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ONE
Space is cold and empty, with no sign of a planet for days, just the burning bright monsters of passing stars.
Precisely as I like it.
Perfect conditions if not for Princess. At least she’s quiet as a mouse, pointedly ignoring me these past few days with only a handful of remarks when we’re forced to interact. She doesn’t bother to offer help when I’m making the three of us food, but it’s worth not hearing her. I wouldn’t want her so close, anyhow. Knowing her presence is there, just opposite my bunk door, still gets to me. If she were a normal criminal, I could cuff her to the chair and be unbothered about the rest of the flight. I’ve done it with dozens of criminals. Even stuck a few in my pod back when I had it.
I miss that stupid pod.
But she isn’t a criminal. And we’re working together. As tentative an arrangement as it is.
At least Zane and Lalia are flying their own ship, following me. All three humans in my tiny vessel would be too much by a long shot.
Once I brought Princess in (she took one glance around my traveling home and wrinkled her nose), I turned on my ship’s AI. Usually, I have it muted to nothing. Now, there’s always a camera I can watch. If I can’t tie Princess up, at least I can get ahead of any trouble she decides to dig up. I doubt she’ll want to. She’s getting a top-notch deal out of the arrangement—other bounty hunters aren’t going to help with her harebrained plan.
3,000,000 credits, I remind myself, not for the first time today. Puts a damper on the annoyance.
I lay on my bunk, feet against the wall, and flex my fingers. They’re healing. Skin mostly conceals the metal; even the places it shows are a less angry red and mostly painless. I think about taking out the boxing bag I have stashed in the corner of my room, but I don’t want to push my poor fingers too far too fast. They no longer ache, but I’ll give it another day or two before punching.
Well, before punching without necessity.
Bat sleeps curled on the covers against my side. I pet his ear. His torso is still mostly hidden in white gauze, but he’s past the worst of it. Often, he’s back on his feet, wandering the ship even when I tell him to keep still. I’m no better when I’m injured, but Princess has stared silently several times as I’ve herded him back to bed like he’s an average house cat.
Stubborn critter.
I peek out the bunk room door, but the woman is only tapping away at the holographic tablet her bracelet displays. I don’t know what she’s doing on it, but she isn’t sending any outgoing messages, my ship would alert me, so it isn’t my business.
Her eyes flicker to mine, and I close the door.
•
My ship’s day/night cycle says 1 AM, so I’m having a late dinner of reconstituted chicken and rice, hunched at the control panel and searching ForceZero while Princess sleeps. She’s claimed the same comfortable chair Lalia once occupied, and with a few blankets doesn’t complain. At least she didn’t make a snarky remark about my beat-up ship. Yet.
There’s nothing in popular knowledge about ForceZero. Something random about a television show featuring teenagers who know everything about everything (as a former teenage criminal, I take offense at the idea kids are good at anything, I certainly wasn’t), but nothing in relation to Amerov or any real-life crew. My finger hovers over the comm button with Audra’s frequency dialed in. I can’t bring myself to press it. We haven’t spoken since the incident on Captain’s ship. I know she helped me, but I still don’t know what she was doing there in the first place, or how Captain found us.
Besides, she probably wouldn’t be too thrilled to discover I have Princess Yvonne sitting in my ship.
And given she never told me about Captain’s special task force before, I’m not certain I trust anything she would tell me about them now. She isn’t much of a liar. . . Well, then again, maybe she is. I wouldn’t have any way of knowing. My mouth drags down at the corners.
“What are you doing? It’s one in the morning.” Princess shifts in her chair, voice groggy.
“Researching.”
“Hrmph.”
Over my shoulder, I watch her roll onto her side, pulling the blanket over her head. Like Zane, she doesn’t have much difficulty sleeping in front of me. Maybe she thinks all Captain’s creations could never raise a hand against the royal family.
I’ve got news for her.
But I’ve also got questions. “Tell me more about ForceZero.”
A deep sigh radiates from the blankets, but she throws them aside and sits up. “Told you already. Captain has a special force of elite fighters. They’re nasty. You can’t beat one of them up like you did that cyborg in the casino.”
“Yeah, I got that. Nothing else?”
