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ONE
“What is this place?”
Yvonne hovers over the control panel until I lean away. It doesn’t dissuade her.
“Falla, it’s considerably out of the way—”
“Kinda an odd name for a planet.”
“Uh-huh. Will you breathe somewhere else?”
Giving me the side-eye, her lips twitch upward, but she leans away with folded arms. Despite her bear-hugging me as we were crossing the makeshift bridge on Amerov, I don’t want her getting chummy. Near-death situations aren’t the same. She’s gotten everything she wants out of the situation. She can bug right off.
I check on Anya. It’s a small ship, so it’s easy to keep an eye on her—she’s in sight unless I close the door to my bunk room, and I’m folded up in the captain’s seat. The girl’s crashed in the comfy chair in the back of the ship, mouth open, drooling a little.
Cute enough kid.
For once, I’m getting along with a child. And by getting along, I mean I don’t speak to her often and she only stares in a curious way, not a staring-at-the-freak way. She talks to Yvonne and naps and occasionally tries to coax Bat to the chairs with her awkward training prosthetic, which goes about as well as expected. Poor badger’s hiding in my bunk room, under the covers, crowded by all the humans and restless from too long without planetfall. He’s about to get some free space to run.
All in all, the littlest princess is nice. An improvement over her sister.
“Is this a place Captain might check?” Yvonne asks, still on the approaching planet shimmering a dull golden outside the viewport.
“Doubt it. It’s an agricultural planet and that’s about it. Low population. Old tech. He might check here, but there are better places he might search first. And he won’t have many eyes here, especially not in the places we’ll go.”
“You been here before?”
“A few times. There’s someone here who deals in, uh. . .lightly used ship parts.”
Which is part of the plan. Not that she’s aware of my scheming.
“Blackmarket parts,” she says, deadpan.
“Judge all you want, you’re a bigger criminal than I am these days.”
She grins, which throws me off. “We sure that’s possible?”
“Hey, I want you to know if we get caught, I’m claiming you held me at gunpoint and I never wanted to break into an Amerov facility.”
“You think Captain’ll believe that?”
“Nope, but it’s worth a shot.”
She snorts, eyes sliding to her sister. “You think there are any doctors here who would be safe to take her to? I know those charts of hers say she’s all good, but I’d feel better if someone looked her over.”
As far as those charts tell us, her injuries are nice and fixed. She was going through physical therapy and fittings for more advanced prosthetics, but as far as the wounds themselves, they were healed weeks before we arrived.
Still, can’t fault Yvonne for fretting.
I’m doing my own fretting over Audra, though I know she’s fine.
“We’ll check it out once we get there. I want to stop at one of the bigger stations first, then we can head out to a rural area. Someone will be able to check her out.”
Most people, like me, aren’t going to know the princesses on sight. No one would expect the two to be on this farming space rock even if they got suspicious.
“Why are we stopping at a bigger station?”
“When I say bigger, I still mean a thousand or so permanent residents. And I need parts for my ship.”
It’s true enough it doesn’t feel like a lie—I could use some new bolts and wiring for the wings in this piece of rusty trash, and the paneling could use some patching—but I force myself to keep a smirk in check. I’ve got something else up my sleeve.
Atmosphere crackles around the hull. I glance at the control panel giving me a feed from the back of the ship. Zane and Laila’s craft are following. Their vessel is old enough I half expect something to fly off the paneling, the same as I expect it from mine. I haven’t had any emergencies about entering atmospheres. Yet. 
•
Bat is bouncing before the airlock as we settle in the fields on the outskirts of the station. His metal toenails click little scratches into the rim around the airlock already scarred from the years he’s done this. We’ve been here half a dozen times, and he devours the pizza they serve at this particular station. It’s an out-of-the-way place where he wanders the streets without hiding in my backpack. Technically, he’s more an oddity here than elsewhere, but Falla’s residents aren’t nosey enough to butt into our business, let alone strip us for parts.
He also likes the ice cream shop.
“Alright, calm down,” I say, but it’s useless, as the minute the airlock cycles open he shoots out the crack in a gray blur.
Well, he’s been practically clinging to my head the last few days since we took off from Amerov—at least he’s feeling safer. I don’t mind the attention. It’s nice to pick him up and know he’s safe. I made it home. But I’ve more scrapes than usual simply from his metal claws as he refuses to unlatch from me.
I watch his shape bounce through the tall grasses, cutting a swirling path through the golden scenery as he waits for the siblings to land.
“Alright, moneybags,” I say, grabbing my jacket but only my gun and knife—not much threat here. “Let’s go.”
“I’m not buying you parts for your ship,” Yvonne says, busy putting lotion on Anya’s face. The littlest princess gives me a long-suffering stare, as if I’ll help her from her sister’s smothering.
Technically, you owe me a solid million. But such is a topic for later. 
“Gratitude for ya. I didn’t mean that. Come with me. Bring her.”
They both give me a look. Anya’s been comfortable in my ship, if quiet, but her eyes get big, downright terrified at the prospect of wandering a town among other people.
“Everyone here’s half-decent, let’s go.”
Anya shakes her head. 
Yvonne starts in the most warning tone I’ve heard this week. “Aaron. . .”
Her using my name is odd as hell.
“Why don’t you want to go?” I ask Anya, though I know the answer and Yvonne is giving me the same look I’ve seen parents shoot unruly children who’ve asked something rude.
Anya shrugs.
“Is it because people are going to stare?”
Yvonne’s eyes could shrivel me on the spot, but Anya gives me a long, silent look. And the tiniest nod.
“Well, look at it this way: you two will be walking right next to me, and who’s going to stare at a nice little squirt like you when I look like someone turned my face inside-out?”
Yvonne’s expression spasms, shocked or trying not to laugh, I can’t tell.
But I get what I’m looking for. The slightest twitch upward from Anya’s mouth. “You don’t look like that.”
Nice kid. Maybe there’s some brain damage. I shrug. “Close enough. Come on. I promise you’re going to like what we’re doing.”
Yvonne squints at me. I give her a serenely mocking smile and slide out of the airlock.
“Hurry up!” I yell.
Zane is wading the grasses, a big grin plastered on his face. The siblings eventually transferred to their own vessel, but he’s been clingier than usual and calls me on the comm at all hours of the day. I’m going to give them a full twenty-four more hours to be this over the top, then I’m going to lay him flat on his ass the next time he tries to fling an arm over my shoulder.
Bat launches himself straight out of the grass, bones and metal limbs crashing into my chest bone. I fumble, trying to hold on to him until he positions himself on my shoulder, snickering to himself. He kneads my hair with his front teeth. 
“Ow! Did you get into the sugary cereal this morning?”
“No idea what you’re talking about.”
“Well, stop chewing me.”
Zane’s grin widens. Bat still doesn’t allow the humans near him, but he seems easier on Zane since I returned from Amerov. I’m sure the little critter didn’t appreciate being restrained when we were on Taloon, but we both know the human saved him from a terrible fate. He’s not been having outright conversations with the siblings, but he’s paying attention when they talk to him. He makes eye contact rather than glares.
“This place is neat,” Zane says. “Any good restaurants?”
“I’m sure Bat will be thrilled to show you.”
Bat flaps his ears and bounces on my shoulder.
Yvonne lets out the gangplank so she can stomp down, Anya held awkwardly in her arms, and gives me a familiar scowl.
“You gonna tell me what this is about?” she asks, tone letting me know she’s expecting an explanation this second and so help me if I don’t provide it.
“Nope,” I say, and turn for the station while the ship’s airlock closes.
It’s been long enough that my injuries from the skirmish on Taloon and crash on the God-forsaken piece of rock that is Amerov are mostly healed. Gauze still pads my knuckles for the sake of ensuring I don’t go around knocking the tender skin on anything. My knee twinges here and there when I walk, but not enough it’s bothersome, and the shot miraculously didn’t do permanent damage to the metal bones in my leg.
Small miracles.
Now, if I can only keep my body from various breaks and bleeds for a while, it’ll be great.
Bat launches himself off my shoulder—his injuries are long healed by now—and into the field, cutting a haphazard path. As far as the eye can see, grasses rise from fertile soil, tall as my hip and a gentle golden. It isn’t any food I recognize, and ships land in the open space around this particular station without being chased out. More of the towns scattered farther into the planet actually produce the abundance of food this place is known for.
It has shockingly few inhabitants based on size and production of crops for a quarter of the galaxy. Most of it’s automated. This station is fairly empty of equipment, but we’ll see some when we eventually find a smaller town to crash at for a while.
The station itself is a single paved road cutting through and out the other end into the ever-stretching grasses. Most of the vehicles will be hovercraft, but it’s good not to hover over the fields and ruin the crops. Roads are a worthy-enough investment. Buildings never rise past two or three stories and are mostly wood, sometimes metal or concrete. A fueling station and parts depot make up nearly a third of the space, and an eatery another third. We can fuel up in a different town—this place is too expensive on principle, even if Yvonne pays me her due.
My eyes don’t mind this place. They give me nice even hues of warm earth baked in the sun. When we’re alone, I’ll probably take off my jacket. Weather’s nice.
“Aaron,” Yvonne has that distinct annoyance in her voice again. “What are we doing?”
“Learning patience, evidently.”
She makes a mimicking noise, and I chance a glance at the two. Anya seems peaceful enough, running her hand through the rustling grasses over her sister’s shoulder. I doubt she feels much through the metal, but we’ll soon have that changed.
Partially for the littlest princess’ sake, partially because it isn’t needed, I keep my hood down. I get a few odd stares, but people here mind their own business, and some of them even recognize me enough to not be interested.
Bat trots alongside me, casting glances at Zane and Lalia as if he’s worried they won’t keep up. I hear them chatting. The little critter keeps stepping on my feet in an effort to stay as close as possible.
“Wanna take them to get food?” I ask. “We’ll join you in a bit.”
“I want pizza,” Anya mutters.
“We’ll get there.”
Both princesses give me sidelong looks, but the siblings exchange suspicious glances and follow Bat off toward the massive eatery. They don’t know what I have planned—Bat does—but I guess they know by now I’m not going to tell until I want to.
“Come on,” I say, and Yvonne follows me across the street to the structure taking up most of the town outside the cluster of restaurants. She’s muttering to herself, and I ignore it, trying not to grin.
The massive parts shop attached to the fueling station isn’t much to look at from the outside. A series of metal-paneled walls and not much else. The door squeaks when I put my shoulder to it and shove my way into the air-conditioned building.
“Well,” says a voice from behind the counter. “Look who’s not dead.”



