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ONE
“What does this button do?” Anya asks.
I try to figure out where she’s pointing. “Cameras on the back of the ship.”
“What about this one?”
“Heat map. Doesn’t work great anymore.”
“And this one?”
“Those fire up the guns in the wings.”
“Oooo!”
“Don’t touch.”
“Damn.”
“Anya, do not say damn!” Yvonne hollers from the washroom. She’s currently using all my hot water.
Anya stares at the bunkroom door, whispering, “How did she hear me?”
“Beats me.”
From his little cot above the control panel, Bat snickers. We’re heading to Zar, and he’s quite pleased with the development. There will be food, after all. Lots and lots of different cuisines from all over the galaxy. If I’m being honest with myself, I’m rather happy myself. If it wasn’t coupled with the trip mainly being to discern whether or not Zane and Lalia are indeed my family, I’d be having much more fun. 
But a pit has sat in my stomach since we left Falla. It was easy to ignore when the siblings were just causing me trouble, following me around, or we had other issues to deal with. Now, other than keeping our heads down and ensuring no one in Captain’s circle notices us, there’s nothing to do but find a place that’ll hack my DNA file and test it off the record.
I could’ve put it off, technically. Zane brought up returning to Hytha—our home planet—to see if anything jogs my memory. They wouldn’t be opposed to us heading in that direction. But the only thing worse than the idea of finding someone to test my DNA is the idea of meeting two people who may or may not be my parents. If it turns out I am their family, it’ll be bad enough meeting them with. . .who I am. And how I look. I certainly don’t want to visit if I don’t know the truth.
Though I’ll admit, Zane and Lalia barely flinched at my appearance and certainly don’t mind touching me. The people who raised those two are bound to be decent. At least they’re bound not to fling themselves aside when I approach.
I’m not ready for it. Asking Bat his opinion wasn’t helpful. He told me he’d back me up no matter what, which is sweet but unhelpful.
I reach up into the cot and pet his ear.
“Why can’t we fire the ship guns at anything, there’s nothing out here?” Anya asks.
She’s sitting cross-legged on a section of the console containing no buttons or switches or screens, and I stare at her levelly. Which doesn’t do much. She stares right back. I sigh.
“Because that’s a waste, and shots are expensive. They run out quicker than a pistol.”
“Well, next time we land can you teach me more target practice?”
A few weeks ago, I probably would’ve argued just for the sake of arguing, but it wouldn’t be any use. I enjoy target practice, and she’s decent at it despite her awkward new arms. “Fine.”
“Can I get a gun at Zar?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re ten and I don’t trust you.” I take a glance at the closed washroom door through my bunk room. “And also because I think your sister would skin me alive.”
Anya giggles. “She’s like half your size.”
“Possibly. But she has a level of rage I simply have never reached.”
“That is bull and you know it.” Yvonne appears from around the edge of the washroom door, wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around her torso. Her curly hair is flattened out and dripping water. Looks like she jumped right out to argue with me. It would be hilarious if my face wasn’t turning hot.
“You’re using my towel,” I say, ignoring the wobble in my voice.
She levels a glare at me, “They’re all your towels.”
I shrug.
“And you have the worse attitude I’ve ever encountered in my life. I have never reached your level of pissed off, so don’t give me that.”
“You mean like the sabotaging-someone’s-ship levels of pissed off?”
“Huh?” Anya asks.
Yvonne puts her hand on her hip, which actually moves the towel a bit up. “Are you going to use that in every argument where I have a better point than you?”
“Very probably.”
“Whose ship did you sabotage?” Anya asks, giggling all over again.
I tell her, “Mine. Because she was mad I wasn’t taking her to Amerov to find you.”
“That’s not why!” Yvonne turns her back and stalks into the washroom, calling, “It was because you were taking me two weeks in the opposite direction of Amerov!”
“Either way,” I say, turning back to Anya. “She kicked a pebble into the crystal in my engine. Which means we had to stop on Taloon. Where she caused an explosion.”
Yvonne’s voice rises an octave. “Ya know, you always bring up my screw-ups and conveniently forget yours!”
Well, obviously.
I glance up at Bat. He’s happily flapping his ears.
We’re solidly out in the dark of space, about a day from the farming planet where we spent nearly a week. Anya was thrilled over the money she received for her bird eggs, though I’m certain she has access to much more than a few hundred credits back home. It was endearing. We’re not near any planets. I purposefully scouted out a path as far from any civilization as possible. There are hardly even stars here, just faint pinpoints of light in the distance, and definitely nothing hospitable. The only place which may have people is a set of nearby moons. Vaguely, I recall they’re mined for some mineral, but the rocks themselves are inhospitable. The operation will be small, and we can keep away from it.
If we can avoid as many people as possible, there’s less chance anyone will notice us enough to report us to Amerov. I’ve already figured that once we get this situation with Zane and Lalia resolved and the princesses back home for Yvonne’s bounty—somehow, without getting caught—Bat and I can head out to uncharted space for a while. I’ve never been, just skirted the edge of the galaxy a few times, but it’s outside Amerov’s control. Registered cyborgs rarely venture there. Sure, it’s hell to survive with so few people and many unexplored planets. But no one will find us. One hospitable jungle planet and we’ll be able to hunker down for ages. And we can always return.
Bat’ll be happy with the adventure.
With her new limbs and a bewildering level of comfort with us, Anya is no longer staying quiet in her chair, staring into the abyss. I don’t get much time alone as it is having two humans in my already small ship, but she follows me everywhere. If I read in my bunk room, she comes and sits on the foot of the bed. If I’m cooking, she tries to help. If I’m doing a puzzle, she works on picking up the little pieces with her new fingers. I’ve taken to having my old boxing bag set up in the belly of the ship where the pod used to be stored. She sits in the corner and watches me practice. It’s difficult not to be self-conscious with a pair of human eyes always on me, but she’s so nonjudgmental it’s impossible to tell her to go away. 
I’ve never had a problem telling any human to go to hell, but I can’t so much as move Anya out of the way without feeling bad.
This month has been entirely too much.
Bat still hasn’t allowed the little girl to pet him, but he’s accepting any food she offers. I’ve never seen him let another person pet him, certainly not a human, but I’m certain he’s going to cave. He likes attention, even if it’s only from me.
For the most part, Anya’s stopped asking him prying questions now her curiosity about his origins has been satisfied. Not to say she hasn’t been asking me questions, but that’s a whole other set of drama.
Yvonne hasn’t said much about the situation, but I can tell she’s enjoying herself. She set out to get me to bond with her sister for whatever misguided attempts at helping her, and she got what she wanted. It’s no use annoying her about it. As much as I hate to admit it, when she’s happy, Yvonne is perfectly pleasant to be around. The snark doesn’t stop, but that would be entirely too awkward if it did, so I don’t care.
She emerges from the washroom in a more dignified state of dress than last time, shirt tucked into her shorts. It isn’t particularly warm in the ship, but it isn’t cold. I stare at her bare feet. She painted her toenails purple. Eyes weren’t enough, I suppose.
My comm beeps. 
I glance at the blinking blue light, meaning to ignore it—Zane and Lalia still call me multiple times a day from their ship following just behind—but it’s not them.
I squint at the map. There’s a ship nearby. Out here?
Muttering to myself, I pull up the map, zooming in to get a better look. They’re still a ways behind us, but probably close enough they’re aware of me if I’m aware of them. My heart leaps into my throat at the size of the ship, dozens of times larger than mine, nearly as big as Captain’s.
Keyword being nearly. It’s not Captain’s ship. I squint again. My eyes aren’t bothering me at the moment, but something about the shape of the ship on the radar looks. . .familiar.
“No way,” I mumble. 
Bat jumps to the panel, head cocked at the map. He looks up at me and back down, clueless.
“What is it?” Yvonne asks, resting an arm against my shoulder so she can lean down and get a better look. Heat floods my neck where she touches me. Stop being ridiculous, Aaron.
“I know that ship. . .I think,” I tell her.
“Is it Captain?”
“No.”
“Who is it?”
I lean against the chill glass of the viewport and take a look at the shimmering dot of the approaching ship in the distance. “A problem.”



TWO
“That’s really unhelpful, Aaron,” Yvonne says while I call up Zane and Lalia.
“Hey bro!” Zane, per usual, is entirely too cheerful.
“I think we may have a problem.”
There’s a pause, then, “Well, not much of a surprise there, at this point.”
I roll my eyes. “Do you see that ship on your heat map?”
“Hold on.”
There’s some movement on the other end of the comm, then a surprised, “Oh yeah, there it is. My computer didn’t alert me. Piece of junk—”
“I can’t be sure, but I think those are the people I used to run with when I was just out of Amerov.”
There’s another pause. “Seriously?”
“Yeah, they roam this section of the galaxy, but not usually this far out. They must be chasing a bounty. They don’t know my ship, but you still have a bounty up on yours. Let’s head perpendicular to their course and hopefully, they’ll think we’re random passing ships. They’re not bullies or anything. . .I mean, they weren’t when I was with them.”
Who knows if the captain is still the same one I worked for. Either way, I’d prefer not to get involved. Separate from the fact they’ll probably want to steal the three separate bounties I have with me, the crew didn’t exactly like me. Ever. And they especially didn’t by the time I left. That pit in my stomach twists into something entirely different. This is not good. Very not good.
Definitely going to head to uncharted space soon.
“You look a little ill,” Yvonne whispers while Anya crawls over the control panel to press her face to the glass, watching the approaching light.
“They don’t. . .exactly. . .like me.”
She gasps, putting the back of her hand to her forehead in a mock faint.
“Shut up,” I mutter.
She chuckles but glances out the viewport, worry behind her eyes. She doesn’t know the extent of the situation as I do, but she can’t be happy. It’s a nice safe little nest she has—she and her sister in my ship, knowing I’m perfectly happy to stay away from people and protect them, and her sister likes me on top of it all. Bringing other people into the situation is bound to make her nervous, particularly when she still has her bounty up, and they may try to take both princesses from me by force.
Which reminds me.
Yvonne’s bounty isn’t to return her to Clock, so I can’t place any sort of claim on her, but Lalia and Zane’s still are. I took my claim off Lalia’s bounty when Captain took it in exchange for releasing me—which apparently was Audra paying him off—but I can put it back. On Zane as well. It won’t do me any harm, it’s not as if Captain can track us down with it. But perhaps it’ll afford them some protection if anyone in my old crew has to argue with Clock to get the bounty. It’s pathetic protection, but better than nothing. 
No such security exists for Yvonne. She’s standing beside me, staring out the viewport, hand on the back of my seat, gnawing her lip.
She eyeballs me, and steps back awkwardly, folding her arms. Weird. Usually, she’s the one making me uncomfortable. Too bad I don’t know what I did. Would be nice to replicate.
Keeping the ship on an opposite course from where the largest ship appears to be heading, I watch the thermal map and pray to myself they’re not going to be nosey about us. We’re far enough away that if they want to catch the features of the sibling’s ship and its bounty, they’ll have to get nosey and start following. I can’t outrun them in this old trash bucket. Neither can Zane and Lalia. Their ship is technically studier but just as old as mine.
I mutter to myself about humans. Anya gives me a look somewhere between amused and fake insulted. I make a face at her. She only giggles.
Tapping my fingers on the control panel, I pace to the bunk room and go through what few papers I have in my desk and spare weapons I keep. If we end up in that ship, I don’t want them going through my personal stuff. I doubt they will, what with me having no bounty myself and how unhappy they’re going to be to see me, but it doesn’t hurt to stash everything away. Panels in the floor exist that Bat has fixed to open into tiny hiding spaces.
Once my ship appears as if no one has any personal items in it—which I’ll admit I was sparse on, to begin with—I check the maps again. The humans are quiet. So is Bat, ears perked, nose pointed at the map, watching. 
They’ve veered off the course they’re on. Following us. 
“Dammit,” I whisper, and turn the craft perpendicular to our course once again as an experiment. Maybe they were already heading in this direction. If they end up turning again, they’re definitely following. 
A few tense minutes pass, and the angle of their course changes to intercept ours.
I’m ready to throw something.
“You really look ill,” Yvonne mutters.
I shoot her a glare. Not helping. They have a bigger ship, a bigger crew, and if they feel like taking in the siblings and the royals, they will. I’m not particularly frightened of them for myself, but I’ve no idea how they’ll react to Bat. 
And no way in hell they’re going to take the three million I’m owed for Yvonne’s bounty, even after she gave me what we bargained on to get Anya out of Amerov.
If I can’t keep control of the situation, they’ll take Zane and Lalia too. Back to Clock. Which will bring them both to Captain.
Rescuing Anya was one thing. If Captain takes the siblings, I’m not going to be able to do anything about it.
I swallow a lump in my throat so tight I have a problem breathing.
If this were a few weeks ago, I’d make some sort of bargain to split their bounty between me and my old crew, and they could take over the trouble of the siblings if they were so inclined. 
Now? Siblings or not, Captain’s not getting his grubby hands on them. So, these people aren’t getting their hands on them.
“Guys?” I ask, calling back up the sibling’s comm. “Let’s keep going at a normal speed. Don’t want to act like we’re running, but they’re definitely trying to overtake us. If they want us to land in their hangar, fighting isn’t going to do much good. Just do as they say and meet up with me and don’t start talking. I’m going to try to see if I can talk my way out of this.”
“Are we screwed?” Zane asks. “Your tone sounds like we’re screwed.”
I grimace. “I’m. . .not sure. The crew doesn’t like me. The captain. . .might still hold some goodwill. We’ll see.”
Goodwill won’t do much in the face of three huge bounties. It might mean I won’t get shot by one of the crew members and no one goes after Bat—maybe—but it doesn’t mean Captain Lee is going to let me leave with all the humans with a wave and a smile.
“You don’t know if there’s goodwill?” Yvonne asks. The ship is becoming less of a light in the vast darkness of space and more the silhouette of a massive vessel drifting through the weightlessness. Lee has done well for himself. His crew was already growing by the time I got out. I’d think good for him if this wasn’t currently causing me anxiety.
Yvonne isn’t taking her eyes off the shadow of the ship.
“It’s complicated,” I hedge.
She finally tears her eyes from the viewport to my face. There’s no sign of flinching in the way she meets my eyes. There hasn’t been for a while, but this feels different. I’m not certain how I feel about it.
“I feel like that’s your answer to everything,” she says, not unkindly.
I shrug. “Everything has been.”
She nods, eyes on Anya, then the viewport, then me. The silence deepens. The larger ship catches up at a snail’s pace. I go over multiple arguments and scenarios in my head, none of which reassure me. Perhaps Captain Lee isn’t even in charge anymore. If he isn’t, that’s going to be worse. He’s what little shield I have between this all going to hell in the span of half a second.
Bat takes to ignoring the viewport and heat map and sits on my leg. I pet his ears. He’s never met these people, but I’ve told him a few stories, and he’s not a fan. I’m not certain if he’s frightened or annoyed, and I don’t want to ask. He won’t tell me, not with the princesses here.
Eventually, when the shape of the vessel on the heat map nearly overtakes our two little dots of ships, and its shadow is approaching from behind—I can only see it in the back camera now, our front viewport is firmly facing the other direction—the comm blinks.
I stare at it, considering the ramifications of simply ignoring them. But ignoring them until when? All the way to Zar? Or skip Zar and head right to Neyla Ve?
Not going to work.
“What?” I say over the comm, diplomacy be dammed, because they don’t know it’s me, don’t know my ship, so they’re the rude ones for following.
“Hello there little ship,” says a rather mocking voice on the other end I don’t immediately recognize but pokes a familiar part of my brain. Given the life of bounty hunters, it’s surprising I recognize any one of them. I was hoping, just a bit, all the old crew who didn’t care for me would be dead or long retired. “Your sister ship is registered for a bounty for the high-security prison, Clock. We’re going to take you in and—”
“Yeah, I know they have bounties up, that’s why I’m taking them to Clock. Bug the hell off.”
There’s a pause. Much too long of a pause to be from my words. I’ve personally seen them steal the bounties of solo hunters. Not much honor among semi-criminals.
Silence lasts so long I glance at Yvonne, just to make sure I’m not missing some sort of obvious human reaction. She looks likewise lost.
“Ship,” says the voice, less certain this time. “What’s your captain’s name?”
Technically, I’m the captain. “None of your business. You gonna stop following us?”
There’s another pause, then the voice on the other end says, “Oh my God,” and hangs up.



THREE
I frown. They hung up? Why?

They couldn’t’ve recognized my voice. I was sixteen when I left, for star’s sake. And not many of them spent enough time around me to recognize my voice even if it had been a few days, not decades.
I’ve no idea what’s happening, but if they’re going to let us leave, who am I to argue? I nudge the engine faster to see the reaction. With the new crystal, the engine can take it even if it can’t outrun them.
A different voice, one I’m definitely unfamiliar with, opens back up the comm, “Unknown vessel, you will land in our hangar or your ship will be shot. Please comply.”
Okay, maybe not. Scowling, I ease the engine back to a wander, turning it in a one-eighty so the viewport is facing the massive vessel.
It’s much as I remember. Red paint, worn from the decades. A sleek design for a craft so large, long and slim wings, and a big belly of a hangar with open doors. Back when I ran with them, it was a pretty small crew for such an impressive ship, but I’m sure it’s filled out. 
More people. Great.
Their guns are indeed alive and humming along the sides of the hangar. Who knows how many weapons this thing has. I sigh. Arguing over the comm won’t do me much good, and we can’t run. If we have a better option, I can’t think of it.
Into the hangar, it is.
Hopefully, Zane and Lalia get the picture and follow along. 
Ensuring the comm is shut completely, I say, “No one talk, no one mention Amerov or Captain or bounties or anything. Don’t even mention the bird on Falla or that we’re heading to Zar or my relation to anyone. If you have to talk, try to keep it to yes or no answers. As little as you can possibly speak.”
I give Anya a stern look since Yvonne has a pretty good head on her shoulders and will keep her mouth shut—probably—but Anya is a kid and entirely too trusting. I don’t want her thinking she can spill her guts to Captain Lee just because he smiles or offers her chocolate or something. He’s a fairly pleasant person and knows how to be charming. If Anya likes me, she’ll like Lee.
“I won’t say anything,” Anya says, miming locking her lips and tossing the key. “If you don’t like these people, I don’t like these people.”
Well, that’s one way to look at it, I suppose. Nice kid. Too nice.
“And nothing about Bat either,” I add.
I think about having him hide under the paneling of the ship again, but who knows how long they’re going to keep us here. And I’d rather not be separated. If he’s sitting on my shoulder or in his pack, I can protect him.
I grab the backpack while the ship drifts gently into the hangar, letting Bat jump in and sticking his little gun in one of the inside pockets for him.
“Do I still not get a gun?” Anya asks.
I level a glare at her while Yvonne manages to roll her eyes and not look panicked. “No, you do not. And stop asking for one.”
She shrugs.
I grab my normal weapons, briefly considering the rather large rifle I have stashed under my bed, but thinking better of it. Diplomacy is going to be the only way out of this. And I’m shit at diplomacy.
At least Zane and Lalia are following without trouble.
The hangar is much as I remember it. Smaller than the one in Captain’s ship but able to house a dozen or so vessels my size. A few dozen single-occupant fliers are moored along the walls. Glass windows for the control rooms sit high in the walls on the opposite ends of the wide doors. Otherwise, it’s sparse. I wonder how many people are in here these days. Definitely more than when I was here by the looks of the ships.
I settle our ship on the rough metal floor, watching the hangar door close behind as Zane and Lalia land alongside. Even through the walls of my ship, there’s the distinct deep hiss of the giant airlock cycling closed after the hangar doors.
“Stay in your ship,” I tell the siblings over the comm. “I’m gonna try to talk our way out of this.”
“Will do,” Lalia says, uncharacteristically serious.
“You two stay right where you are and don’t stand in the doorway,” I tell the princesses. Yvonne looks as if she’s going to argue, but keeps her mouth shut. Anya’s eyes are wide.
I let my airlock cycle open and crouch along the rim, taking in the surroundings. I don’t bother with my hood. Those who know me have seen, those who don’t. . .well, hopefully, I’ll freak them out enough they won’t want to get near me or cross me.
The hangar is momentarily empty, but one of the doors unseals, and out walks three people I don’t recognize. Not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. They’re dressed all differently, but more similar to me—comfortable and unnoticeable clothes, boots, jackets, guns. Two are rather short, one built like a brick skyscraper. All three seem to be from different planets, with completely different features. Makes sense. This little group draws bounty hunters from wherever.
I don’t move, hoping something about me will freak them out. I’m usually not concerned with trying to make people vastly uncomfortable, but I’m leaning a bit on the reputation of rogue cyborgs with this one. Maybe if no one here knows me, they’ll all be believing the rabid, evil, uncontrollable unregistered cyborg rumors. I’ve been with the princesses and the siblings so long I’ve almost forgotten how differently they treat me.
“Would you like to explain why you’re threatening me?” I ask.
The big beefy guy wanders around my ship, taking a better look. I watch him disappear. He’s huge, sure, but I’ve dealt with big humans. They’re slower than I am. Plus, humans have all sorts of little things to break—toes and fingers and noses and such. Bigger bones too, if they’re persistent. 
One of the shorter ones is definitely too cocky, expression smug, hands in his pockets, with a rather large pistol I think he may be compensating for something. Probably not the best line to bring up.
The third guy just appears uncomfortable, unable to stand still, arms folded. Good. If nothing else, I can play to his fear.
“You know how big the bounty is tagged on your ship?” the smug asks.
“Yeah, that’s why I’m taking it in, genius.”
His mouth twitches down. Good. I don’t want these people to like me. Not getting violent is one thing, but kissing asses won’t do me any good.
He asks, “Do you know who we are?” in a tone that makes my eye twitch.
“Of course I do. I used to run with this gang before you were ever here, pipsqueak.”
He can’t be much younger than me, but that’s beside the point.
His expression goes blank, which I find more satisfying than perhaps I should, but he also puts his hand on his oversized pistol, which is less great.
“You can come down. And bring whoever’s in there with you. Other ship too.”
“Or?” I ask.
He looks thrown. “Or?”
“Or what are you going to do? Shoot me?”
His eyebrow shoots up. “I’m considering it.”
“Well, sure you are,” I say, trying to buy time to figure out what’s going on. “But I’m a lot harder to kill than you are. Which means I’ll shoot you back. And sure, maybe the rest of your crew will come running out here and take me down. But not before I kill you. And your friend there. Personally.”
His mouth turns back down, eyes hardening. His problem is: he knows I’m right. He’s just met me and he knows I’m right. How much can one really threaten something like me and think they can get away unharmed?
“How much is a bounty worth to you, really?” I ask. “Because I’m happy to pick you off, one by one until you eventually overwhelm me. I’ll give you one thing, it’ll be easier to split the money between you all if most of you are dead.”
Inside the ship, Anya makes a small noise. I’m unsure if she’s worried for me, or if she’s finally realizing I’m not nearly as nice as her sister has been making me out to be.
The same door unlatches, and two more people stride out. I take my gun out of its holster, holding it loosely with my arm over my knee, not pointing it at anyone but making it clear I’m not thrilled about the extra company. One of the people is a woman. I recognize her.
Oh hell.
The other is a man, tall, bushy-bearded, and past middle age. He stops about halfway between the door and his men trying to posture at me.
“Aaron?” he asks, his voice rising an octave too high. His eyes get huge enough I would probably snort under any other circumstances.
I touch my pistol to my forehead in a salute while Lee stares at me. “Captain.”