“Like what? I’ve seen a few of them hang around Captain while he’s on Neyla Ve. They don’t talk to me. Believe me, I’ve tried. They stare straight through me.” She sounds irritated by the very idea not everyone’s interested in her. My back is to her, so I smile.
“Do they have any special augmentations? Specific skill sets? Weaponry the average number doesn’t get? Do you think Captain will send more than one after you?”
“Eh. Probably. But I wouldn’t guess more than one or two, maybe three, if he’s super pissed. They’re a valuable resource. I’m just annoying. I can guarantee you Captain isn’t flipping out about my disappearance as much as my parents are. If they didn’t get him so involved, he’d never have anything to do with me.”
She talks about him so strangely, in such a familiar way, as if he’s just another guard or someone on her parents’ payroll. Not as if he’s an ancient metal and flesh machine who doesn’t understand a thing about humanity and basically rules the galaxy, though no one would ever admit it.
Princess struggles from the nest of her chair, stretches, and wanders near me. I don’t allow myself to tense.
“I don’t know about special augmentations. I mean, I know they’re scary. And hard to kill. But I can’t tell you specifics. The whole ‘no body temperature’ thing was news to me. I know there’s a sharpshooter in the group, but they’re all good with guns. And I’m sure they get any weapons Captain wants them to have. Believe it or not, I’m not privy to all the advancements Captain makes. I’m just the daughter of the king and queen.”
“And Captain doesn’t like you,” I mutter.
She presses her lips together. “No. He doesn’t.”
“Why?”
“None of your business.” She leans over my shoulder to get a look at the console. I close down the embarrassing failure of a search result. “Where are we headed, anyway?”
“Zar.”
She squints, staring at the ceiling. In the low blue of the ship’s nightlights, her cheekbones and the dips of her eyes are haunted. I can’t imagine what I must look like. “I know that name. What is it?”
“The floating city a few quadrants over. Lots of people there who will do just about anything. Not much security. I’ve been there before. Turned in criminals. Quite frankly, I didn’t have much faith they wouldn’t escape an hour after I left them. You might not even need me to help you out.”
“How long is it going to take to get there?”
I shrug, watching Bat’s heat blob sneaking toward the fridge. “Two weeks, probably. Depending on where we feel safe to stop for fuel with you along. I’d rather not take you to any populated planets again—”
“Two weeks?”
I stare up, wishing she would step back, but I’m not going to be the one to give in and move away. She doesn’t get to know how uncomfortable I am with the whole arrangement.
“Yes. Give or take a day.”
She’s already shaking her head, tapping her finger on the metal panel. “Way too long. Find a closer planet.”
“Excuse me?”
In the corner, Bat freezes, watching.
“There’s no way in hell I’m heading in the opposite direction of Amerov for two weeks. It’ll take me another two to get back even after you break me out, and who knows how long to actually figure out how to get onto Amerov. No way. Find a closer planet.”
“Not much out here. Besides, I’m taking you to Zar because I know it’s a place I can break you out of. I’m familiar with the city and the crime, and I’ll know what I’m doing. Your schedule isn’t exactly my highest priority.”
She grinds her jaw. “You never said this would take two weeks.”
“I didn’t know you had a timetable. That’s your job to bring up when we’re negotiating.”
“I’m bringing it up now.”
“A little late.” I return to staring at the console, scrolling through the star chart of the nearby area just to appear busy.
She puts her hand in the middle of the tablet until it glitches. “I am not kidding, cyborg.”
I level my gaze at her. Her arm is right next to my face. My hood is down. For once, I’m glad it means she can see my eyes. “I know you can boss Captain around, but believe it or not, being unregistered means I don’t have to listen to a thing you say.”
“I’m not going along with your plan if you don’t—”
“You are in my ship. You have no say in this whatsoever. You don’t get to back out on a deal just because it suits you. You do realize I handcuff most of my bounties? And gag them if they talk this much?”
She leans toward me as if anything about her is threatening. Even sitting down, she knows I can uppercut her face into the ceiling, right?
“I told you, I’m looking for someone on Amerov. I can’t take this long, okay?”