TWO
The man opposite the counter knows I’m alive—I called before we arrived to check he could get ahold of what I need—but he has a flare for the dramatic. But, weirdly enough, he’s one of the few humans a little weirded out but totally unfazed by my existence.
Probably because he deals in black market parts. I’m fairly charming compared to the folks he’s run into. Somehow.
“Hi Pak,” I say, checking Yvonne follows me in. Her eyebrows are furrowed, both sisters taking in the shop in vague confusion. Anya sinks further into her blanket, but lucky for us it’s early morning, not busy. We’re the only ones in here for the moment unless there are people out back where the bigger ship parts are stored.
“Aaron,” Pak says, finally appearing from behind the counter. He’s a heavy man with a pleasant countenance, and though Bat always gives him a wide berth, he likes him for being almost as good with ships as the little critter. Pak juts his chin in the direction of the princesses, but there’s no recognition in his eyes. “Is this what the weird request is about?”
“Yeah—”
“What?” Yvonne asks.
I ignore her. “Ya got ‘em in yet?”
“Yeah, you sure you have the credits for this kind of thing?”
“Nope. She does.” I jab a thumb at Yvonne while her eyes glare a hole in the back of my head.
“You got 500,000 credits, girlie?” he asks in not too unfriendly a way.
“Aaron—”
“Just show him you have the money, he’s not going to hold a gun to your head. He knows I’m harder to kill than he is.”
Pak outright grins at me.
Yvonne gives me the dirtiest look imaginable and offers over her wrist with the bracelet. I’m glad that thing survived the crash on Amerov. It’s probably more durable than the average jewelry. Pak eyeballs Anya but doesn’t get nosey about it. For a human, I like him. Mostly because he knows enough to mind his own damn business.
“Wow, that’s a lot of money for a young lady.”
“That’s a lot of judgment for someone who sells black market parts.”
Pak lets out a burst of snorting laughter. “I prefer ‘refurbished parts.’”
“Used ship salesman.”
And I thought I’m rude to strangers. Pak grins wider. I clear my throat.
“Right.” Pak hauls a case the size of Anya out from under the desk, dropping it onto the top with a thump, rattling the worn desk. “Give them a try. Don’t start pulling wires out. You’re the luckiest son of a bitch I’ve ever known that I actually managed to get my hands on these.”
Yvonne’s eye practically twitches. I hold my breath so I don’t laugh. She can consider my secrecy a little payback for her not telling me her sister was on Amerov until we were literally stranded on that hunk of space rock.
“Why don’t you go over there?” I gesture farther into the parts shop, down one of the aisles where a bench juts out. We’ll be away from the eyes of Pak and anyone else who may wander in.
“What are you up to?”
“Holy stars, just go.”
Anya actually giggles, which is probably the only thing saving me from getting kicked in the shin. 
“What in the world have you got going on here?” Pak whispers as Yvonne heads around the end of the aisle.
“Long story.”
“Interesting story?”
“If you like headaches.”
He snorts, and I can feel his gaze as I head around the aisle. I figure he knows me well enough he won’t try to come over. If he does, I’ll give my best glare. Usually works.
I haul the case onto the bench beside Yvonne—still giving me an evil glare—and Anya. Comparatively, the littlest princess never scowls in my direction. But I suppose we didn’t meet by her pointing a gun in my face.
I drop the case on the beat-up bench. We’re sitting against an aisle of what seems to be paneling parts for ship wings—which reminds me I need supplies—and Anya keeps poking at one with a finger. The curled wire twangs. Stacks of baubles, wires, ports, bolts, and every other conceivable part small enough to be in here are stacked in rusted shelves to the ceiling. It may be a disintegrating shop, but Pak always sells reliable ‘refurbished parts.’ Nothing he’s sold me has ever failed unless I damaged something. Which has been known to happen.
Still miss my pod.
Popping the latches on the plastic and faux-leather brown case, I flip open the lid.
Anya’s jaw drops.
Yvonne asks, “Are those. . .”
“Yep.”
I lift an arm from the case. It’s heavy but won’t feel as such when activated. My own metal bones don’t feel heavy to me, but a human would have a hell of a time picking me up if I were unconscious. A putrid gray covers the limb in synthetic skin, but these are the highest-level tech you can get outside of Amerov or Neyla Ve, and has the benefit of being for personal use, not so industrial as the kind of prosthetics on the cyborg planet. Nothing similar to Myssa’s wrists on Taloon. The skin will turn the color of the wearer once connected.
I find an old wooden step stool and drag it over, taking a seat in front of them, closer than I’m accustomed to.
“Face me. Take off the blanket.”
Yvonne takes a glance at Pak, but he isn’t visible back here. Carefully, she helps Anya readjust on her lap to better face me.
Pointing to her metal training arm, I ask, “Can I?”
Eyes large, Anya nods. I’ve worked with prosthetics a few times, especially with Bat, enough to know my way around anything not extremely specialized. These may be fancy, but the way they work is fairly basic. That being said, it’s awkward taking off Anya’s limb. Holding it with one hand, I lean around her shoulder and take a look at the ports connecting it. She watches me, her round little face inches from mine as she attempts to look at what I’m doing near her armpit. Neither of them says anything, so the silence is thick.
I mumble, “Turn your head.”
Anyone with a basic prosthetic has a similar port in the back of their neck as I do. No chip, obviously, and it’s really just a small panel of implants concealed by a patch of synthetic skin, so well done it’s difficult to find. I take off my gloves so I can be gentler.
“Yvonne, pay attention and you can show her this in a mirror later. She’ll get to know it by touch.”
“Okay.”
“What she has is really basic. This shuts off the feeling to the limb she has, though this one probably doesn’t have much. This releases the ports. One of these days, she should probably set it only to unlock with her voice or fingerprint. Don’t want anyone messing with it.”
“Who would mess with it?” Anya asks in a squeak.
I shrug. “Who knows. I’m just assuming with the amount of trouble your sister gets in, you’ll be a handful when you’re older too.”
Yvonne gives me eyes saying she’d punch me if I didn’t have my fingers in the back of her sister’s neck. I smile serenely. 
“This may feel a little strange,” I tell Anya. She must be accustomed to strange by this point, but I’d feel guilty not warning her.
The simple housing port has eight tiny switches as well as some other infinitely small paneling disguising the wiring running throughout her. Four to control sensation—one for each limb—and four to release them for repairs. The two connected to her training limb are lit with soft blue lights. I flip off the sensation first, pretending not to notice when she starts, then the second, holding the arm steady as the ports unlatch. It’s very basic and bare-bones, less of an imitation of a human arm and more a robotic claw for her to grow accustomed to artificial limbs and basic control. These new ones will be a little rough to get accustomed to with how advanced they are, but I’m hoping it helps her simply to have limbs that look like her own used to.
The training arm is heavy on its own, and I set it alongside them on the bench. Anya stares at it, looking impossibly more uncomfortable now it’s gone. I’d be too. Poor kid.
Taking a once-over on the new limb to assure myself I know what I’m doing, I gently ease it onto the stump of her right arm.
“Tell me if I hurt you,” I say because she’s so quiet it’s freaking me out a little. 
Everything about her is soft and breakable. Reminds me of Bat when I found him. Which isn’t fair—she’s obviously a tough little cookie to have survived her experiences. But, for whatever reason, I really don’t want the girl to be frightened of me. Most kids would already be freaked, so I’m uncertain what to do with her easy tolerance.
Her eyes flicker between my hands on her arm and my face. Yvonne does the same, but with slightly more suspicion. After all this, does she think I’d hurt the kid?
“It’s heavy,” Anya mumbles.
“I know. It won’t feel that way when it’s on.”
“Do you have prosthetics?”
I pause, taken aback. “Er, just my eyes, if you can count them.”
Both pairs of eyes snap to mine. I ignore them, focusing on the arm and ensuring all the ports connect correctly. As large as the galaxy is and as varied the medical care, prosthetics are pretty universal. No one would be happy if every time they needed a replacement nothing fit from planet to planet. And plenty of people are walking around with different limbs, especially in the space-faring trades. I’m mildly surprised I don’t have any prosthetics.
It was tougher finding something for Bat. Limbs to fit the body of a tiny mutant badger aren’t exactly common. 
“Does this hurt at all?” I ask. I haven’t turned them on yet, but they should only be heavy, not uncomfortable.
She shakes her head.
I work on her other arm and both legs in the same fashion. Once, Pak tries wandering in our direction, and Anya looks so alarmed at his approaching footsteps I yell, “Bug off Pak!”
His footsteps hurry in the other direction as Yvonne chokes on a laugh.
“Alright,” I mutter. “This’ll feel weird too, probably. I’m going to turn them on, alright?”
Anya whispers, “Okay.”
I switch on her right arm first, as she’s probably more used to a prosthetic there. She jumps, but her fingers successfully twitch. I bite the insides of my cheeks so I don’t grin as if I’ve done something super impressive. The other three limbs come next, and I sit back in front of her. 
“Can you make a fist?” I ask, holding her wrists gingerly in my hands.
“It’s changing color!” Her voice raises several octaves, and I snort before I can stop myself. The dull gray of the prosthetics slowly matches the brown of her skin. All that’s left are soft lines where the limbs meet her body. If anyone looks closely, they’ll be able to tell the skin is synthetic, but these are the expensive kind. They’re soft as a baby’s skin and much tougher. And even as I hold her wrists, they begin to warm to the temperature of her body.
“Yes. Make a fist?”
Frowning, she stares at her hands. Her fingers curl in an awkward fashion, but she’ll be fine with some practice. Her fingers wiggle. She twists her wrists and finally lifts her arms.
She giggles.
Standing, I offer my hands. “Alright, try to stand.”
Anya’s expression immediately droops. She stares at my hands. “I’m...not sure I remember how. . .”
Yeah. A few months will do that. I’m out of my depth on how to instruct her, but I can give it my best shot. “Don’t think too much. Wiggle your toes.”
She does so.
“Good. Don’t think about your legs. Think about getting up.”
She continues staring at her feet.
“Hey.” I wave my hand in front of her face. “Come on. Stand up and I’ll buy you ice cream.”
“I’m not four,” Anya mutters.
“So you don’t want ice cream?”
There’s a pause. “I didn’t say that.”
Yvonne bites her lip. Wrapping Anya up in her arms, she gives her neck a nuzzle and whispers, “You got this. I’m right here.”
Louder, she says, “And Aaron won’t drop you.”
She gives me such an odd look I believe she means it. My chest squeezes tighter than I’d appreciate. She’s right, anyway. I’m not going to drop her.
“Come on,” I say again, wiggling my fingers as if it’s normal to be offering. I’m glad the siblings aren’t here. They’d be getting way too much of a kick out of this.
Carefully, Anya fits her new hands into mine. The limbs are made for a child, but they’ll adjust enough with her growth she’ll be able to use them for a few years at least. After all, her parents run the galaxy, she’ll get a nice new set. Her hands, though technically metal and various forms of plastic, feel nearly real. Not that I’ve exactly held hands with anyone before, especially not a kid.
“Look at me, not your feet,” I say, hoping to take her mind off overthinking.
Reluctantly, she raises her face, eyebrows scrunched in uncertainty. I attempt to give the type of smile she’ll find reassuring, but I’m unsure if it looks like a grimace. She smiles back anyway.
Carefully, I pull her to her feet. Her knees try to buckle, and I switch my hands from hers to under her armpits. Yvonne has her arms circling her waist carefully, looking as if she desperately wants to pick her up, but knows she needs to stand on her own.
“There, how does that feel?” I ask.
“Um. . ..weird?” Anya chews on her lips.
“Can you feel the ground on the bottoms of your feet?”
“Yeah.”
Slowly, I transfer one hand from her armpit to her hand, waiting to see if she’ll fall without support. She wobbles but stands. I do the same with the other hand. She squeezes my fingers in a death grip but doesn’t tip over, and doesn’t rely too much on me to hold her weight. My mostly healed knuckles complain a bit, but I ignore them, trying not to be too pleased with myself. 
“I’m standing. . .” Anya whispers.
Uh-oh. If she cries, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. Anya looks up at me. Intensely, as if she’s trying to read something on my face.
Then I’m violently hugged.



THREE
Anya has fully too much strength in her new synthetic limbs, and I’m not expecting the hug. I stumble, off balance, crashing back into the wall of parts behind me before steadying the both of us.
Yvonne claps a hand over her mouth, but it doesn’t stop the snort of a laugh. I glare at her over the top of Anya’s head.
The little girl doesn’t release me. I pat her on the head, the faintest dusting of hair beginning to grow back.
“Alright,” I say, which does nothing. “Hey, your sister is paying for these, not me. Go hug her.”
Anya squeezes tighter, shaking me back and forth a little. What am I supposed to do? I try patting her on the head again, then her shoulder. She still doesn’t release me. She’s worse than both Lalia and Zane combined. I sigh. Yvonne holds up her arm, and I don’t grasp what she’s doing until that stupid little bracelet on her wrist blinks at me.
Did she just—? “Did you just take a picture?”
Giggling, Yvonne bolts for the front of the room. “I’m going to pay your friend.”
“Erase that damn picture! Yvonne, you—”
Anya giggles in time for me to not say something particularly vulgar.
I sigh louder. “Alright, can you please let go?”
“No.”
“Why not?” My voice sounds whiny and I don’t much care.
“Because.”
“Because. . .”
“Uh-huh.”
Oh, for heaven’s sake. “If I hug you back, will you let go?”
“Maybe.” She squeezes tighter. Well, it won’t kill me. Not like anyone’s watching to laugh at my awkwardness. I give her a gentle squeeze, patting her between the shoulder blades gently.
“Alright, now, please let me go.”
“Don’t let me fall over.”
“I won’t—”
She finally releases her death grip, letting me take her by the upper arms. She’s still grinning, and I don’t know what to do about it. 
“Alright,” I say again, lamely, keeping hold of her with one arm and grabbing the training prosthetic with the other. “Come on, let’s find your annoying sister.”
•
Bat has his face in the biggest bowl of ice cream I’ve ever seen. Melting chocolate is smeared on his ear. Shaking my head, I drag out some of the pizza he and the siblings didn’t eat while Yvonne tries to wrangle her sister.
Zane is stretched across the opposite bench seat of the cafeteria table, one leg propped up and over the edge of the table, patting his stomach. Lalia’s halfway done with an ice cream bowl of her own and is looking a little queasy. From the evidence of paper plates, napkins, and pizza trays, they seem to have eaten about four between the three of them.
Good grief.

“You’re going to get fat,” I tell Bat.
He takes his snout out of the ice cream long enough to level a glare in my direction. Then he glances at Anya, who’s half-pulling Yvonne through the cafeteria, half leaning on her for support. “How’d that go?”
He was the only one who knew my plan. I mutter, “I got aggressively hugged.”
Lalia dissolves into giggles. “I knew you were a big softie inside.”
I glare. “She needed new prosthetics, I know people who sell that kind of thing, it’s not about—”
“Alright, alright, keep your shirt on.” Lalia waves her hands for peace but continues to grin. I glare at the semi-warm pizza, chewing more aggressively than necessary. Just because I did a nice thing doesn’t mean I want them hugging me all the time. They already got away with it once when I got back from Amerov. It’s the last time they’re going to tackle me.
“So where we headed now?” Zane asks and burps. 
I stare at him over the faux wood table. He can’t see me, so it’s fine to glower. “Classy. We’re heading to another town a few hours away. We’ll fuel up. I don’t want to linger here. I need to grab some parts for my ship, but that’s it.”
Zane finally sits up, grinning and wiping pizza sauce off the corner of his mouth. “You going back to the parts store?”
“Yes.”
“I wanna come.”
“Gee. I’m shocked.”
The princesses join us. Anya is wobbly but looks particularly pleased to be carrying her own bowl of ice cream as if it’s precious cargo. She grins at me, and it’s difficult to not grin back in a way that’ll make the rest of the group think I’m sociable. 
“Cool limbs, little lady,” Zane says, and Anya practically glows.
She tries sitting next to Bat while Yvonne hovers like a mother bird. Bat gives her the side-eye and slinks closer to me, dragging his bowl of dwindling ice cream along with him. Anya pouts a little.
“Aaron,” she asks. Somehow, the prosthetics have made her more chatty. “How many bounties have you gotten?”
All pairs of eyes turn to me. I should’ve stayed in the shop. But I’m partial to pizza with ham and pineapple, or whatever passes for such in this place. It doesn’t taste quite correct.
“I don’t know,” I say, hoping to discourage a slew of questions. 
“But more than just Yvonne, right?”
I point at Lalia with the crust of my pizza. “Her too. She’s a dastardly criminal.”
Lalia rolls her eyes and wiggles her eyebrows when the little princess looks at her. 
We’re mostly alone in the cafeteria. It’s a dome of a structure of pale canvas and metal, maybe the length of two of my ships and as wide. One side has the food court, the rest is tables on a scruffy wooden floor. Not sure where they got so much lumber. Imported from elsewhere on the planet, I suppose. 
Perhaps a dozen people are in here with us, but most are closer to the food court, and Bat and the siblings chose the most secluded table. We’re getting a few looks, but I think it’s mostly due to Bat and now me. No one appears hostile. Such a laid-back planet. I could live here. Thought about it for a while. Farming is a pretty solitary activity, which is a plus, but I learned quickly after leaving Amerov I wouldn’t want to not be able to fly. Starships are in my blood, whether it’s from me as a person or something instilled in me from Amerov. I can’t imagine staying planet-bound. 
Bounty hunting may have more people, but it has more adventure, and I’m half decent at it when it doesn’t involve surprise siblings and accidentally running face-first into the eldest princess of the galaxy.
“You really don’t know how many?” Anya asks. I guess she isn’t going to let this go.
“Um. . .” I try to count back the number of years I’ve been alone or with Bat. “With just Bat, maybe a hundred? More before, but I didn’t do much of it.”
“What do you mean?”
“When I was a teen, I ran with a group of bounty hunters. It was right after I left Amerov, so I had no idea what I was doing and didn’t know how to survive well. I wasn’t a big part of the crew. I mostly just fixed things until they realized I can shoot guns out of people’s hands.”
“Were they your friends?”
I wince a little. Probably said too much already. “Not really. I was useful.”
“They didn’t like you?”
Well, both princesses are blunt. But she’s looking at me with big gentle eyes, so it’s hardly worth being grumpy. She’s a child who’s more cyborg than her family now, she’s bound to be curious. 
“Well, believe it or not, my stunning personality doesn’t make me a ton of friends.”
Zane snorts. “I was under the impression that personality is because people are awful.”
“Well, yeah, but a solid. . .twenty percent of this is just me.”
Zane and Lalia snicker. Anya is smiling around her ice cream, so I guess I was nice enough. I try to ignore the look Yvonne is giving me because it’s not easy to read, just an intense stare. And not the kind I usually receive from her. At a certain point, I need to stop attempting to read her thoughts in her stares. I’ve been wrong most of the time, anyhow.
“Are we staying here?” Anya asks. “I like it. It’s warm.”
“Yes, for a while.”
“Are you going to fix that robot?”
Right. The robot. Almost forgot about the thing sitting silent in the corner of my ship. I suppose I’ll have to turn it back on at some point, if only because all the humans are going to want me to. 
“I can try.”
“You’re crap at fixing robots,” Bat mutters. Well. I guess he’s good with talking in front of Anya now as well. 
Anya giggles and Bat flattens his ears in a way more shy than irritated.
“I’m good enough with your prosthetics.” I pat him on his bloated belly. “Not everyone has your brain.”
“Where did you come from?” Anya asks, and it takes both me and Bat a moment to realize she’s asking him. Bat stares at her over the rim of the bowl with a look I might be worried about, but I don’t think he’ll bite a child. 
Licking his chops, he drops down off the bench and trots out of the cafeteria. I sigh. I don’t want him wandering around here on his own, even if the people here aren’t hostile and he can take care of himself.
The others are silent. Anya looks worried, frozen, staring at the door. Her chin trembles enough I tell her, “You’re fine. He just doesn’t like talking about himself. I’m gonna go pick up some ship parts. Let’s head out in a little bit.”
All the humans are uncomfortable, and Anya is still staring morosely at her ice cream, but I grab Bat’s leftovers and head for the door. Contrary to what I expected, the little critter is waiting for me, sitting under a little blue-green shrub planted by the door. He looks up at me with serious eyes. 
I shrug. “She’s ten. And look at her sister, she’s bound to be annoying.”
He nods. 
“Wanna shop for parts? I’m going to pester Yvonne for that million she owes me when we get back. You can buy whatever you want?”
His ears perk straight back up. I smile, and he launches himself up onto my arm, clawing onto my shoulder. It’s a good thing I always wear a jacket.
Petting his ear, I hand back the melting ice cream and head for the shop.