FOUR
Captain Lee stares for a long ten seconds before roaring with laughter.
His men look downright confused. The woman behind him—Kel—twists her mouth in a grimace. Yeah, same good ol’ hostility I remember. Just because I know it’ll make her uncomfortable, I smile. A whole, huge, mocking grin that stretches against my scars and protruding metal.
Her grimace deepens, and she glares at the wall instead of me.
“How the hell are you not dead?” Lee asks, still chuckling to himself. He shoulders past his baffled men, hands on hips, to stand right below the airlock, looking up at me.
“Well, it’s not for lack of people trying to kill me. But as I was explaining to your idiot here, I’m hard to kill.”
Lee takes a glance at Mr. Smug only to wave a dismissing hand as if he’s nothing to worry about. The look of pure insult on the crew member’s face nearly makes me choke on a laugh.
“Nice beard,” I tell him.
“It’s rather nice, isn’t it,” he says, smoothing it down.
Weirdly enough, I almost missed the guy. Not really, and not enough to wish to see him again, but he always appreciated my skills and wasn’t outright rude, which is a lot to someone like me. I offer him a less offensive smile.
“Looks like you’ve got your hands full,” Lee leans sideways, taking a look at the other ship cooling its engines beside mine. Good thing Zane and Lalia are keeping to themselves.
“Yeah, it’s about time. Had a rough streak.”
Kel snorts, and I’m just petty enough to flip her off.
Ignoring her, Lee’s eyes trail the other ship, and he mentions a problem that’s been nagging at the back of my mind. “That ship’s marked for a bounty. Why are they just following you?”
I tap my finger on the side of the airlock. Don’t know how to answer. “It’s kinda complicated.”
Lee raises a bushy eyebrow.
I shrug. “Really complicated. Do I get to leave now, or is this going to become a thing?”
Lee shifts from one foot to another, and I can already tell this is going to be a thing. “You’ve got a 300,000-credit bounty with you.”
Yeah, and a three million one in my ship behind me. “Looks like I need it more than you do.”
He snorts. “I’ll give you that. You know that’s not how we operate.”
I know. But it was worth a shot. “I don’t suppose we can call it even for all the jobs I did for you without splitting the credits.”
Kel scoffs, louder this time. “Gee, I wonder why that would be.”
It’s been long enough I don’t recognize the sound of her voice. Wish I wasn’t being reminded.
With a neutral expression, Lee turns and looks at her. Keeps looking at her. She folds her arms. Then unfolds them. Then waves a dismissive hand and stomps away.
I feel better already.
Lee turns back to me, still expressionless. “Let’s make a deal. Stay for a meal, fill me in on everything, you can leave with your bounty. I’m sure you busted your ass on it.”
I blink. That seems. . .suspicious. Lee isn’t a particularly sneaky person—at least, he never struck me as one—and I’ve never known him to try to trick people when he could just take what he wants by force. And this is a situation where he could. I might have freaked out his crew member a bit, but he knows I won’t win in a firefight.
At my expression, Lee grins beneath the beard. “You’re still a suspicious ass. I suppose that would get worse with age. Let’s go.”
“You really want me to parade my bounties around in front of everyone?”
“Doubt my crew will obey me, Aaron?”
Not really. “Never know.”
He folds his arms. “I don’t think I’m asking for a lot here.”
He’s not. Not at all, really. Which is freaking me out. But what else is my option? Shoot him?
Parading Yvonne around is going to be even worse than Zane and Lalia. Her face is on the bounty charts, someone here will recognize her. And I’m not sure Lee’s goodwill is going to extend into a three million bounty.
Glancing at his suspicious men behind him—the big beefy third guy has joined them after snooping around our ships—I slide down from the airlock so I can speak softly. Lee gets what I’m doing and bends his head so I can whisper closer to his face.
“I have two bounties with me. The second one is. . .larger. I don’t think them walking around here is going to be a good idea.”
Lee raises an eyebrow, looking back up into my airlock, but they’re still out of view. Throwing a glance over his shoulder at his irritated men, he says, “Get.”
I nearly laugh at their insulted expressions. I can imagine how strange this is for them—Lee wanting to be left alone with a freaky, unregistered cyborg who isn’t cooperating. Sucks to be them. 
Once they’ve left, Lee says, “How big a bounty?”
“Er, a lot?”
“Aaron.”
“Lee.”
“That’s still ‘Captain’ to you.”
Internally, I wince at the unexpected similarity. Hard to take the term captain seriously anymore when the cyborg who runs Amerov takes to the word.
“Sure, whatever.”
He chuckles good-naturedly. “I want to know.”
I hate the position I’m stuck in. “Three million.”
He stares at me. I stare back. 
“Quite a lucky streak,” he comments.
“Yeah, well, I haven’t mentioned the number of times I’ve gotten shot, broken bones, general gashes and bruises, two ship crashes, and multiple bad run-ins with other cyborgs. But sure. Lucky streak.”
Lee looks like he’s biting his cheeks trying not to laugh. “Well, you’re definitely more beat-up looking.”
“Thanks. And might I say how gracious you are with your manners?”
“Uh-huh. It’s the princess, isn’t it? Yvonne? I’ve been keeping my eye on that bounty.”
I grimace. “Yeah. . .”
“We stopped at Amethyst. I suppose you beat us to it.”
“I was lucky. Was on-planet already.”
He nods. “Join me for lunch. Fill me in. Bring your bounties. You can leave in a few hours.”
Still? I squint at him.
“You don’t believe me one bit, do you?”
“No.”
Something pinches his expression, but it can’t be pain, so I’m lost as to what it is. But I suppose I don’t have much choice.
“You two, come on down. Bat, you might as well too.” I wave at the tinted viewport of the sibling’s ship until their airlock cycles open.
“Bat. . .” Lee asks before his eyes go comically wide as Bat peers at him around the corner, backpack in his jaw. I grab the pack anyway and hold it open for him to jump in.
Yvonne rounds the corner, suspicious, trying to catch my eye. I give her a nod. She leans on my shoulder to jump to the hangar floor, helping Anya. Lee watches the whole interaction without a word. Anya’s face isn’t on the bounty, but Yvonne’s is, and she has my old jacket back on, hood up, looking a little silly in the big jacket and her shorts. At least she put on some shoes.
“Princess,” Lee says. 
“Nice to meet you,” Yvonne says in such a pleasant, neutral tone I almost laugh.
“Good to know you’re only rude to me,” I mutter, and she elbows my ribs.
Zane and Lalia join us. Zane stands so close I’m sure Lee is confused as hell. I have three bounties with me, none of which are cuffed. Who all, quite frankly, seem to like me.
Indeed, Lee looks just about ready to explode with curiosity. “Let’s go.”
•
I expected the hallways of the massive ship to be packed, but we only pass a handful of people, none of whom I recognize. For once, I’m grateful for my looks. No one stares at Yvonne, they’re too busy eyeballing me and trying not to get too close.
More small miracles.
This ship had just been purchased by the time I left, so I don’t have it memorized. But I had an old room here, and I vaguely recognize the small mess hall he leads us to. It’s empty, and Lee hands me a tablet. A list of food. Zero appetite on my end. I let the others order their food, but Lee stares at me so hard I order the first thing that comes up on the menu despite how my stomach is twisting as if it won’t keep anything down. Bat shifts in his backpack. The ensuing silence is awkward. 
I’m uncomfortable in my skin, uneasy in the room. We’re vulnerable in here, even if it’s just Lee. And I’m still not sure what’s going to happen with Yvonne. I can’t be sure he’ll keep his word, though he’s never broken it before.
“So you just get your food served to you now?” I ask, wandering around the table and taking a look out the vast window along the opposite wall. Not much to see in this part of space, but I love the emptiness. The pinpoints of light. 
Lee snorts. “Not really. But it’s a feature if anyone needs it.”
“Fancy ship.”
“Fancy.”
The rest of the humans are easing into the empty chairs, eyes flickering about. Not a single one looks comfortable. I can’t blame them—I still want to crawl out of my skin. Anya sits on Yvonne’s lap and stares at the captain.
“So what crime did you commit?” Lee asks. When I turn back, he’s still looking at me.
“What?”
“Well, I know what these two did—” he points at Zane and Lalia, who shift. “It’s on their bounty charts. I’m figuring the princess here didn’t actually do anything illegal.”
That he knows of.
“I don’t know who the kid is, but based on looks I’m going to guess the younger royal. That leaves you.”
“What makes you think I did anything illegal?” Past the normal amounts of bounty hunting blurring the lines between legal and illegal. He’s not one to judge.
Lee cocks his head at me. Something about his expression makes my chest tight. “When’s the last time you checked the bounty charts?”
The tightness turns to a sinking feeling. “Day before yesterday, I think.”
Pulling a tablet from the pocket of his leather jacket, he scrolls momentarily while I feel Zane trying to catch my eye. I ignore him, pushing down the urge to grab my own tablet and start looking.
Lee hands me his with a bounty chart pulled up. From the screen, my face stares back at me.
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“What?” Zane asks while I stare at the tablet without speaking.
I hand it to him.
“Wow.”
Lalia crowds over his shoulder and matches his grimace. Yvonne holds out her hand, weighed down in her seat by Anya.
“I thought they had you on a private bounty list already?” she asks, scrolling through the listing. “Wow, you’ve got a ton of augmentations.”
No kidding. “That was a private list. It was just for cyborgs. This is the same public charts where I found all of you.”
Slowly, her eyes raise to mine. I stare in return. We’re both thinking the same thing. We must be. There’s not much else to consider.
Quietly, she says, “This is because of me, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
She sounds so remorseful it’s difficult to glare. But it is her fault. She spent a hell of a time getting me to help her rescue her little sister. I gave in, which was my own fault, but now I have a public bounty sheet of my own. For a solid million.
Anya is gazing at me with her big sad eyes, which makes it extra difficult to be pissed. I knew as soon as we got her out of there it was the best decision. Her eyes are shining, which is not something I can deal with at the moment.
“Guess I beat you two,” I tell the siblings. Zane looks like he can’t decide whether to laugh or punch something.
“It doesn’t say what you did,” Lee inserts. He’s probably not thrilled about being the only one not in on the situation.
“I, uh. . .” I consider lying, but he promised to let us go without a fight for the story of what happened. I don’t know why, but I’m afraid to push. “The easy version is that Yvonne here was trying to get her sister out of Amerov because Captain wouldn’t return her home in a timely fashion, I said no, but we ended up crashing on the planet and I kinda. . .gave in and helped her get the girl out.”
An array of emotions pass across Captain Lee’s face, settling on confusion. “Captain who?”
Right, not everyone is personally aware of Amerov’s leader. “Leader of Amerov. Heard of him?”
His eyebrows un-bunch. “Right, right. Haven’t heard anyone talk about him in ages. He have a real name?”
“Not in known memory.”
“You met him?”
Chills crawl down my skin. “Unfortunately.”
“So you broke into an Amerov base?”
“Facility. Yeah.”
“Hmm.”
Hmm? Great reaction. He probably thinks I’m an idiot, which is fair because I am. But I already have Audra’s opinion to be overly concerned with, I’m not going to add Lee’s. 
A knock on the door startles me half to death, a jolt running up my chest. I glare at the door as if the person on the other side can see me.
Lee answers, mumbles something to the person on the other end and smoothly pushes in a sleek little trolly of trays. Fancy.
“Have at it,” he says, taking a seat. I’m the only one left standing, but the other humans glance between me and the food as if I know whether or not it’s poisoned.
“Suspicious bunch.” Lee looks like he’s getting a kick out of this.
“They all have bounties. And apparently are stupid enough to trust my judgment.”
Zane rolls his eyes.
Lee inspects me. Looks under each tray until he finds the one he wants. Flips off the lid and digs in. Points his fork at Zane and Lalia. “Sit. Eat something. Tell me about these two. Or they can tell me, I don’t care.”
I repress a sigh. He’s being better than I anticipated. Which makes my radar go right off into space. But we don’t have much of a choice. I gesture at the humans to get their food and grab the last thing left, sitting on the edge of the padded chair. Bat noses his way out of the backpack to sniff at the rim of the plate.
Lee is chewing, making direct eye contact, a speck of something caught in his beard.
I start from the beginning.
•
Eventually, I start picking at my food. I haven’t had a steak in ages, though I can’t say what type of animal it’s from, and my mouth is watering despite my discomfort. Bat nibbles at anything I don’t.
When I don’t keel over and die, the humans appear to relax over the meal.
I start with landing on Yayth and lay out every detail I can recall, leaving out the overly emotional bits. Lee doesn’t need to know about all that. For some reason, I leave out ForceZero. It’s not public knowledge and doesn’t feel correct to tell a relative stranger a team of highly augmented super soldiers may or may not be after me specifically. It feels like knowledge he may be able to somehow use against me.
Once Lee gets the info about the possible family connection, his eyes go right to Zane and Lalia. Lalia stares right back, as if daring him to be an ass about it. Zane, usually the cheerful one first in line to make friends, stares at his food. He looks as if he’s stewing over something, which is odd for him, but I can ask later. When we’re out of here.
It’s a good two hours of a story even without the humans interjecting themselves. It’s strange not hearing them speak for such a long period of time. Stranger still for me to talk for so long. Lee pulls a bottle of wine out from the tray, and though it’s lunch for me, it’s dinner based on the clock on the wall. I have a glass. It doesn’t relax me.
“Well,” Lee asks, long after the food is gone and I stop talking, my mouth dry. “I thought you were exaggerating with that remark about the ship crashes and injuries.”
“You have no idea.”
He looks at my hand clasped tightly atop the table. I took off the layer of gauze I had on my healed knuckles yesterday, but wish I hadn’t. There’s still a pink mess of a healing wound becoming a scar over my knuckles and wrapping around my thumb. His staring makes my skin prickle.
After the week on Falla, I was feeling pretty good. Amazing how that ease goes to hell.
“That was the story,” I hint when the silence begins to stretch.
Lee cracks a smile. “You’re very uncomfortable, aren’t you?”
“What was your first clue?”
Lee shrugs as if to say good point. “Calm down. I’m not stealing your bounties.”
It’s so blunt I don’t know how to respond. I try to reason why he would be lying about something like this after we’re already in the middle of his ship, armed but in a terrible position.
I end up only managing, “Why not?”
Another shrug. “Professional courtesy.”
“Bullshit.”
Lee snorts, pulling out an electric cigarette and lighting it up with orange smoke. “Well, for one thing: you’re right, I’m doing very very well for myself. I’d tell you the amount we’ve collected this year alone, but I think it may hurt your pride.” 
I make a face.
“And I never did pay you for all the work you did for me when you were a kid.”
I was a teen, but I get the term. 
“So consider it a favor.”
Something in the way he says it seems as if he doesn’t really mean I’m owing him. I don’t know why I get the impression—I never really got to know the guy all that well and ran with his crew for less than a year, but his expression is easier to read than humans I’ve never met.
“You still don’t believe me,” he says.
“I guess I’ll believe you when we’re back on our ships safely heading in the opposite direction.”
Another chuckle. “I suppose that’s fair.”
“Your crew isn’t going to be happy. Some of them would outright like to turn me in for a bounty separate from the amount of money.”
“I’m aware.”
Of course, he is. The humans look confused, but now is not the time for the story. Never would be a nice time, but I know by now I’m not going to get out of it. They’re going to ask me, and I don’t have much willpower to stubbornly refuse. 
“And?” I ask, still trying to understand where Lee’s coming from.
He shifts, looking at something out the broad window to my back. “You’re poking this an awful lot. Would you rather have to fight your way out of here?”
“No. . .” He doesn’t want to explain. I don’t like this at all. If he’s going to let us go, there’s no reason he wouldn’t want to explain unless there’s a problem.
“Are we heading into a trap?” I ask.
He looks so genuinely confused by the question I believe no such thing is happening. “No. Why would you ask?”
“Suspicious,” I mutter, pushing the leftover bone from the steak around the plate with my fork.
“I caught on to that.” The amusement has returned.
“Well, you asked why I’m alive. Got your answer, I guess.”
“That, and apparently you can bounce back from ship crashes no problem.”
I crack a smile. 
“You should’ve stayed on.”
I stop smiling. The very idea makes my skin crawl. “We know that wouldn’t’ve been a good idea.”
“We do,” he agrees.
Another knock has me glaring at the door. I’m surprised no one interrupted us throughout the meal. I guess it couldn’t last forever.
“Come in!”
Kel steps inside, and whatever scraps of a good mood I’ve been in disappear completely. I’m aware I’m hunching over my empty plate with a rather embarrassing lack of confidence, but I settle for glaring up at her like a tense animal rather than trying to act like something I’m not.
She wanders in, takes a look at the humans, then back at me. 
“What are we going to do with that?” she asks Lee, flicking a long hand to me.
I roll my eyes, but apparently, Zane can only keep to himself for so long. “So what subhuman rock did you crawl out of, exactly?”
His pulse is practically visible in his neck. Quite the change in attitude for the laid-back guy. Hard to be worried about it when fire lights in Kel’s eyes at being challenged. 
I can’t help it, I snort. Her eyes snap back to me. 
“Congrats,” I say. “You’ve managed to piss off the nicest person I’ve met in my life, and he’s known you a total of fifteen seconds.”
Zane shoots me a look, but Lee and Lalia both look amused.
“The question still stands,” Zane mutters.
“You’ve never heard of the place, but I’m the person who’s going to enjoy spending the bounty we get on you,” Kel snaps.
“Apparently not, ask your captain.” Zane’s tone is matching venom.
I kick him under the table. He kicks me back.
Kel’s eyes narrow to needle slits. Lee sighs. 
“Aaron and I have come to an arrangement,” he says. “He’s taking his bounties—rather hard-won, I might add—and will be splitting the profit with me afterward.”
He winks at me, and I keep my face smooth. The humans manage to catch on, even if Anya looks confused, but she was already frowning when Kel walked in.
“What makes you think he’ll pay you?” Kel asks.
“Because he gave me his word.”
“And who says his word is worth shit?”
Lee’s eyes turn hard as steel. I’ve seen that look before, enough it’s stuck in my mind after nearly two decades, and I force myself not to squirm.
Lowly, Lee says, “I do.”
Enough warning is dripping that the atmosphere becomes noticeably tenser. Zane presses his lips together, glancing at me. I crack a smile in his direction, not enough for it to be noticeable to Kel—hopefully. I catch the patch on her coat for the first time. First mate. Well. Goody for her.
Lee just told off his first mate to defend me. I don’t know what his plan is, but I feel myself ease up toward him. I’m going to still keep an eye on him, but it’s difficult to be distrusting. 
Kel’s eyes are livid, but she keeps her mouth shut.
“Did you want something?” Lee asks, after the atmosphere becomes so tense Bat has ducked down under the table, ears flat, giving me the side-eye nervously.
Kel looks as if she’s going to start twitching, but clasps her hands behind her back and says. “We need to re-route our course, that star is going supernova and they’re apparently evacuating the mines in the area.”
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“Eh, damn,” Lee mutters, rubbing his forehead. “I’ll be down in a few minutes, you’re dismissed.”
With another glare at me and a rather obvious bristle at being told to go away, Kel stalks out the door and slams it with all her weight. Zane’s eyes follow her out, more fire in them than I’ve ever seen. I guess there were bound to be a few people in the galaxy who’d get under his skin.
I’d consider asking him if he likes her or something, but based on his expression I’m sure that’s the perfect way to get punched.
“Supernova?” I ask, glancing out the broad window, though if there were evidence I’m sure I would’ve seen it long before now.
Lee starts tapping at his tablet. “Eh, there were reports a nearby star might give out. But we’re hunting a big bounty in the area, so we were hoping to beat it. We’ll just have to stop and wait for it to pass. But we’d gotten word the job was hiding out in one of the mines in this area. If they’re evacuating, it’s going to be a whole problem.”
The procedure for being in the vicinity of a supernova is pretty standard, depending on how far away the implosion is. For a big ship like this at a far enough distance, they shut the engines down along with all the power except life support, put up the shields around the windows, and wait for the firestorm to pass. Just like the big freighters on Taloon can fly through asteroid storms, as long as Lee isn’t too close, this ship is big and fancy enough to just sit in place and wait out the wave.
As for the ships the siblings and I pilot, we’d have to turn tail and head in the opposite direction until we’re a safe enough distance the worst of it passes. Or find a planet to land on.
“We should get going then,” I say. “We don’t have the shields for that kind of thing.”
“Yeah, I noticed.” Lee chuckles. “You could head out, or you could wait it out here.”
He slides his tablet across the table to me. My immediate reaction is to scowl, but I pick it up. Bat pops his head over my arm to get a look.
It’s close. There hadn’t been any alerts on my ship, so it must have developed fast. We could probably outrun it, but I’m still worried about my engine, and there are all the humans to consider. Staying here for the next few hours would be uncomfortable, but ultimately safer.
At my silence, Lee stands. “Talk with your weird little group about it, I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
Even after he closes the door, it takes a few seconds for anyone to speak.
When someone does, I can tell Zane is still in a bad mood. “Oh, he thinks our group is weird.”
Lalia presses her lips together and pats him soothingly on the back. He doesn’t look comforted.
“Here.” I slide the tablet to them. “What do you think about outrunning that?”
Zane glares at the offending tablet as if it’s going to bite him, but Lalia picks it up with a much more level expression. Yvonne leans over to get a look.
“Why can’t we see it?” Anya asks, sliding off her sister’s lap and creeping to the broad window as if being out in the open is dangerous.
“Might be on the other side of the ship, or in front of it,” I tell her. 
She leaves the glass and wanders to my side. “That Lee guy is a bit scary.”
Funny. I’ve never viewed him in such a way. I suppose, compared to just leaving Amerov, the friendly human was never threatening. To the little princess, who received nothing but the best treatment from Captain, Lee is a little. . .intimidating.
“He’s harmless,” I say, which isn’t remotely true, but she doesn’t need to know. I believe fully Lee would never hurt her, so that’s all she needs to know as far as I’m concerned.
“His first mate is a bitch,” Zane grumbles. Yvonne nearly chokes on her wine.
“Alright, tough guy, try to relax,” I tell him, and only get a flick of a glare. Wow. I only now realize it’s been over a month and this is the first time I’ve seen him in a bad mood. A few weeks ago, I probably would’ve welcomed it, but now, I’m feeling a little ill.
“And try to cheer up,” I add. “I’m the one in this group designated to be the ass.”
He kicks me under the table again.
“Aaron, some amount of swearing control would be nice.” Yvonne pointedly looks at Anya.
Anya says, “I’ve heard that word before.”
“Not the point.”
“All right.” I stop them before they get started. “Let’s try to focus. Exploding star and all that.”
Zane sits back and folds his arms. “I say let’s leave.”
Yes, I imagine he does. “La?”
Her mouth twists in thought. “That’s going to be a close call. Our ships are old.”
“I’m not really familiar with all this,” Yvonne says, leaning closer over the tablet. 
“It’s a chart of the spreading firestorm from the star, and the estimated time it’ll hit this ship. The more I think about it, the less faith I have in our engines. And Lee has promised no one here is going to give us crap, so staying a few hours and waiting for it to pass is technically the wiser move.”
Even if I can’t quite shake this uneasy feeling.
“You don’t think he’s up to something,” Zane asks.
“Not particularly. He’s not lying about the star. And if he was going to pull something, he has as much power over us now as he does if we wait this out here.” At Zane’s pinched expression, I add, “I don’t like it any more than you do, I’m just trying to think practically. We don’t have to sit in here the whole time, we can wait in our ships. Or all in one ship, I don’t care.”
I offer up the last option to put the siblings at ease. I’m sure they’ll soften up about the idea of staying if they get to hang out in my ship with us instead of being kicked out into their own.
Zane’s expression does soften. A little.
“So basically, we’re trying to figure out whether or not to try to outrun an exploding star?” Yvonne asks.
“You got it.”
“I’d rather we not.”
“Used up all your backbone on Amerov?”
She makes direct eye contact and only gives a pleasant, “Yep.”
Weird lady. But I wouldn’t want to go playing chicken with a star either if I had my kid sister with me.
“Bat?” I ask. He’s the only one who hasn’t contributed. 
“I don’t like it here.”
“Yeah, well, I got that part.”
He wrinkles up his nose. “But I suppose it’s safer to stay. I’d rather not get toasted.”
Zane sinks further into his seat as if he was hoping Bat would agree with him.
“You really that determined?” I ask him. 
He makes another face. “No, I’m fine. We can stay.”
His expression says he’d rather get a tooth pulled, which I can’t blame him for, but we all know it’s safer to stay.
“I wish we could leave,” Anya grumbles, and I try not to smile. It all seems less serious coming from her.
When Bat leaps up on the edge of the table to pick at the food scraps I didn’t get to, Anya sits on my knee the same as she did with her sister. I go still, glaring at Yvonne who’s apparently not too worried about the situation she can’t get a giggle out of this. Zane’s expression remains stony.
“How are your prosthetics?” I ask, so I don’t feel weird about her being so trusting.
“Fine.”
“Nothing hurts?”
“Nope.”
Well, there goes that line of conversation. I pat her on the back, and she simply leans against my chest. 
I hate these humans.
Lee takes this moment to walk in, stop dead, and his jaw pops open. I’m fairly certain I remember the one time someone from his crew touched me and I broke their nose. Well, no one in his crew treated me like a person. Or was a nice little innocent kid.
Clearing his throat, he asks, “You staying or leaving?”
“Staying. But we’ll just hang out in our ships, as long as you don’t find that insulting.”
The last part is mostly a joke and hits its mark. His lips twitch under his beard. “Not at all. I’ll walk you back.”
“Finally,” Anya whispers with enough relief it’s hard not to laugh.
She heads out the door with her sister, giving Lee such a wide berth it’s hilarious to imagine her disliking him when she’s so comfortable alongside me. Weird humans. Back Bat goes into the backpack, and I hide my amusement at Zane practically stomping out of the room. Lalia gives me a long-suffering look as if I’ve been dealing with him as long as she has. But this is the first time I haven’t seen him being a little ray of annoying sunshine, and it’s worrying me even if his mini temper tantrum is kinda funny.
I should probably ask him if he’s doing all right. 
I frown to myself. I had a single glass of wine. I need to sober up, apparently.
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We run into two people I know on the return trip to the hangar, and several more I don’t. Everyone’s prepping to shut down the ship. This doesn’t mean they don’t have time to stop dead in the middle of the hallway, stare as I walk past, and generally make me feel like crawling out of my skin and finding a hole in the ground to bury myself.
None of them speak to me. I can’t decide if they’re frightened, wary of Lee’s response, or simply not as hostile as Kel. Either way, I’m relieved. I don’t want to deal with them. And better yet, Zane looks like he’s going to murder each and every person who makes eye contact with me for more than a few seconds.
What’s gotten into him?
There’s a physical relief to seeing my ship again, safe and sound in the hangar. Lee leaves us at the door and starts yelling at one of his gawking crew members in a language I’ve never picked up. Another urge to snicker at the whole situation chokes up my throat. I need to get a grip.
Without speaking, all the humans head for my ship. Guess we’re crowding in. I set Bat in his pack on the edge of the airlock, check the empty hangar for anyone listening, and elbow Zane lightly in the arm.
“Hey, mechanic, help me with something real quick.”
Zane’s expression clears a hair, and I close the airlock so the others won’t listen in, wandering around under the wing of the ship where no one watching from the door of the hangar can see us.
Zane looks up at the underside of the wing, trying to find whatever issue I’m talking about. And people call me dense. “What’s the problem?”
“Nothing’s wrong with the ship, I’m just trying to figure out why the most obnoxiously happy-go-lucky person I know suddenly looks like he wants to go on a rampage.”
His mouth pulls back down, glancing at me from the corner of his eye while he pokes at a rusted section of the ship’s paneling. “I thought you don’t like talking about stuff like this.”
Got me there. “Hate it. But I’m genuinely a little alarmed.”
Silence stretches.
“Are you really not gonna tell me? After all the heart-to-hearts I didn’t agree to?”
He snorts. “It’s nothing really. I’d just like to get out of here.”
I fold my arms. He stares at me. I stare back, which doesn’t work very well on him, but it’s worth a shot. If I don’t blink long enough, maybe he’ll get uncomfortable. . .
“You’re not going to like it,” he says finally.
“I don’t like most of the things that have happened this month. Surprise me.”
He matches my folded arms. Looks at the ship. Gazes around the hangar. Glares at me a little.
“Why didn’t you come home after you left Amerov?”
Huh? That sentence feels like a lot to unpack.
“You know why. I don’t remember anything and there was no ‘home’ to go back to, just an orphanage.”
“But you weren’t even curious?”
“Not particularly.”
He squints at me as if I’ve grown another limb. Unease creeps into my chest. He’s been tagging along with me for weeks and suddenly is annoyed I never returned to Hytha? Surely he’s considered this before. Something else is definitely up.
Repressing a sigh, I say, “Zane, I’m bad at this, so can you possibly just blatantly tell me what’s going on?”
He glares at me strongly enough I think about taking a step back. Then he rubs his face, and I’m certain there’s pain in his expression.
“If you had come back to snoop around Hytha, you probably would’ve figured out that orphanage wasn’t where you grew up, then you might’ve figured out a way to make your way back to us. Instead, you ended up here.”
That’s even more to unpack. I want to rub my temples too. “I had no reason to doubt the orphanage story and didn’t particularly want to go digging up memories that are maybe better I forget. Are you seriously pissed because when I was a child, I didn’t want it rubbed in my face that no one wanted me?”
The sentence chokes a bit coming out, but it isn’t anything I haven’t said this past month, either to Lalia or to Zane. He knows it. And I’m trying to figure out what the entire problem is. Honesty is bound to help.
Zane looks away. “No. I’m not pissed at that.”
“Okay then?”
“Right after you ran away from Amerov you didn’t end up back with us, you ended up with all these people who treat you like crap, and you’re apparently fine with it.”
Oh.

