“Oh.”
Satisfied, she leans her cheek against Princess’ neck and snuggles up. Even the little bit of adventure is probably exhausting for her. Not to mention, it’s been months since she’s seen her family. Ignoring the strange look Princess has fixed my way—I can’t figure it out, anyway—I start transferring the info from the doctor’s tablet to the panel in my arm. Then, I send out a signal to Bat and the siblings on Audra’s untraceable comm.
It’s just a message, no live talking, but it’s enough to let them know I’m alive and on my way home.



EIGHTEEN
Hours later, just inside the asteroid field, both my ship and Zane’s hover still and silent. I hadn’t realized how tense I am until I see the stupid rust bucket I call home. Both ships float serenely inside the cluster of space rock. It’s dark here, barely room for starlight, and the asteroids are haunting shapes against a dark sky pinpointed with faraway stars. Some still catch the faintest blue light from Amerov’s star so far away.
Both ships drift out, and I attach the top of Audra’s ship to the belly of mine where my pod used to sit. It’s a frustratingly slow process in an unfamiliar ship. Finally, everything latches into place, and I manually unlock the round port in the ceiling with a great deal of annoyance with my one uninjured hand.
A flurry of fur tufts and metal limbs smack into my face.
I’m exhausted and startled enough that it knocks me onto my back. I lay there and put my arm around the little critter.
“Thanks, Bat, I needed more bruises.”
He burrows into my neck, metal talons digging through my clothes and into my skin. His bandages look clean and neat, so he’s been taking care of himself—or the siblings have been keeping an eye on him. I squeeze him tighter and promise myself I am not going to start crying with all the humans around.
“‘Ey, bro!” Zane hollers, leaning over the porthole directly above me, grinning ear to ear.
Oh no. Why did I miss him?
“Yeah, sure,” I say. Whatever.
“And who’s this?” he asks, nodding to Anya still in Princess’ arms.
Princess says, “Anya, this is Zane, Aaron’s brother. Zane, Anya.”
“Can we do introductions in my ship?” I ask, getting to my feet, still holding Bat who’s latched to my shoulder like a barnacle. “I want to dump this one, I still don’t trust it.”
Zane takes a look at the situation and the jump we’re going to have to make to get up through the floor of my ship. “Here, you want me to help her up?”
Anya looks down shyly, but Princess whispers something to her and boosts her up into Zane’s stable arms. He barely blinks at her injuries and gently hands her to Lalia, who’s pushed into view with a grin. Next, Zane hauls Princess up with a dramatic groan. She punches him in the shoulder and says something suspiciously foul in nature. I almost laugh.
“Here,” I say, hauling the robot skeleton from the corner and boosting it up.
Zane grabs it. “What in the world?”
“Don’t even ask.”
He sets it aside and sticks his hand back down for me.
“I’m perfectly capable,” I snip.
My tone doesn’t faze him a bit. “Really? Because you look like actual death.”
I’m confident I can probably haul myself up with my one good hand. And a bit of struggling. “Fine. How’s your arm?”
Bat did bite the crap out of him when Zane stopped him back on Taloon. Something I can’t even begin to find the words for how grateful I am.
“A little sore. No permanent damage.”
I grab his hand and let him help me up the porthole, Bat still clinging to my shoulder. Once I’m safe inside my own ship, he bites me on the ear.
“Ow. Ya little nut.” I rub his ears and tuck him under my arm. I can bear hug him later.
Zane has no such restrictions. I find myself drawn into a stranglehold. The guy’s a bit too buff to squeeze people with his full strength. If I were human, I probably wouldn’t be able to breathe. Poor Bat is crushed between us somewhere.
Instinctively, I go still. Not exactly used to hugging. I wait for him to release me. He doesn’t. There’s a possibility he’s worse than his sister. Which is saying something.
“Zane.”
“Hm? Yes?”
“Let. Go.”
“You know if I do, Lalia’s going to pounce next.”
“Is that a threat?”
“I dunno, a little?”
“Good, you know your strengths.”
“Hey!” Lalia peels Zane off to squeeze me around the middle, despite my best escape efforts. It’s easier to just let her.