FOUR
It’s a laid-back few days. 
I find a town on the planet’s charts I’ve never visited, so no one will know me and wonder why I’m hanging around when I usually wouldn’t. There are maybe three hundred people here, but there’s a fueling station and a decent place to stock up on food.
Everyone stared but got over us quickly.
We’ve been parked on the edge of the settlement for three days. This place has actual trees, but they’re sparse around the settlement. Tall, golden grasses still dominate the area. In the distance, maybe a dozen miles away, gentle hills slope up to surprisingly tall mountains, coated in trees similar in appearance to pines. A few more of the big trees are planted in the town itself and out in the fields. We’re parked under a lone giant. Here, there aren’t crops, just grasses. The actual fields and harvesting equipment wouldn’t approach the tree.
Still, when we first landed, I told Yvonne to keep an eye on Anya. I don’t want her wandering near those huge monsters of equipment with their harvesters and blades. I’ve caught her watching them, their hum filling the air until late evening, but for the most part, she keeps by her sister’s side and out of trouble. I wasn’t as well-behaved as her when I was ten. 
The sky is a nice blue, with few clouds. Warm enough I’m out of my coat. Who cares if the humans stare. Obviously, nothing I say or do makes them not latch on to me. Still, it’s weird sitting in the shade of the tree with my arms and hands bare. I feel as if I’ve lost a layer of skin. But Lalia’s in her ship napping, the sisters are. . .somewhere. And Zane’s just sitting here, watching me struggle to put this robot back together.
Which, at this moment, means the parts are strewn across the flattened grass. I turn the voice box over in my hands, out of my depth. Just because I managed to get this thing up and running long enough to power that transmitter doesn’t mean I know how to actually fix it. I haven’t bothered turning it on because I’m not even sure it knows it’s alive, let alone how to fix itself.
“Do you know what you’re doing?” Zane says. He’s chewing some sort of candy stick that’s purple in color and smells purely of sugar.
“No. Do you want to do this?”
“Hell no. I know ships, not weird ancient Amerov robots. Does Bat know?”
“Probably more than me, but he doesn’t seem interested in working on it.” Plus, he’s taking this time to make crop circles in the fields. He doesn’t get to take off at full runs often when we live most of our lives in our ship, so he’s having fun in all the grass.
“How’s he doing? He seems grumpier since Anya got nosey?”
Surprised the human noticed. “He’s fine.”
“Do I get to ask?”
“You can ask Bat.”
“Will he bite me if I ask?”
“Probably.”
Zane snorts. He’s laid back about all this, I’ll give him that. He must be curious, especially since I mentioned a bit about it back on Taloon. But it’s none of his business. If he has the guts to ask Bat about it, let him. Bat will either tell him or most likely he won’t. If nothing else, I’m beginning to think the humans earned his trust.
Some of the wirings in the voice box dissolve in my fingers. I sigh. Going to need lots of new parts, and I’m not sure what will work and what simply can’t be replaced centuries later. Maybe Pak will know.
A rustle of grass announces Bat. He emerges from the stalks and crawls into my lap, tongue lolling out.
“Are you enjoying yourself?”
“The grass is neat. There’re weird animals here. Like rabbits, but not.”
“Maybe you can find them on the planet’s info charts.”
Zane offers his bag of candy and Bat only gives it a moment of suspicion before sticking a tiny metal claw inside and dragging out a handful. He hasn’t told me much of what happened when Yvonne and I were on Amerov, and I assume it’s nothing much, but it’s rather evident Zane is now on his list of not-awful humans.
Lalia joins us with a yawn, sprawling out on the grass and picking up a piece of the robot’s arm. “I think I’ve done nothing but eat and nap the last three days.”
“We’ve noticed,” Zane says.
She pushes him over with her foot. I’ve heard them talking over the comm with their parents a few times. I haven’t asked, and they haven’t pushed. It’s a large, silent presence between us—they’re talking to their parents, which means, if they’re correct about me, they’re talking to my parents. Who I don’t remember.
I try not to dwell on it. It’s not worth the consideration until we know for certain.
Down the path we’ve worn through the field toward the nearby town, the top of Yvonne’s head is visible. The grass here is taller than Anya. Eventually, they emerge, holding hands, Yvonne with a bag of something, probably food. The youngest princess is improving on her new limbs. She’s almost moving normally, but needs more practice. A doctor who knows what they’re doing would be nice, but she’ll have to deal with me for the time being. 
She’s returned to mostly quiet over the last few days, but I can see her trying to catch Bat’s attention at all times, and she follows me around at a distance when she thinks I’m not looking. It isn’t too bothersome, but Bat’s taken to hiding in our bunk room or in the walls of the ship, repairing little things where she can’t see him. I asked him if he wants me to chase her off, but he declined. He’ll probably feel better about the whole thing when the two sisters are back home and we have our bounty.
Though I’ll admit, having Yvonne’s promised million credits in our account cheered both of us up.
I hear Yvonne say, “Alright, go ask him.”
When I glance up from the robot, Anya is heading my way carefully over the grasses, watching her feet and chewing on her bottom lip with the type of grin I haven’t seen in a day or two. Oh boy.
Something’s up.
Bat slinks from my lap to the ship before she can notice. I force myself not to laugh.
Suspiciously, I watch her hand me a slip of paper.
“What is it?” I ask, not wanting to get involved in whatever they’re scheming.
“Read it.”
“Do I have to?”
“Yep!”
Holding back a sigh, I take the paper. Yvonne has disappeared into my ship with her groceries, but she’ll be back. No need to be snippy.
It’s faded and wrinkled around the edges, but it’s some sort of info slip. About a bird?
“What am I looking at?” I ask as Yvonne reappears with some sort of bright blue fruit.
“There are big birds here,” Anya says.
“Okay?”
“Like really big.”
I look at Yvonne. “Wanna explain?”
“Well, we were talking to the guy running the store, and those little pamphlets were on the counter, and Anya asked about them. Apparently, there’s some sort of bird that nests in the mountains, and the eggshells are really valuable, so there’s a little reward for anyone who hikes their ass up to hunt for some.”
I stare at her. Both sisters stare back.
“If you’re about to ask me to hike up a mountain with you two to look for some bird eggs, you need to take a good, hard look at your expectations.”
Anya’s bottom lip puffs out.
“And don’t pout at me,” I say, pointing at her with a piece of disassembled robot.
“But it’ll be fun!”
“For you, maybe. I personally have plans to do absolutely nothing for a week. And I will see those plans through.”
Yvonne rolls her eyes. “Hun, go uh. . .go find Bat. The grown-ups are going to talk.”
The threat in her voice is vivid. Zane is pinching his mouth shut with one hand to keep from laughing. 
“Bat doesn’t like me,” Anya mumbles.
I grab Zane’s bag of candy and hand it to her. “Here, give him sugar, and don’t pet him or ask him personal questions. Anyone’ll like you under those circumstances.”
A little doubtful, Anya takes the candy and heads for the ship. The paneling on the belly of the craft is undone and open from when I was tinkering with the engine and its new crystal. Bat can be heard inside, and Anya crawls underneath, sitting cross-legged and looking up into the cavity. She waves up into it.
Yvonne has her hands on her hips.
“What?” I ask.
“Come on, this will be fun for her, and it’s basically just an overnight hike.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t want to. And I think you’re trying to get me and her to bond for some reason and I want nothing to do with it.”
“That is not—” she starts, then gives up and sits down. “Look, I think this will be good for her, and I’m worried. And it’s not like I’m asking you for another life or death situation here—”
“Because I stupidly did that for you once already?”
“It’s just a hike. I know you don’t mind physical activity. You’re all healed up. More than I am, quite frankly.” She gives me a look. “What’s the harm?”
“I’m up for it,” Zane offers, and I restrain myself from hitting him with one of the robot pieces.
“See, Zane’s up for it!” Yvonne points at him.
“Then Zane can take you.”
“Aaron, please.”
Lalia interjects, “I’m a little lost here.”
“Me too, honestly,” Zane says.
Yvonne grimaces and I sigh. “She wants me specifically to take them up there because she thinks, somehow, that if I bond with mini-princess over there, it’ll help her.”
“I think it will,” Yvonne mutters.
“Your sister needs a therapist, not a camping trip with a cyborg.”
“Yes, well, when we get back home, that’s what she’s going to get. Out here, not so much. We haven’t even visited a good medic.”
“And you really think I’m going to help?”
She’s quiet for a minute. Which I hate. Because it means she’s not just an argumentative little ball of annoyance. Now, she has feelings and emotions she’s trying to put into words.
“I think she’s feeling lost about. . .everything. And she’s feeling different. And doing this with someone like you can help her be more confident and believe in herself.”
“And you think a camping trip with a grouchy, unpleasant, unfortunate-looking cyborg is just the thing to do that because we both have artificial parts?”
She punches me in a fleshy part of my arm, which probably still hurts her more than me. “It’s not about looks, dipshit. It’s about you being good at what you do, and she can see that with time she’ll get better and can do any of the things she wants to do. Including this. She’s always wanted to travel more in space and have adventures, and this is a perfect chance.”
It’s not the worst logic I’ve heard, but I don’t really want to admit it. “What part of the last few weeks makes you think I have space adventures in a way she’ll find fun?”
Zane snorts, nodding to himself. 
Yvonne grimaces. “Well, this isn’t that. This is just an overnight camping and hiking trip. If anything, you should like it, it’s even more away from other people than we already are.”
She has me there.
“It’s not like a lot could go wrong.”
“Your sister is re-learning how to walk and use her arms, and you think there’s nothing that could go wrong in a hike up a mountain to find a giant bird?”
She shrugs, blatantly refusing to meet my eyes. “Nothing you can’t take care of.”
I stare. She trusts me, I realize. She not only trusts me, but she trusts me to take care of her baby sister who’s just been through a lot of trauma.

Oh. Well.
I tinker with the robot part I’m holding, not really seeing it. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch Anya eating a candy. Slowly, she takes another one and offers it up into the engine. Her hand returns empty.
I suppose, technically, Yvonne’s not wrong about the details. It’s away from people, and I kinda enjoy hiking. At least, I enjoy it in a place like this. And not much will go wrong. And if nothing else, it might cheer Anya up.
Now that we’ve been snippy about it, I don’t really want to concede.
Finally, Yvonne says, a little sheepishly, “Don’t look at it as doing me another favor. Look at it as doing her a favor.”
I sigh. Technically, Bat will definitely appreciate a little adventure up the mountains as well.
“Ugh, fine. But I’m not having bonding time, I’m just going with you.”
Zane and Lalia grin. So does Yvonne. Which I pointedly ignore, muttering to myself about how much of a pushover I’m being.
“He said yes!” Yvonne calls.
I roll my eyes, calling back over my shoulder, “Don’t get too excited, we’re just—”
Once again, I’m aggressively tackled-hugged, this time from behind.



FIVE
As it turns out, I tell Bat about our little conversation, and he practically bounces with joy.
“We’re looking for a bird?” he asks, prancing in a circle around the edge of my bed. 
“A big bird.”
“Even better!”
Hard to be annoyed about the situation if it cheers him up. He flaps his ears at me and I can’t help but chuckle. He loves animals.
“Alright then, let’s pack up.”
I try to pull up more info about this planet and its wildlife while Bat puts the belly of the ship back together. I glance at him through the camera and watch Zane helping lift the heavier parts into place. It’s tough not to smile. 
There’s not much information about the bird—I’ll stop by the store and ask the same person the princesses talked to before we head out completely. The general consensus seems to be a few of these creatures wander the mountains in this specific area, flightless, nesting in some of the rocky areas among the trees. By this time of the year, the chicks have hatched but not left the nests, and the remains of the eggshells can be harvested. It’s for some type of cosmetic I’ve never heard the name of. Most people usually wait for the nests to be completely empty for the year before hunting for the eggs because the parent birds are tall as me and rather aggressive.
This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done. 
Better stupid than the rest of this month.

If I try to put aside my annoyance at being talked into things by Yvonne—and the certainty she’s going to attempt to get me to bond with her sister—this’ll be mildly fun. She was right, I do enjoy the outdoors. As long as it isn’t burning hot or so cold it freezes my extremities off, I like the wilderness. No people, and I’m good at the physical aspect of things. Being industrial strength is overkill for hiking.
Why does she have to make decent points?
Sighing, I shut down the computer and straighten up the ship, avoiding everyone outside and doing a mental catalog of our supplies. Re-stocked up on food, water, fuel, and medical supplies (as much as I can in a place like this, mostly just the basics), bought about five pounds’ worth of chocolate I’m going to have to hide from Bat. . .
We’re good on all the stuff we’ll need for the little outing. I have some sleeping bags stashed away under my bed along with the old clothes.
Yvonne, for whatever reason, still hasn’t returned my worn coat. Even after the extra amount of raggedy it looks after a whole fight on Taloon and crash on Amerov. And I know for a fact she bought new clothes for herself and Anya in the nearby town. Weird lady. Whatever. She can keep it if she wants.
It feels odd. Going camping? Yes, it’ll probably be one or two nights sleeping in the forest in the mountains, which isn’t even close to the extremes of outdoorsy stuff I’ve been doing the past few weeks. At least this time it isn’t because we crash-landed somewhere.
We’ll park our ships on the edge of the forest—should be able to get them under the cover of some trees, but it’ll be too thick to fly them up the mountains. I’m not keen on damaging my poor ship.
Finally, I head outside to gather the pieces of the robot.
Anya is struggling with climbing onto the lowest branch of the big tree. It isn’t far off the ground, I could probably step up onto it without needing my hands for balance, but she’s barely gotten the hang of walking without holding her sister’s hand. I stop myself from telling her to be careful. If she falls a whole four feet to the ground, it isn’t going to hurt her and isn’t going to damage those limbs. They’re more durable than she is, and all the medical charts say she’s completely healed. Should probably find a medic eventually for Yvonne’s sanity, but to my eyes, she’s doing fine.
If she wants to get a little bruised up, it’s not my problem.
She does, however, take this moment to notice me.
“If you hug me again, I’m going to throw you,” I warn.
Awkwardly, she struggles off the low branch and tips onto her behind. I don’t let myself wince. 
She grimaces, frustrated rather than hurt, so I tell her, “You’ll get there. You have to give it more than three days.”
Silently, she joins me, standing over the robot. “Yvonne says it talked.”
“Yes.”
“Why’d you take it apart?”
“Because the only functioning part of it seemed to be the voice box and the basic power. I’m trying to figure out if I can make it function again.”
“Can you?”
“Not sure. Its chip has deteriorated, but I think replacing it will replace who it is, so I’m not going to.”
She’s quiet, then puts her new hand on the back of her neck. “Do I have a chip?”
It’s enough to make me pause. I glance at her and see Yvonne watching us from the opposite side of the tree where the siblings’ ship is parked. Really sneaky, Princess.
“No. Why would you think you do?”
“Don’t all cyborgs?”
“Well. . .yes. I mean, technically, you have some sort of chip in there controlling all the wiring and ports and how your limbs connect to your brain, but it’s not the chip you’re thinking of. Cyborgs have chips to control their emotions and reactions. That’s the one that makes them. . .off. You don’t have that.”
Slowly, she nods, still staring at the robot I’m gathering into an old bag so I can figure them out later. Most of its chest and head are still intact, but the rest is in easy-to-lose pieces, so I’m not taking chances. 
“And you have that?”
“What?”
“The chip that makes cyborgs the way they are. You have that?”
I’ve never felt weird lying about it before. “Yes.”
“But you ran away from Amerov?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
Wish I’d waited to come out here until she wasn’t in the tree. “It’s. . .damaged. And I didn’t want them making me any more. . .
less human.”
Carefully, she picks up a piece of the robot, part of the elbow joint, her fingers still uncertain. “You seem pretty human.”
I’m not sure about the accuracy of such a statement, and it doesn’t feel like a compliment, though it’s less of an insult from her mouth than other humans, so I don’t respond. When I head for my ship, she follows.
“Does Bat have a chip?”
The little critter is still under the ship with Zane, but I’m sure his big ears hear. 
“Not that kind, just whatever he needs for his legs.”
“Why doesn’t he have one? Yvonne says he came from Amerov.”
I fill up my lungs until they can’t take more air and let it out in a huff. Really, Bat’s origins are fairly obvious. It’s not as if there are plenty of other places that’ll create mutant creatures with cybernetics. Still, I wish she’d bug off, but I feel bad enough that I can’t bring myself to tell her to.
Get a grip, Aaron.
“He just doesn’t.” Because they never expected him to be so close to a human mentally he’d need the kind of chip humans need to become cyborgs.
“Do I need one?”
“Huh?”
“Do I need a chip?”
Weird question. “Um, no. Cyborgs get chips to become perfect little soldiers and to deal with anything about how changed they are. Lots of people have prosthetics. You don’t need emotion-regulating.”
She doesn’t respond, just watches me over the rim of the airlock as I hoist myself in.
My damn curiosity gets the better of me. “Why do you ask?”
She shrugs. “Because this feels weird. If I had a chip, would it feel less weird?”
Depositing the robot in its corner, I slide back down the airlock. This is so far out of my comfort level. What am I supposed to say? I can’t comfort myself about my own childhood, I can’t be expected to help her.
“It wouldn’t help. It’s going to feel weird for a while, but then you get used to it. I’m. . .used to my augmentations.”
Her eyebrows go up, skeptical. But I’m not lying. I am used to them. Most of my discomfort comes from the rest of the galaxy’s reaction to me, not from the augmentations themselves. But she doesn’t need all those details. 
I suppose Yvonne is correct. A little camping trip where Anya gets to do something fun will probably help. And it’ll be good physical therapy.
Still, I’m going to pack my tool kit in case something goes wrong with one of her limbs. It isn’t likely, but I’m paranoid.
She still doesn’t look happy, but I can hardly talk to her about being well-adjusted over these things. I’m so far from it I’m not in the right star system. She needs someone else who understands. Right now, that isn’t an option, so we’ll have to aim for some distracting fun.
“It’ll improve,” I say a little lamely. “Faster than you think. Find your sister and get packed up, we’ll go find your bird eggs.”
She cracks a smile, and I take that as an opportunity to slip away beneath the ship to check on Bat and Zane’s progress. I try to pretend like I’m not hiding.