I keep the iron in my expression, but I suppose it wouldn’t kill me to compromise. This would be much easier on Zar, but if I look, I might be able to find some backwater planet such as Yayth where security is low. Even if it will be unfamiliar territory.
3,000,000 credits, after all.
“I’ll look for a closer planet. But don’t get your hopes up. This part of the galaxy is pretty uninhabited to begin with, and anything close will likely be way too high-security.”
Opening her mouth, she closes her eyes and sighs through her nose. “Fine. Just. . .hurry.”
She leaves me at the control panel, readjusting her blankets in the chair. I watch her on the camera until her breath is even with sleep, but I don’t think for a moment this fight is over.



TWO
I tend to Bat’s partially healed injuries as he returns to fiddling with the hearing aids we stole from Amethyst. He’s been sleeping since the firefight, in no condition to work, and I’ve been too worried to be bothered. I’ve been dealing with my glitchy ears for years, a few days or weeks more isn’t much.
The shrapnel tore straight through him without hitting anything vital. Lucky. Very lucky. And with the way he’s built, he heals fast. He could survive injuries I couldn’t.
Rage still burns my chest every time I clean and re-bandage his wounds. We’re both hard to kill, but such a run-in with Captain’s special force number could’ve done us in. I need to be more careful.
I’m fairly certain I killed the guy. But if I didn’t. Next time I’ll be thorough.
“Did you find a better place we can land?” Bat whispers. With Princess in the other room, he’s been quiet.
“Not really. It’s pretty slim pickings out here if you want to lie low.”
“She won’t be happy.”
“I suppose she won’t.” What else can she expect of me? Yes, she wants to rescue someone from Amerov, and I can sympathize, but I don’t even know who she wants to rescue, and the one time I asked since we left Amethyst, she glared. For all I know, she wants to break someone out of Amerov who committed a terrible crime. Why else would her parents forbid it?
Perhaps I can’t judge. After all, I went back for Lalia on Captain’s ship. But the siblings are criminals only because they were trying to find their brother after Amerov screwed them decades ago. I know they were attempting a good deed most any human would understand, even if Captain can’t.
I know no such thing about Princess.
If she wants my sympathy and support, she better start talking.
I suppose I could gag and tie her up. She’s definitely annoying enough I wouldn’t feel guilty, and if she doesn’t believe she owes me so much as an explanation, I don’t owe her risking my life. She still has her gun and taser, but I have a hell of a lot more weapons on this ship. And I’m hard to kill.
“Aaron, you got a little evil in your expression,” Bat says.
“Haha,” I mutter. “What do you think of tying her up and just continuing to Zar?”
As he watches me secure a square of tape to the gauze, his ears perk. “Sounds fair to me. But I’m not the one who has to deal with her directly. I think I scare her.”
“I think I scare her too, just not enough.”
Bat snickers, then nibbles at the bandage.
“Knock it off.” I scratch his chin to distract him and glance at my tablet, pulling up the feed from the control room, but Princess is only entertaining herself with her tablet. Nothing sketchy.
A blue dot blinks in the upper left corner. It isn’t the first time today the siblings have tried to get in touch. I’ve been ignoring them. If it’s urgent, they’ll send a message. Both want to chat, and I know they’re unhappy about being stuck in separate ships.
But I’m getting some well-deserved privacy.
The ship rumbles.
Bat and I look at the floor. The engine struggles every once in a while, but this sounded different. Dangerous. Sliding aside the bunk room door, I stand over the paneling covering the engine. Princess glances in alarm between the grating and my face, eyebrows furrowed, blinking as if she’s staring at a time bomb.
Drama queen. It’s not even her ship.
The noise continues, a rattling screech of the sound—I turn down my ears before their crackling reaction gives me a headache—as if something came loose. My engine might be old, but things don’t simply come loose. Not with the way I care for it. And the power crystal housed inside is too new to be deteriorating.
I kill the engines, letting the ship come to a drift in the dead of space. It’ll be burning hot to the touch, but I still undo the latches keeping the paneling in place, hauling them aside so I can get a better look. Only hints of the crystal are visible without sticking my face down there, and a blast of heat radiates once the paneling is gone, enough to force me back. Princess gives a disturbed yip as if the heat could hurt her. She probably doesn’t have much use for knowing the inner workings of deep space vessels.