How am I supposed to respond to that?
“I’m not fine with it. I want to leave more than you do, I can guarantee.” 
He grimaces. I add, “And Lee was always pretty good to me, he deserves basic decency from me. The others, I could care less. Don’t mistake my being polite to Lee for not wanting to get the hell out of here.”
“Did everyone treat you like this when you were here?”
Complicated question. “Not. . .really. For the most part, they just ignored me. There was. . .a job that went south. I sorta ended up being the one they blamed. Which I suppose I can’t blame them for, actually, it was my screw-up.” 
That’s when I got out of here. I could tell the passive annoyance they all nursed was turning into downright hostility. I never even spoke to Lee about it. I just left.
“Weren’t you like fifteen?”
“Something like that.”
“And they’re all older than you, and decided to blame their operation failure on a kid?”
I shrug, twitchy. “To be fair, it was pretty much my fault.”
Zane grumbles something unintelligible.
“What?”
“It was your fault, or you’ve just decided it was because that’s easier than arguing with all the humans.”
I stare at him. Unbelievable. Strange, strange humans. “I know you’ll take my side in anything just about now, but just because you believe I’m your brother doesn’t mean I can never screw something up. You don’t even know what happened.”
“Then tell me.”
“What?”
“Tell me what happened.”
“I’d really rather not.”
“Why?”
Because I like you having a high opinion of me. Crap. What is wrong with me?
“Some things are better left where they belong.”
“Because you don’t trust me.”
Well, that feels like an unfair accusation. I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t unearthed this conversation. “I trust you more than other humans.”
Rolling his eyes, he starts to walk past me. “Gee, thanks.”
I don’t like this at all. “I’m trusting you less when you’re acting this weird.”
He stops. Sighs. Kicks offhandedly at my ship’s landing gear. “I’m not pissed at you. I’m pissed at everything else.”
Makes more sense than I’d care to admit. How many times have I thought something similar? Angry at the entire galaxy and the random events screwing me over.
“Well, I’m trying to look on the bright side. In a few hours, we’ll be out of here, and hopefully, none of us ever have to think about this again.”
“Wow, you looking at the bright side?” he says blandly.
“Apparently, we’ve switched places for the day.”
He cracks a smile, but it holds none of his usual cheer. I suppose I can’t fault him for the attitude—not with what a joy I’ve been the last few weeks. But it’s strange seeing him so angry, particularly at something I feel no rage toward. This is the way it is. This is how people treat me. And in this case, it was at least partially earned. Lee has been kinder than I expected, and Zane still looks like he wants to fight every passing human.
Zane isn’t staring at me, just the ground, but I’m starting to get twitchier. I’m not good with having these conversations, and a few weeks ago I would’ve downright ignored his crappy attitude. These humans are definitely having an effect on me. Not sure if it’s good or bad.
The door across the hangar cracks open, and I wish I’d taken the awkward silence to head back to the ship. Zane’s eyes narrow as Kel spots us under the wing of the ship and strides purposely forward with a gait a little more overly confident than I remember. 
This is going to be a hell of an interaction, I can already tell.
“Scheming in here?” she asks.
I stare at her, seriously considering the possibility I may have to restrain Zane from punching her straight in the face. And whether or not I want to restrain him. I’d like to believe he’s not stupid enough to compromise the delicate situation we’re in, but I don’t even think Yvonne looked this murderous when I refused to help her get Anya out of Amerov.
The best course of action would be to not engage. Just walk back into my ship, close the airlock, and wait the rest of this out. Which I’m rather proud of myself for considering seriously.
Apparently, Yvonne has no such ideas. Because there’s the hiss of my ship’s airlock, the click of feet hitting the hangar floor, and she appears around the corner of the ship with an expression that doesn’t bode well.