SIX
Less than an hour at cruising speed brings our ships to the nearby range of mountains. I chatted with the man running the local store—who was only mildly alarmed by my wanting to interact with him—but he couldn’t tell me much more than what the computer did. 
Big bird in the mountains. Nests in the rocks. Kinda irritable. Will attack if we get too near its eggs. The shells are used for some sort of makeup.
Whatever.
Doesn’t matter what they’re for. Doesn’t matter that we’re getting a few hundred credits for turning them in. We’re cheering up her little royal highness.
Because I’m a sucker.
I do a loop over the nearest mountain, trying to get a good eye on the area and the little piles of natural rocks the birds apparently nest in, but the trees are thick and I don’t see much. According to the storekeeper, on the ground, once we get up into the mountains, they’re difficult to miss. Anya watches over my shoulder as we circle, snacking on more unidentifiable candy. Pack a toothbrush, too.
Not as if I’m ever going to tell Yvonne, but it’ll be nice to be this far into the wilderness in case anyone after us actually tries to check this planet out and all its nearly vacant outposts.
Bat is bouncing in place on the console as I find a place to land, the siblings in their ship close behind. The trees are thinner here, but just thick enough I can maneuver my small ship under a majority of the thick foliage. I only ding the left wing a little, but it’ll do more harm to the tree bark than the ship. The sparse forest won’t conceal heat signatures, but it’ll hide us from anyone flying over, at least mostly. I don’t expect much traffic in this area, but it’s comforting to have the ship under the trees.
Anya has moved from hovering over my shoulder to working on her shoes. She didn’t have any from Amerov, and though Yvonne bought her some a few days ago, she’s been walking around barefoot because she likes the balance and feeling the ground. Her new legs are tough and technically she could hike up the mountain without worrying about cuts or damage, but she needs to learn to walk in shoes. And she still has sensors in her new limbs mimicking skin. Walking up a mountain would hurt. Better safe than sorry. At least Yvonne is the one pestering about it, not me.
She’s a lot less irritating when she’s being a mama bear to her sister and leaving me out of it.
“These feel weird,” Anya says, rocking back and forth in the new shoes. They look durable enough to hike in, but Yvonne was wise enough to grab a pair without laces. It would only frustrate the poor girl.
I’m still uncertain about this whole camping idea. No matter how much fun she may find it, I think Yvonne is underestimating the likelihood Anya might be upset by something unforeseen. If she struggles with this, it might make things worse. Frustration seems more likely than anything in hiking up a mountain. Yvonne is definitely overestimating the amount of this situation I can fix.
But I don’t know for certain, so I can hardly argue. 
I sigh. This may be a long two or three days of me keeping an eye on everyone. At least Anya seems comfortable around Zane and Lalia. They’ll be an extra set of trustable eyes.
“You’ll get used to it,” I say again, because she keeps looking at me whenever something is strange. I simply have no idea how I’m supposed to help. Yvonne keeps giving me long, unreadable gazes as well, but I’m used to that crap from her.
I try to settle the ship into landing gently so it doesn’t knock Anya off-balance. She still wobbles.
This hike is a terrible idea.
On the other hand, the moment I cycle the airlock back open, she scuttles to the door, a huge grin on her face, and sits on the edge so she can roll onto her belly and slide down and out.
Well, she’s definitely determined.
Yvonne is mumbling to herself, packing up supplies she deems important in a backpack she bought in town. Given her upbringing, I almost expected her to stuff a comically oversized backpack, especially since she’s carrying anything Anya might need as well. She’s got the sleeping bags (the computer tells me it’s warm here overnight, almost as much so as the day), a change of clothes, and some food and water. I’ve got the same plus my tool bag I use to repair Bat’s prosthetics. Plus medical supplies because I don’t trust one of us to not bleed.
Yvonne catches me staring and doesn’t scowl, but I turn away. Looking out the viewport is better, anyway. 
Zane is climbing a tree.
I’m traveling with four children. Four human children.
A month ago, I would’ve rather jumped off a cliff. Now. . .now I’m too worn down to care. Even the past few days of lounging around and tinkering on the ship haven’t quite restored me to peak irritability. 
“Bat,” I call to wherever he’s disappeared in the bunk room. “If you want anything extra, better put it in my pack now.”
It’s the first time in a while he gets to go on one of our little outings and not have to hide in the backpack. I’m sure he’s thrilled. 
He emerges from the bunk room with the blanket he uses in his cot above my bed clamped between his teeth. Giving Yvonne an icy stare, he stuffs the blanket into the top of my pack ungracefully and marches toward the airlock, dropping out of sight. Yvonne sucks her lips into a tight line as if she wants to laugh. I ignore her, rolling the blanket so I can better fit it into the limited space. The pack’s going to be heavier than the others, but it won’t affect me much. Not with my injuries mostly healed.
“Almost done?” I ask. “Better get started on this camping trip you bullied me into while it’s still morning.”
“Big tough cyborg,” she mutters. “Gets bulled by little old me.”
“If you can traumatize Captain, imagine what I’m going through.”
She hauls her backpack over her shoulder. “I did not traumatize him. I just. . .put him in his place via extreme annoyance.”
I stare at her. 
“What?” she asks.
“You say that as if you haven’t done exactly that to me.”
She shrugs. “Well, I’m not physically imposing and only relatively above average in the brain department—”
I snort.
“Shut up. I gotta take my wins where I can.”
“Really? Your looks don’t get you everything you want?”
Her eyebrow shoots up. “You think I’m beautiful?”
Rolling my eyes, somehow embarrassed though I’m only stating the obvious, I grab my pack and head for the airlock. My face is hotter than appreciated. “You’re just screwing with me now.”
Cackling, she follows me out.
•
As much as I’m never going to admit it, it’s a great hike. 
It’s warm, but the air is mild under the thicker trees, and there isn’t dangerous wildlife to speak of. Birds fly overhead, tiny critters I have no names for scurry beneath the undergrowth and in the trees, and Bat has a hell of a time chasing every single one he sees.
An hour into it, Zane leans over and whispers, “Has he always had this much energy, or did he get into the coffee?”
I snicker despite myself.
I’m going vaguely off a map of the area I downloaded into my tablet. It doesn’t give me exact locations of where these stupid birds might be nesting, but there are markings for the rockiest areas. Near the top of the nearest peak seems best—if it can be called such, it’s more a gently sloping mountain eventually rising into decent height. We’ll hit a river soon and can follow it up the rest of the day. There aren’t large river-dwelling animals on this planet, so it’s a good place to camp when the sun sets.
If Bat and I were alone or perhaps with the siblings, we could reach the top by the end of the day. But by unspoken agreement, we’ve set a rather leisurely pace so Anya won’t need to ask us to slow down. I’m not sure she’ll ask if she needs something, so I keep checking on her progress. Zane and Lalia are constantly alongside me or just behind, keeping up a string of chatter stopping the silence from becoming awkward. I don’t join in much and they don’t bug me, though I’m sure the topic of something important will eventually rise. I’m good with my own silence for now, particularly in front of the princesses. 
Yvonne and Anya bring up the rear of the group. They don’t talk much, and when they do, I don’t bother trying to eavesdrop. Yvonne is trying to be helpful as much as she can, but I can tell she’s restraining herself from smothering the poor girl. 
Anya’s struggling. The ground is even for a forest floor—just an aggressive carpet of strange, lichen-like groundcover consuming everything we walk on and even climbing some of the tree’s bottom trunks—but she’s constantly off balance and awkward in her steps. Every time I check back, her face is scrunched in happy concentration. No pain in her expression or posture, so at least the struggle is with the new limbs, not any unhealed injuries I wasn’t able to catch. I hear Yvonne asking once or twice if anything’s hurting her, so at least she’s staying on top of it. 
Anya chews her bottom lip, glancing up to see me looking at her, and grins.
Well. She’s a tough little thing. I kinda like her.
Bat emerges from the undergrowth with something in his mouth. A fruit?

“Really?” I ask. “You eating human food constantly isn’t enough?”
Giving me his laughing growl, he prances ahead of us with his unknown fruit. Unbelievable. The trees here are mostly the same as the few back near the station, tall and sweetly fragrant with long needles and open branches. Every once in a while there are shorter things with looping branches and pale bark. I’ve no idea what they are and my tablet turns up an unfamiliar name. I’m not surprised Bat managed to find something remotely edible out here. No matter what I think of the scientists on Amerov, they did a good job engineering him. He’s harder to kill than me and I’ve seen him outright eat fruits I’d find poisonous. I keep telling him not to and used to try to pry his mouth open as if he’s a toddler, but I’ve learned he knows instinctively what he can and can’t eat.
He comes tearing back out of the forest at such a speed I nearly jump. He launches onto my shoulder and stays there.
“Big deer,” he says.
I nearly laugh. “A deer? Since when are you afraid of deer?”
He hisses at me.
The trees rustle. I put my hand on my gun anyway, because I’m still not over that giant fish back on Yayth.
The largest deer I’ve ever seen emerges from the trees.



SEVEN
“Oh,
hell no,” Lalia whispers and edges behind me.
Oh, go hide behind Zane.
I don’t take my hand off my gun, but I don’t draw either. I don’t necessarily believe it’s a deer, but it resembles one. It’s maybe twice my height, mostly all legs with a long, sleek body and head. The coat is more green than brown, and it has the same little tail as a deer. No antlers, which I’m grateful for. Definitely don’t need to deal with that. 
What does it even eat out here? There isn’t much grass.
It gives us a look with a large, dark eye, heavy-lidded and bored. Licking its soft nose, it rips up a section of the thick spongy ground cover. Chewing and dragging a long section of the plant behind, it moseys lazily by, flicking its tail and ignoring us. It’s a large, warm heat signature among the relatively cool trees and inconsistent flashes of heat from all the smaller animals.
“Cool,” Anya whispers from right beside me.
I jump. I’d been so focused on the deer I didn’t pay attention to her creeping up alongside me. Giant, unknown animals make me uncomfortable when I have a gaggle of humans to protect, but Anya’s eyes are large and bright. I suppose this is a good enough adventure for her.
“Is there anything about that on your tablet?” Zane whispers.
Lalia looks over my shoulder as I swipe through the planet files I’d been searching earlier, still keeping an eye on the gentle giant wandering away.
“Not much. Just that there are some larger animals up here, but they’re all docile and omnivorous. I hate planet files. Useless.”
“Can I pet it?” Anya asks. 
Unbelievable. “No, you cannot pet it, are you out of your mind?”
She grins at me. I give her the sternest glare I can, but it’s tough. She’s just so happy.