Bat waddles to the edge, glancing over. He knows better than to jump down, but I put my hand in front of his chest in case he gets any stupid ideas. The comm beeps again, on the console this time, louder. The siblings must’ve noticed my ship stopping. Muttering, I leave the engine to cool and punch the comm button harder than necessary. Bat remains perched at the edge like a cat hunting a bird, shoulders bunched, ears alert. Princess leans over, a clueless frown scrunching her eyebrows.
“Everything alright?” Zane’s voice crackles over the comm.
Outside the viewport, his ship drifts into view. I see the shape of both siblings through the glass section of their roof.
“Fantastic. Something’s wrong with my engine. Letting it cool down so I can take a look.”
“Need me to come over?”
Right. Zane’s a mechanic. I’d really rather everyone not crowd in. “If I can’t figure it out, I’ll let you know.”
Bet he’s not as good with ships as Bat. He didn’t have it programmed into his brain.
“Are you going to need new parts?” Princess is on her feet and edging around the hole in the floor. When I step to the edge, she hops to the other side as quickly as she can. Doesn’t want to be too close, I suppose.
So much for trying to appear intimidating last night.
“Don’t know yet. I have spare bits and pieces on the ship.” As long as it isn’t the crystal, it’s likely something I can patch together until I have the money for better options. Not too long now. The money’s practically in sight.
It takes a good hour before I’m comfortable dropping in. Princess paces the small space, staring out the viewport or messing with her bracelet. She’s never been this twitchy before, but we’ve never been at a standstill before. Suppose I can’t blame her.
But her pacing is getting on my last nerve.
“Will you sit down,” I snap, and only get a glare before she complies.
Once the engine’s only moderately hot, I drop into the space alongside it. Down here, I don’t have to see her face.
“So what is around here planet-wise?” Princess asks.
“Not much,” I mutter, uninterested in the conversation. I knew it was coming. “A trading planet. High regulations. Big time. Lots of dead rocks or toxic environments. Nothing good for human life.”
She crouches near the edge of the engine and taps at her tablet. Through the transparent back, I see the grainy outlines of a star chart. Fine. If she doesn’t believe me, she can look it up herself.
I’m glad my hands are healing. Unbolting some of the panels stabilizing the crystal would be painful otherwise. Nothing outwardly wrong is catching my eye, and the crystal is the most unstable element, moreso than fuel, so I want to rule it out as the culprit. Its radiating chill is a strange contrast against the heat. Feeling is returning to the skin of my fingers. At least that’s encouraging. My face is healing too. Not as if it helps much.
Bat jumps onto my shoulder and whimpers at the strained movement. I scoop him off and set him back on the edge. He is not going to be crawling around in the engine while his insides are still healing. If I’m stuck, he can give me pointers.
Easing off the largest section of paneling almost takes my newly healed fingers off.
“Shit!” I don’t even try to catch the paneling as it shoots out of my hand, bouncing off the reinforced side of the engine compartment. A ripple of energy rolls over my arm, standing hairs on end even under my jacket.
Princess flails back in surprise, landing on her behind, eyes wide. “What the hell?”
“Ow,” I mumble, sticking my singed thumb in my mouth.
I might be an old model of cyborg, but at least I don’t electrocute like a toaster.
Bat gives a low growl in the back of his throat. Not of pain, just annoyance. Maybe a little disbelief.
I see why. From the underside of the crystal, a long crack splits its way straight through the gem.



THREE
I want to kick something.
But I don’t need any more broken parts. In my ship or in my body.
How did it crack? Crystals are volatile—anything powerful enough to speed ships through the dark of space is bound to be—but engines are built to contain them, and I keep this thing as solid and pristine as possible.
Leaning in as carefully as possible while the delicate power source sends off tiny arcs of pale light, I search for anything rattled inexplicably loose. A screw or bolt falling in could interact with the crystal and cause it to crack itself. Anything solid needs to stay out of the compartment, but nothing is out of place. And nothing sits along the metal bottom, though I suppose if it was small enough it might’ve fallen through the grated vents below.