EIGHT
Oh boy, I think as Yvonne wanders to my side, hands in the pockets of my old coat, sizing Kel up with her eyes.
Well, I guess her attitude hasn’t been aimed at me, so it’s bound to find another outlet. I consider grabbing both humans by the arms and dragging them back into the ship.
Another, much pettier part of me, wants to watch someone start a brawl.
There’s a soft click from above, and I glance to the top of the ship where Bat has crawled his way out the top hatch to observe the drama. He’s as bad as me.
“Princess,” Kel says, with enough derision I wince a little.
Yvonne looks her up and down. “Well, I’d love to snottily say your title back to you, but as far as I know, you have none of note.”
Zane lets out a wheezing noise like he’s trying to choke down a laugh, staring at the opposite wall with a stony expression. Kel shoots him a glare, more annoyed by his laughter than Yvonne’s weak attempt at an insult. It’s fine. Yvonne’s holier-than-thou attitude makes up for it. Suppose you get that air about you when you grow up royalty.
Still, I don’t think letting this continue is the best idea. “Alright children, back in the ship.”
When they don’t budge, I grab each of them by the sleeves of their coats and start tugging. As amusing as it is, watching them posturing with someone who hates my guts is probably not the best use of our time.
Kel steps directly in my path, nearly a foot from my face, and I stop, skin crawling. I’ve spent so much time around Zane and Lalia and the royals I’ve forgotten how uncomfortable it is when another human gets in my breathing space.
“We really doing this?” I ask. “What’s your plan? Fist fight me?”
Her eyes narrow. She has her hair done in a much more intricate braid than she used to do it, which is a little funny for some reason. She’s perhaps a little bulkier in build, given I’m still skinny as hell, but I’m now taller than her by a few inches, and she has to tilt her chin up to look at me. It doesn’t appear to phase her, but I’m willing to bet it pisses her off.
Even if I was still smaller, hitting me was never a good option for anyone after I was fourteen years old. Lalia and her knuckles learned the lesson all too well.
I keep an eye on Kel’s hands, hooked in the loops of her belt, because if they even remotely twitch in the direction of her pistol, I’m going to clock her. Lee will understand. Even if he doesn’t, I’m not letting her shoot me or any of my humans.
“Screwed anyone over recently?” she asks.
Apparently, that’s where my annoyance limit is. I grind my teeth, glaring down at her, ignoring the heat signatures my glitching eyes give me.
“No,” I say, slowly, as if she’s too dense to understand. “And I didn’t get shot in the face, either.”
Beside me, Zane stiffens. To him, it probably sounds like I’m saying Kel shot me, which isn’t true. But I suppose I’m not going to get out of this situation without explaining everything to him and Lalia at the bare minimum. I force myself not to sigh. It’s going to be a long day.
Kel’s expression twitches, eyes darting to one of the larger scars across my mouth. She parts her lips as if she wants to speak when the comm for the entire hangar crackles to life.
Lee’s voice says, “Kel, if you are in the hangar picking a fight I will dock your entire wages for the month.”
Kel’s expression goes blank with rage, but Yvonne snorts. Loudly. Which only makes the woman more murderous. I manage to keep my expression as blank as possible. It’s a struggle.
Stiffly, Kel turns on her heel and strides out of the hangar with more dignity than I’m certain she feels. I manage to keep the laughter down until the door closes, then snicker nearly as loud as Yvonne. She joins in. Zane still looks pissed.
“See,” I tell him. “Lee’s cool.”
His mouth twitches. “I will acquiesce that Lee is possibly decent.”
What do ya know, Zane’s as much of a drama queen as his sister.
“I want to know what you meant by ‘didn’t get shot in the face,’” he tells me. Saw that coming a mile away.
“I mean I’ve gotten shot in the face before.”
He levels a glare in my direction worthy of the eldest princess. “Aaron. . .”
“Alright, fine, geez, you’re all nosey as hell. Get in the ship.”
He gives me a final warning look that he is not going to let this go—as if I didn’t know—and heads for the airlock. Yvonne watches his back and stares at me expectantly.
“What?” I ask. “You can get in the ship too.”
Snickering, she struggles up the airlock, grumbling about me never putting down the gangplank. I jump in after her with ease.
“Show off,” she mutters.
Lalia says, “I only caught part of what happened out there?”
Zane folds his arm, expression stony. “That bitchy first mate said something about Aaron screwing someone over. Aaron said something about getting shot in the face. And if he doesn’t explain in the next five minutes, I’m going to go shoot her in the face.”
I roll my eyes, sealing the airlock. “Relax, Zane.”
“Don’t tell me to—”
“Look, as mentioned, we already have me to be an ass, and Yvonne is the one so dramatic no one really takes her seriously anymore—”
Anya giggles.
“—so stop trying to take our jobs.”
Zane stares at me. I stare back. His expression doesn’t so much as twitch.
Okay then.
I sigh, taking a seat on the edge of the control console. “It’s not a big story. The last job I did here, I got shot—not by Kel, by one of the bounties we were after—so the job went down the drain.”
Zane blinks. “I don’t get it.”
“Get what?”
“Why is everyone here pissed at you? Kel specifically?”
“It was her first big job, she was completely in charge of it, and I screwed it up.”
“You screwed it up. . .by getting shot?” Lalia sounds doubtful.
I’m really not in the mood to explain, but they’re all staring, Anya included. Only Bat has heard the story and comes to settle on my lap, bored. I pet his ears.
“It was the first time I had an active role in one of the jobs Lee set up. Everyone was already uncomfortable around me and didn’t want me there, but I got put on the job, so that was that. Lee knew I was good with ships and taking things apart, so I had to disable the guns on one of the target’s ships. There were two vessels and one of them was my job. We were basically sneaking up on the bounties—there were five of them running together—so I needed to make sure they couldn’t escape in their ship and couldn’t use the big guns on it. I wasn’t nearly as careful then as I am now, which tells you a lot, given how many injuries I get now. . .”
No one so much as cracks a smile. Okay, no bad-taste jokes then.
“I disabled the engine but was part of the way through working on the guns. One of the bounties shot me. Knocked me right out. Three of them got away and the other two caused chaos before they got captured.”
When I don’t continue, Zane asks, “That’s it? They all act like you disemboweled someone.”
I grimace. I really don’t want to mention the other part of it, especially not with Anya in the room, watching me with large eyes. “Two of Lee’s men got killed. The bounty that shot me used the guns on the ship and shot down one of our ships. Blew the thing up.”
Zane shifts, and finally looks at his feet instead of staring holes through my face. “That’s not directly your fault. Any one of Lee’s crew could’ve gotten shot. Someone should’ve had your back.”
I shrug. “I don’t think it’s my fault.”
“You said you did.”
“Not really. I acknowledge that my getting taken out meant the entire job went wrong. I don’t blame myself.” Anymore.
Zane opens his mouth. Closes it. Looks toward Lalia for help.
Lalia shifts in her seat and says, “It seems like a really strange thing for them to hate you because you got hurt. Has no one else here ever screwed up a job? Isn’t bounty hunting chaotic as part of the job description?”
“Plenty of people have gotten hurt.” I remember Kel recovering from an injury from a job gone wrong right as I was first joining Lee’s crew. “But I’m the cyborg, so it doesn’t matter.”
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“What does that have to do with anything?” Zane snaps.
Touchy. I wander to the port window on the opposite side of the ship. There’s the hiss of the hangar doors opening, and a small, unmarked vessel lands inside, the doors sealing behind. A moment later, someone exits and heads through a door on the side of the hangar. I don’t recognize them, not from this distance. They don’t even look our way. Must be one of Lee’s men.
“Well, if you ignore how you see me—actually, no that’s not going to work with either of you. . . Yvonne, how did you see cyborgs before you met me?”
She shrugs. “I dunno, I basically grew up with them hovering around.”
“I mean, if you had to picture a cyborg in a fight, who do you think would win?”
“Well, the cyborg.”
“And if they got hurt, would it really matter?”
She’s quiet. They’re all quiet.
I say, “Everyone thinks we’re invincible. I got shot in the face, sure. But the next time anyone saw me, I was wandering out of the ship after waking back up. Bleeding, yeah, but basically alive. It’s a lot easier to believe I wasn’t really critically injured and blame the job on me than to think I’m a person with feelings and nerve endings who might’ve needed help.”
Anya looks like she’s going to cry, which is not where I was going with this.
“Lee doesn’t think that way, obviously,” Yvonne says.
I shrug. “Seems so.”
“But Kel is pissed.”
“As I mentioned, that was her first big job she was in charge of. My screw-up cost her three of the five bounties and two other hunters died. Makes sense she doesn’t like me.” Even if I wish she’d leave me alone.
“Your worldview is screwed up, do you know that?” 
I understand where she’s coming from, but I also understand Kel. I don’t have to like it, but when hunters work as a group, we all rely on one another. Even if Lee’s crew members didn’t like me, they were relying on me to do my end of the job, and I failed. Even if I got hurt, I still failed.
“Did you leave after that?” Zane asks quietly.
“Yeah, a few days later.” I never mentioned anything to Lee, just left. Though no one threatened me or had been outright hostile, I’d been able to tell the looks in their eyes changed when I passed them in the hall. Even if none of them acted out toward me, I was never going to be safe. Never going to have people to rely on. It was never going to become a place I could belong. I’d taken my guns and my few changes of clothes, stuffed them in a backpack, and made a run for it the next time we made planetfall. I never collected my pay from the job or any of the smaller ones I’d done for Lee fixing up their ships or their weapons. I had some credits from the very first job I ever did for him, but no more. 
I’d missed Audra a lot in those days. Who knows if she really even thought about me.
Took me ages to hunt and save enough to get my own ship, but I’ve had it ever since, and it’s been much more of a home. I was safer alone. Safer with Bat and myself. I didn’t need humans. Still don’t, really.
But I know Zane and Lalia have taken it upon themselves to have my back. It’s nice, in an uncomfortable sort of way. Not that I’m going to tell them.
“Well, I still want to punch that woman in the face,” Zane mutters.
“I agree with Zane,” Anya says. Bat snickers.
It’s a funny image. Like a kitten trying to attack a dog. I offer her a smile anyway. “Well, you’d better not. Punching is for grownups.”
Her bottom lip puffs out.
“Does that mean I can punch her?” Zane asks. The idea seems to cheer him.
“You’re a grown man, I can’t stop you. But I’d appreciate if you don’t piss off Lee. We’re in a bit of a precarious position, don’t you think?”
He slumps. “Good point.”
Yvonne says, “What things can you tell me about her I can use for ammo? Women don’t have to punch to fight, we bully each other.”
Lalia dissolves into cackles, and I have a hard time not joining in. Even Bat starts back up with his growling snicker.
“I noticed. You bullied me.”
“Oh, please. You thought that was bullying? You sweet child.”
“Well, I’m sure Captain would agree, at the very least.”
“No, no. What I did to Captain was annoyance, I don’t think I can bully him. Big difference.”
“Uh-huh.”
She winks at me. That’s a new one. I roll my eyes.
“Look, no one’s going to pick a fight,” I say. “We’ll stay in here until the supernova passes. Then we’ll leave. And if there is a single shred of mercy in this universe, we won’t come across these people ever again.”
Zane’s lip finally twitches in a smile, but I can tell he’s still unhappy. And he’s not meeting my eyes. He’ll come around. At worst, he’ll cheer up after we leave this place. I’ll cheer up, too.
“I don’t want to go to Neyla Ve,” Anya says. 
“We’re still going to Zar.”
“Excellent.” She claps her hands softly. Yvonne pats the top of her head.
My ship’s comm blinks, then beeps. I eyeball it suspiciously, considering ignoring it, but it’s probably Lee, and I’m trying to stay on his soft side.
“Hello?”
“Aaron,” Lee’s voice comes over. “Want to watch a star explode?”
I pause. I’ve never actually seen a supernova. They’re rare, and not exactly wise to get in the way of. Plus, this galaxy is huge, not to mention the rest of space.
It’s tempting. I’ve heard people say it’s a sight.
“I don’t think that’s a great idea, do you?”
Now that we’re all back safely in our ship, leaving it again seems like a stupid decision. Parading the humans around would not be wise.
“See the elevator along the hangar wall to your right?”
I lean over the console to get a look out the viewport. “Yeah.”
“Take that up to the very top level of the ship, first door on your right when you get out has a big window. No one’s going to be up there, they’re all in the observation deck, I’ll join you in a minute or two.”
He hangs up. I frown. He’s been honest so far, but he could still have something up his sleeve. I can’t imagine what would be gained by waiting until now to try to pull something, not before when we were eating.
I look to Bat. He shrugs. “I wanna see the star.”
The humans look equally unsure but eager. Except for Zane. He’s still staring at the floor.
“Anyone have any objections?” I ask.
“No!” Anya practically sings. Well, I figured she wouldn’t.
I suppose us being in my ship isn’t much barrier anyhow. If Lee wanted us, he can get at us. If he wanted us, we were plenty vulnerable before. 
“Alright, let’s watch a star explode,” I say, and cycle open the airlock.
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As Lee promised, the elevator takes us right up the several dozen levels of the ship with ease, and the first door to the right is unlocked and empty. There’s a table, and another door on the adjacent wall, but not a human in sight.
“Woah.” Anya plasters herself to the broad window along the opposite wall. It’s smaller than that in the tiny mess hall, but it’s pointed in the right direction to get a view.
It’s massive.
I’m not certain the category of this star, and I know it’s still relatively far, but its slow-motion explosion is bigger than any planet I’ve ever visited. A deep red halo expands, blotting out the pinpoints of other stars in the distance, creeping its fingers toward us.
The whole ship goes dark with a click. 
Both Zane and Lalia put their hands on their weapons, but I say, “It’s just the power shutting down. Everything gets turned off but the life support so the energy won’t mess with the electronics in the ship or bother the crystals.”
“I know,” Zane says, but doesn’t remove his hand from his gun. Can hardly blame him. Just because I’m comfortable with Lee doesn’t mean he needs to be. Or even should be.
Shadows sit in the corners of the room, the only light from the approaching fire, red as blood, crawling across the expanse of space. The window tints, the shields specifically for these circumstances firing to life. It doesn’t stop my eyes from glitching with the approaching heat, but it isn’t so bad I need to look away.
“Will this hurt her eyes?” Yvonne whispers, nodding to Anya with her face still an inch from the glass.
“The windows are protective.”
“Oh.”
“Damn, that’s beautiful,” Lalia murmurs.
It’s utterly quiet, only our breathing to break the silence. With the hum of the ship nearly gone save the life support, it’s quieter than it ever is, on a ship or on a planet. Bat is a warm weight on my shoulder, ears twitching every once in a while, but his breaths are slow and noiseless.
Yvonne sways, her shoulder brushing mine, then resting against it. I freeze, expecting her to speak, but she doesn’t, only leans against me, watching the star. Warmth seeps through her jacket and mine. It can’t be particularly comfortable. I have metal protruding in my shoulder and elbow and even in places on the fleshy part of my arm. I’m not exactly an easy person to cuddle, even if this is just the side of her arm leaning against the side of mine. But I’ve no clue why she’s doing it. Happy her sister is happy? Most likely.
But I don’t know how I’m supposed to react. Just stand here, I guess. If I don’t really move, I can’t do anything incorrectly. Hopefully.
A soft knock makes me jump, not for the first time today. But Lee only pops his head in and joins us, hands in his pockets. His whole body is lit by the red light, his beard catching the crimson in little shadows. His eyes go to Yvonne leaning against me, but to his credit, only his eyebrows go up in response. Lee, I’m as confused as you are.
Quietly, so I don’t break the atmosphere, I say, “I saw one of your men land a ship in the hangar a little while before you called me, is that someone I know?”
Lee cocks his head. “No one landed that I’m aware of. Must’ve gotten permission from Kel.”
I nod.
Lee is still frowning.
“What?” I ask.
“None of my crew is out of the ship.”
Zane glances over. The discomfort in my gut begins anew, though it’s ridiculous. Just because he doesn’t know who landed, doesn’t mean there’s a problem. If there is, the chance it has something to do with us is impossible.
“Huh,” Lee grunts, touching the comm behind his ear. “Kel, did we get an unauthorized ship landing today?”
My new ears pick up the faint sound of her voice, “Yeah, your favorite pet cyborg.”
Something about that would be funny if it was coming from anyone but her. As it is, I give Lee a disparaging look. Surprise flickers across his face, probably not expecting me to hear so well.
“Nothing else?”
“No.”
I look at Zane. His eyes catch mine. He didn’t see the ship landing in the hangar, but he believes me, though I can’t be certain he hears the comm.
I mouth trouble and he stands straighter. Lalia’s eyes dart between all of us. Anya is still cluelessly unaware, bouncing in place as she watches the star.
We shouldn’t’ve come up here. Lee still looks clueless enough that I don’t think he’s planning something. But there’s a problem. And I’ve had entirely too much trouble for one month to be dancing around the edge of a problem.
We can’t leave until the heat of the star passes, but we can go back and wall up in our ships.
I jut my chin toward the door, and Zane nods. Yvonne’s arm leaves mine as she wanders to her sister’s side. I’m colder without her weight. I can analyze that stupid thought later.
Yvonne mumbles to Anya, and there’s a muffled why from the girl before she turns to give Lee a blank look, eyes flickering to mine.
“Come on,” I say as casually as I can force. “Let’s head back to the ship.”
Lee is still frowning, tapping his finger to his comm absently. But my words draw his attention. “Something wrong?”
I could lie. It would be easy. Put his mind at ease. And it wouldn’t anger him. But trusting him was a bad idea, if not because of him but because of the people under his command. He’s their captain, not a god. And there’s guaranteed a dozen or so still here who hate my guts.
“Your first mate is lying to you,” I say, evenly, without a hint of anger, and walk around the table.
I expect him to argue, to puff his chest out and fill up with anger, to not believe me, at the very least. I don’t expect him to speak politely. 
But he says, “You’re sure you saw a ship land in the hangar.”
I pause. He believes me? “Yes.”
“What markings?”
“None. Just a newer generation, single or double-person craft. Couldn’t see the person. They landed near the hangar wall and went in one of the doors. Looked like they knew where they were going.”
“Not Amerov?” Lalia says tightly.
The thought has crossed my mind. “If it was, it sure didn’t look like Amerov.”
Lee waves his hand. “There would be no reason for someone from Amerov to visit. We don’t like them here almost as much as you don’t. Half the people here are scared of cyborgs, the other half just dislike enhanced bounty hunters taking our jobs.”
Which puts me in both categories. “Might not have anything to do with us, Lee, but I’d rather be safe in my own ship.”
He nods. “I’ll go with you. Let’s see this ship. Everything’s shut down so they couldn’t have left.”
Well, he definitely believes me. Or he’s planning something and wants to be there to see it go down. I don’t believe he’s that good an actor. I really need to get a grip. Either be suspicious or don’t. I’d really hate for the only human who was nice to me when I was young to be scheming. It’s clouding my judgment, I’m certain.
Anya is still gazing sadly out the window, wanting to watch the star. She can find a star to watch explode when she’s older. Plenty of people do. Right now, I need all the humans and Bat safe in my ship. Me as well. I feel like a parent wrangling children.
Zane still has his hand resting on his gun, and Lee is watching him. He doesn’t appear insulted. He was a small-time bounty hunter, same as me in the beginning. He knows suspicion and what it must be like for a few humans to be trapped in a nest of vipers. Everyone here would love to take them in.
“Let’s just go,” I say softly to Zane, putting a hand on his back to guide him out the door before he starts mouthing off at Lee. His expression seriously says he might.
At least he goes, kicking the door open more aggressively than necessary while the rest of the humans follow. Anya casts a last glance at the red light-filled room before slouching back to the hallway. Zane punches the elevator button and glowers at the wall. Lee is going through something on his tablet, muttering to himself, but I only see lists of ship logs. He’s trying to find the mystery vessel.
The elevator sighs open, and a pair of metal and glass eyes stare back.
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For a moment, I freeze. My stomach sinks. The number’s too-bright eyes go to each one of us, expression dead. Female, possibly, though from appearance, it’s difficult to tell. Bat hisses. Beside me, Yvonne’s breath hitches with a terror I’m unaccustomed to. 
She’s not afraid of cyborgs.
I glance at her. Eyes wide, her gaze catches mine for a split second.
She’s not afraid of cyborgs unless they’re ForceZero.
“What the hell. . .” Lee says.
The number draws its gun.
Jumping in front of Anya, I have mine in my hand before even Zane with his twitchy paranoia can draw. Aiming for its hand, its gun explodes in a shower of sparks. A stray shot from its gun whizzes by, heat blasting the side of my face, ricocheting off the walls of the tight hallway. Anya screams. Someone swears. Lee crashes to the ground in an attempt to duck out of the way.
It’s already going for the other weapon on its belt, and I plant a shot dead in the middle of its forehead.
It jerks, stumbling, and regains its footing.
Shit.
Shit.
“Run!” I yell, shoving Yvonne hard behind me, backing up, shooting half a dozen times in rapid succession in different parts of the body, trying to find a weak spot.
From the corner of my eye, I see Zane grab Anya like an oversized sack of vegetables and sprint down the hallway, taking a hard left and getting the girl out of danger. Lalia shoots too as she backs down the hallway, and Yvonne takes off after her sister, trying to get a good look behind her as she runs. 
“You hit?” I ask Lee, dragging him up as he stumbles to his feet.
Lalia takes off down the hallway and I follow, dragging Lee with one hand and shooting behind me with the other. The creature is barely knocked down by the blasts, and this is my largest pistol. I shoot its other weapon just to try to slow it down. I’m entirely certain it has more hidden under its clothes.
“No!” Lee hollers over the ring of the shots. “What the hell is that thing!”
“The type of cyborg you should actually be afraid of!”
Something explodes against the wall just over our heads. I slip on the shiny surface of the floor going around the corner, but shove Lee down and scramble around the safety of the wall. Zane has deposited Anya in the hallway and is sprinting back, both pistols drawn.
“Just run!” I scream at him, getting a disoriented Lee to his feet and keeping a hand under his arm as we sprint down the hallway. “I don’t know how to kill it! Just go, go, go!”
At least he listens. Skidding to a stop, he heads back and ducks his shoulder under Anya, picking her up without putting away his weapons while she clings to him like a barnacle. Yvonne has her gun in hand but doesn’t seem to know if she’s supposed to use it.
“Where do we go?” I ask Lee. “I don’t think I slowed it down!”
“Take a right,” he calls to Zane, and I’m glad the humans listen to him. I skid around the corner after them. Lee seems to have regained his balance and trucks alongside me at a faster pace than I’d imagined for a human of his age. Homicidal cyborgs after us will have that effect.
“Kel!” he screams into his comm. “There’s a rogue cyborg in the ship. I repeat, there’s a rogue cyborg in the damn ship! Get the big guns and prep to shut down the control room, we’re heading your way now!”
Kel might’ve been behind this, but I doubt she had any idea she was inviting a killing machine into the ship that’s perfectly happy to shoot at me while Lee is standing three inches away.
When humans expect me to be the height of scary cyborgs, they have no idea what’s coming.
If this thing hurts a single one of my humans, I’m going to kill Kel myself.
“Bat, protect Anya,” I say, prying him off my shoulder and letting him to the ground where he can catch up to the humans sprinting ahead of us.
“Bad idea, Aaron!” he screeches.
“I know! Lee, I need a big gun. Really big gun.”
Puffing, Lee asks, “What?”
I skid to a stop and head back in the opposite direction. “Big gun! Hangar! Go!”
“Aaron!” Yvonne’s voice shrieks, echoing, but I’m already sprinting back down the hallway at top speed, faster than she can catch. Digging my knife out of my pocket, I try not to think about what an awful, terrible idea this is. I listen to the sound of another figure running, on a collision course. They sound slightly off, slightly injured, not nearly enough to take it down, but enough I hope it’s distracted, thrown it off its game.
I’m not sure I can kill it with a hand pistol and a small electric knife, but it’ll follow me instead of the humans, and I can sprint like a bat out of hell.
I pass unfamiliar doorways and hallways, closer and closer to the intersection dead ahead. In the dead dark of the downed power, something glows faintly in the approaching hallway. Does it have a flashlight? Or were its eyes indeed glowing as I’d suspected? I push my legs faster. Faster. Beating it to the intersection.
It rounds the corner.
I slam straight into it at full speed, ramming the knife in my fist straight up into its jaw.
It’s like hitting a metal wall. Every single synthetic bone in my body seems to drag against my muscles. My head rings, vision dipping in and out, ears cracking in complaint at the full-body trauma.
I’m gonna have some hellish bruises. The thought drifts to my mind absently before the panic of the situation has time to catch up.
It evidently wasn’t expecting to be bulldozed, as it crashes back into the opposite wall, the only pitiful cushion between me and the metal hallway. Air leaves my lungs in a giant huff. Heat from the electric knife nearly burns my fingers as I partially lose my grip. Readjusting, digging the blade deeper into the thing’s jaw, I yank sideways, hopefully severing something important. Or something distracting enough I can go for the back of the neck.
It doesn’t take down the number quite in the way I was hoping. If anything, my full-speed tackle seems a momentary distraction. Two needle-like fingers dig into the back of my neck.
Oh no.

Swiping my knife across its face, hoping to hit an eye, I fling myself away from the number before it can get an unbreakable grip on me. I scramble to my feet and head to the right, away from the hallway the humans went down. Glancing back, I watch it staring at me. I stop. Stare at it in return. There are two more hallways to my right and left, and the one to my back I was running down. Lots of ways to escape.
It stumbles to its feet, glancing down the hallway where the humans went. Back to me. Down the hallway. To me. Trying to decide who to follow.
Follow me, I think, against my better judgment. Just follow me. Do it.
It looks at me. A shock of long, pale hair has come undone from its hood. Bloody from where I cut it across one eye. It’s tall and slender, alien, everything about it not a soldier, but a predator. Distinct terror rolls down my spine making eye contact with it for any length of time.
Captain might’ve gone too far with ForceZero. That one back on Amethyst with no heat signature might’ve been the easier target. This one feels. . .wrong.
Even from this distance, its remaining good eye drifts over my shoulder. It cocks its head. Grins at me.
Grins at me. 
There’s not a single human thing in that expression. This is not me smiling to make my face a grimace to deter humans. For the first time, I’m the one truly being hunted.
Is this how humans feel when I chase them down?
Something tingles the back of my neck. Behind me.
There’s something behind me.
Carefully, unwilling to take my eyes off the monster, I glance over my shoulder
Another figure turns the corner.
Oh no.
Oh hell no.
I only saw one leave the shiny black ship, but that doesn’t mean another wasn’t waiting inside. My breathing picks up, heartbeat behind my ears.
Amerov numbers always travel in pairs.

I don’t know where the partner of the one on Amethyst was, but we were lucky not to run into it. Or maybe it didn’t take a partner, and Captain learned his lesson about sending only one ForceZero number at a time.
The figure at the end of the hallway watches me. It’s bigger than the other, less wiry, more muscle. To my left, the injured one shifts, and I start, glancing back at it. With the bloody grin still in place, it takes off down the hallway. 
After the humans.
“Hey!” I scream, much too late for anything. I glance back to my right, at the other one creeping forward like a hunting cat.
It bolts toward me. Faster. It’s faster than me. I can tell within a few steps. From somewhere within its dark drape of a coat, a wicked-looking gun appears in its hand.
It’s not going to help the humans if I lead this thing back to them. At least the other is injured, and they’re all decent shots at a bare minimum.
I bolt down the hallway in front of me as its near-silent footsteps catch up.