Well, I guess this stupid trip has been a good idea so far, despite her struggling with the hiking aspect.
Yvonne is gazing at me over her sister’s head. Her expression is. . .what the hell is that expression? It isn’t snarky or annoyed or even amused. Not blank, just. . .soft. I turn back to the deer, uncomfortable. Her eyes stay fixed on me. Usually, it’s easier to ignore humans staring. I suppose it’s tougher when they’ve been living in my ship and I crashed on Amerov with one of them.
As the deer disappears into the haze of trees, I say, “Alright, let’s go, no loud noises for a while, I don’t want to freak it out.”
“I thought it’s friendly?” Anya asks.
“Everything’s dangerous when it’s frightened. We don’t know how wild the wild animals are here. All that thing needs to do is charge us, it’s big enough to trample any one of you.”
Zane snorts, heading up the mountainside. “But not you.”
I think about not answering, but say, “My reflexes are unmatched.”
Both siblings laugh and Bat rolls his eyes with a growling grin and casts a nervous glance at Anya before launching back off my shoulder and into the woods. He’s been nervous of her since she tried to ask him where he came from, a little less so after she gave him candy, but definitely not as comfortable as he is around Zane and Lalia. At least he hasn’t tried to bite her.
Anya yammers on about the deer to Yvonne as we walk. I’m only partially listening, keeping a better eye out for heat signatures of anything large. I hear her say something about her parents. She must miss them. Yvonne is grown, but Anya hasn’t seen her mother and father in months and all through the recovery of some pretty horrific injuries. I get why Yvonne was livid with Captain. He’s petty as the worst humans for not allowing the girl’s family onto the planet.
Not going to mention such a train of thought to Yvonne. Crazy lady already thinks she’s right about everything. 
Eventually, Zane drops back, walking alongside me, shoulder bumping into mine every once in a while.
“What?” I ask, after a few minutes.
“‘What’ what?”
“You obviously have something on your mind.”
“Do I?”
I kick him in the calf as we walk.
“Ow,” he mutters. “La and I were just thinking. . .we need somewhere to test your DNA that’s not going to report an unregistered number to Amerov, right?”
“Yeah. Zar is a good place. Pretty lawless. Been there before.”
“Right, right. . .” he says, and I can tell he’s going to continue. “I was looking at that place on the star charts. Hytha is on the way.”
Oh. Their home planet. My home planet. “Oh.”
“Would you. . .want to stop there on the way?”
Would I? I’m curious, sure. Meeting the people who could possibly be my parents. Even if they’re not, maybe the orphanage where I came from would have more records of me. I doubt it. There’s a reason I’ve never landed there in the years since I left Amerov. I believed Audra about my records, so there was nothing else to find. And maybe I was afraid. After all, who knows what kind of things you’ll find when chasing ghosts.
I ask, “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”
“I’m not sure. I wanted to see what you think of it.”
“How are your parents going to feel when you introduce me and we later find out I’m not related to you?”
His mouth has a decided downturn. He hates when I bring up the rather high possibility this is all just a coincidence. He hates it, but he realizes it as much as I do. No matter how happily optimistic the two of them are, they’re not stupid. They’re aware as I am.
“I don’t know. I guess the same way we’ll feel if you aren’t.”
I grimace. I suppose it’s the same. Somehow, it feels different. Zane and Lalia’s parents are just two people on another planet I’ve considered but never even talked to, let alone met. The siblings have been with me off and on for nearing a month now. I risked my ass to save Lalia from Captain. Zane’s helped me out in multiple scenarios, saved me a few times, and Bat as well. They treat me. . . normally. Which is a weird way to consider it.
Finding out whether or not they’re my brother and sister is going to be different than finding out if two random people on Hytha are my parents. If I meet them first, it won’t be as different.
“I don’t know. Zar is only a few days past. Maybe we should head there first. We can always circle back. I’m sure the princesses aren’t in a huge hurry to get to Neyla Ve considering the hell storm sure to descend.”
“True,” he says, but I can already tell he’s not finished. “I was just thinking. . .maybe if you came home with us. . .you’d remember.”
Remember? I don’t know how to respond. “I don’t think that’s how this works. I don’t remember you and La, and you’ve both been in my business for weeks now.”
He cracks a smirk. “Yeah, but we’re. . .different. We’re grown. Even La was a young teenager when you got sick. I was ten. We’re grown up now, and we don’t look a ton like we did back then. But the house is the same. Even our room is mostly the same. Mom and Dad look older, sure, but they’re a lot more like they were than La and I are. Maybe them and the place you grew up will jog a memory.”
The place I grew up. He says it with such confidence. I wish I had a tenth of his belief. It’s a weird concept—thinking of any place other than my ship as a home. I remember nothing, and it’s been a long time since that’s bothered me. I got over it mostly by the time I was a late teen. But now? Now, it’s starting to piss me off that my memories before Amerov are so blank.
“I don’t know,” I say again. Maybe I should talk to Bat about it, he could have some wisdom about this whole situation, though I’m uncertain how he feels about all this. He encouraged me to find out and wanted to help get Lalia away from Captain. But otherwise, he’s been fairly uninterested in the circumstances. He just enjoys anything we do that counts as adventure or mild danger. Still, that might make him the perfect person to ask. A mostly unbiased third party.
“That’s fine,” Zane says, eternally patient as always. “Just think about it, we’re still going to hang out here for a while, right?”
“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I want to enjoy the hike and the lack of people staring at me or wanting to get in a fight.
Somewhere along the line, the sisters behind us went silent, probably listening in. Lalia, I’m sure, has been eves-dropping. I wonder if they decided Zane was the best of the two of them to talk to me about this. I wouldn’t have an answer no matter which one broached the topic. 
Zane bumps his shoulder lightly into mine as we walk. I think he’s trying to do the comforting hand-on-the-shoulder thing without being overbearing. I guess I appreciate it. 
He doesn’t bring it up again, and eventually, the princesses resume their chatting. Yvonne is telling Anya about how we had to shimmy across the cable over the canyon on Amerov. Which is irritating. I don’t need her telling the little girl stories making me look like an action hero. But I glance back once to try to give her a glare, and Anya looks so invested in the story I don’t have the heart to actually tell Yvonne to shut the hell up.
I really need to toughen up. It’s been a hell of a month.
I attempt to ignore them and the siblings and enjoy the hike. Focusing on Bat leaping from tree to tree with unending energy helps, but my mind is circling on Hytha and the way Zane called it my home.



EIGHT
I was correct to follow the river. Another hour of walking brings us to it—a slow, meandering thing trickling pleasantly over rocks and washing clear and drinkable. Anya is thrilled, splashing in it as best she can and throwing progressively larger rocks. We follow it up the mountain until, by the time the sun sets enough I want to set up camp for the night, a rather pleasant waterfall presents itself. 
Thinking about the last waterfall I encountered—which I flung Lalia right off of—I glance at her. She glances at me. We must be thinking the same thing. Her eyes narrow.
“Waterfall!” Anya hollers with the exuberance of a three-year-old who’s discovered an unlimited supply of ice cream. 
Dragging Yvonne toward it, Anya yanks the older princess’ bag from her and discards it on the forest floor. Yvonne lets herself be hauled off, laughing.
Good. Both of them are easily thrilled.
“Fire?” Zane asks. 
I nod. This place is so green I’m not sure the wood will burn, but there’s a nice sandy beach surrounding the pool of water at the bottom of the falls, so we don’t have to worry about catching a tree on fire.
Bat emerges from the forest behind us, tunneling through the spongy ground cover. He sees the waterfall, goes dead still, ears perked, then takes off toward it at full speed. Shooting through the air like a rocket, he leaps off one of the smooth boulders surrounding the pond and splashes loudly.
Well, he’s going to sleep like a log tonight.
“I can get to work on food, unless you want to cook, Aaron?” Lalia says. 
“Depends. Are you a good cook?”
She makes another face. “I’m a fine cook. At least as good as you.”
“Oh, at least, well, impress me then.”
“It’s all space food, what’s to impress?” She grabs hold of my backpack before I can take it off. “Give me your pack and let’s see what you’ve brought.”
I let her at it. There isn’t anything personal in there I don’t want her seeing. “Don’t get Bat’s blanket dirty or he’ll claw you.”
“Noted.”
Zane is already hunting for fallen branches, whistling to himself. I fidget, not knowing what to do. I could help gather firewood, but I don’t want Zane to bring up Hytha again. The whole situation’s been circling my thoughts despite my best efforts. I don’t want to get it started up again.
I’m either obsessing over Hytha or obsessing over Audra. It would be nice if my brain would shut up.
I head for the waterfall. The princesses are distracted enough they’re unlikely to bother me. And Bat seems to be enjoying himself. His big ears are plastered down, nose poking up from the surface every once in a while. I sit on a boulder and take my boots and socks off, rolling my pants up and dropping my legs into the water. After spending plenty of time looking at my face, which one of them is really going to stare at the metal and scaring on my feet? They’re comparatively boring. 
The waterfall isn’t large, sending gentle waves of mist into the tree line. It’s pleasantly cool in my glitching eyes. Wet stone and thick moss hang a heavy scent in the air. Water pooling below only appears to be five feet or so at its deepest point. I’m not worried about Anya with Yvonne constantly hovering. Soft sand lines the bottom of the pool and beach, and both sisters have discarded their shoes. Nothing here should bother the pain receptors in Anya’s new feet, not compared to the amount of bare-foot walking she’s been doing the last few days.
The sun is setting, but warmth still hangs in the air. I don’t expect the temperature to drop much, not with the info my tablet provided. Between the little fire Zane’s starting and the sleeping bags, we should be plenty warm, even beside the chill of the waterfall.
Bat is swimming in big loops, pleased with himself. I’m sure the humans are much more tired than we are. Emotional conversation with Zane aside, I’m feeling pretty good about the whole thing. Anya’s doing well physically and seems much happier. I just wish there was some way to know what’s going on in the wider galaxy with Captain and the royals. The bounty on Yvonne remains live and unchanged. Nothing for Anya has appeared, though I suspect it will in time. Zane and Lalia’s bounties are likewise the same.
Otherwise, the royals are obviously not broadcasting the disappearance of their eldest (and now youngest) daughter. When I check all the news outlets, nothing interesting appears. The biggest story seems to be something about a group of animals on one of the major planets near Neyla Ve. Once near extinction, they’ve been bred back. Average news crap.
And Amerov isn’t on anyone’s radar. Everyone knows about the planet, but under Captain’s instructions, it’s been kept secretive. I think he relishes his planet being shrouded in mystery. And Captain himself never shows his face for the public to see. Not that I know of, anyway. There’s nothing new to find in the general knowledge about Amerov or Captain or even cyborgs in general. I don’t know if that means nothing has happened, or if it’s all being kept under wraps.
Nothing about Audra. Her existence barely exists online, to begin with—her name under the public records of who runs each facility through history. Even then, it’s her name and number, nothing even so specific as her age and physical description. If I was hoping for any sort of information on what happened to her after we stranded her in that abandoned facility, there’s no chance of finding information in general knowledge. The only thing that comforts me is her name still being listed as Facility Nineteen’s leader. If she were dead or Captain caught her in a lie, she’d be replaced in a day or two and records updated.
She’s fine. I know she’s fine. But it still makes my skin crawl that I had to leave her there, alone and injured. I wish I could’ve taken her with us. But as annoyed as she is with Captain at times, she loves her position on Amerov. She loves running her facility and her work with others of her kind. She wouldn’t leave it. Not willingly. And not for me.
Either way, I can’t do much about what happened to her, or whatever scheming Captain is doing about both princesses. We’re out here, in the wilderness, with no sign of anyone being interested in us. Not so bad, especially compared to the last few weeks.
Eventually, Lalia joins me, dropping her bare feet into the water and swishing them in large circles. She doesn’t speak for a while, but I figure something important’s going to come next. More about Hytha, perhaps. Or something else I’ve forgotten to worry about for the time being. 
But she just says, “Pasta’s a good choice for camping. Easy to cook too. It’s almost done.”
“Uh-huh,” I say, not believing she’s sitting next to me for small talk.
“What’s that tone for?”
“What do you want?”
She snorts and gives me a look I can’t read. “Nothing. I’m just sitting with you. Is that acceptable, Mr. Cyborg?”
Oh. Well. “Yeah, whatever.”
She chuckles again, muttering, “So jumpy.”
“Well, you do tend to ambush me with every emotion you have.”
“I do not—well, okay, maybe sometimes.”
“Sometimes?”
She looks at me evenly, expression light. “You have no idea how many emotions I have you aren’t privy to.”
I give an exaggerated shudder. “I can’t imagine.”
Laughing, she shoves her shoulder into mine. It doesn’t move me much.
“You could at least pretend to move,” she says. “Bat seems happy. They all seem happy.”
With a scream, both Anya and Yvonne go right into the water. Yvonne comes up snorting while Anya giggles manically. Her attempts at swimming are awkward but more graceful than her walking. It’ll help her get a better feel for her new limbs.
“Well, good thing they packed three extra changes of clothes.”
Lalia grins. Then glances at me. I glance back.
Her smile drops. “Don’t even think about it.”
“What?” I ask, overly innocent.
“Don’t—” she says, scrambling to her feet.
She should learn by now. 
Jumping after her, I grab her by the arm and around her waist. She shrieks loudly enough it makes even my new hearing aids crackle. She’s not exactly light, but easy enough for me to fling into the deep part of the pool without losing my balance. The splash she gives off sprays Yvonne in the face, but the princess only cracks up. Bat appears from under the water and flaps his ears.
Lalia comes up sputtering and flailing an arm, realizing it’s shallow a moment later and standing with her head above water.
“Ass!” she yells at me, but there’s a smile fighting on her face.
“Zane, do you know how to swim?” I call.
From behind me, Zane hollers, “Yeah!” right as he tackles me into the water.



NINE
Eventually, we all dry off.
The air is warm, and sitting beside the fire does it nicely. I didn’t want to change my clothes, not with the chance one of them might try to look at me even if I went behind some trees.
Zane is entirely too proud of himself about knocking me into the waterfall, though he’s rubbing his chest and shoulder. Body slamming into my metal frame couldn’t’ve felt nice. But I buried his ass into the sand on the bottom of the pool before getting out, so I’m vindicated enough on multiple levels. Hope he has bruises. 
The humans chatted all through dinner about nonsense. Lalia tells Anya about how I met them, and about the crash on the jungle planet. Yvonne seems highly amused by the whole ordeal. 
“You get in a lot of ship crashes, don’t you?” she asks.
“Notice how neither of them was my fault.”
“The Amerov crash was definitely your fault.”
“I just kicked that cyborg, I don’t know what happened to the ship. That was some sort of weird system failure I’ve never seen.”
Anya makes a face. Right. Yvonne told me all this started because they were in a crash where their ship went inexplicably haywire. I change the topic. “Maybe you should tell your sister you shot a crystal and practically blew up a hangar on Taloon.”
“Okay, that was not my fault—” Yvonne launches into the story and I consider the topic changed.
Bat sits on my stomach and eats too much of my chocolate after the pasta. He’s quiet but seems happy enough. I don’t think he wants to be asked questions. 
Which doesn’t stop Anya. After glancing at the two of us across from the campfire all night, she asks, “Do you hear really well, Bat?”
I can’t see her well across the fire. It’s dark now, we’re laying on our sleeping bags, and she’s mostly a heat blob past the sharper signature of the flames. I catch Yvonne’s nervous expression since she’s closer. 
Bat glances at her, but nods.
“How much better?”
He shrugs.
“I didn’t know badgers have big ears.”
I wince, but I’m not sure how to tell her to let it go without being mean. She obviously doesn’t get the hint. I give Yvonne a look, hoping she’ll take care of it.
I don’t expect Bat to respond, but he says, “They don’t. I’m a science experiment.”
Everyone gets uncomfortably quiet. Well, I guess that shut her up. I sigh, wiggling my tablet out from my backpack. “If we’re going to get up early to look for this bird, everyone should sleep. The nights here aren’t as long as other planets.”
“Should we keep watch or anything?” Zane asks.
I hold up the tablet. “I’ll keep the motion sensors on for people, but none of the animals here are carnivorous.”
“Not going to get stepped on by a giant deer?”
“I’ll keep the sensors on for anything bigger than Bat.”
“Sounds good to me.” Zane promptly shrugs out of his coat, slides off his belt and gun, unbuttons his pants, and disappears into the puff of his sleeping bag. The guy can fall asleep on a whim.
Lalia does the same, slower, and I can hear Yvonne and Anya whispering as Yvonne mothers her some more, trying to figure out if she needs anything before she goes to sleep. They cuddle up under two sleeping bags piled together. Silence weighs in the air, but I listen to the crickets or whatever passes for them here, petting Bat’s ears. The fire crackles. Eventually, Zane snores softly and Lalia’s mouth is hanging open in a way it wouldn’t unless she was truly conked out. 
Yvonne’s eyes watch me from across the fire for a long time before she eventually sleeps.
•
I don’t sleep.
My back is to the fire, Bat curled in a tight ball against my stomach. I’m simply not as tired as I believed I was. Or my mind won’t shut off. I’m considering Zane and everything he said. And about Yvonne and Anya and her questioning Bat. I wonder if she wants to ask him about himself so much purely from curiosity, or because he also lost his limbs.
Yvonne obviously wants the girl to bond with me, but I think Anya wants to bond with Bat as much or more.
I’m not sure what we’ve gotten ourselves into.
I pet Bat between the ears as he shifts, curling tighter. His blanket is tucked under his chin. I don’t think he’s cold, and he feels plenty warm, he just balls up while he sleeps.
He’s always done this—slept against or on my stomach. Even right after I found him and he was obviously frightened of me. He only acted unafraid when he believed I was asleep and crawled into my bunk. Which was after I got him the prosthetics. Before, I kept him on the blankets beside me, and I’d find he’d wriggle his way closer sometime in the night. He doesn’t want humans getting near him, but he really does like to cuddle.
Once, when I’d asked, he told me he didn’t remember much of when I found him. He’d been about half the size he is now, not very grown, so it’s understandable. 
It was the last time I’d been on Amerov of my own accord. The last time I needed my augmentations fixed up and Audra had me there secretly. I’d hated returning, but that last time spooked me more than the others. 
Captain had shown up unannounced.
Audra’s desk was seated near a broad window overlooking the expanse of Amerov’s blue-tinted stony wasteland. I’d been sitting on the sill as I did when I was a child, just looking out. My metal bones no longer needed adjusting by that age, but my joints were acting up at some of the abuse I’d put my body through. Audra was talented enough on her own to take care of such things. No invasive surgery needed—just some work on my wiring I didn’t know how to perform myself and was too terrified to try to find some black-market surgeon to attempt. 
But I’d been in enough pain I realized I needed to visit her, and she’d taken care of it.
I was a little loopy on some painkillers she’d given me so I didn’t freak about her messing around in my wiring, so I was sitting on the sill, zoning out. She was doing paperwork. We didn’t talk much during such times.
Then the comm on her desk had beeped, and she’d muttered something. 
“Aaron, go out the back and get out of here.”
“Huh?”
“Captain’s making an unexpected visit.”
I’d bolted for the back way out. She had a private stairwell in the rear of her office rarely used but quicker down to her private hangar where she let me park my ship. Captain had no reason to ever go down there. It was just an emergency stairwell.
For whatever dumbass reason, I’d stopped and tried to listen through the door. My ears hadn’t yet begun to act up, and I couldn’t catch much while keeping the door shut, but I heard something about scavenging a facility.
It wasn’t common. Amerov’s pretty impregnable, but it happens. People desperate enough or confident in their abilities find ways to get through the atmosphere—which is beyond my capabilities even now—to try to raid a facility or individual ships traveling between. Apparently, this time, they’d attacked one of the smaller, newer scientific labs Captain set up in recent years so experiments could be done away from the main bases.
They were guarded, but not as heavily.
When I returned to the hangar and flew out, I took a loop by the lab to see the smoke. My ship had been flagged as approved to be in the atmosphere, so the numbers heading to the scene didn’t bother me. This place was rockier than most of the planet, actual juts of stone rising into the air instead of flat wasteland stretching for eternity. A small stream ran nearby, pooling here and there and continuing on.
To this day, I’ve no idea why I decided to land.
I was stupider when I was younger, I suppose, and my ship was marked to be in the atmosphere. Captain didn’t have me on his radar then. For all he knew, I’d died after I ran away. And I’ve never claimed my curiosity doesn’t get the better of me.
I landed behind one of the rocky outcroppings and wandered the maze of boulders, watching the chaos. There were half a dozen scavenger ships already landed or hovering low. Damn, they were bold. Sporadic firefights exploded as Amerov numbers arriving systematically took out the intruders. No prisoners for such circumstances. They attacked. They were exterminated.
The lab was smaller than an average facility by several times, maybe only three stories, and as much glass as metal. Fires exploded in places. Some of the scavengers were actually succeeding in getting things onto their ships, though I was too far away to determine what equipment they deemed worthy.
I was about to leave.
One of the scavengers yelled loud enough it caught my attention, off to the left. I watched a scrawny man with a badly cut beard hold something up and throw it aside. The others seemed freaked, keeping their distance. 
Carefully, I’d stolen over through the rocks, curious about what they’d drag out of the lab but throw away. Splashing through water, I crept as close as possible to the open space without letting myself be seen. Just because my ship was fine to be in the atmosphere didn’t mean I wanted to be noticed, by either the scavengers or the Amerov numbers rapidly arriving.
The lump they’d thrown in the water moved.