“Bruised ribs,” I tell her, and she softens her grip and eventually releases me. They both have on-the-verge-of-tears expressions, and I’m not ready for that. 
Escaping to the captain’s chair—and stepping over the sleeping robot—I pet Bat’s ears and go about dumping Audra’s ship. Momentarily, I consider putting it on autopilot and sending it back to her location. But it’s supposed to appear as if I attacked her, and such kindness wouldn’t add up. She’ll be found within a day, two at the most, and she’s in no danger, just boredom. Even the pain will be more than manageable. It still sits sickly in my chest. Silently sending an apology, I leave the ship adrift among the asteroids and turn our vessel away from Amerov. The engine hums beautifully. I glance at the floor, but can’t see the new crystal without taking off the paneling. 
Zane must have replaced it for me. Which is a ridiculous reason for my throat to tighten up yet again. I clear it and stare at the control panel. 
The sibling’s ship follows automatically, away from Amerov, toward safety.
“I suppose no one minds if I set a course for some out-of-the-way-planet?” I ask, not having the courage to look back at them. “Unless you have some burning desire to go back to Neyla Ve. I don’t think it’ll go over well for you.”
“No,” Princess says. “I will literally pay you not to take us back right now.”
I nod and set course for a giant of a planet I’m familiar with, far out of the way of both Amerov and Neyla Ve. Backwater enough Captain probably won’t think to look for us there, at least not for a while. 
From the back of the ship, where the comfy chairs and kitchen are, I hear the little group talking, Princess relaying the story.
What an atrociously long day.
“Help yourself to the food,” I say, and slip into my bunk room before any of them can catch my eye.
•
Two hours later, I’ve showered days of filth and blood away. Fresh clothes. Pain pills after the shot wears off. Wounds are clean. Hand is bandaged and packed with medicine. The same goes for my knee and the other various cuts and bruises.
I lay on my side, back to the washroom, because I told Princess she can use it, and both she and Anya are in there. I hear them talking. The door is closed, but I still put my back toward it for when they come out.
Bat and I haven’t said much, but he helped me with my injuries. Now he’s curled against my stomach, my arm tucked around him.
Eventually, the two princesses return to the main compartment. I pretend to be asleep. I’m on the verge of it, anyway, fighting a losing battle against my heavy eyelids. Less than a minute passes before a soft knock yanks be back to reality.
“What?”
Zane pops his head in. “Hi. . .uh, we were just thinking if you want to talk about what the plan is before we all crash for the night? Or we can wait until morning?”
It’s been a hellish two days. And I feel the need to fill the siblings in on new information before I drop into a coma for the next twenty hours or so. Silently, I force my heavy body from the cot and maneuver to the captain’s chair, Bat perched on my knee. He’s not going to release me for the foreseeable future. Lalia has claimed one comfy chair, both princesses cuddled into the other. They’ve found my extra stash of blankets. The little girl smiles at me. I try to match the gesture.
Then her eyes fall to Bat and remain. She doesn’t appear frightened, so I don’t say anything. If I were ten, I’d be staring too. Even Zane and Lalia stared a little. Bat watches in return, head cocked, ears up.
“We’re talking about next steps,” Lalia says. “Now we’ve pretty much kidnapped the youngest princess of the galaxy.”
Yeah, there’s a problem. In the face of everything else, it’s a little funny.
“I know a planet where we can lie low for at least a week. We can decide from there. Sometime afterward. . .we need to head somewhere we can test DNA off-record. I found my original file on Facility One. Encrypted, I think, but it includes my DNA from before Amerov screwed it up.”
Both siblings’ mouths fall open. If I had enough energy, I’d laugh. “Any more questions?”
“Sounds good to me,” Zane says. Lalia and Princess nod.
“Great, I’m going to bed. Don’t wake me unless death is imminent.”
Anya squints as if I’m nuts, then buries her face back in her sister’s shoulder. Zane puts a hand on my shoulder, then stretches out on a cot he’s spread across the floor near Lalia’s chair. I don’t believe either of them touched my bed or even my bunk room while I wasn’t here, and I’m grateful for the respect.