TWELVE
This direction should return me to the elevators. If I can make it to them with a bit of time to spare, it’ll be left with several layers of metal between it and me—
Behind me, it slams into the hallway wall, not even slowing to take the turn. Sounds like a whole hovercraft crashed. Chills run down my neck, panic balling up in my gut.
I’m screwed.
“Bat!” I yell into my comm. “Bat, do you hear me?”
“What happened?”
“There are two of them! The injured one is coming after you, I’ve got another on my tail. Watch out!”
I shut off the comm. Nothing he can say is going to help me, and I’m focusing on running as fast as my artificial body can take. If I trip, I’m dead. Blindly, I toss a shot back over my shoulder, hoping to hit or at least disorientate it. If I turn at all to aim, it’ll slow me.
Its footsteps don’t falter. 
I figured all the humans manning this ship would be in the observation deck or the control room doing their jobs, but a short man wanders around the approaching corner, tablet in his hand, apparently oblivious to the gunshot. He shrieks as I blow past him. I take a page from the ForceZero number and barely slow on the turn, catching myself hard and practically bouncing off the wall. It hurts, but not as much as getting shot will.
A shower of sparks hits the wall right where I’d been a second ago. A jolt of surprise shocks my limbs. I keep running.
There. At the end of the hallway is the elevator, doors still open. The human must’ve come through them. They begin closing, and I push my legs until they burn, varying my path to make it harder to hit me, swearing to myself at another set of shots. Even for a killing machine, it’s hard to run and aim. Heat grazes my shoulder, barely registering past all the adrenaline.
The doors get narrower and narrower. Sending a few more shots behind me, I slide in the crack, smacking my shoulder on one of them and slamming hard into the back wall of the elevator, leaving a dent. I punch the lowest button—the hangar—aiming a last shot at the number through the crack in the door. 
It’s so close a jolt runs through me, but now I can aim I shoot its legs three times before the door closes. If I can’t kill it, at least I can make it faceplant into the ground. I watch it stumble in the last flicker of light.
Thanking everything in the galaxy the emergency power still works on the elevator, I try to catch my breath as it sinks down and down at a solid pace.
“Bat, are you okay?” I ask into the comm, surprised at how much I’m gasping for breath. Panic will do that even to me, I suppose.
“We’re fine. Nearly in the control room. Haven’t seen the other—”
A crash straight above me startles my hand away from the comm, the entire wall of the elevator shaking. An alarm goes off. The elevator comes to a dead stop, in between any of the doors.
Something crashes onto the roof as if a whole ship was dropped onto it, denting the ceiling worse than I dented the wall. 
No way.
No damn way.
The tip of an electric knife melts through the ceiling, molten metal dripping down. Swearing, I smash the emergency button on the elevator, but it’s useless. 
Well, if that thing can do it, so can I.
Yanking out the panel beneath my feet, I jab my knife into the solid floor, slicing open a section. A gap appears above my head and the muzzle of a gun. 
I shoot straight up into it, eliciting a string of oaths as the pistol disappears from view.
Good, it’s human enough to swear.
Slamming my boot into the mutilated paneling—the ceiling must be thicker—I drop down the hole, hissing at the still-hot edge I’m clinging to.
The drop beneath makes my stomach lurch, a pit of black with no end. But I can see the next door down, maybe twenty feet away. Running not on a cable but rungs along the sides of the walls, the elevator shaft doesn’t give me much to cling to. 
I’ll make do. Or be cyborg food.
Finding a handhold on the underside of the elevator and thanking the stars my hands are healed up, I swing into the void. Stomping echoes above me as the number attempts to break down the ceiling. 
“Aaron, are you okay?” Lee’s voice crackles into my comm. 
No, I think, but don’t have the free hands or the time to be answering. 
The tracks along the side of the wall are slick, but better than nothing. I dig my fingers into the metal, brace my boots against the sides, and slide down hand over hand. Even my grip wants to give out. A human would have a hell of a time if they could accomplish it at all.
Finally, my toes hit the empty space at the top of the next door down. I drop onto the inches-wide ledge of the door, prying it open. Luckily, these aren’t locked, and it doesn’t require me to tear the skin off any fingers dragging the thing open.
Pausing in the gap of the doorway, I dare a glance up as the number finally drops into the elevator, the heel of its boot appearing over the edge of the hole I escaped from. I look up at the latches on the elevator tracks. Only the closest one is visible, but it might be enough. 
Aiming as best I can in the near-pitch black, I place a dozen quick shots into the latch. A few wouldn’t do much, but so many at once gets hot. Really hot. 
The metal begins to melt. Something I’d consider rather important snaps, the whole contraption leaning to the side.
As the number stomps both feet on the hole, trying to widen it enough it can fit its broader shoulders, the other latch—the one I can’t see—gives out under the weight and all the damage done to the structure of the box itself. The cyborg pauses.
Sorry about your elevator, Lee.
I shove myself back through the gap in the door in time for the elevator to drop past me at full speed, wind blasting my face. As soon as I’m free of the door, it slams shut behind me. 
Crawling back a few steps, I check the new hallway behind me. Empty.
“Ugh.” I flop onto the shiny floor, the cold seeping into my back. 
My pulse pounds behind my ears, in the tips of my fingers, and where my head presses against the floor.
Amerov can go right to hell. Captain along with it.
“Bat, you good?” I ask into the comm.
“We’re okay! Lee tried to get you and couldn’t.”
“Yeah, I was kinda demolishing his elevator.”
“Is that the crash we heard?”
“Probably. Where are you?”
“Control room.”
“That won’t keep the number out. This one slammed right through the secondary elevator doors.” I heave myself to my feet, hot all over from leftover panic, jogging down the hallway at a pace most humans would consider a run. “How we doing on that big gun?”
To be completely honest, I’m not even certain the fall through that elevator shaft is going to kill that thing. Slow it down, sure. Buy me time, certainly. But I’m done underestimating these things. I’ve survived ship crashes I shouldn’t, and I’m an old model. A normal old model. These things are built to never die.
“I’ve got it,” Lee’s voice joins the comm. “You just about gave me a heart attack not answering like that, idiot.”
Well, I guess he cares, I think dryly.
Bat says, “Gonna be honest, I like your old captain a lot more now that he’s putting together a miniature rocket.”
I giggle a little, then take a breath. Definitely slaphappy. Get a grip, Aaron, you’re not dead yet.
“Aaron, what do you need us to do?” Zane asks, joining in.
His voice is so unconventionally serious it knocks some sense into me. I try to think, but my brain is still running in circles, thoughts going in and out of my grasp too quickly to catch. I need to calm down. 
“I’m not sure. Lee, can you get some sort of heat signature on the one chasing you? I’m not sure they have heat signatures, but give it a try. I don’t know if I can get to you if it’s between you and me.”
Lee says, “On it.”
I hear voices in the background of the comm. Right, he probably has most of his crew in the command room with him. What does Kel think of this whole situation? Who cares.
“What are you going to do?” Zane asks.
“Not sure. Hangar, I think. We know the guns on our ships can take it down, so if it comes after me, that’ll do it. If you see it, blow it the hell up.”
“Right.”
“Be careful, Aaron,” Yvonne’s voice makes me jump. I didn’t realize she was listening.
“Unmatched reflexes, remember,” I say, just as I had when we were on Falla. A soft laugh comes from the other end.
Pushing my burning legs back into a run, I head for the hangar.



THIRTEEN
I half-expect to run straight into the first number we came across, but the hallways are empty. So empty, it gives me the creeps. I know everyone’s hunkered down because of the supernova, but it would almost be better if there were humans haunting the halls.
I keep watch for heat signatures, though I’m not sure how accurate that’ll be. These two had heat when last I saw them, but that doesn’t mean they can’t somehow turn it off. If it’s possible with that one on Amethyst, I’m not going to discount it now.
This ship is mostly new to me, having been purchased mere days before I left, but I remember my way around in a vague enough sense to make it back to the hangar without the elevators, just the emergency stairs. All the way down I go, ignoring the bruises my body is telling me about.
I try to consider what will kill these things.
A shot to the head or body with the guns on my ship, or Zane and Lalia’s. Worked on the special number on Amethyst. Should work on these. Can’t push through injuries if you don’t have a functioning body anymore.
I didn’t ask for the model of Lee’s gun, but if Bat called it a rocket, I’m sure it’ll take out a small ship.
Individual shots don’t do much, I’ve already experimented and failed spectacularly.
A knife might eventually sever all the wiring and electronics connecting the body, but would take too much close contact for too long a time. The memory of it digging its creepy, ice-cold fingers into the back of my neck sends a shiver down my entire body.
Inside my ship, I’ll be armed enough to take them out. 
But I can’t. Not inside the hangar of this ship.
My guns are nasty. Deadly. Even on my old ship. That’s the point of them. Blasting a hole in the side of Lee’s hangar isn’t going to help anyone, me included. Hitting something more vital into the interior of the ship could kill us all. 
Especially the humans. 
No ship gun unless completely and utterly necessary. And if I have to, I’ll try to aim toward the hangar doors. A hole in the hangar won’t mess with the airlock for the rest of the ship. It can be fixed. And Kel can pay for it.
I’m not positive this is her doing, but I suspect.
The hangar is empty. As it should be, but it still makes the back of my neck tingle. Gun in hand, because that can at least slow them a bit, I step away from the door, into the open.
No one shoots at me. Good sign.
Everything is dark, but there aren’t any heat signatures. My ship doesn’t appear to have been messed with. The siblings’ either. For a moment, I entertain the idea of sabotaging the Amerov vessel. But messing around out in the open isn’t a great idea. And neither is just blowing it up with my ship’s guns.
Sprinting lightly across the open space, I cycle open the airlock, hop in, and close it behind me.
I lean against the control panel for a moment, breathing. There’s my giant rifle under my bed. I’m not sure it’s big enough to kill one of them, and I’ve never actually had a chance to use it on a person before, but if my pistol makes them stumble, I don’t see why that rifle wouldn’t at least take one out eventually.
Something scratches. A boot readjusting on metal. I stop breathing, staring at the one blinking light on the panel of my console now that the ship is asleep. There’s no other noise, but I get the sudden and intense knowledge I’m being watched.
I turn. Look into the back of the ship. It’s pitch black in here, just the faint blue glow of the muzzle of the pistol in my hand, and there’s no heat signature. Dead quiet sits in my ears. The comm beeps. I jump but don’t answer. Slowly, I run my fingers over the console until I find the switch for the ship’s interior lights.
The second number sits in one of my chairs, watching me. 
I jump, nearly knocking myself over the edge of the control panel. It has no heat signature either. Nothing. It’s not hot or cold. It doesn’t so much as register to the temperature-sensitive parts of my eyes.
It doesn’t move, just stares at me, pistol in one hand, casual.
Well, I guess falling down an elevator shaft didn’t kill it. 
I don’t move. What the hell do I do? The airlock is closed, it’ll take a few seconds for it to start cycling open. And I’ve already established that my pistol does nothing to slow it down.
It doesn’t blink and stays so utterly still for so long that I start to wonder if it’s alive. The idea that I killed it is a bit too much to believe.
How did it get in? My door doesn’t unlock for anyone except me. I have the only key. Glancing around the ship, I find the paneling near the engine askew. It must’ve taken apart the belly of the ship and simply climbed up in. Probably just ripped right into the metal. I hadn’t seen anything, but the hangar was nearly pitch-black.
Finally, it says, “You’re a bit tougher than Captain gives you credit for.”
Its voice is deep, male. Calm, not quite human. I wonder if it has a voice box like the old robot still sitting in the corner.
“ForceZero is a lot scarier than I gave you credit for.”
An eyebrow raises. “You know about us?”
“Yvonne mentioned you.”
“Ah. The princess. She’s also more trouble than Captain bargained for.”
Are we seriously just having a conversation? “I’ve noticed.”
It goes back to staring. Still no blinking. But its hand readjusts once on its gun.
I try, “Your partner seems a bit. . .off.”
He twitches once, and I’m not sure if it’s in agreement or I just made a mistake. “She’s. . .unique.”
In agreement, then. “She scares me.”
“She should.”
“Well, don’t sell yourself short, you do too.”
Its expression twists somewhere between amused and confused. Probably going over its head with how little human emotion it likely has left.
“I can respect something that tries as hard to live as you do,” it says, finally blinking, adjusting in my chair. “I was a lot like you, at one point, unregistered. You’d be surprised what Captain does with things like us.”
“Let me guess: if you don’t feel anything, nothing hurts.”
It blinks again, lazily. “I feel things. I felt you drop me down an elevator shaft.”
Not what I meant. Talking to this thing is a lot like talking to Captain. Though with this one, I get the distinct feeling it’ll shoot me right between the eyes at a moment’s notice. Once getting shot in the face was good for this lifetime, and just because I survived doesn’t mean it’ll happen again.
“You understand I have to kill you, don’t you?” it asks.
I swallow, my fingers cold around the handle of my pistol. “I figured.”
“Of course, Captain wanted me to give you the option of surrendering. You still can. If not, I’m simply going to shoot you. Do you understand?”
More diplomatic than I’d expect. “Yeah, I get it.”
I’m not going to cooperate, but I get it. A part of me wonders if I could buy time by surrendering. But then it would all be up to Bat and the humans. The fragile, easy-to-kill humans. One of which is a ten-year-old child. And even if they managed to get the upper hand, I’d likely be handcuffed and unable to help.
Not a good option.
I have an estimated three seconds between when I hit the button for the airlock and how long it’ll take to cycle open enough of a crack I can squeeze through. Outside, I’ll still be vulnerable, but at least I can run for it.
Definitely going to get shot in the meantime, but as long as I can keep its hands off me and not get trapped, I can deal with getting shot. Again.
“Your choice,” it prompts. 
There’s nothing worried in its expression. No matter how I dropped it down an elevator, it has no qualms about me. Respect, maybe, and even then I’m not certain, but it’s confident in its abilities. And it trusts Captain. Captain made it better, superior. Unbeatable. I wonder what it will think when it realizes it isn’t.
I slam my palm into the airlock button, diving sideways and aiming for its gun as the side of my viewport cracks with a bullet aimed at me. Idiot’s ruining my ship.
It seems to expect me to aim for its hand because it doesn’t hold still for a moment. I aim for an eye—blinding it might afford me time to get away. 
The airlock hisses as it begins to cycle open. I duck for it, but one big hand catches my arm and knocks me off balance. It nearly slams me into the console, missing a full-body tackle by a hair’s width. 
It’s all the good luck I get. It yanks me up, straight off my feet as if I weigh no more than a scrap of cloth. Switches from the control panel stab into my back as it crushes me down. A flash of a muzzle catches in the heat sensors of my eyes. I flail, punching blindly at the light. Pain shoots along the back of my hand. My vision goes blank. White hot burns along the side of my scalp. My right eye refuses to work correctly, flicking between my vision and heat sensors so quickly that I can’t get a good reference on either one. 
Something else fires, farther away. Someone shouts. More pistol flashes of light. The number crushing me against the control panel flinches, whirling around. I don’t know what he’s looking at and don’t care. Shoving against its impossible weight, I get one leg free and kick up. Hard. Right into its jaw. It doesn’t do much more than stun it for a moment, but it’s enough for me to grab the arm around my throat, brace it between the both of mine, and snap.
There’s a sickening sound. It doesn’t so much as scream, but its grip loosens. I slither down and roll off the console, practically flinging myself out the airlock, rolling under the wing as shots follow.



FOURTEEN
My head is throbbing, killing my balance with my right eye damaged.
A human hand hooks under my arm, pulling me straighter as I stumble to my feet.
“Gotta run!” Zane yells, dragging me under the belly of the ship.
Where did he come from? “Did you leave the control room?”
“Well, obviously,” he yells as we sprint for the closest hangar door to the left of the ship. I hear the number behind us hit the floor. Dammit. Zane is not going to be faster than him.
“You’re an idiot!” I scream at him.
“I know!”
“Thanks!”
“You’re welcome!”
“Where’s Lee? We need a bigger weapon.”
Zane takes a wild left and I follow, slamming the door behind us. “He’s coming.”
I wish I knew where the weapon’s vault is in this place. I would think it’s relatively near the hangar, easy to access for anyone leaving for a job, but this place is a maze, and I don’t remember much about it.
“Head back to the control room,” I yell as we sprint down the unfamiliar hallways. “Go, before it gets through the door.”
“I’m not—”
“Zane, you will be dead in two seconds, just go!” I shove him through the next hallway and continue down the one we were running. When I glance back, the door behind me crashes open as the number finally catches up, but Zane is nowhere to be seen. Relief tugs at me, replaced promptly by panic. I take another blind turn, hoping to figure a way to double back and hit the hangar again. I need a gun of some sort, bigger than the one in my hand. My temple sends stabbing pains up my eye. My bruised body doesn’t want to start sprinting again, but the adrenaline makes up for it. Still, I can hear it catching up. Can’t believe that stupid elevator didn’t kill it.
I take another right at what I hope is the original hallway out of the hangar, stumbling. The fact it hasn’t caught up gives me hope. Maybe I managed to slow it down between aiming for a shot in its face—I never did see if I hit anything—and breaking its arm. I’m not sure why Captain left the bones partially original. As much as my metal frame irritates me, it’s a hell of a lot harder to break.
I slam into a familiar door, the hangar opening wide. The ensuing crash behind me as the number knocks through the door itself is only a second behind—
Zane drops out the airlock of his ship, a huge rifle in hand, and aims right past my head.
Idiot never listens.
I dive under the belly of my ship in time for his shot to burn past. A flash of heat spikes in my already damaged eyes. I roll to my feet with less grace than usual and stumble, trotting sideways to a stop, breathing hard and watching the aftermath of whatever weapon Zane had stashed away hitting the number.
He hit the number dead in the chest, and it lays still and silent on the hangar floor. Catching my breath, I edge over to it, nudging its leg with my boot. Nothing. Its right eye is in ruins. Well, I guess I did hit it in the face. Makes sense why it was slower.
Zane stands next to me, rifle in one hand pointed to the floor.
“Good shot,” I say.
“Thanks.”
“Dumbass.”
“Uh-huh.”
We exchange looks. I don’t know if he’s ever killed anyone, but he doesn’t appear any more upset than he has the past few hours. I’d imagine cyborgs don’t count to him, but I’ve gotten over the mindset he doesn’t see us as people. He might even see this one as more human than I do.
“I hope the princesses stayed in the control room?” I ask.
“They were there. I don’t think Yvonne will risk taking Anya out of that room.”
Good. One less thing to worry about. “Any idea where the other number is?”
“We couldn’t find anything on the heat map. Lee tried to call you again.”
Did he? I touch the comm behind my ear and wince. The near-dead shot to the face took out some of the wirings in my temple and down behind my ear. Feeling around, I take out the comm and flick the burned piece of metal onto the floor. By some miracle, it hasn’t seemed to damage my new ears other than a small, rough burn on the outside of one of the hearing aids. Small miracles.
“You’re bleeding quite a bit,” Zane says.
The number on the floor isn’t. Touching my fingers to my temple brings them back wet and sticky. Huh. Must’ve broken some skin around the metal in my face. The actual graze of the gunshot is burned—I’ve had them enough times to know the feeling. Once the adrenaline wears off completely, that’s gonna hurt like hell.
“It’ll clot up in a minute. Can you do me a favor and stay in your ship? I’m gonna go looking for the other one.”
Zane shrugs.
I glare.
“I make no promises.” He still sounds pissed.
“You just wanna fight someone, don’t you?”
Another shrug.
Unbelievable. “Ya know what, close your ship and come with me. At least I can keep an eye on you.”
Deadpan, Zane heads back, rifle over his shoulder. What a day. Hoisting myself into my own vessel, I use the comm still blinking on the control panel.
“I’m alive, but the comm in my ear is broken,” I say, and hear what sounds suspiciously like La in the background muttering damn idiot brothers.
Despite myself, I snicker. “Where are you?”
“Still in the control room,” Lalia says. “Lee and a few of his men are heading your way. Is Zane okay? He just left the control room when we weren’t looking.”
“He’s stupid, but he’s fine.” Saved my ass. Again.
“He’s not answering his comm. Tell him I’m going to murder him, will ya?”
“Happily. Bat, you there?”
“Yeah. I don’t like when you stick me with the humans.”
Anya’s voice says, “Hey!” in the background.
Better than you getting hurt. “I know. Sorry. The number Zane just demolished didn’t have a heat signature, but it did at first. I guess they can turn it off and on. Keep in the room, you have no idea where the other one is. I’m gonna try to find it.”
“That sounds like a terrible idea,” Yvonne interjects.
“Of course it is, have you met me?” I say, then cut the feed. No need to figure out her strange concern. 
Closing the airlock feels like both a good and bad idea. Good, because it keeps other people out. Bad, because if the other number crawls in through the floor paneling, I’ll be trapped again. I leave it open.
In my bunk room, I push up my bed and yank out the oversized rifle I’ve had little reason to use. It’s about time. Firing the thing up, I head back for the airlock, grabbing my other pistol as well, just in case. Can’t hurt to have, even it if takes a weapon that would pulverize a human to take these cyborgs out.
“Zane, let’s go!” I yell, then stop dead on the hangar floor.
The number’s body is gone. 
There’s no one out here, and I hadn’t heard any footsteps. My glitching eye couldn’t’ve messed with that. Barely any blood sits on the hangar floor, but there isn’t a sign of the body being moved otherwise. No other droplets, no drag marks.
It’s dead. I checked for a pulse. I don’t care how augmented it is, no breathing and no pulse means dead.
“Zane?” I ask, swirling around, cursing the dark emergency mode of the ship coupled with no heat source from the number.
He appears in the airlock of his ship. “What?”
“Where is it?”
For a moment, he just frowns, then his eyes shoot to the spot on the floor, and his expression goes dead. He drops down, coming to stand beside me, gripping his rifle and looking as alarmed.
“I thought you said it was dead.”
“It had no pulse. No breath.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Yeah, I got that.”
Zane’s gun put a hole the size of my fist through the number’s chest. I wouldn’t survive that. Captain wouldn’t. No one would.
Nudging him, I whisper. “Call La. Let her know.”
Zane taps on his ear, mumbling, “The other number’s body disappeared. We don’t know where it is, be careful.”
A door cracks. I nearly jump out of my skin, but it’s just Lee sliding in with a rather impressive rifle that puts even my heavy weapon to shame. Nice.
Two men I don’t recognize are behind him, but they stay near the door, casting me nervous glances.
Lee pauses at my expression, and I wave him over. “Zane shot the big one I ran into. It was dead. But the body just disappeared.”
Lee looks about ready to throw up. “You don’t know where it is?”
“No idea. Both don’t seem to have heat signatures.”
Swearing to himself, he taps back into his own comm. “We’ve got two highly dangerous Amerov cyborgs with no heat signatures still in the ship. Both seem to be injured, but alive. Go through every single camera on the ship. I want someone to get eyes on them.”
I’m not sure who he’s calling, but there’s a garbled agreement on the other end of the comm. Doesn’t sound like Kel’s voice. Good. I wouldn’t trust her with this. And given how Lee didn’t call up his first mate with the job, I’m guessing he doesn’t trust her either. 
Catching my look, he says, “Kel confirmed she called you in.”
I expected it, but heat still fills me with rage. I take a long, deep breath, but Zane was already two seconds from snapping, and apparently, that does it.
“Why the hell would she do that?”
Lee looks at him calmly, but there’s definite regret on his face. “You all are a big bounty, Aaron included. She ignored my orders.”
Zane’s eyes narrow into dark slits. I put my hand on his shoulder. “Zane, we’re keeping a level head here.”
He opens his mouth but shuts it again, looking away.
Lee says, “I should’ve just let you leave. If I’d known she’d pull something like this, I would never have asked you to stay.”
Zane shrugs out from under my hand and stomps back to his ship. I sigh. I believe Lee, but I’m not thrilled. I loop the strap of my rifle over my shoulder, sliding it onto my back and out of the way. 
“Here, give me that gun and get out of here, you’ll just be in danger.”
Lee’s face makes an expression I can’t really read. It resembles sadness, but I don’t much care at the moment. I hold out my hand and he turns over the rifle better described as a miniature rocket, as Bat said. It’s heavier than mine, but not difficult for me to handle. I’ve never seen a model like this before, but a quick inventory gives me a good rundown of it. I take it apart halfway and put it back together, popping out and back in the ammo. Nice gun.
“Can I keep this?”
Lee rolls his eyes, though it still seems forced. “No.”
“Stick in the mud,” I grumble. “Alright, get out of here. Find a room to lock yourself in or something. I don’t trust one of them not to come after you, since you were with us.”
Nodding, Lee heads for the door, still glancing back with a regretful expression. I try not to think on it. He doesn’t get to be regretful when it’s his first mate who got us in this jam. Sure, I believe he didn’t know, but even I knew she had an unfortunate look in her eye the minute I saw her.
With the door shut behind Lee and his men, the hangar falls utterly quiet. I scan the open space. I’m not sure when the heat from the star will hit us, but it must be soon. Hopefully, that doesn’t cause any further problems.
Either I need to hunt those two numbers down myself, or we just need to make a run for it. They’re not in here, and stranding their ship parked across the hangar from us wouldn’t be a stretch. I need to get Bat and the girls from the control room to here, which feels like a bad plan. The only thing that feels worse is the idea that the bigger number took a rifle shot to the chest and apparently got back up and walked out of the hangar without me hearing or seeing a thing.
I glance at the silent, dark ship the numbers took here. It doesn’t show signs of having been opened recently, but I wonder if that’s where the big number retreated. I squint at it, not sure if I should poke the bee’s nest.
“Zane, let’s go,” I call, stepping carefully to his open airlock.
He holds up a finger, talking to Lalia over the comm. I lean in, looking at their cozy little ship with the pictures taped to the walls and nicknacks fastened to the control panel. Sure is a lot more personal than mine. I’ve never been one to collect bobbles. Fits them a lot better than my ship would.
Lalia is saying something about leaving the control room, but before I can tell them that’s a terrible idea, her voice cuts off. Zane stares at the console. Glances at me. 
“La?” he asks, tapping the comm button.
Softly, her voice says, “I think it found us.”