TEN
I sigh, rubbing my eyes. Sleeping in the pitch night is less appealing when I’m thinking on the past. I don’t mind the lack of light, not when most of my life has been spent in the dark of space between stars, and there’s nothing dangerous out here. Even the dim glow of the fire to my back gives off a warm halo. 
I just have a chill I can’t rid. 
I run my finger along Bat’s spine carefully, petting, not wanting to wake him. But he turns his snout up to my face—he must have been awake, he sleeps like the dead.
“What are you thinking about?” he asks, close enough my new ears pick up his words without the others hearing. 
“Finding you,” I tell him at matching volume. 
“Oh.”
He nudges his snout under my hand. A tiny scar sits at the base of my thumb, not from Amerov or any of the subsequent violent encounters I’ve had in my life, just from when I’d first picked him up out of the water and he’d bitten me, panicked.
Whatever firefight had gone on in the facility had taken his limbs. Other various wounds had littered his body, and I’d been certain he was going to die the first few days after I’d run back to my ship with him and gotten the hell off the planet.
I was decent with dealing with injuries even then, but he was inches from death and I had no idea how tough he was. He’d lost blood and it wasn’t as if there was any sort of transfusion I could give him. Searches I’d done for his kind led to the conclusion he was purely an Amerov creation, and new enough his kind hadn’t been introduced to the galaxy as some useful resource. Enough research to know I was probably an idiot for taking him. But what was I supposed to do? Leave him? 
Of course, I’d later learned the others of his kind had died.
Eventually, though, he’d stayed awake more and more. With no other idea of what to feed him, I’d offered him milk and bits of bread and mushed-up meat. He took anything I gave him and nothing made him sick. 
A few weeks after I found him, he’d finally stopped shaking when I picked him up. I’d rub his ears until he calmed, and eventually, he started sticking his tiny face into my palm when I’d approach. And he seemed to enjoy the warmth of sitting on my leg when I was putting together a puzzle or looking through the bounty charts. And he’d wriggle his way under the covers of my bed.
Getting him prosthetics was a challenge of its own. Expensive as hell, and finding someone I deemed trustworthy enough took ages. Worse, Bat hated the surgery it took to get the ports into his body. I was afraid he’d stop trusting me, and I didn’t realize then he had the ability to understand me, let alone speak.
Later, I was glad I decided to explain everything to him. I thought he didn’t understand, but spent an hour telling him everything about the procedure just to console myself. When he eventually started mimicking my words and forming sentences months later, he told me he’d understood why I was doing it to him. He loved his new legs.
“You don’t have to tell the girl anything you don’t want to. You know that, right?”
He’s quiet for a moment, but says, “I know.”
“I think she’s just curious because you two had a similar situation.”
“How?”
I tap his leg with a finger and again, he says, “Oh.”
“Doesn’t mean you have to talk to her. Just don’t be too insulted. I think she’s scared.”
He nods. The silence lasts, enough so I think he’s sleeping. But then he asks, “Do you like the humans?”
Complex question. “I don’t know. They’re alright, I guess. Zane and Lalia are less annoying than Yvonne.”
“Do you like them more than me?”
It’s such a stupid question I almost laugh. Instead, I tuck my arm around him. “I don’t think you’ve been paying attention.”
He flaps his ears and doesn’t respond. 
“Zane and Lalia could be my brother and sister, I don’t know. And their parents might be my parents. But you’re my family.”
He snuggles closer against my neck. I can understand the question—I’m the only one who’s taken care of him. It’s a ridiculous thing to be afraid of, but understandable. 
“And don’t tell anyone I’m such a sap,” I whisper.
He snickers. “I think they might know.”
“Yeah, they might,” I agree.
After a while, his breath falls even and gentle. It’s a few hours more, but eventually, I follow the others into sleep.
•
Zane’s up first, taking a swim in the pool. Under the spray of water, his hair flattens over his face. I roll onto my back, even my metal bones and joints annoyed at all night spent on one side with mere sand as a cushion.
I scratch Bat’s back as he arches his spine like a stretching cat, yawning with a snout of sharp teeth. He stares at me with his beady little eyes.
“Okay?” I ask.
“Yeah.”
“Good.” I pinch his nose and he snorts.
He glances at Zane still splashing around, hunching his shoulders and stalking across the sand toward the water’s edge. Holding down a laugh, I watch him climb a rock, unbeknownst to Zane, and spring at him like a dart of metal and fur tufts going straight for the human’s head. Zane shrieks before disappearing underwater in a halo of bubbles, startled. 
The other humans wake blinking and frowning.
“Don’t look at me,” I say to Lalia. “It’s your brother.”
“Your brother too,” she mutters, dragging the sleeping bag back over her head. 
Well. I walked into that one.
I wander around the falls, stretching and gathering firewood. Yvonne is up when I return, staring blearily at Zane trying to catch Bat through the water and failing miserably. I build the fire and dig around for the coffee I stashed. Anya rolls over, props herself on her elbows, and watches me. 
Not sure how she feels about Bat’s last words to her, but I figure I might as well break the ice. “How do you feel?”
“Fine,” she says, rubbing her eyes gingerly. It’s difficult to get used to the amount of pressure needed with new limbs. 
“Do your stumps hurt at all?”
“No.”
“Imports don’t feel raw?”
“I don’t think so.”
I should check, but I’m awkward enough as it is. When Yvonne wanders back over, I will.
“You need to tell me if anything feels wrong at all, I’m serious.”
“I know,” she says. “I assume you mean more wrong than the regular weird?”
I snort. “Yeah.”
“You said I’ll get used to this.”
“Yes.”
“How long until I do?”
Maybe I shouldn’t’ve broken the ice. Stop being dramatic, Aaron. “It’s different for everyone. Physically, you just need practice. Emotionally, it’ll depend on lots of things. Talking to someone who really understands will help.”
“Like you?”
Walked into that one too. “Like me, but way more well-adjusted.”
At least she cracks a crooked smile.
Yvonne is watching. Why does she keep staring like that? I busy myself with brewing coffee. I’ve got a nice little contraption ensuring the grounds don’t get in the drink, but it only makes one cup at a time. I pour one and set it next to Lalia’s sleeping bag. Her hand appears and grasps the handle. 
“Do I get coffee?” Anya asks.
I squint at her. “Based on the level of energy you had yesterday, I’m going with no.”
She pouts.
“Do you even like coffee?” What ten-year-old likes black coffee?
“Yes.”
“With sugar and cream?”
She pauses. “And caramel. . .”
I find myself chuckling again. “Well, we don’t have any of those things. You’ll have to settle for breakfast. I brought granola, that’s sugary.”
“Oooo!”



ELEVEN
It takes us a whole hour to get out of camp.
I shouldn’t have underestimated how long humans will take to pack up. I ensure the fire is doused, pack my things, and wait on them, nibbling on dried strips of apple. Bat seems happy, swimming while the others get ready, then climbing up the rock I’m perched on to rub his ears and face all over my coat to dry off.
“You’re such a butt,” I mutter and tickle the back of his neck. I’ve been watching him all morning, but I’m not sure anything further needs to be said. He knows me and understands me, it was just a little reassurance that was needed.
Eventually, we’re back on the hike. The siblings chatter on and on with Yvonne and Anya. I’m glad for the distraction—I don’t want to talk about anything serious and small talk is boring. The trees are thinner up here, and the tips of the mountains are visible every once in a while, including what are decidedly rocky sections near the top. I point them out to Anya, and she practically bounces. She’s keeping a tight grip on Yvonne’s hand but walks steadier today. Maybe the hiking is helping her adjust, maybe she’s gaining confidence. Hell, maybe swimming helped her get accustomed to her new limbs. 
Either way, I’m more pleased with myself than I ought to be.
The days here are longer than the nights, and I’m glad we reach the rocks by late afternoon. It’s a quiet, uneventful hike with no more strange animals sighted—at least, not yet. Anya was beginning to look discouraged before the sight of the twisting boulders sends her scrambling to my side, dragging Yvonne with her. The older princess nearly bounces off my back, trying to follow her sister between me and a tree.
“Alright, calm down,” I say. “We’re going to be careful. . .this bird is apparently nasty if you get too close, which means you are going nowhere near it. Once we find a nest, if we can, we’ll split up and some of us can make sure the bird is elsewhere while we help you get the eggs, understand?”
“Uh-huh!”
Oh, to be so easily thrilled. Though I supposed if I grew up on Neyla Ve, never leaving the planet and probably spending all day doing the farthest things from adventure as possible, a hike through a forest on an unfamiliar planet for a giant bird would count as the coolest thing ever. 
I shoot Yvonne a look, but she’s only smiling. Probably smug her idea is working out as planned and her sister seems pleased. 
“Alright, I’m going ahead to look for signs of this bird. You can wander in the rocks if you want, but go slow and be careful.” I point at Yvonne. “You call me the second you see anything remotely threatening.”
She holds up her hand solemnly. “Will do.”
“I’ll go with you,” Zane says, bouncing on his toes so much I don’t even have the strength to argue. 
“Fine. I know La’s a decent shot, keep an eye on them will ya?”
Lalia twirls her pistol with ease. “I’ll be the royal protector.”
“Hey, I can shoot too,” Princess says. I give her a bland stare. She matches it. She’s still wearing my old coat, though it’s tied around her waist in the heat. I’ve no idea why she didn’t buy a new one at the station. Whatever.
“Alright, Mr. Cheerful, let’s go,” I tell Zane, and he takes off at a jog into the rocks before I can follow. Bat gives him a dry look, but snickers and scurries after.
“Trouble, call me,” I remind both Yvonne and Lalia, and take off after the two.
Zane slows once we’re into the maze of stones and trees. Rocks swirl in bulbous little pillars similar to the ones on Amethyst, clustered together instead of in lone towers. The texture is smoother, and I don’t think the humans will have trouble climbing with all the cracks and patchwork of crevices where the stones lean together. 
“What’s this bird look like again?”
“It’s giant, are you afraid of confusing it with something?”
He grins. “Just curious. I heard you talking to Bat last night, couldn’t hear what you said though.”
I wince. Bat’s a ways ahead of us, leaping from rock to rock, but I’m certain he can hear. Which I suppose is good. Zane must know and isn’t making an effort to whisper, so he’s not trying to hide anything he says.
“Yeah,” I hedge.
“Is he okay?”
His eyes hold genuine concern, which is hard to be annoyed at. “Yeah, he’s fine.”
“Good. I think Anya just wants to be his friend.”
I crack a smile, heading up the nearest pile of stones decent for climbing. If I can get a good outlook, maybe I can spot the heat signature of the bird or perhaps even its nest. If it’s close, I should be able to see it. If there’s nothing to see, I’ll know I need to move on and check elsewhere.
“Yeah, I think so too. I told Bat the same. I think he gets it.”
“It’s good you let Yvonne talk you into this.”
I shoot him a look. “I didn’t let her—well, okay, maybe I did.”
He snorts, hiking up after me with a few dramatic groans. “She’s definitely being nicer to you.”
“She better be. I risked my ass to get her sister out of there.”
“That’s what I figured. I was all prepared to defend you if she kept on being snarky, but I guess she got it all out of her system.”
“Apparently, though, watching you go at it with her would be hilarious.”
“Yeah, I’m sure you’d get a kick out of that,” he mutters. “She does scare me a little.”
“She’s half your size.”
“The tinier they are, the scarier they are, number one rule of women. Nice view.”
Atop the nearest outcropping of rock, the tops of the trees greet us. Facing opposite the mountains, I find an expansive view down the way we just hiked, traveling back into the expanse of grass fields stretching across the majority of the planet. Down among the rocks, the shapes of the three girls move carefully in and out of sight. The station where we’d been camping out the last few days is a dot among the golden fields in the distance.
I breathe in the crisp air and close my eyes for a moment. Once again, I’m glad Yvonne talked me into this whole stupid idea. I love this. Fresh air, easy hiking, and no humans around for miles save the ones I don’t mind so much.
Bat joins me, perching on my shoulder, nose wiggling in the air.
“Aaron,” Zane says, nudging me gently. “What’s that? I can’t see it too well.”
I follow his pointing finger. The rocky belt stretches across the range of tall hills. The sun is bright, enough it hurts my artificial eyes separate from the glitching heat signatures. But among the tall stones, I see what he’s found.
A suspicious pile of grasses and branches in the otherwise bare rocks.
I grin. “Well, almost looks like a nest, doesn’t it?”
“Huh, ya know, I was a little suspicious this giant bird was a local legend or something.”
“Well, it might be still. I’ll believe it when I see it. Let’s head over, I want to search for giant flightless birds before we take her royal highness number one and two into the maze.”
Zane snickers and gives La a call on the comm, letting her know what we found and which direction they should head.
It is kinda nice going on a little hunting trip of sorts where there isn’t any shooting necessary. We have to distract a giant bird and grab some eggshells. No nasty incidences—as long as nothing goes massively wrong—and at least Yvonne isn’t snarking at me. 
I should probably be less happy about this.
•
Bat smells the bird before Zane and I manage to make our way over. 
He bounces atop the nearest rock and calls, “I definitely smell it, but I don’t see it. Can I go look?”
“Just hold tight,” I say, leaping to the rock he’s perched on while Zane swears at me from across the gap too large for his human legs to safely make. “Why don’t you go take a circle around the area? As long as the bird isn’t there, I’ll take Anya up to get the eggs. That’s the important part to her, apparently.”
“Excellent!”
He takes off like a bullet between the rocky maze. I roll my eyes. At least he’s as thrilled as Anya’s going to be. From this distance, I can definitely make out the shape of a nest—built of golden grasses and branches and about as wide as I am tall. Interesting. Based on everything I read, if the bird’s there, it would be big enough I’d see it from here. Must be off hunting for food, or the chicks are already out of the nest by this time. 
“Bat,” I tap into his comm. “Try to figure out if there are chicks there if you can. But don’t get too close. That bird looked like it can kick your ass.”
“My reflexes are unparalleled,” he parrots.
“Yeah, yeah, just be careful.”
Zane finally scrambles onto the rock I’ve jumped to. “Can you stop making those inhuman leaps, please? I’m only human over here.”
“Unfortunately for you.”
The look he gives me seems as if he can’t decide if he wants to be annoyed or amused. I smile serenely. 
“I can’t find the bird,” Bat says. “But there’s definite movement in the nest, I can hear it.”
“Alright, come on back, we’ll get her little highness.”
“Aww.”
“You can get the eggs with her, just relax.”
I see his dark gray little shape hopping from rock to rock and the spare tree as he returns. 
“Let’s head down,” I tell Zane. He throws his hands in the air and starts scooting down, muttering to himself about just making it up. 
 Finding the faint heat signature of Lalia and the princesses through the rocks, I head back their way. They’ve fallen far behind, staying careful and letting Anya pick her way through the rocks at her own pace. When I appear through the nearest crack between the stones, Lalia’s hand twitches to her pistol before she rolls her eyes.
“I need heat sensors in my eyes too,” she mutters, “You’re silent.”
The same can’t be said for Zane, who’s a decent climber but sends pebbles clattering and his boots scraping against the rocks as he works his way out of the crack behind me.
“You have heat sensors in your eyes?” Anya’s voice goes up an octave.
I force myself not to look annoyed, she’s only curious, after all. “Yes, but they’re broken and glitch out. It’s annoying as hell.”
She still looks impressed. “Did you find the bird?”
“We found the nest and the bird’s nowhere to be seen. Let’s give it a shot.” I gesture to the princesses. “You two come with me. Zane, La, why don’t you spread out and walk the perimeter around the nest? If the bird comes back, someone can let me know, or you can try to scare it away. Just don’t get hurt.”
“I’ll go with them,” Yvonne says. 
“What?”
“More eyes looking out for the bird.”
I give her a look that tries to accurately portray how strongly I don’t want to be responsible for her sister by myself. I know what she’s doing, and I don’t appreciate it.
“You’re just climbing up a pile of rocks, right? Anya, you good with going with Aaron and Bat?”
To my horror, Anya isn’t even remotely fazed as she declares, “Yeah!”
“Great.” Yvonne gives my arm much longer of a squeeze than I’m accustomed to, and I’m not wearing long sleeves. Her skin on mine is an unusual sensation. “Get going before the bird comes back.”
“Yvonne—” I try to warn without hurting Anya’s feelings.
She gives me such an obvious this-is-a-good-idea look I don’t know what to do other than glare daggers. Zane and Lalia have amused smirks, so I know they’re not going to help. Yvonne gives Anya a kiss on the cheek and jogs off into the rocks behind the siblings.
I glance at Bat over my shoulder. At least he looks as lost as I do.
Anya grins. 
This particular part of Yvonne’s plan might not be such a grand idea. I’m going to get her back for this. Not sure how, and not sure when, but it’s going to happen.
“Fine,” I mutter. “Let’s go.”