“Hey, cyborg,” Princess says as I’m about to reach the bunk room door.
Pausing, I stare.
She gestures. Anya looks asleep already, not so much as budging. I consider ignoring the request—no one’s royal enough to order me around—but after everything, I’m feeling a tad generous, grateful to be alive and back home. I still don’t know what the hand-holding thing was about. Probably fear, but it was strange, nonetheless.
“You told me not to thank you until this actually worked,” she says, nodding to Anya’s sleeping form. “So, thanks.”
Oh. Well. Not as if I’m ever going to admit it, but I’m glad we got her out of there. Even if they were taking care of her, watching the way the little girl clings to her sister and buries her face in her shoulder, I believe we made the correct move. 
And if Audra agreed, I know it must have been right. Even if we’re in more danger now. 
A long, long vacation.
“Sure.”
Princess holds out her hand. “Yvonne.”
I stare at it. A bit odd. But I believe she’s trying. I’m not thrilled about her actions leading to Taloon, but she’s helped me, and obviously isn’t frightened by my presence. Which is more than I can say for most. Except those weird siblings crashed nearby.
After watching her with Anya, it’s difficult to hold any of the past events against her. In her position, I’d do the exact same thing. Doesn’t mean I’ll stop giving her hell of it, but I’m simply too exhausted to be angry. 
I take her hand, soft and warm inside mine. “Aaron.”
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ONE
“What is this place?”
Yvonne hovers over the control panel until I lean away. It doesn’t dissuade her.
“Falla, it’s considerably out of the way—”
“Kinda an odd name for a planet.”
“Uh-huh. Will you breathe somewhere else?”
Giving me the side-eye, her lips twitch upward, but she leans away with folded arms. Despite her bear-hugging me as we were crossing the makeshift bridge on Amerov, I don’t want her getting chummy. Near-death situations aren’t the same. She’s gotten everything she wants out of the situation. She can bug right off.
I check on Anya. It’s a small ship, so it’s easy to keep an eye on her—she’s in sight unless I close the door to my bunk room, and I’m folded up in the captain’s seat. The girl’s crashed in the comfy chair in the back of the ship, mouth open, drooling a little.
Cute enough kid.
For once, I’m getting along fine with a child. And by getting along, I mean I don’t speak to her often and she only stares in a curious way, not a staring-at-the-freak way. She talks to Yvonne and naps and occasionally tries to coax Bat to the chairs with her awkward training prosthetic, which goes about as well as expected. Poor badger’s hiding in my bunk room, under the covers, crowded by all the humans and restless from too long without planetfall. He’s about to get some free space to run.
All in all, the littlest princess is nice. An improvement over her sister.
“Is this a place Captain might check?” Yvonne asks, still on the approaching planet shimmering a dull golden outside the viewport.
“Doubt it. It’s an agricultural planet and that’s about it. Low population. Old tech. He might check here, but there are better places he might search first. And he won’t have many eyes here, especially not in the places we’ll go.”
“You been here before?”
“A few times. There’s someone here who deals in, uh…lightly used ship parts.”
Which is part of the plan. Not that she’s aware of my scheming.
“Blackmarket parts,” she says, deadpan.
“Judge all you want, you’re a bigger criminal than I am these days.”
She grins, which throws me off. “We sure that’s possible?”
“Hey, I want you to know if we get caught, I’m claiming you held me at gunpoint and I never wanted to break into an Amerov facility.”
“You think Captain’ll believe that?”
“Nope, but it’s worth a shot.”
She snorts, eyes sliding to her sister. “You think there are any doctors here who would be safe to take her to? I know those charts of hers say she’s all good, but I’d feel better if someone looked her over.”
As far as those charts tell us, her injuries are nice and fixed. She was going through physical therapy and fittings for more advanced prosthetics, but as far as the wounds themselves, they were healed weeks before we arrived.
Still, can’t fault Yvonne for fretting.
I’m doing my own fretting over Audra, though I know she’s fine.