FIFTEEN
I go still. I want to take off for the control room, but my comm is broken. I need to rely on Zane or my ship to get in touch with them.
“Are you sure?” Zane asks, quieter this time, wide eyes catching mine.
“No. . .” she murmurs. A pause. “Damn, yes, it’s cutting through the doors—”
I take off at a dead run, trying to map out in my mind the quickest route to the control room from here. I remember just enough of this place I think I know the way. Zane’s footsteps follow, keeping up surprisingly well for his human legs. I can hear him yelling something into the comm behind his ear, but I can’t catch the words. 
If I could, I’d be calling up Bat and reminding him to go for the paneling on the back of the numbers’ necks with their chips, and to be careful not to get his legs ripped off. But he knows. I just hope I’m faster at running than the number is at cutting through the door.
Hopefully, the amount of armed and deadly humans who should be holed up in the control room will make it a sticky situation for even ForceZero numbers. Or they won’t get involved with the hope the numbers will leave anyone alone who doesn’t have a bounty on their head. 
Given my interactions with humans, I’m more inclined to the second option.
I lose Zane’s footsteps behind me as I leave his human strides behind. My temple throbs, making it difficult to see. I can deal with that later. Even in the dark of the ship, without the numbers’ heat signatures, nothing is going to make their physical bodies disappear. I’ll see them. Hand-to-hand fighting may be difficult—I’m going to avoid it at all costs.
A scream echoes somewhere in the hallways to my right. I skid to a halt, trying to listen. Zane’s footsteps catch up, along with his gasping breaths, and he claps a hand over his mouth, trying to listen as well. He taps at his comm and makes a helpless gesture. 
Another scream. I’ve been around Anya just long enough to guess it’s her. And there aren’t many others in the ship likely to sound like a terrified ten-year-old girl.
“Dammit.” I take off in the direction of the sound. Zane follows. We can’t split up. He’s going to be less than useless on his own against one of these numbers. He better stay with me—
Anya rounds a corner.
I barely put on the brakes before realizing we’re going to collide. I scoop her into my arms rather than plow her over in the tight hallway. Still, we both go tumbling. I manage to keep my arms around her so she doesn’t knock her head. Zane leaps over us so he doesn’t trip, skidding to a halt. 
“You okay?” I ask. “What happened?”
Anya sobs once and clings to me. Her right prosthetic arm is missing. What in the world?
“Anya,” I ask, taking her by the tops of her shoulders and holding her up to eye level, still kneeling on the floor. “What. Happened?”
“We went out a back door. . .but there was another one out there. I think it. . .went after. . .Lalia and Bat. . .the other one picked both of us up,” she says, taking a shattered breath. “It still has Yvonne.”
“Alright.” I stand, hauling her up. “Zane, try to get your sister or Bat on the comm. Anya, what happened to your arm?”
“It was dragging me along. . .I used the panel you showed me”—she touches the back of her neck—“to make my arm fall off so I could run away. I think it still has it.”
Smart kid. “Alright, you did good. Did I hurt you?”
“No.”
“Good. Come on.”
I grab the rifle that went scattering when I crashed into her, taking her other hand. Zane is shaking his head, finger still on the comm behind his ear.
“Try Lee. Never mind, give me your comm.”
He pulls it out of his ear and drops it in my palm. I’m glad it isn’t like mine—implanted in.
“Lee, ya hear me?”
“Yeah, I hear.”
“One’s after Lalia and Bat. The other has Yvonne. Anyone get cameras on either of these things?”
“Just got back to the control room. It’s chaos. No one’s found them yet. It’s like they avoid the cameras.”
“Let me know if you see them.”
I glance at Zane. I know he’s looking to me for instruction, bouncing on his toes, stress lining his expression. One of these things is after his sister. And Bat. They’re much more likely to hurt them. Yvonne is unlikely to get more than a bruise or two. Even these things know they shouldn’t bring Yvonne back to her parents beaten and bloody.
“I don’t know what to do,” I admit.
His jaw clenches, but he nods. “You can’t—”
“Zane?” Lalia’s voice crackles over the comm. I jump.
“It’s me. Where are you? Are you hurt?”
“No. Running for the hangar. The one chasing us just stopped. We don’t know where it went.”
“Alright, meet us there. Try to keep hidden.”
I give Zane back his comm. “They’re fine. The other one stopped chasing them.”
“What? Why?”
I glance at Anya. Captain likely wants Zane and Lalia taken in as well. He wants all of us held accountable, to stop this embarrassment. But if these numbers have to choose, they’re going to get the two princesses back to Neyla Ve. They work for Captain, and Captain is under the thumb of the royals. We’ve proven ourselves to be trouble. If they’re going to pick, they’re going to pick the princesses.
Which means us. “Because it’s coming after us. For her.”
Anya clings tighter to my arm, still trying to hiccup down sobs. She releases me in favor of wrapping her arm around my waist, face pressed against my stomach. Can’t be comfortable, but I let her. 
“Right,” Zane mutters, still stressed but with definite relief in his eyes. “Hangar?”
“Best shot. At least we have our ship guns. Anywhere else here isn’t any more secure.”
I glance at Anya. She evidently ran to me, but she’s not nearly ready to be sprinting on her new legs. Doubly so with the sudden lack of her arm.
“Come on,” I say, wrapping my arm under her and scooping her up like she’s a toddler. She locks her legs around me, her arm around my shoulders, face pressed into my neck. 
“Hold on,” I tell her, supporting her with one hand while keeping the rifle in the other.
I take off back for the hangar, Zane right on my heels.
•
We nearly crash right into Lalia at the entrance to the hangar, but I’m too relieved to care. Zane bear hugs her while Bat leaps up to my shoulder and bites me on the ear.
“Don’t ever do that again.”
“Right.” I ease Anya to the ground, nudging her toward Lalia. “Stay with her, okay?”
“Did you seriously shoot one and it got back up?” Lalia asks, cradling Anya to her chest. 
“It would appear so. All of you try not to get killed. Find a room to hide in.”
Zane opens his mouth, but I smack him upside the head and make a break for the hangar. I do not want him getting in the way of these things, even if he saved my ass before. He’s lucky he didn’t get himself killed. 
The hangar door is closed, and the panel alongside the door does nothing. I squint at it, checking on every hallway converging where I am. I wish I could use the temperature maps in my eyes—I’d be able to see them on the other sides of the walls.
Captain had to go invent something that threw me through a loop even more than usual.
Grabbing the manual handle on the lock, I twist it and open the seal of the door carefully. Nothing happens, which is suspicious as hell. Bat drops from my shoulder to the ground, slinking into the dark like a ghost, creeping along the wall. 
A burning bright blue shot lights up the hangar, barely missing him. There’s a soft shriek from further in, Yvonne’s familiar voice. Bat scurries behind one of the transport vessels Lee has parked along the walls of the hangar. I take a deep breath to temper the panic. It missed him. He’s fine.
But now I have a good trajectory. Right next to my ship. Wonderful.
Cracking the door open a hair more, I lean against it, using the thick metal as a body shield and peeking in. The number doesn’t have a heat signature, but Yvonne does, and I catch her struggling form wriggling like a fish in the hold of the bigger creature. I only see a faint outline of the number, just a dark shadow now that I’m looking right at it, and it hauls Yvonne right off the ground, holding her in front of it like a shield.
Piece of crap. I wonder what the king and queen will think of Captain’s special number using their daughter for both bait and a shield.
It definitely wants Anya if it’s hanging around with Yvonne, but me as well, by this little show. The other one must be somewhere back in the ship, trying to hunt us down. It won’t take long before I’m dealing with two instead of one. The bigger male number holding Yvonne has likely already called its partner. 
Testing, I step out a bit into the hangar. A bright flash of blue, and I yank myself back behind the door as the shot hits the wall where I’d been a split second before.
Great.
We can barely see it, but we can’t sneak around, it definitely has heat-seeking sensors in its eyes.
Softly, I hear Yvonne swearing at it. I don’t imagine she let it take her easily. She’s a soft target for a cyborg, particularly one as powerful as ForceZero numbers, but it can’t directly hurt her, so I’m certain it’s having to put up with a lot of struggling and threats and rather vulgar language. I smile with grim satisfaction.
How does it know I won’t shoot the princess just to get at it?
I glance back down the hallway. Lalia is peeking her head around the corner, arms around Anya, watching. I see nothing but their shadows and their heat signatures. Everything is deathly quiet. Bat is still crouched behind one of Lee’s small ships.
There’s no good next move and the number knows it. Either I confront it and get shot, or wait it out and its partner will show up. I take a long, deep breath. I consider Audra and how she would react, but being honest with myself, I know she’d never get in this situation and wouldn’t have problems dumping the humans to save herself.
Peeking out the crack in the door, I watch the number calmly holding Yvonne. There’s the heat flash of her arm flailing up as she tries to elbow it in the face. It shakes her to throw off her aim, keeping its grip.
A heat flash blips along the other side of the hangar. I squint at it. It’s not nearly the shape of the female number. In fact. . .
It looks a lot like Zane.
I manage not to say idiot out loud, glancing back at Lalia, who’s still watching silently, gun in her hand, Anya tucked under her other arm.
Idiot human is trying to sneak around into his ship while the number watches me. It’s a decent plan if I didn’t hate the idea of the humans getting in the direct line of fire. He’s lucky my comm is broken or he’d be getting an earful right about now.
His shape leans out from one of Lee’s ships parked across the opposite wall. Heading toward his own ship. Out in the open. The number holding Yvonne shifts, beginning to turn.
I step out from behind the door, and its face snaps back to me.



SIXTEEN
Zane sprints successfully for the back of his ship, but I can tell I’m about to take a bullet. I dive to my left, toward the same ships where Bat is hiding. They’re a good twenty feet away, and just because I’m fast doesn’t mean I’m faster than that thing.
But it misses. Heat flashes right by my shoulder. It would’ve hit me. Right, I damaged its eyes. I’d laugh if I wasn’t currently making a running dive for my life. But I manage to roll behind the nearest single-person vessel as a few more shots hit too close for comfort.
As I catch my breath, I peek through the interior of the ship I’m plastered against. No guns. Damn. Just our luck. In the absence of gunfire, Yvonne’s enraged voice picks back up. Well, she’s definitely not hurt.
“Aaron!” she shrieks. “Aaron, watch out for the other one, it called it—ow! I swear I’m gonna get you scrapped for parts!”
I peek out of the ship, but she’s still struggling enough I’m sure it didn’t hurt her. Well, the male number called up its partner. Not sure what that will result in, but they’ve been in contact. This cannot be as straightforward as it seems. I take another sweep across the hangar, but I can’t see anything out of the usual. 
“Did Lee call you?” I whisper to Bat when he crawls up beside me. 
“A minute ago. Said he can’t find anything on the cameras. He wants to bring us reinforcements.”
“Will he?”
“I think so, but I don’t know him.”
Right. I fully believe Lee wants me to kill these things, but I’m not sure he’s going to head back to the hangar with more guns. And I’m almost certain none of his men are going to join in. We’ll still have the same problem: I don’t know where the other number is, and I have his giant rifle already. As good of a shot as I am, I can’t fire at that thing from this distance and not hurt Yvonne. This gun will decimate anything it gets near. Even if I strike the number dead in the face, I’ll probably cover half Yvonne’s body in burns. I wince. 
“What’s Zane up to?” Bat asks.
“Don’t know. Call him.”
“Tried. He just said he’s getting more guns.”
Doesn’t sound right. Maybe he’s firing up his ship, but it’s dangerous to fire in here, and even if he would, we have the same problem as we did on Amethyst. We need to get Yvonne away from that thing before we shoot it with anything big enough to take it down.

Hopefully, take it down.
“Dammit,” I mutter again, and slip under the belly of the parked ship, behind the landing gear, so it doesn’t get any ideas about shooting me. Setting down Lee’s huge rifle, I take out my pistol. I can see it watching me. Watching my heat signature. A shot fires in my direction, bouncing off the landing gear and burying itself in the metal of the floor with a burning hot red. I take another long breath. Calm down. Separate myself from the situation. This is any other job, and I need to bully this thing into dropping Yvonne, if only for a second. Just like last time.
“I’m not opposed to breaking her arms,” the number says, with the same calm tone when it informed me it was going to shoot me if I didn’t surrender.
I wince. I believe it. Yvonne goes off on more threats about what her parents will do to it if it lays a hand on her. It should work. Most any number would take her in, but make extra sure not to leave so much as a bruise. Her parents will be livid. But I told Yvonne once, and she didn’t really grasp my words—Captain may be their protector, but he doesn’t answer to the royals, not really. And he’s just about pissed enough nothing they say or do will matter. Just because her father and mother are in charge doesn’t mean they have any real way of threatening Captain. He’s the most powerful creature in the galaxy, if not in name, but in actuality. 
“Don’t,” I say, because it wouldn’t be my fault, but hearing her screams if it decides to hurt her is something I don’t think I can bear. I’m not certain when that became important, but I’ve no time to analyze it.
“Come out. Bring the younger princess.” Its voice is so calm. Rage has my pulse beating behind my ears, my injured implants throbbing worse. Should I bring Anya out? Will it help me get closer to it? No. Then it’ll just have them both. This isn’t an exchange. This is both princesses being taken back to Neyla Ve. If it was just that, only that, I’d let them have both princesses. Forget their bounty, we could all get out safely. 
But those numbers want me as well. And probably Zane and Lalia. Bat, if they can get him. We’re all on Captain’s hit list now, and pushing Anya out here and running for it isn’t an option. It’s literally standing between me and my ship, and I don’t know what Zane’s planning, if he’s planning anything at all. 
Besides, the idea of handing that little girl over to these monsters makes my stomach turn so violently I feel ill. Out of the question.
“Aaron,” Bat whispers. “Zane says he’s going to start up his ship to distract it.”
“Tell him yes.”
Louder, so the number doesn’t get any ideas, I say, “I don’t have her, and you’re going to shoot me if I move.”
“If you get her, I won’t.”
“And your partner?”
There’s a pause. 
“I’m not moving if I don’t know where she is. If you don’t shoot me, she might.”
The pause lasts a few more seconds. Which is enough time for Zane’s ship to fire to life behind the number. It jumps, a moment later blasted straight in the face with the blinding exterior lights of Zane’s vessel. I can see its bloody eye from here, the other one still working but momentarily stunned. Yvonne struggles.
Bracing my arm against the landing gear, I aim my small pistol, try to ignore my glitching eyes made worse by the pain in my temple, and fire. 
I thank Audra for every hour of teaching she gave me and all the practice I did these years after for hitting the number dead in its remaining good eye. It’s tough enough apparently my shot doesn’t take it down, even from such a sensitive part of its body, but it stumbles back, finally letting off a harsh scream.
Yeah, having no working eyes isn’t so great, is it?
Lee’s rifle in one hand, I bolt across the hangar at full speed. The other number be damned. If it shoots me. . .well, it won’t be the first time this month and it probably won’t be the last. They have small weapons with them, and I’m tough to kill.
Yvonne’s eyes get big right as she realizes what I’m going to do. I crash into the number, aiming my body at its right side, avoiding the arm still clinging to Yvonne. It’s not going to hurt it much, but that isn’t the point. Shooting it didn’t make it drop the princess. I need to get it to let her go. A shrill whir of Zane’s ship’s guns firing to life fills the air. He’ll definitely shoot it if I don’t get the chance.
The three of us hit the ground, Yvonne getting the lightest landing atop the number. Its arm knocks loose enough I grab its hand and Yvonne’s arm and yank her out of its grip with every ounce of synthetic muscle I have, flinging her a few feet across the hangar floor. 
The number isn’t nearly disabled by the attack as much as I would appreciate—suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. It kicks hard as I try to scramble back enough to get the rifle up into its face, screaming in rage, face bloody from both shots. Its hand clamps around the back of my neck and I twist out before it can get any ideas about crushing the port back there. Beside me, Yvonne yanks my pistol out of its holster and fires into the thing’s chest, barely distracting it.
Bat’s tiny claws come clinking across the floor. . .there is no way in hell I’m letting this thing touch him. Its hand on my arm digs down through muscle and skin as if it can crush my very bones—it’ll snap Bat in a heartbeat no matter how tough and fast the little critter is.
I struggle, yanking back from the grip, nearly dragging it away before falling onto my back. It collapses on my legs, blindly clawing at me and still screaming. I don’t know where the partner is, but it can’t be far now.
Taking an arm free, I twist up Lee’s oversized gun, aiming as best I can with the grappling hands, and squeeze off a shot. Yvonne shrieks in surprise. The first one knocks it sideways but mostly misses. It’s all the space I needed. I pull the gun up, brace it against my shoulder, and fire off a shot that rattles my synthetic ears down to my skull.
The big creature twitches, knocked back several feet, and lies still.
I stare at it, finger still on the trigger, ready to shoot again. It seemed dead once and somehow got back up. Bat slows to a halt behind me, crawling slowly onto my shoulder, watching. Yvonne is sitting on the ground alongside me, hand over her mouth, staring with wide eyes. I wonder if she’s seen anything so gruesome in her life.
Carefully, I get up, legs wobbling, my body complaining at the new bruises I’ve added during the struggle. I nudge the number’s side with the toe of my boot, then kick a little harder. No breathing, but it didn’t last time. Glancing at Yvonne’s overwhelmed expression, I crouch beside it and roll the heavy body over to its side. There’s a panel there, on the back of its neck, just like mine. Bat drops down as I pry it off, digging his little metal fingers into the ports better than I can, digging out the chip.
“Come on, get up,” I say to Yvonne, avoiding her eyes. “We don’t know where the other one is.”
I gesture at her, but she grabs my hand as if I was offering, pulling herself up and standing so close to my side I can practically feel her. Well, I guess she isn’t too freaked.
Bat extracts the chip, looks at me, and shrugs.
I don’t want to shoot it again. This shot decimated half its face, I’m certain it’s not coming back from that between the injuries and the shot it already took to the chest. But I’m going to keep an eye on it. I squint at Zane’s ship through the bright lights. He dims them.
“I’ll call Lalia,” Bat says.
I nod, nudging Yvonne. “Get in the ship, we’re leaving.”
“Anya—”
“La has her.”
Yvonne visibly sags, then ducks under the belly of my ship and grabs something. Anya’s prosthetic. Right. The number must’ve carried it in here and dropped it. I scan the hangar, vulnerable in the open but wanting to ensure the humans get in the ship. The quiet has returned. I wonder if Lee is watching on the cameras. I remind myself I don’t care.
Across the hangar, the sleek little black ship the numbers came in on hovers to life. I jump to the side, behind my vessel, Bat alongside me. Behind us, I see Lalia freeze a dozen feet away, Anya behind her, before dragging her to the side of the ship beside me. Yvonne is frozen just inside my airlock, safe but staring at me in alarm.
Found the other number, I guess.
Must’ve snuck into her ship while I was busy killing her partner. Is she just going to leave? I looked into that female’s eyes—there was something off enough for me to believe it won’t give up because it’s working alone. I glance at the dead number on the floor, but it remains sprawled, lifeless.
“What’s it doing?” Bat asks as the ship continues to hover no more than a foot or two off the ground.
“I don’t know—”
It turns on its side with a speed more impressive than I’d expect for a ship of even its small build. Two guns hum to life, glowing a sharp purple. Before I have time to panic, it fires. 
And Zane’s ship explodes.