“Dammit,” I whisper.
Should’ve stolen a stupid crystal from the stupid hospital. Serves me right for trying to be morally superior.
Princess leans over the edge and then backs away, sitting in the captain’s chair. Smart. If this thing shatters completely, we’re dead. An unstable crystal can take out a ship, no problem. Which is precisely why they don’t just crack for no reason. Not in a spotless container. Carefully, I replace the paneling, hop out, and scoot the floor back into place.
“What now?” Princess asks. “Can it fly?”
Probably. If I want to take the chance of blowing us up. “We need to make a stop.”
She looks eager.
“Not that kind of stop. You’re not leaving the ship. There isn’t magically a good place to stop for your plan just because my ship is busted.”
Reclining in her chair, she folds her arms and scowls. “Where are we headed then, oh great and all-knowing cyborg?”
Definitely should’ve gagged her. I open the comm and fill the siblings in on the situation while scrolling through the star charts again, stabbing the toe of my boot into the floor so I don’t punch the wall. Something caught my eye last night when I looked for a better place to enact Princess’ plan. I hadn’t paid much attention because it won’t work for her, but if I’m right, it’ll be the perfect place to get a replacement.
“Can you hook up your ship to mine?” I ask. “Or have you broken off the towing equipment doing something stupid?”
All ships for the last few thousand years have the capability to tow other crafts through space. It’s a good failsafe, especially when people often travel in troupes. Solo travelers are rarer.
“You manage to insult me a lot when you ask for help,” Zane grumbles.
“That a yes?”
“Yeah. Where we headed?”
“Taloon.”
“We near there?”
“Fifteen or so hours.”
“Huh. Do they let people on without something official?”
“Nothing on my tablet about it. We’re trying to buy something off them, so probably.” Paying for a crystal is another problem entirely. But I don’t have much choice.
Taloon is a mining settlement I’ve heard of but never visited. Situated on and within a moon, it’s the only place in the galaxy where crystals are mined and produced. Most planets stock them at some level just like they stock other ship parts, but the mining moon’s likely a little easier to lie low on than any other planets around here. Lots of oddballs are likely to pass through. Not Amethyst odd, but getting there.
“How’s the security there?” Princess asks, edging closer.
I think about shoving her away with my foot, but settle for glaring from the corner of my eye. “You’re staying in the ship. Do I really have to cuff you to the floor?”
“Oh, come on, if we’re there—”
“Security there isn’t too bad, but you know one thing about that moon? They report directly to Captain. All the time. They’re mining a massive energy source. They’re fueling Amerov. Even if we head out of there, Captain will be on your ass in a half second if one of the officials there recognizes you. Mine as well, probably. If you think you can get an untracked ship in a reasonable amount of time at a place Captain is always keeping his eye on: you’re nuts.”
She evens a glare at me, but if she had an argument, she’d be giving it. I have a point and she realizes it. The whole idea was for her to be able to get a new ship of her own, untracked, and head back for Amerov for whatever harebrained, dumbass idea she has. By that time, I’ll have my money and she won’t be my problem.
It won’t work if Captain knows she’s there the minute I turn her over.
And we’re still relatively close to Amerov. Maybe less than a week’s flight. Not a comfortable position.
Still, she mumbles something that sounds suspiciously like coward. I ignore her. She has no concept of what getting caught by Captain means for me, and I’m not going to bother explaining. Besides, her opinion is utterly irrelevant.
The ship rattles, a low, echoing thunk of noise as Zane catches the front of it with the metal cables hidden in the back of his ship. My ears crackle lightly. Maybe Bat is ready with the new ones.
Now that my AI’s fired to life, it takes this moment to tell me. <Exterior hauling equipment activated. Ship number 23851—>
“Yeah, yeah, I know, I got it.”
Princess stares. I ignore her until her unwavering eyes make my skin itch.
“What?”
“Nothing.” She shrugs. “Just judging by the way you looked beat to hell when I met you and everything that’s happened just getting off Amethyst: you really have a lot of problems, don’t you?”
I know humans are rude. They’re always rude. I’m fairly accustomed to it, but I expected her to have better manners. If not because she’s a princess, then because I’m doing her quite the favor by acting as if we’re in an equal partnership.