“We’ll check it out once we get there. I want to stop at one of the bigger stations first, then we can head out to a rural area. Someone will be able to check her out.”
Most people, like me, aren’t going to know the princesses on sight. No one would expect the two to be on this farming space rock even if they got suspicious.
“Why are we stopping at a bigger station?”
“When I say bigger, I still mean a thousand or so permanent residents. And I need parts for my ship.”
It’s true enough it doesn’t feel like a lie—I could use some new bolts and wiring for the wings in this piece of rusty trash, and the paneling could use some patching—but I force myself to keep a smirk in check. I’ve got something else up my sleeve.
Atmosphere crackles around the hull. I glance at the control panel giving me a feed from the back of the ship. Zane and Laila’s craft are following. Their vessel is old enough I half expect something to fly off the paneling, the same as I expect it from mine. I haven’t had any emergencies about entering atmospheres. Yet. 
•
Bat is bouncing before the airlock as we settle in the fields on the outskirts of the station. His metal toenails click little scratches into the rim around the airlock already scarred from the years he’s done this. We’ve been here half a dozen times, and he devours the pizza they serve at this particular station. It’s an out-of-the-way place where he wanders the streets without hiding in my backpack. Technically, he’s more an oddity here than elsewhere, but Falla’s residents aren’t nosey enough to butt into our business, let alone strip us for parts.
He also likes the ice cream shop.
“Alright, calm down,” I say, but it’s useless, as the minute the airlock cycles open he shoots out the crack in a gray blur.
Well, he’s been practically clinging to my head the last few days since we took off from Amerov—at least he’s feeling safer. I don’t mind the attention. It’s nice to pick him up and know he’s safe. I made it home. But I’ve more scrapes than usual simply from his metal claws as he refuses to unlatch from me.
I watch his shape bounce through the tall grasses, cutting a swirling path through the golden scenery as he waits for the siblings to land.
“Alright, moneybags,” I say, grabbing my jacket but only my gun and knife—not much threat here. “Let’s go.”
“I’m not buying you parts for your ship,” Yvonne says, busy putting lotion on Anya’s face. The littlest princess gives me a long-suffering stare, as if I’ll help her from her sister’s smothering.
Technically, you owe me a solid million. But such is a topic for later. 
“Gratitude for ya. I didn’t mean that. Come with me. Bring her.”
They both give me a look. Anya’s been comfortable in my ship, if quiet, but her eyes get big, downright terrified at the prospect of wandering a town among other people.
“Everyone here’s half-decent, let’s go.”
Anya shakes her head. 
Yvonne starts in the most warning tone I’ve heard this week. “Aaron…”
Her using my name is odd as hell.
“Why don’t you want to go?” I ask Anya, though I know the answer and Yvonne is giving me the same look I’ve seen parents shoot unruly children who’ve asked something rude.
Anya shrugs.
“Is it because people are going to stare?”
Yvonne’s eyes could shrivel me on the spot, but Anya gives me a long, silent look. And the tiniest nod.
“Well, look at it this way: you two will be walking right next to me, and who’s going to stare at a nice little squirt like you when I look like someone turned my face inside-out?”
Yvonne’s expression spasms, shocked or trying not to laugh, I can’t tell.
But I get what I’m looking for. The slightest twitch upward from Anya’s mouth. “You don’t look like that.”
Nice kid. Maybe there’s some brain damage. I shrug. “Close enough. Come on. I promise you’re going to like what we’re doing.”
Yvonne squints at me. I give her a serenely mocking smile and slide out of the airlock.
“Hurry up!” I yell.
Zane is wading the grasses, a big grin plastered on his face. The siblings eventually transferred to their own vessel, but he’s been clingier than usual and calls me on the comm at all hours of the day. I’m going to give them a full twenty-four more hours to be this over the top, then I’m going to lay him flat on his ass the next time he tries to fling an arm over my shoulder.
Bat launches himself straight out of the grass, bones and metal limbs crashing into my chest bone. I fumble, trying to hold on to him until he positions himself on my shoulder, snickering to himself. He kneads my hair with his front teeth. 