SEVENTEEN
Lalia screams. The blast knocks me off my feet even partially concealed behind my own ship. I stumble, crashing into her, grabbing her around the waist before she can step out into the open.
“Hold her!” I yell to Yvonne, shoving Lalia to her chest and taking off around the back of my ship before I can consider alternate options.
Zane’s ship drops off its ruined landing gear, half-hitting the hangar floor. My stomach sinks. Don’t panic, don’t panic. Behind his ship, the cyborg vessel lowers back to the ground. It did it to lure me out, taking out Zane with his guns. 
It worked.
I bolt to the other ship. Blue flames lick up the sides of the metal, his ship’s guns continuing to break down now they’ve been ruined. It’s going to explode. I don’t have much time. 
“Zane!” I yell. The airlock is sealed, unbroken, and there’s no way in hell I’m getting in there. The belly of the craft is half ruined, molten metal dripping from where the guns made contact. The number can easily kill me if I go in there, not to mention the crystal in the engine that’s not going to be stable any longer.
But Zane’s not answering me, and he’s nowhere to be seen.
I scramble for the underbelly of the ship, ignoring the wreckage and burning hot metal. Damn human should’ve stayed back in the hallways as I told him to. Even if he helped me.
Calling his name, I kick aside the loose metal on the underside of the ship already knocked free by the explosion. Over the whir of the flames and creak of the already old ship taking itself apart, Bat’s metal nails clack on the floor as he scrambles around to join me, launching himself up through the nearest collapsing gap. Grateful I’m wearing gloves, I yank at the nearest piece of metal, dragging myself up into the compartment under the engine. 
Electricity hangs in the air. Hair stands on the back of my neck, exposed skin prickling. Remembering the crystal explosion in the hangar of Taloon doesn’t exactly help me not panic.
Maneuvering over a jagged piece of the metal wall torn free, I find the hatch into the main compartment. Stuck. Ramming my shoulder into it, I vaguely wish I was small as Bat. 
The entire ship shifts, tipping more to the ground as some of the remaining landing gear gives way. That number better not shoot us again.
With another sharp strike of my shoulder, the lock on the hatch snaps, and I crawl into the main compartment, the metal flooring finally burning through my gloves. The entire side of the ship that took the most fire is collapsed, anything flammable spreading flames.
“Zane!” I call, finally spotting Bat under the console, tugging at a scrap of fabric. Zane’s pant leg. 
Swearing, I shove my shoulder into a scrap of collapsed roof, bracing my feet against the side of the panel and shoving it aside until it falls out of the way.
Zane’s dead to the world, but breathing. Debris covers him, making it nearly impossible to discern actual injuries from surface scrapes and burns. Not important. He’s breathing.
He’s alive.
Something crashes directly behind me, shaking the ship so violently I’m knocked to the floor. Another explosion, and a shower of hot sparks. The unmistakable twang of ship guns. 
It’s firing at us. It’s firing at us again. Knew it.
Something lets off a harsh crackle. The crystal. 
“Shit.” I risk sitting up to grab Zane and yank his limp body roughly out from under the console and toward the hatch. No time to see if the airlock can still open. If the shots from the ship don’t break through all the metal and hit us, the crystal may still implode.
“Bat, get out of here!” Hopefully, he hears me over the roar of the guns and collapsing ship. He hesitates before taking off down the hatch.
Dragging Zane over my shoulder so I don’t cut him open on all the jagged metal, I drop down the hatch, trying not to bang his head on all the tight spaces. The ship shakes. Not for the first time this month, I’m glad my body can take so much. I’m not sure I’d get him out of here if I were human.
The ship tips further, but there’s another loud shot, and the gunfire stops. I don’t know who fired at the Amerov ship, but someone distracted them.
The hole I dragged myself through is now pressed to the ground of the hangar, blocked. Smoke gathers, the air heating to a near unbearable level. Zane’s going to take it worse than I am, even unconscious. Something smells burned, and I realize belatedly that it’s probably the human on my shoulder. I’m sure the hot metal scalded him. Damn. Dragging Zane into the massive gap of the ship’s remaining wing, I find the part of the wing that should have the thinnest metal, hopefully made breakable by all the damage.
Zane groans, coughing and waving an arm in half-conscious panic. 
“Hold tight,” I tell him, grabbing onto a section of the inner wing containing some of the wires along the top, using it as a brace to slam both heels into the metal. It doesn’t budge nearly as much as I’d hope. More coughing from Zane, my body starting to panic more than I’d appreciate, telling me to get the hell out of here.
My knife.
Digging in my pocket, I flip out the electric knife I’d used to carve through the elevator floor and jab it into the metal, feeling it give on the other side as it breaks through. Finally. I dig it further in, ignoring the burning heat on my fingers as the wing metal heats, trying to find the seams of the paneling, the weakest parts. Giving another go at kicking through, the remaining bolts come loose. Another sheet of protective metal coats the outside, but it’s thinner, no match for the knife. Clean, recycled ship air hits my face. Grabbing a nearly unconscious Zane under the shoulders, I throw us out, giving no care to landing gracefully. He lands mostly atop me, which hurts more than I imagined in a ten-foot drop. I’m sure he’ll have even more bruises, but it protects his head from smacking into the hangar floor.
Bat leaps onto me before I can recover, dragging at my coat as the remainder of the wing above us tips our direction. Scrambling up, I drag Zane along, falling onto my back a little too near the ship for comfort as it finally collapses for the last time, settling into a burning pile of rubble.
“Zane!” Lalia calls. “Aaron!”
From the corner of my eye, I see her still trying to get around the ship at us, Yvonne’s arms locked around her, expression likewise stricken. Lalia has the huge rifle in her hands. She must’ve been the one to take some shots at the Amerov vessel. Saved our asses, probably.
“We’re alive! Stay back, the crystal’s unstable!” I call, waving at her, relieved when she stops struggling.
Heat rolls off the burning ship. Hooking my arms under Zane’s, I haul him over my shoulder, backing away from it. Bat hovers around my feet, casting the ship nervous glances, but not wanting to leave us.
“We’re okay,” I tell him, then to Zane, “hey, can you hear me—?”
There’s a scream from one of the girls before a needle-sharp set of fingers locks around the back of my neck, yanking me backward. Zane drops out of my arms, and I look into the face of the remaining number.



EIGHTEEN
I yank out my pistol and shoot it in the temple. Its fingers don’t so much as loosen on the back of my neck. Taller than me by a good margin, it yanks me full off the ground, my feet leaving the solid surface. Its other hand crushes around my wrist, shaking the pistol to the ground. It’s going to break my arm.
Bat launches himself like a bullet at the number’s eyes, scrambling around its neck, jaw clamping down on the back panel. The female releases my wrist and grabs him by the scruff of the neck, peels him off as if his razor claws mean nothing, and flings him straight across the hangar.
If she wasn’t dead before, she is now.
If I can ever loosen her grip.
She released my wrist to throw him. I jab my thumb into her eye socket, going for the other as soon as she flails back, making so little noise at the attack it freaks me out more than if she screamed. Digging my fingers into its face, I grab the wrist clamped around the back of my neck with my other hand, trying to pry it off while the number is distracted.
It doesn’t go nearly as well as I’d hoped.
With a lurch, it slams me into the collapsing metal of the burning ship, knocking the air out of my lungs. Scalding heat presses into the side of my face. 
That’s going to scar, I think offhandedly, not feeling the pain yet. I kick, throwing every bit of my body weight and synthetic muscle into getting it off me. Its fingers dig further into the back of my neck, pressing my face down with its other hand, body atop mine. It’s surprisingly heavy. And much, much too strong for me to budge.
It wants to get at the paneling in the back of my neck. Disable me but not kill me. Same as I’ve done with other cyborgs in the past few weeks. I bite at the nearest body part I can reach, panic blinding the edges of my already-compromised vision.
There’s a blur of movement and a flash so hot I’m sure it takes off some skin on my hands. The number jerks sideways. A vague glow of blue rims a missing section of its shoulder. Lalia appears in my line of sight, brandishing the big rifle, looking more pissed than I’ve ever seen. She aims again as the number turns to grab her as well. 
It has a pistol in its hand. Lalia is not as bulletproof as I am. I grab its arm, trying to wrestle it down. It doesn’t do much good, but it’s an extra second Lalia needs to fire once more. Her aim is dead on its chest but still fills the air with burning heat, stinging my face. Or maybe that’s the molten metal of the ship the number is still trying to force me into.
Lalia’s second shot knocks it more off balance. Enough it finally, finally, release its grip on the back of my neck. I scramble sideways as Lalia fires again. Again. Again. Her arm hooks under mine, dragging me off the burning metal.
It’s still standing. I don’t see much of its appearance, my glitching eyes mixing with the pain of my injured temple and what I’m sure are now a myriad of burns and cuts along that same side of my face. My vision dips, but I manage to stay on my feet, leaning heavily on Lalia’s shoulder. She keeps the rifle up in one hand, hesitating.
“Shoot it again,” I whisper as the number staggers back to its feet, half its lower jaw gone. Its skeleton is metal as mine. If I wasn’t so out of it, I might throw up.
Calmly, Lalia raises the gun and takes another shot square in its chest.
It stumbles and doesn’t fall.
Off to the side, I see Yvonne kneeling beside a mostly unconscious Zane, hand on his shoulder, the other arm wrapped around Anya’s head, keeping her face covered against her shoulder. Her wide eyes meet mine.
It’s tough to tell, but it seems as if she mouths, are you okay?
“Aaron. . .” Lalia whispers, raising the rifle a little as if she wants to aim for its face but can’t bring herself to do it now it’s just standing there, mostly helpless, staring at us. More a robot than a cyborg, one eye still fully functioning and staring dead into mine.
I grab the grip of the rifle, pulling it to my shoulder. Across the hangar, I see Bat returning, pausing at the scene. Even from here, his eyes are wide with surprise.
“Get out of here,” I tell the number, raising the rifle. “Just leave.”
I should kill it. I’ve done it before, with both humans and cyborgs alike. But shooting it over and over until the rifle finally wears down the augmentations. . .it’s too much.
I gesture with the glowing end of the gun. “Get. Out.”
It lunges.
Lalia sucks in a sharp breath. I get off one shot to the face before it crashes into us, faster than I anticipated, sending Lalia across the hangar floor and me harshly onto my back.
Well, that was its chance.
I slam the butt of the rifle into what’s left of its jaw, firing into its temple. It knocks it back a few feet. I fire again, scrambling backward unsteadily, mostly missing this time. A tremble rocks the entire ship, a bright, red-hot light spilling in the tinted windows. Right. I’d forgotten the star. For a moment, between the imploding starlight and fiery disaster of Zane and Lalia’s ship, the entire hangar comes into focus. Harsh, bloody shadows cut the scene. My eyes glitch with the heat. I aim for another shot.
The number’s left arm jerks, moving strangely until I realize what it’s doing. It doesn’t seem possible, but I’m over that assumption with Captain’s special numbers. Its left arm splits, two long, metal sharp pinchers jabbing at me. One digs into my ankle, dragging me back, the other going for my face. My next shot throws it off balance but doesn’t stop it. I fire again.
The trigger clicks. 
Damn.
Big guns will eventually run out of shots, and this one is unfamiliar to me. I brace myself to hit it again, to try to keep it off me—
A flash of blue sends heat over my head, knocking the number back and sending it scrambling up in a series of inhuman twitches.
Glancing over my shoulder, I find Lee on the opposite end of the hangar, lit with the red light of the passing star fire. He advances, another huge rifle raised to his shoulder, looking similarly pissed. I realize what he’s going to do in time to flatten myself to the floor, arms over my head, cold metal pressing into my cheek.
Several dozen shots blaze straight by, filling the air with heat and electricity. Even my new ears crackle, and I turn them down to nearly nothing.
Everything falls silent.
Carefully, I raise my head, nudging my hearing back up to an appropriate level. Lee is standing only a few feet behind me, rifle at his side, surveying the damage, expression severe but satisfied.
What remains of the number is barely recognizable.
At the far end of the hangar, Kel is standing, eyes wide, mouth open, looking truly shocked. Eventually, her line-of-sight drifts down to me, and even from here, with my glitching eyes, I see her swallow.
A soft groan reaches my ears. I check on the humans. Zane and the princesses are still mostly hidden behind my ship. Lalia is half-sprawled on the floor, getting up slowly, catching her breath and rubbing the back of her head.
Zane’s eyes are open, but I’m not sure he’s taking this in. His clothes are burned all the way through in places. Bat crawls over, nudging him with his nose.
Hot rage replaces the panic crushing my chest. I glare at Kel. She’s had the gall to start walking our way. I get to my feet, the ground dipping more than it should, and find my other, smaller gun in its holster. I have the satisfaction of watching her eyes go wide as I stomp toward her.
“Woah, woah!” Lee catches me, two big arms wrapping around my shoulders in a restraint. “Aaron, calm down.”
My skin crawls where he touches me, and I have the vague idea of giving him an elbow in the jaw if he didn’t just save my life. 
“Get away from me,” I snarl, giving him a solid shove instead.
Yvonne’s hand grabs mine, stepping in front of me. I glare down at her, but she isn’t angry or scared. Concerned. 
“Let’s just leave,” she says, not unkindly. 
“She nearly got my brother killed because she wanted to get back at me,” I hiss.
“I know, but Anya’s watching, let’s just—”
Behind her—close enough I could reach over Yvonne and grab her face—Kel folds her arms, apparently comfortable now the human is between me and her. “If you were human, you’d understand why I did it.”
Yvonne whirls and cracks Kel across the face. There’s a sickening crunch, and Kel’s head snaps back. She hits the ground hard. I’ve never seen Yvonne brawl, not really, and it sobers me watching her fling herself back at the larger woman. Kel swipes at her, disoriented, but Yvonne gets in several more shots to the face before Lee drags her off. She stomps on his foot as he releases her.
Yvonne shakes her hand out, wiping at her mouth. “I have a few choice things to say, and you are so lucky my little sister is watching.” Turning back, she shoves me in the chest. “Let’s just go.”
I wouldn’t’ve expected that to make me feel better, but some of the rage has eased. There’s still the gun in my hand, but there’s also Anya’s eyes on us, and she’s seen enough for one day. I watch Kel wipe the blood off her nose, nod a little, and let Yvonne wrap her arm around my waist as she leads me back to the others.



NINETEEN
Lalia is cradling Zane’s head. Limping to them, I crouch and scoop my arms under his back and legs, hauling him up.
“Aaron—” Zane slurs, head dropping back.
“We’re fine, you’re alright,” I tell him, though he may have passed out again. “Everyone get in the ship, come on.” 
Yvonne herds Anya toward the airlock. The little girl is holding her unattached prosthetic, on the verge of tears, but I don’t have the headspace to help right now. Zane still mostly unconscious is not a good sign. And I don’t know many places where it’ll be safe to take him for medical treatment, not after all the extra bounties and drama.
Bat leaps into the airlock, letting down the gangplank so I can get Zane up easily. 
“Lalia,” I say.
She’s staring at the wreckage of their ship. In all the panic, it didn’t register to me. That was their home, the same way my ship is mine. It’s not the only home they have, but it hardly matters. 
“I’m sorry,” I say, and she looks at me, scrubbing at her face. Her eyes drift to Zane, and she nods, following me up the gangplank.
I lay Zane along my bed, letting Lalia in to care for him the best she can. I fire up the ship, staring uncomfortably at the crack along the viewport made by the number’s gun. It’ll hold, but I’m going to need to get that fixed before I push this ship any harder than a casual flight. We need to find a close planet, one as far out of the way as we can, as quickly as possible. 
“Bat, are you hurt?”
He leaps onto the console beside me, and I rub his ear, watching the dead Amerov numbers outside, just in case. 
“I’m fine. Only a little rattled.”
“Do you think you can try to help Zane? I know he’s not the same as me, but you’re probably the best here at fixing. . .anything.”
If nothing else, he’s good at stitching wounds. Better than I’ll be at the moment. My hands are trembling.
“I’ll do my best.” He rubs his head against my arm and heads into the bunk room.
Behind me, Yvonne is talking softly to Anya. I can’t understand her words and I’m not sure I want to. The little girl just watched me shoot a cyborg a dozen times at point-blank range.
“Aaron?” Lee’s voice comes up the gangplank, his face appearing around the corner a moment later.
Despite myself, my shoulders hunch. “Get out.”
I don’t look at his expression, but he sounds pained. “I had no idea Kel would call Amerov—”
“Yeah, you mentioned that.”
“I don’t even know how they would’ve gotten here so fast if she did.”
“They’re everywhere. They sent the nearest numbers.”
“Aaron—”
“Do you want something?”
There’s a pause. I don’t understand why he won’t get out of my ship. He never should’ve had anything to say to me in the first place, let alone now. I wait for him to leave.
“I’m sorry I made you stay and talk,” he says.
I glance at him. He isn’t much of a heartfelt person or one to apologize. I don’t believe he would if it wasn’t genuine. Then again, Zane got blown up, Bat could’ve been killed, Anya is probably traumatized as hell, and I’m even more beat up than usual.
He can shove his apology. “Fine.”
He sighs and still doesn’t leave my airlock. Unfortunately, he’s not in a position where I can shut it on him.
“I’d like to get out of here before any more surprises show up if that’s fine with you and your first mate.”
Well, maybe that one was unfair, but he knew I didn’t want to stay here, and he still essentially threatened me into it.
“I mean it, Aaron.”
“Yeah, you said that.”
He glances back at Kel getting to her feet and stomping out of the hangar. “She’s not my first mate anymore. Not after that. If I can’t trust her, that’s done.”
“Why,” I say, in a tone I realize probably isn’t my wisest, but I’m fully prepared to push him out my airlock. If he was going to shoot my ship down, he would’ve done it by now. “You humans have to stick together, don’t you?”
Behind me, Yvonne scoffs. I don’t look at her, but I appreciate it.
Lee takes a long, deep breath. From the corner of my eye, I see his arm move like he’s scratching the back of his head. Hard to tell without looking. My eyes are not happy, and I can’t see clearly.
He steps closer, probably because he doesn’t want the humans listening, but it’s enough I shift away. He stops.
“Look, I invited you to eat for selfish reasons—”
“Ya don’t say.”
“I wanted to know how you’ve been and I figured actually getting you to sit down and relax for a minute would help. I genuinely had no idea Kel would do this and had no bad intentions, no matter if you believe it or not.”
“You really expect me to believe you just wanted to chat?”
“I did.”
I snort, which hurts about a dozen separate places on my body. Putting a finger on his chest, I back him out the airlock and down the gangplank. He doesn’t fight me but looks more concerned than he has a right to given the circumstances. I know it’s not his fault, not technically, but if he hadn’t bullied me into staying, well. . .taking a glance at Zane limp and injured on my bed, his breath unsteady, isn’t putting me in a forgiving mood.
“You don’t have to accept my apology, but you better not tell me I’m lying right now,” Lee says while I slide the gangplank back in, crouching in the airlock. I thought my injured knee was healed, but apparently not as much as I believed, not after all that.
“Why not?”
He folds his arms, rubbing his eyebrow. “Look, I. . . Hmm. Look, I’ve always felt bad about how things went on that job of yours.”
My eyes narrow.
“I mean that it wasn’t your fault the way everyone went off about it being. You were barely an adult and I made a bad judgment call, putting you in that position. You shouldn’t’ve had to deal with that job and you shouldn’t’ve had to feel like you had to take off afterward.”
“I took off of my own accord.”
“Yes, I’m aware. But I know you felt unsafe and as captain, I should never have let that situation happen.”
I stare at him. Why does he even care? I didn’t take him for someone who would be bothered by the emotional state of some cyborg criminal teen he picked up a few decades ago.
I feel like maybe he expects me to say something, but I’ve got nothing.
After a moment, he asks, “Are you grasping what I’m saying?”
“What does making me sit down and eat with you have to do with any of that?”
He shrugs. “As I said, I wanted to know about you.”
“Why?”
Another shrug. “I guess I just wanted to make sure you bounced back, that none of that did any permanent damage.”
“You’ve got to be joking.”
His entire expression turns into a frown. “I’m not. I wanted to make sure you’re doing well.”
I grind my jaw, staring at him. At least the rest of the hangar is empty. No Kel. No one else I used to know. Lee never made any attempts to contact me after what happened. Hell, he never even checked in on me after I got shot. And the medic here barely wanted to touch me. I don’t hold it against him, never have, but since he’s bringing it up. . .well, I could care less about his guilt. 
If I was shot now, helpless now, I’d have a solid three people who would care. Maybe five if I include the princesses, which I’m inclined to, at least until I drop them home. And at least until I find out if Zane and Lalia mean as much to me as they think they do.
Bat, I’ve had, and always will, if people like Kel and situations such as these stop coming into my life.
“I just want to make sure your life has been okay,” Lee says again, folding his arms.
I shake my head, looking away. He doesn’t get to say such things, not after this much time and today’s circumstances and the fact I have a ship full of people who care more on any given day.
“Well, it hasn’t,” I say, and close the airlock behind me.