“I’ve had bad luck since birth,” I say, deadpan.
She raises an eyebrow but doesn’t push the topic. Like I said, at least she’s quiet. Generally.
The ship gives a soft lurch as Zane’s ship hauls us off, maybe keeping to half the speed we’d normally take but getting faster. Trying to tow a ship is easy in the empty void of space.
I pull up the star chart and watch the tiny red dot of our two ships heading for Taloon’s marker.
•
Seventeen hours, a great deal of snacking, and not much sleep later, the AI lets me know Taloon is in the distance.
Bat has one of my ears out, sitting on my shoulder while I prop him up so he doesn’t hurt himself. It’s a strange sensation lacking all noise from the right side of my skull, but it’s temporary, and I’m not vulnerable. Princess isn’t stupid enough to think she can knock me out and hijack my ship because Bat is messing with my right ear.
And the proposition of having my ears fixed outweighs whatever discomfort my brain cooks up.
Taloon isn’t much to look at from the comfortable distance of space. It orbits a gas giant of a planet swirled with oranges and blues, utterly uninhabitable and not even suitable for mining. But Taloon itself is both. As its small dot against the dark of space becomes a curving horizon line, pathways appear of ships buzzing in and out resembling insects. On the other side of the moon’s blue glow, an asteroid belt breaks the monotony of darkness.
“Pretty,” Zane says over the comm, sounding mostly bored but a little impressed. Lalia speaking in the background is garbled and not loud enough to pick up. I glance at Princess. She’s only staring out the viewport, but twitches when she notices my eyes. Either it’s my appearance, or she’s plotting something. Difficult to tell.
“Ever been here?” I ask.
“No. Read all about it, though. You hear about these things when your parents run the galaxy.”
“Anything in particular?”
She squints, shifting. “No. Why?”
I shrug, trying to read her body language, but I’ve never been the best at even the obvious stuff. “I only know the basics. Thought you might have some useful info.”
“Sorry. I’m not knowledgeable when it comes to ForceZero and mining moons.”
I want to make a snarky remark, but I’m tired. I’ve spent too many hours with one human or another these past weeks. At a certain point, I want to give up and not have a battle of wills with every single one of them. Besides, she’s being relatively nice for a human in her position. She only slightly cringes when she steps too close or gets a good look at my face. Had worse.
3,000,000
credits, I remind myself, because as annoyed as I am about the crystal, this stop should only take a day or so. Less probably, and didn’t take us out of our way by much. There could be worse times to breakdown, I suppose.
Way to keep it positive, Aaron. I’m only being slightly sarcastic with myself. I’m doing quite well with the whole situation, if I do say so myself. I haven’t even had any blow-up screaming matches with a human for a few days. What a record.
Taloon isn’t large. Maybe a tenth the size of Amethyst. A trip all the way around the surface could probably be made in a day in a hovercar, faster in a ship. I pull up the general information charts on my tablet. Not much flora and fauna to speak of, and even less water. All of it must be mined from under the rocky surface just as the crystals, or brought in on supply vessels along with food. A few thousand residents, all miners or working for the mining corporation in some capacity—doctors or cooks or engineers or any of the other various occupations keeping a settlement maintained.
We pass a large freighter vessel as we enter the atmosphere—no request this time, they just let us right in, though I’m sure they’re tracking us as soon as we hit the airspace—a hundred times the size of my ship and the siblings’. It’s built like a bullet, sleek and shimmering silver and red, worth a fortune in its contents. I can’t imagine how loud it must be when it’s on-planet.
As we drop through the atmosphere, heading to the surface, shimmering pebbles and juts of crystal form along the surface. None are large enough to bother collecting. I wonder if it’s dangerous having them lying around. I blink around my glitching eyes to get a better look. All the stones are cool in temperature.
The mining operation itself isn’t impressive from the surface. Most of it is underground according to the info charts, but I would’ve figured the machinery sorting and refining the crystals would be on the surface. What buildings exist are square, silver metal, and squat in nature, low to the ground. Most of the cargo ships are larger than the structures themselves.
It must be massive under the moon’s surface.
“Wanna land on the outskirts?” Zane asks over the comm.