“Ow! Did you get into the sugary cereal this morning?”
“No idea what you’re talking about.”
“Well, stop chewing me.”
Zane’s grin widens. Bat still doesn’t allow the humans near him, but he seems easier on Zane since I returned from Amerov. I’m sure the little critter didn’t appreciate being restrained when we were on Taloon, but we both know the human saved him from a terrible fate. He’s not been having outright conversations with the siblings, but he’s paying attention when they talk to him. He makes eye contact rather than glares.
“This place is neat,” Zane says. “Any good restaurants?”
“I’m sure Bat will be thrilled to show you.”
Bat flaps his ears and bounces on my shoulder.
Yvonne lets out the gangplank so she can stomp down, Anya held awkwardly in her arms, and gives me a familiar scowl.
“You gonna tell me what this is about?” she asks, tone letting me know she’s expecting an explanation this second and so help me if I don’t provide it.
“Nope,” I say, and turn for the station while the ship’s airlock closes.
It’s been long enough that my injuries from the skirmish on Taloon and crash on the God-forsaken piece of rock that is Amerov are mostly healed. Gauze still pads my knuckles for the sake of ensuring I don’t go around knocking the tender skin on anything. My knee twinges here and there when I walk, but not enough it’s bothersome, and the shot miraculously didn’t do permanent damage to the metal bones in my leg.
Small miracles.
Now, if I can only keep my body from various breaks and bleeds for a while, it’ll be great.
Bat launches himself off my shoulder—his injuries are long healed by now—and into the field, cutting a haphazard path. As far as the eye can see, grasses rise from fertile soil, tall as my hip and a gentle golden. It isn’t any food I recognize, and ships land in the open space around this particular station without being chased out. More of the towns scattered farther into the planet actually produce the abundance of food this place is known for.
It has shockingly few inhabitants based on size and production crops for a quarter of the galaxy. Most of it’s automated. This station is fairly empty of equipment, but we’ll see some when we eventually find a smaller town to crash at for a while.
The station itself is a single paved road cutting through and out the other end into the ever-stretching grasses. Most of the vehicles will be hovercraft, but it’s good not to hover over the fields and ruin the crops. Roads are a worthy-enough investment. Buildings never rise past two or three stories and are mostly wood, sometimes metal or concrete. A fueling station and parts depot make up nearly a third of the space, and an eatery another third. We can fuel up in a different town—this place is too expensive on principle, even if Yvonne pays me her due.
My eyes don’t mind this place. They give me nice even hues of warm earth baked in the sun. When we’re alone, I’ll probably take off my jacket. Weather’s nice.
“Aaron,” Yvonne has that distinct annoyance in her voice again. “What are we doing?”
“Learning patience, evidently.”
She makes a mimicking noise, and I chance a glance at the two. Anya seems peaceful enough, running her hand through the rustling grasses over her sister’s shoulder. I doubt she feels much through the metal, but we’ll soon have that changed.
Partially for the littlest princess’ sake, partially because it isn’t needed, I keep my hood down. I get a few odd stares, but people here mind their own business, and some of them even recognize me enough to not be interested.
Bat trots alongside me, casting glances at Zane and Lalia as if he’s worried they won’t keep up. I hear them chatting. The little critter keeps stepping on my feet in an effort to stay as close as possible.
“Wanna take them to get food?” I ask. “We’ll join you in a bit.”
“I want pizza,” Anya mutters.
“We’ll get there.”
Both princesses give me sidelong looks, but the siblings exchange suspicious glances and follow Bat off toward the massive eatery. They don’t know what I have planned—Bat does—but I guess they know by now I’m not going to tell until I want to.
“Come on,” I say, and Yvonne follows me across the street to the structure taking up most of the town outside the cluster of restaurants. She’s muttering to herself, and I ignore it, trying not to grin.
The massive parts shop attached to the fueling station isn’t much to look at from the outside. A series of metal-paneled walls and not much else. The door squeaks when I put my shoulder to it and shove my way into the air-conditioned building.
“Well,” says a voice from behind the counter. “Look who’s not dead.”
Continue the adventure with
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