TWENTY
No one stops us from leaving. The moment Lee disappears behind the protective doors, the hangar opens. The star fire has passed, so we’re out in the dead of space in a matter of minutes, the larger ship fading.
After taking a glance over Lalia’s shoulder to ensure Zane’s still holding up, I shut the door to the washroom and sit against the sink, crunched on the floor in the sparse space.
I’d punch something if either of my hands didn’t hurt. Instead, I take a deep breath until even my lungs can’t go anymore, and let it out slowly. My ribs ache. I need to deal with my injuries, but I can’t bring myself to. And I don’t want the humans looking in on me. At least it’s quiet, Lalia’s soft murmur on the other side of the door. Every once in a while, Bat’s rough voice joins hers.
Someone gives a soft knock.
“I’m fine, Yvonne,” I mutter.
“It’s me,” comes Anya’s voice, hesitant.
Oh. I suppose this is one small ship with six occupants now. I crack the door open. “Do you need in here? I’ll move.”
“No,” she says, but squeezes in, shutting the door and sitting with her back to the wall my boots are tucked against. She hasn’t put her arm back on, but she might want my help with it. I’d think so, but she doesn’t have it with her. 
When the silence starts to bug me, I ask, “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.”
Okay then. “Good.”
“Does it hurt when you get injured?”
Not the question I was expecting. “Yes. But not as much as it would hurt a human. My body kinda. . .dials it down. A bit.”
Her eyes roam over me. “Yvonne is helping with Zane. She told me not to look.”
I swallow before my throat threatens to close up. “I think he’s okay. Lots of injuries look worse than they actually are.”
She nods. “Captain said that once.”
Well. What the hell do I say to that?
Nothing. I nod and stare at the ceiling. Close my eyes until their aching fades to a manageable level. Turn down my hearing aids so the damaged portals on my right temple aren’t as aggravated. I can fix them myself, or at least I should be able to, but Bat will be pissed at me if I don’t let him handle the delicate work. I’ll just clean off and take care of the stuff not involving my augmentations.
If I can find the energy to move.
Anya shifts, and I think she’s leaving before there’s a thump on the cabinet beside me, and she leans against my side, head against my arm. I glance at her but can’t see her expression.
“Everything’s fine,” I tell her, awkwardly, not knowing what else to do. I didn’t exactly expect her to come sit with me.
“Captain said that once, too.”
I grimace. Can’t imagine him saying such a thing, but I suppose he was putting on a kinder exterior for the youngest princess of the galaxy. Pretending to be a little more human.
“Sounds a lot better when you say it, though.”
I might scoff if the idea didn’t sound painful. Makes my chest warm, though. Which is stupid, but I’m over being upset about it, at least for now. “Thanks.”
•
“You look deep in thought.”
I blink, raising my head off my hand from where I was staring at the console. Yvonne stands in the doorway to my bunk room. Behind her, Lalia is laying on the floor beside the bed, not wanting to be far from Zane. I checked on him a while ago, but he’s fast asleep and not feverish. There’s nothing much I can do for him other than worry, and I’m doing that just fine. 
Anya eventually crashed on the chair behind me, and Bat is asleep on my lap.
My implants aren’t fixed, but they’ll be fine until morning. After a shower, too many bandages, and probably one too many pain pills than necessary, I’m feeling. . .manageable.
“Finding somewhere we can land. I don’t trust this,” I gesture to the cracked viewport. “And quite frankly, I’m not sure I have the medical supplies for Zane. We stocked up on Falla, but not for all this.”
She nods, seating herself on the edge of the console, her leg brushing mine. “Find anywhere?”
“Maybe. Still looking.”
“Have you considered sleep?”
I nearly smile. “After I find coordinates.”
“Right, right.” She watches me scroll through the star charts in a way that would probably freak me out if I wasn’t so accustomed to it. “Thanks.”
I pick one of the smaller, more out-of-the-way planets between here and Zar, less than a day’s flight, and check out the planet info. “For what?”
“I think you helped both Anya and me at approximately half a dozen separate instances today.”
“Oh.” What else am I supposed to say?
She raises her eyebrows, smiling softly. “Did you not notice?”
“I was fairly busy panicking. I’ll take your word for it.”
She snorts. “You panic much more calmly than most people.”
I squint at her. “I do remember yelling quite a bit.”
“I’ll give you that.”
The planet I’m inspecting seems like it should do. I haven’t heard of it, but it’s close enough, out of the way, and no one seems to be tracking us or anywhere in the vicinity. We need to land somewhere, and there’s no better place I feel safe. I give the ship the coordinates and ensure it’ll alert us if any other vessels come within even a hair of sight.
“How are you doing?” Yvonne asks.
I get to my feet, shifting Bat into my arm gently, limping heavily now there’s no more adrenaline in my veins. But I’ve got enough painkillers in my system I’m sure I can fall asleep. Somewhere.
“How do I look?”
“You really want me to answer that?”
“Not at all.”
With a gentle smile, she gets up and steps to me before I can consider it, reaching for my shoulder.
“What?” I ask. I changed into clean clothes, but I’m not sure some of my worse injuries aren’t bleeding through the gauze.
“Oh, relax,” she whispers and wraps her arms around my neck. I go still, tempted to ask what she’s doing, but knowing the answer is fairly obvious. Obvious, but nonsensical. Bat is getting squished between us. I wait for her to let go. Nearly a minute passes before I figure she may not. I’m not nearly as uncomfortable as I should be—this isn’t exactly the first time we’ve been in close contact. I’m becoming accustomed to her, enough I pat her back instead of picking her up and peeling her off me.
“You,” she mutters into my shoulder, “are terrible at hugging.”
For no good reason, I’m a little insulted. “No, I’m not. I’m just trying to figure out what you want.”
“I want,” she says. “A hug.”
“Oh.”
Well, I guess she isn’t going to let go. I put my arm around her, not the one holding Bat. He won’t be happy with this if he wakes up. “Is this satisfactory?”
She sighs. I must be tired. After today, it makes sense enough. All she feels is warm and easy to lean on, and I definitely shouldn’t be letting this happen. I’m not certain why, but I’m sure I shouldn’t.
Eventually, she unwinds her arms, smiling awkwardly and wandering to her sister. “I’ll squeeze in with Anya. You take the other chair.”
It’s not quite big enough for them. “I’m not sure you’re going to fit—”
“Either I share it with her, or with you, pick one.”
My face feels hot. “Well, you definitely won’t fit with me.”
She’s still smiling. Feeling helpless, I take a final shuffle around the ship, checking on everything. There isn’t any damage other than to the viewport. I still have most of my weapons. 
Lalia is crashed on pillows on the floor. I find her an extra blanket and manage to drape it over her gently enough she doesn’t wake. Zane looks a little small in even my small bed. There are bandages on his face. Bat worked on him with Lalia for a long time, enough so that when I asked if they needed help, I was told to go take care of my own injuries. I touch his forehead. Out like a light. Still not feverish.
By the time I mosey my way back, Yvonne is tucked in with Anya under blankets, her little sister half on top of her. I really am going to need to get some extra bedding given the way this month is going. Some camping mattresses for the floor, at least.
I find one of the remaining blankets and settle into the chair with Bat under my arm, his head on my shoulder. His soft breath brushes my neck. With the lights out and all the space between the stars, I just turn my eyes off. No heat signatures to bother them from the humans. I leave the hearing aids on just a bit, the undamaged left one more than the right.
Yvonne’s hand finds mine across the gap between the chairs. Everything is quiet and dark, and I curl my fingers back into hers.
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Bat curls on Zane’s pillow and watches him sleep. After some ear pets, he eventually stretched from my chest and waddled off to check on the humans. Lalia hasn’t stirred from her makeshift bed on the floor and both princesses are in the other chair beside mine in the back of the ship. It’s early and we’re not close to any planets, so everything’s quiet.
My entire body hurts.
I consider heaving myself to my feet, but no one’s awake and I’m not ready for movement. I’m hungry, but not enough it motivates me. I shift in the padded chair, comfy as it is, and grimace.
“You okay?” Yvonne’s whisper startles me. 
She looks pretty rough herself, cheek puffy and forming the hints of a blue bruise as if she got punched. Maybe she hit the ground too hard when I tackled that cyborg holding her up. Either way, she isn’t nearly as bad as I am. Though it’s dark, she’s facing my side that took the brunt of the damage to the implants in my temple.
“How does your face feel?”
Nice enough of her to ask. “Like I got shot in the face.”
She grimaces. “I guess that’s kinda my fault.”
“Not really.” I gesture at the damaged temple. “This was before you got dragged off.”
“Oh.” She runs her fingers over her sister’s sleeping head. Anya, at least, seems to have come out unscathed, though it’s nothing to say about how she’s gonna be mentally after all this. I’m glad I didn’t blow Kel’s face off right in front of her. “What happened yesterday? I didn’t catch most of it.”
Even trying to wrap my brain around the situation worsens the mild headache kept at bay by painkillers. “A lot. I’ll tell you when I remember all of it in order.”
She nods, staring at the ceiling. Bat peeks over at us before returning to guarding Zane sleep like a cat watching a mouse. I know he likes Zane, but it’s cute to see him watch over the human.
I rub my face, trying to avoid my injuries, but most all the implants in my face—and various parts of my body—ache when touched. Human skin doesn’t take lightly to being smashed against metal, even when the metal is coming from my own body. My cheekbones feel swollen, as well as my temple over my left eye. I’m sure the other one—where the implants took damage—is worse. The skin around my eyes, always a little red and haunted, feels frailer than usual. Looking in a mirror this morning will be less fun than usual.
Yvonne’s eyes are on me. Discomfort crawls over my skin, but it’s not as if she hasn’t seen me look like hell before. 
“It’s either ship crashes or cyborgs that are abominations against nature, apparently,” I say, just because she’s staring so much I feel the need to break the quiet.
Her lip quirks. “You think all cyborgs are abominations against nature?”
“Only when I’m feeling particularly pissed.”
Captain’s advanced medical technology more than any other person, but I’m not in the mood to be so gracious out loud.
Yvonne is frowning. “Do you think Captain looks like that? Or can do those things. Like that woman who split her arm in half?”
I doubt it. But how would I know? He doesn’t appear to give himself wild augmentations, just the ones to make him nice and immortal and stronger than most of the galaxy, other cyborgs included. Then again, I had no idea ForceZero existed in the first place, so what do I know. 
“No idea. At this point, I’m not entirely sure I’d be surprised.”
“Aaron?”
I finally stop messing with my sore face and glance at her. “You sound serious and when you do, usually I don’t end up liking the outcome.”
She rolls her eyes, but her expression remains tight. “I don’t know what to do.”
Well, that’s a heavy topic. “About everything, or something in particular you’re sulking over?”
She slaps me so lightly on the arm it’s barely a pat and doesn’t hurt. “I don’t think we can go back to Neyla Ve.”
Well, yes, that problem has occurred to me.
“Well, I can,” she amends. “I was never supposed to leave, so if Captain got ahold of me, he’ll just drop-kick me back there. But if he gets his hands on both of us, he’ll probably just take Anya back to Amerov out of pure spite.”
“He does seem quite a pettier than I ever took him to be.”
She snorts gently. “I know you want your money, and I know it’ll be harder on you, but we’ve got to figure a way to get us to my parents directly on Neyla Ve. No cyborgs or anyone else in the government between them and us. And I realize the tall order of that, but I really don’t know what Captain will do just because we’ve pissed him off and humiliated him to my parents. But…”
I wait for her to keep going, but she’s staring at the ground, jaw clenched. I would expect to be annoyed about how troublesome and dangerous it will be to attempt to both get my bounty and deliver them to their parents where Captain won’t be able to interfere.
It doesn’t bother me much.
It’s a headache for certain. My stomach twists, thinking about every opportunity for this to go sideways, and how dangerous it is to have them with me as long as I have. But it’s difficult to be annoyed when Yvonne feels about Captain about the way I do, and Anya is looking to me for support. I can fathom dropping her off with some Amerov officials about as much as I can fathom doing the same to Bat. Not at all.
I’m so screwed.
“We’ll figure it out. We need to land, make sure Zane recovers, and we’ll figure it out in the meantime.”
She’s momentarily quiet. “I thought you’d say tough break.”
“Yeah, me too. Apparently, I like getting myself in trouble.”
She laughs again, softly enough it doesn’t wake anyone. “I’ve noticed.”
Her hand drifts toward my face as if she wants to inspect one of the injuries. I flinch without meaning to. I don’t think she’s going to dig her nails into my wounds or anything, but old habits die hard, and I don’t exactly need her fingers on my damaged implants.
“Sorry,” she says, dropping her hand at my expression. “I wasn’t going to hurt you.”
“I know,” I say, which isn’t a lie, but my chest is tighter than I appreciate.
Uncomfortable, I push myself onto my elbows, wincing. My temples throb. My vision hasn’t fully returned in my right eye, but at least the eye itself didn’t take damage. Those were gonna be tough to replace with all their glitching, but actually being down an eye would’ve been hell. Bat can probably fix this one. I hope.
I’m gonna need a new comm.
“Did Anya say why she didn’t put her arm back on?” I ask, staring vaguely at the floor in favor of standing.
“She said she wants you to show her again, she’s never actually done it all herself.”
Makes sense.
“You don’t look like you wanna get up.”
“I very much don’t.”
She giggles softly again, and Anya shifts and stretches. “You can go back to sleep?”
It’s tempting. But I’m morbidly curious about how bad my injuries look now I’ve slept a while. And I’m hungry.
And I don’t like Zane just laying there, half-lifeless. I want to check on him, even if Bat’s already keeping watch.
The older injury on my knee flares to life, but it isn’t too bad. Mostly it’s my head paining me. Various other injuries don’t complain much in comparison.
“Hi, Aaron,” Anya mumbles, sleepily.
“Hi.”
I head for the washroom without limping too much. My face is about as nasty as I expected. All the little injuries are swollen and red, not infected after the time I spent cleaning them and smearing on ointment and bandages, and a day or two will better their appearance. Still, I can’t help but wince. I push gingerly where metal juts from my skin, but it only aches. At least it isn’t peeling away from the implants. Lalia groans and rolls over on the floor, touching Zane’s hand along the bed before seeing me and blinking.
“Did you hit your head?” I ask.
She rubs the back of her hair, grimacing. “Apparently. I don’t think I have a concussion.”
“Is your vision blurry?”
“No—”
“What about—”
“Relax Aaron, I’m fine. I know what the symptoms of a concussion are.” She doesn’t sound annoyed.
I squint. Rolling her eyes, she maneuvers off the floor with the same labored movements. Not exactly a comfortable place to sleep.
“I found a nearby planet to land last night. We’ll stop there and get some supplies, maybe some extra bedding or something.”
“Is landing a good idea?”
I run water over my hands, splashing my face until I feel a fraction more awake. Some cuts and scrapes sting though they’re scabbing over. “No idea. But we can’t stay out here forever. I don’t have the supplies to be taking care of Zane, and I don’t like the crack in the viewport, it’s giving me anxiety.”
“What planet?”
“I forget the name, it’s on the computer. It seems pretty abandoned, a few out-postings, sort of like Falla, but more spread out.”
Lalia inspects my injured temple as Yvonne had but doesn’t try to touch. “I don’t think stopping at a hospital is a good idea.”
“Neither do I. Stopping at a private residence might not be too bad, maybe someone can let us know if there are any small medical centers nearby. The planet files are pretty worthless.”
She grimaces, rubbing her shoulders and trying to stretch. “That sounds dangerous.”
“I know.”
She gazes past me at Zane. Bat is watching us, listening. I wish he had some input, but he looks as lost. I stare at the edge of the sink, considering resting my head against the little mirror above it, but don’t want Lalia to get all fussy.
“Hopefully, as long as we don’t stay more than an hour at any one place we can pick up some supplies and move on. Viewport might be tricky, but I’m more concerned with dumbass over there than the glass. It’ll hold as long as we don’t do anything stupid.”
“Dumbass saved your ass…” comes Zane’s slurred voice.
Lalia scurries back to him while Bat pokes his cheek with his nose. Zane grimaces. “Your nose…is wet.”
I press my lips together and limp to the edge of the bed, feeling oddly sheepish. Even when Zane was pissed yesterday, he was angrier at the rest of the circumstances than at me. There’s no reason to feel shy. I wonder if he was conscious enough to notice I blew up on Kel, that nasty little piece of—
“You look like hell…” he mutters, swinging his hand in my direction until it smacks my leg.
“Yeah, I got toasted and beat up and kinda shot. But all things considered, I think you win this one. At least I can stand.”
He looks like he’s attempting to give me a scowl, but doesn’t quite manage it. His face, though mostly covered in bandages, got some harsh burns from the explosion, not to mention other various cuts and bruises. He’s been bleeding from other places though I’m not entirely sure what happened in the chaos of trying to get him out. I know Bat stitched him up—and used plenty of my sour-smelling flesh-regrowing gel on him—so I’m not concerned he’s going to bleed out. Still, he looks about as lucid as someone drunk off their ass.
“So, I take it our ship is gone.” It isn’t a question. I can tell in his voice he knows, but he’s looking at his sister where she sits, holding his hand. Her face has enough grief when she nods I look at the floor instead.
“Hmm.” Zane closes his eyes. “We all got out, that’s the important bit. Who dragged me out of that ship? I don’t remember much.”
“That would be your idiot twin,” Lalia says.
I give her a look.
“Scared the crap out of me,” Bat grumbles.
Zane nearly smiles. “I bet your entire life has been Aaron scaring the crap out of you.”
“Hey,” I protest while Bat snickers. There’s a matching laugh from Yvonne in the other room. It’s hard to be snippy when they’re all smiling tiredly and I’m more relieved than I’d like to admit by the simple fact Zane is awake and in-tact enough to tease.
A beep sounds softly on the console. I glance at it, then out at the dark of space out the window alongside the bed. A planet shimmers dully in the distance, lit against a bright pale-yellow star and a few moons. 
We’ve arrived.
Continue the adventure with
In Dying Starlight: Sanctuary
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