TWELVE
It’s not as bad as I feared. At least, not so far.
I take the walk between the maze of stones slowly, ensuring Anya’s never more than a few steps behind. She doesn’t try to grab my hand as she does with Yvonne. Small blessings. Bat is staying out of the way, scrambling along the tops of the rocks where I don’t want to take the littlest princess.
But it only takes her three minutes of silence to begin talking. “Is it weird having heat sensors in your eyes?”
Not too bad a question. “A little when I first got them. I’m used to it now, but they give me a headache sometimes when they glitch out.”
“Oh. Can you get them fixed?”
“Technically, yes, but I’d either have to go to Amerov or find some surgeon willing to do it. And the kinds of people willing to do it aren’t exactly trustworthy.”
“That sucks.”
I crack a smile. “Yeah, it does.”
“So you’re never going to get them fixed?”
“Don’t know.”
She hesitates before asking, “Does Bat have heat sensors in his eyes?”
Also, a harmless question. Before I can answer, Bat drops nearer to us, leaping gracefully from stone to stone. “No, I don’t.”
I glance at him. He ignores me. Perhaps he took to heart what I mentioned about Anya wanting to talk because of all she’s been through.
Anya’s expression brightens. She maneuvers up alongside me, closer to Bat. There isn’t much space to walk between the rocks rising on either side. At least it’s cooler here in the shade they cast. And the spongy ground cover difficult for her to walk on doesn’t grow among the dirt and pebbles. Only here and there does it cling to a tree sprouting from among the boulders. 
“How well can you hear?” she asks Bat.
“I dunno. Pretty well.”
“Can you hear Yvonne walking?”
He pauses, ears perked, then says. “Yeah. She’s not exactly stealthy.”
I snort. Bat leaps from the rock to my shoulder and settles against the back of my neck, claws digging through the thin material of my shirt. I took my coat off and stuffed it in my backpack a while ago. My arms are bare, but it isn’t as if the humans haven’t seen worse in the past few days.
Quietly, Anya says, “Yvonne says Zane and Lalia are your brother and sister, but you don’t remember them.”
Oh, so we’re going into the deep part of the conversation. I force a grimace off my face. If I took the time to tell Bat to go easy on the girl, I need to practice what I preach. She doesn’t deserve my crabby attitude. Zane and Lalia probably didn’t in the beginning either, but they’re overly happy at all points in time, so I don’t feel bad about it. 
“Yes.”
“Why don’t you remember?”
“Um. . .I’m not sure. I was very ill as a child, and the first thing I remember was being your age and waking up on Amerov after they started fixing me. I’ve got nothing before that.”
“It was because you were sick?”
“Not sure.” I haven’t heard anything specifically about kids like me with that fever losing memories, but not hearing anything doesn’t mean much.
“Did Captain do it to you?”
How does she feel about Captain? Yvonne certainly has a unique point of view about the cyborg—not afraid of him and actually determined to annoy him at all possible times as if he’s just another human. I doubt Anya sees him the same way, but she must have grown up with him there, often off to the side, dealing with her parents. And he was probably more pleasant to her than the average human given her age and position.
“I don’t know. It wouldn’t surprise me, but I don’t know.”
“Does it bother you?”
“Not much anymore. There’s nothing I can do about it, it just is the way it is.”
Unless Zane is correct and going to Hytha will break something loose in my mind. I grimace now Anya is looking at her feet on the unstable ground. 
Dammit, the human may be right.
“So you don’t remember your parents either?” Her voice is small.
“No,” I say, then wince at the chill in my tone. Something I’ve been wondering about pops into my head, and it seems a good enough time to ask. Might as well, since very little discourages her.
“Do you miss your parents?”
She’s quiet. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. Just because she wants to know personal details about me doesn’t mean I should ask in return. She may not want to share. 
“You don’t have to tell me,” I say, a little weakly. I’m not remotely equipped to deal with this situation. Definitely going to get back at Yvonne for putting us together.
But she shrugs. “Yeah, I miss them. Everything’s been really weird. I don’t know why I had to stay at Amerov for so long. . .
I mean, I do, but I don’t get why Mom and Dad didn’t visit.”
Oh, screw Captain.

What the hell am I supposed to say?
“Yvonne told me they wanted to, but they trusted Captain, and he told them to stay away. If he told them it was better for your healing that they didn’t come and make a fuss, they probably listened to him because they were so worried about you.”
“Why wouldn’t he want them to visit?”
“I. . .don’t really know. I. . .uh. . .he views humans differently than he views cyborgs. He was spending a lot of time and effort having his doctors take care of you, and having the drama of your parents and sister there would’ve annoyed the hell out of him. And he doesn’t really understand human emotions, so he doesn’t understand how important it was for you to have them visit.”
Anya watches her feet for a moment, bumping into me. “Why do you understand and he doesn’t?”
For half a moment, I entertain the thought of simply telling her. But I’m not going to be stupid simply because she’s the first child who hasn’t cringed at my existence. She’ll probably tell her parents the moment I deliver them home, maybe even because she thinks it’ll help me somehow. “The way my chip is broken. . .
it makes me more human emotionally than cyborg.”
She sighs. We’re getting nearer to where the nest was located. I’ve been keeping a lookout for heat signatures even remotely large enough to be the bird, but all I’ve seen are the flashes of heat from smaller ones flying overhead, and the spare ground-dwelling critter. Mama-bird must still be out gathering food. 
“I want to go home,” Anya says. “But I also don’t want to. I really wanna see Mom and Dad, but it’s fun out here. I never got to do stuff like this on Neyla Ve. I’ve always wanted to fly in spaceships and have adventures. When I go home, I probably won’t be able to do this again.”
Well, I suppose Yvonne knew what she was talking about. She’s been right about a few too many things for comfort. How am I supposed to harass her under these circumstances?
“I don’t know what to tell you about that,” I say, because lying seems like a terrible idea. “But you can have this adventure for now, and there’s one other place we can stop before I take you two home. Maybe some of the drama will die down in the meantime. And I’m sure if you talk to your parents about it, and they see how important it is to you, you can have more of your own adventures with Yvonne.”
The last part is a guess, but it seems a fair enough bet her parents will want to see her happy and encouraged. If nothing else, maybe Yvonne can annoy them into it.
“Maybe,” Anya says, but her quiet voice isn’t convinced. What else can I say? I’m out of my depth as it is. 
“Well, we’re having fun now, right?” I tell her.
Her hand slips into mine. “Yeah.”
I stare. What am I supposed to do? I’m not accustomed to kids liking me. Bat gives her a look half-surprised, half-amused, and hurries a little ahead. Traitor.
We’re nearing the nest of rocks, and she’s going to need help climbing anyway. I give her hand a little squeeze. 
Yvonne is so dead.



THIRTEEN
Over the comm, I call up each human and check to see if they’ve spotted the bird. Negative on all accounts. I let Yvonne know I’m going to help Anya up to the nest. Somehow, the “okay” she answers with sounds obnoxiously pleased. 
Crazy lady.
A particularly large and tall section of tumbled-together rocks holds the nest. At least it provides plenty of ledges and handholds and little opportunity to fall. Still, I consider simply picking Anya up with one arm and scaling the small wall of stone. But such would defeat the point. We’re trying to help her with her confidence and her new limbs, which requires her to accomplish this mostly on her own.
But I’m still going to keep ahold of her. 
Without asking, Bat scrambles up the rocky pile—maybe a few dozen feet up and several times around—to check for danger. Really, I’m sure he just wants to see the baby birds.
I know he adores little animals, but I whisper into my comm, “Don’t eat anything.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
Anya giggles.
She’s bouncing on her toes again, which nearly tips her off balance, but she’s better. Serious conversations apparently don’t deter her.
I guess Yvonne got me to bond with her after all. I sigh.
“Nothing dangerous up here,” Bat says in a cheeky little tone. I can tell he’s not going to divulge any more details. Doesn’t matter. If there were danger, he’d let me know. Now I’m standing here, I’m a little bouncy too. I don’t care much for the local wildlife, but giant baby birds are gonna be a sight. 
“Alright, ready?” I ask Anya.
She eyes the rocks. “I’m one hundred percent sure I’m going to fall.”
I hold back a laugh. She talks like her sister. “I won’t let you, come on.”
I’ve never been more grateful my hands are all healed up. Even the one sore from the crash on Amerov and still wrapped in gauze doesn’t bother me when she grips it with full strength. Her synthetic skin is odd against my half-flesh, half-metal hand, but it can fool most people. They’re damn nice prosthetics.
Dropping my heavy pack at the base of the rocks and ensuring I have my weapons handy, I pull out a little bag I brought from my ship I’d stashed somewhere. Gotta have something to put the eggshells in. I stuff it in my back pocket.
Anya’s grip turns into a vise around my hand as I start up the rocks slowly as possible. Her movements are awkward, but she’s improving at coordination. Her limbs are built to adapt to her quickly, just as all the new ports and wiring going into her brain. But this much trauma will never be easy. At least the hike has helped.
Bat’s ears and snout appear over the lip of the nest as he watches. If he had a tail to speak of, I’m certain he’d be wagging it. 
It’s quite the slow process, me taking a step up and grasping the rock with one hand, Anya’s with the other as she slowly makes up the distance. At least Yvonne isn’t here to take more pictures. I glance around as if she’s going to appear from behind a rock and snap a photo with that stupid bracelet of hers. In the distance, I spot the heat signature of who I’m guessing is Zane by size and movement. The other two are hidden by the cool of the rocks. No bird to speak of. I wonder how long it will leave the nest to look for food or whatever else it could be doing. 
Maybe the chicks are nearly grown. I’d think them gone, but Bat is prancing in pace, and I know he isn’t that excited about old eggshells. In the case they’re large chicks, I may need to be careful with Anya. On the other hand, I haven’t heard a scuffle from Bat.
“You doing okay?” I ask once we’re a good halfway up.
“Yeah.”
“Anything hurt?”
She pauses on her little shelf of rock. If she falls, I’m confident my grip on her is stable. “No, but should this be making me tired?”
I shrug. “You’re still recovering. That hike has been pretty lazy compared to climbing straight up a rock.”
She shrugs too, nodding. 
“Want me to uh. . .carry you? You can get on my back?”
She doesn’t look opposed to the idea, but glances up at the nest and says, “No, I wanna do it.”
She might be kinda nosey, but she’s stubborn and doesn’t give up. I’ll give that to both sisters. Respect it, at least.
“Alright. Want water? I have my canteen.”
“I’m fine. Jeez, you’re worse than my sister.”
“Well, that’s insulting.”
She giggles as she works on pulling herself up the rock to where I’m standing. I give her more of a pull than I have been. Even if she doesn’t want me to carry her, I can take more of her weight. 
We get near to the top this way—slow and not too rough on her. 
“How’s everything going?” Yvonne crackles over my comm so unexpectedly a jolt runs through me.
“Other than you trying to give me a heart attack?”
“Gonna take that as okay.”
“We’re fine.”
Anya giggles even more as I shut down the comm. “She stares at you a lot.”
I pause at finding another handhold. “Oh good, you’ve noticed too.”
Above us, Bat snickers. 
“Yeah, and I mean, she stares a lot. I think she likes you.”
“Well, she better like me after I risked my ass to save you. That was a big deal, ya know.”
Anya cocks her head, giving me a funny look.
“What?”
“Nothin’.”
I squint at her, but she’s much like her sister. I’ve no idea what her stares mean most of the time. 
“Come on,” I mutter. “A few more steps.”
I boost myself over the edge of the nest before Anya can, wanting to check on the situation before the girl sticks her face into any possible danger. 
Bat prances on the edge, ears perked. Dried grasses weave together, creating a soft padding of nest material. Branches poke my arm but are easy enough to avoid. Fluffy down lines the grass, floating in the air when my hand disturbs it. The dried stalks smell sweet, and there’s the strange yet unmistakable scent of wild animal.
I glance into the nest and grin.
“Alright, come on.” I simply pull Anya up the last gap of rock while she giggles and clings to my hand with both of hers. There isn’t a good ledge for her to stand on with her height, so I set her beside me, hook an arm around her waist, and boost her up beside me, leaning us both against the sun-warmed rock. She hooks her arm around my neck, leaning into the nest and giving off the funniest high-pitch giggle-scream I’ve ever heard. My new ears can’t take it and give me an irritated crackle—I need to adjust the damn things. But a laugh chokes out of me before I can stop it and Bat even snickers.
A few feet in diameter, the nest dips in the center, creating a nice little cozy space for the three chicks plopped in the center. Each is about the size of Bat, covered in fuzzy down. They don’t much resemble the pictures of the grown bird the computer gave me—just plump little balls of white and blue fuzz with tiny black beaks and matching beady eyes.
Adorable.
Around the edge of the nest, broken bits of thick, green and blue splattered shells lay discarded. Neat. Those, at least, resemble the pictures.
“So cute!” Anya says in some sort of high-pitched whisper.
Watching her pet the nearest one with the tips of her fingers, I’m glad I managed to get ahold of prosthetics with such good sensors. She can probably feel the downy little chicks the same as I can. It nips at her hand and opens its mouth for food, but none of them cower from us.
“I want to keep one,” Bat says, nuzzling the nearest chick. 
“Of course you do,” I mutter, giving in and petting one. It’s bony as newly hatched birds are, a big round belly squished out underneath it. It tries to grab my finger but realizes quickly enough I’m not food.
“Um, Aaron,” Zane’s voice says over the comm. “Found the bird.”
I look over my shoulder but don’t see much in any direction. “Where?”
“Just on the edge of the rocky section, probably uh. . .east of you?” 
Nothing catches on the sensors in my eyes. At least it’s not terribly close. 
“Damn, this thing is bigger than I expected. It’s just wandering back, but you should probably start heading down.”
“Right.”
I give Anya a little nudge, performing an awkward lean against the rock so I can keep ahold of her, not lose my balance, and grab the bag from my back pocket. 
“Here, mama bird is coming, better grab your eggshells.”
Her bottom lip puffs out, but she fumbles with the old sack and opens it slowly, picking up all the shells large enough to grab and dropping them in.
“They’re pretty heavy,” she says. 
“Giant bird, thick eggshells. Come on, we gotta go.”
She gives each of the chicks a final pet, “Bye little birdies.”
Bat droops, ears flopping, just as unhappy about leaving. I scratch his ear. “Come on, both of you.”
He rises up from between the chicks and perches on the edge of the pillar of stone, ears perked, searching for the bird.
“Let’s go,” I say again, easing Anya back to the ledge I’m standing on. She’s got the bag of shells in her other hand, so I simply lower her down section by section so she doesn’t need to hold on. The sooner we get to the bottom, the better I’ll feel. Don’t wanna have to deal with the territorial bird.
“Aaron,” Zane warns. “It’s coming your way. I tried scaring it off, but it’s not remotely freaked by me. Actually, I think it glared at me.”
“Alright, we’re almost to the bottom—”
“Aaron!” Bat calls, and I glance around the nearest boulder at the biggest bird I’ve ever seen.



FOURTEEN
“Holy stars,” I mutter. Zane was right, it’s about my height plus another half. 
Well then. Huge bird.
It trots up the nearest stack of boulders, pausing to look around, head turning in a full circle. Anya peeks around my arm, eyes growing wide, as she has the good sense to stay quiet.
It’s rather beautiful. About half its height as in long, scaled blue legs, body a little rounder than I expected, with a short neck and long head. Actually, the proportions are kind of hilarious. But its feathers shimmer emerald, long plumes spouting from its back in a graceful spine. Its beak and eyes, much as its chicks’, are a deep black.
Blinking, its head swivels back around, and it heads our way. 
Dammit.
It couldn’t take any other way up?
“Hold tight,” I mutter, grabbing Anya around the waist and swinging us around the nearest bolder as gracefully as I can muster. She gasps, but clings to my arm. 
Finding the nearest crack in the rock, I help Anya into it first, wedging myself in after. My knee complains a little at being so tightly crouched and holding my weight. I don’t think I can make it down the rest of the rocks quietly or quickly enough for the bird not to notice. Hiding will have to do. Bat appears from around the other side of the boulder and crushes himself under my crouched leg. I’m glad I left my pack at the bottom of the rocks, it would never fit. The last thing I want to do is injure this bird because it gets territorial. Its footsteps click on the stones nearby, and I put my arm over Anya so it won’t peck at her if it sees us in here.
Footsteps pad our way. A pair of feet enter my view. Then a feather. Please, please just go around. 
A big, round belly appears, and I find myself eye-to-eye with an oddly intelligent gaze. Tensing, I lean back against Anya, ensuring she’s fully behind me. Her breath hitches, but Bat has the good sense not to growl.
A soft chitter of noise emanates from deep in the bird’s throat as it gazes at us, cocking its head back and forth to get a good look. Hopefully, we don’t smell too much like her nest.
Recognizing I’m probably not being my smartest self, I raise my hand. It cocks its eye at it, and the big, glimmering beak the size of my entire hand pecks lightly at my finger. I let out a long breath, brushing my fingers over the top of the beak patterned with bumps. Anya leans around me. She’s still mostly behind me. Forcing myself not to shove her hand down, I let her reach up so the bird can give the same curious chirp and nudge her fingers.
Withdrawing its head, it ruffles its feathers in a full-body shake and heads up the rocky nest. After a moment, the footsteps fade. I lean out of the cold crack of stone, getting a look above in time to see its short tail feathers disappear over the edge of the nest. I let out another long breath.
Well, that was something.
“You okay?” I ask, and Anya nods with huge, sparkling eyes. She’s much too happy about this. It’s fine, I worry enough for the both of us. Hopefully, Yvonne doesn’t kill me.
Putting a finger to my lips, I help her out while Bat scrambles silently down the nest of rocks. Glancing over my shoulder every few seconds, I carry her the rest of the way down without objection. I find my pack among the rocks and weigh it in my hand, watching the princess. She’s gazing back up at the silhouette of the bird atop the stones, chewing her bottom lip happily. She grins at me when she notices my staring. 
Okay then.
“Come on, we should get out of here.”
Watching her slow steps, I sigh internally. I’m never going to hear the end of this. I crouch down. 
“Come on, we need to get out of here before it gets dark.”
She gets the picture without further prompting and wraps her arms around my shoulder. Boosting her onto my back and grumbling internally to myself about how I let all these humans into my life, I jog off through the maze of boulders with Bat right in front of me.
•
We meet back up with the humans where we entered the rocky maze. Zane and Lalia are lounging on the warm stones while Yvonne paces. I didn’t bother checking in with her other than to tell her to head back to the entrance of the rocks. It was rather satisfying shutting off the comm right after she asked to know the details. 
“Hi!” Anya shrieks at her sister from where her chin rests on my shoulder.
My ear crackles. “Ow, girl, right in my ear!”
“Sorry.” She giggles.
Yvonne puts her hands on her hips, looking a little relieved and a whole lot pleased by the scene. Figures. I set Anya on the ground before the woman can get any idea about pictures.
“There, eggshells gained, yay for us,” I say, but I don’t think my voice manages to sound quite as dry as I was intending.
“The baby birds were so cute!” Anya practically wiggles like Bat, holding up the bag of shells and throwing her arms around Yvonne’s waist. 
“Oh, really?” Yvonne asks in such a satisfied voice I shake my head and make for the trees, heading back the way we came. She can be as happy as she wants, I don’t have to look at it. Bat’s already heading for the undergrowth. He has the right idea.
Zane takes this moment to catch up and walk alongside me. He doesn’t go so far as to get all chummy and put his arm over my shoulder. Learned his lesson, I guess.
“Didn’t get eaten by the bird, I see.”
Anya provides, “It was awesome! Aaron swung around the rock and hid us in a little cave!”
Oh, I am never, not ever, going to hear the end of this.
“That’s a bit dramatic,” I mutter.
“It is not!” Anya tries shoving my arm with a grin, but it’s still awkward and doesn’t remotely budge me. “And the bird saw us and leaned in, then Aaron petted it, so I did too!”
Nope, never going to hear the end of this.
“You let her put her hand next to that bird’s beak?” Yvonne asks, not quite annoyed but heading in that direction.
Right, I’d been wanting to harass her.
“I think you’ve gotten to know me well enough these past few weeks to know you should never let me supervise a ten-year-old.”
Zane interjects, “He’s got ya there.”
Yvonne smacks his shoulder, still focusing on me. “Well. . .I suppose you two still made it out in one piece. Just try keeping your new fingers all together now, hmm?”
That’s it? I wait for more snark while Anya dissolves into another fit of giggling. Yvonne’s making it awfully difficult to mess with her if she isn’t going to rise to any of my bait.
“Well, if I’d known you were going to become so easy to get along with, I’d have agreed to get your sister sooner,” I mutter. It isn’t remotely true, but I’m trying to think of something that’ll annoy her after she engineered Anya going off with me.
But she only says, “You’re full of it,” with quite a large grin, and takes Anya’s hand as we venture back into the thickest part of the trees.
Damn. I wonder if stooping to the level of pranking her will be worth it. Zane would definitely help me out if I asked. And Bat. Lalia too probably, though she seems to enjoy watching the shenanigans go down from the sidelines. “Whatever. It’s getting late and we need to find a good camping spot before the sun goes down.” 
“Can we go back to the waterfall?” Anya asks, letting Yvonne pack away the eggshells in her backpack.
“I think that’s a little far for tonight, but we’ll find a spot on the river.”
“Can you carry me again? That was fun.”
“Absolutely not.”



FIFTEEN
I end up carrying Anya the last hour or so before twilight sets in and we bed down for the night. She’s not heavy and watching her try to walk while her eyelids are dropping is a bit too much for me. Yvonne tries unsuccessfully to hide her laugh, so I dump my backpack into her arms and ignore her complaints about it.
Bat looks just as amused as Zane and Lalia.
We don’t make it back to the waterfall, but Anya’s so tuckered out from the day she eats dinner and crashes without complaint.
By the next evening, we’re back at our ships, somehow going slower on the way down than up with Anya wanting to splash in the river as much as humanly possible. But we don’t have to make camp, so I’m comfortable walking when it’s nearly dark. 
It’s good to see my ship again. Sitting undisturbed alongside Zane and Lalia’s, it collects fallen leaves. I cycle open the airlock, let out the gangplank so Anya doesn’t have to hop in, and deposit my pack on the floor of the ship.
“Are we taking the eggshells to the station tomorrow?” Anya asks, bouncing after me as best she can, tripping a little on a fallen stick but regaining her balance. She’s been glued to my side since yesterday, and I’ve given up trying to put any amount of space between us. Yvonne is constantly smiling in our direction, but she isn’t mentioning it, so I don’t bother trying to be snarky. She didn’t rise to any of the bait last time, anyway.
“Sure, if you’d like.”
“Yes! La said she’s going to make cheeseburgers!”
I smirk, letting her yammer on to me about every conceivable food she likes—several of which I’ve never heard the names of—before she heads off to find Lalia. Bat prances out after her.
I stretch and gaze around my old rust bucket of a ship. It’s doing a little better now Yvonne’s paid me and I stocked up on supplies. Bat was going wild on the repairs before we left for our little hike. Probably could still use a little straightening up though, especially with the two princesses living in here. Tomorrow. 
I shower and find a clean pair of clothes. Glancing out the viewport, I find the humans have set up another campfire between our ships, cooking over it instead of the stove they have in their ship. There’s still a shred of sunlight, but fading. I turn on one of the ship’s exterior lights facing away from them so it isn’t bothersome and grab the shell of the old robot and the bag of its parts.
Finding a seat in the fragrant grass, I spread out some of the pieces and try to figure out the best way to go about fixing the voice box so it can at least speak to us more reliably. I make a mental note to buy wiring and maybe take this particular part in to Pak before we head off-planet. Staying here a few more days sounds good.
Anya finds me after a few minutes, sitting cross-legged and watching me fumble through the voice box repairs. She’s back to bare feet, and there’s plenty of grass around here, so I don’t worry about her hurting herself.
“Can you get it to talk again?” 
“Not sure. Giving it my best shot.”
“The food’s almost ready.”
“‘Kay.”
She stares at my side so long I follow her gaze, trying to figure out what’s wrong. It’s just my smaller pistol, usually hidden under my coat but now in the open with the balmy weather.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
“Can you teach me how to use that?” she asks.
I raise an eyebrow. “Why?”
She shrugs. “You guys know how to.”
“We’re criminals.”
Her nose scrunches. “Doubtful, but okay.”
She has no idea. I feel no particular need to fill her in on all the gory details.
“Yvonne knows how to shoot,” she points out. “And you said you can shoot guns out of people’s hands.”
“I did say that, didn’t I,” I mutter.
“And Bat shoots too!”
“Uh-huh.”
She watches me expectantly. It isn’t the worst idea. Can’t decide if Yvonne will chew me out for it, and whether or not that’s a deterrent or a bonus. If it annoys her, such will be my payback, I suppose. A little target practice won’t hurt. She doesn’t need much coordination with her new limbs for something along those basic lines.
“Okay, but just target practice. I’m not showing you the mechanics until I’m confident you can handle it comfortably.”
She claps her hands softly, grinning, which is one of the most annoyingly adorable things she’s done so far.
What the hell have I gotten myself into?
It’s not so bad, I suppose.
Helping her up, I find a spot in the trees where it’s open and the grasses don’t obscure anything. The trunk of a large tree will make a decent target, even in the fading twilight.
“Alright,” I mutter, taking out the smaller pistol with less recoil and noise. “This is the safety, I’m turning it off, don’t ever pick up one of my guns when the safety is off, understand?”
She nods, watching my hands. I let her take it and she holds it gingerly.
“It’s not going to bite you, just don’t ever point it at anything or anyone you’re not prepared to badly injure at the very least.”
“Okay.”
Crouching beside her, I hold up her arms at the correct level, showing her the best way to stand and where to look through the sight.
“Squeeze the trigger, don’t pull. Go ahead, aim for the big tree.”
She swallows but furrows her eyebrows in the same concentration her sister often employs. A long pause passes, and a shock of blue cuts the air and misses the tree by a long shot. My new ears don’t crackle at the sharp noise even when the flash of heat annoys my eyes. I glance over my shoulder, but Lalia only peeks her head around the corner of my ship, hand on her own pistol, before realizing and returning to the group.
Anya scowls.
“Relax. I never hit anything on my first try, either.” 
“Can you do it?”
She’s never seen me shoot. Shrugging, I take my other pistol and plant a shot into the dead center of the trunk. Her eyebrows raise.
“Good enough?”
She nods, lip-chewing smile more determined. I readjust her grip. Her new fingers are tiny to fit her age, but the pistol is small enough she can hold it properly. I remember Audra teaching me to shoot. It wasn’t with a tree in a forest, and I was a little older than Anya, but it was a similar beginning process. I swallow tightly.
“Go ahead, try again.”
It takes her five more shots, but eventually, she hits the edge of the tree, sending bark flying. It’ll be easier in daylight, but she seems thrilled enough as it is, bouncing in place while still holding the pistol safely forward. She’s got a good sense about it, at least.
“Good, wanna keep going?”
“Yes!”
“Go ahead.”
She aims, taking another shot and hitting closer to the center of the trunk. I glance over my shoulder. Yvonne is sitting on the wing of my ship, legs dangling off, watching us. Her shape is barely discernible in the shred of leftover light, mostly her heat signature against the cool of the craft.
She waves, and I stare for a long moment. There’s the look on her face again, the weirdly soft one I don’t know how to interpret. No annoyance touches her expression when my eyes stop glitching enough to catch her face.
I wave back, and she smiles.
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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.”
Continue the adventure with
In Dying Starlight: Pursuit
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