“Yeah. I have no idea how prevalent cyborgs are around here. Better lie low until we find out.” And both siblings still have their bounties live. If anyone recognizes them, it’ll be another firefight. Maybe they should start covering their faces too.
The settlement is vaguely circular in shape, eventually fading into a series of smaller buildings, probably not directly related to the mining itself, or perhaps they’re housing for the miners. Like the larger buildings, these are metal and squat. Most of the ground is either littered with small chips of crystal or a foundation of stone so gray it’s another shade of blue. Pretty desolate.
Reminds me of Amerov.
I shudder, casting a glance at Princess to ensure she didn’t notice. There are plenty of barren places looking like the cyborg planet. It doesn’t mean anything.
I activate the landing gear enough to settle the ship nicely behind Zane and Lalia’s. I’d kept the engine on but only idling, putting a little power into it once we entered the atmosphere. Not enough to strain the damaged crystal. A halo of dust and crystals shoots out from beneath the ships as we land, the landscape eventually settling.
Princess stretches, edging toward the airlock.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“Oh come on, let me walk around. I’ve been stuck in a tiny space with you for days.”
She has me there. “Your bounty’s still live, Princess.”
“Yvonne.”
“Gazoontite.”
Her expression holds so much murder I bite the insides of my cheeks so I don’t laugh. Bat clicks my right ear back into place so suddenly I get a little jolt of electricity down my neck. I twitch too violently to maintain the stare.
“Zane, you listening?”
“Yep.”
“Princess wants to stretch her legs. Keep an eye on her for a minute, will ya?”
“No problem.”
Out of the viewport, I watch him dropping out of the airlock, stumbling. The gravity here may be different than usual.
“Don’t go into town and stay where the other idiots can see you.”
Princess raises an eyebrow, eyes flickering over my ears and the rest of the ship before sliding out the airlock. What was she looking for? Fresh air drifts in as the door cycles fully open, smelling mostly of stone and wind. Nothing all that unique, but not offensive either. I watch Princess wandering near Zane and Lalia on the barren landscape.
Bat gets started on my other ear. Now that he’s fixed one, the other goes in much easier.
Everything becomes utterly quiet. Just the rustling of fabric as Bat readjusts on my shoulder and the slight tick of his metal fingers as he gives final readjustments to the hearing aids.
“Wow,” I whisper, and my voice sounds clearer.
“Better?” Bat asks.
“Much.”
I close my eyes, tension relaxing out my shoulders. Once we get my sight fixed too, I might be able to interpret the world in a half-normal way. I could sit in the silence for hours, but there’s work to do. Glancing at the floor paneling where the engine sits, I consider Princess’ eyes darting over the ship. Her twitchy posture.
Tapping at the control panel, I bring up the AI footage, filtering through yesterday’s. Bat sits on the panel, easing down onto his uninjured side, staring at my hearing aids with a surprisingly smug expression for a badger. I pet his ears, distracted by the footage. Most everything is normal, just Princess tapping away at her tablet or pacing, stretching her arms. She does some squats and push-ups. I snort.
I cycle through to the timestamp right before the engine started acting up.
“What are you looking for?” Bat asks.
“A hunch,” I mumble.
In the footage, Bat and I are in the bunk room. It’s just Princess, messing with her tablet. She frowns at something on the blue screen, then at the engine. I slow the footage to normal. She paces the room, looking at her tablet, then out the viewport, then peers at my bunk room door. I frown. Bat cocks his head.
Crouching near the floor paneling, she undoes the clamps along the side with a great deal of effort and gets on her hands and knees to peek down in. An irritated chill settles in my chest. What is she doing?
With a final glance at my door, Princess picks something off the floor—a stray pebble?—and knocks it down under the paneling, re-latching everything and sliding back into her seat.
“What in the world. . .” I whisper.
A few seconds later, the footage visibly trembles as the engine gives.
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Bat flattens his ears. I rewind the footage. Watch it again. Just in case. Slightly hoping I misinterpreted the first time. Vaguely, my nice new ears pick up my breathing getting quicker, louder.
I’m going to murder her.
“Aaron. . .” Bat says as I shut the feed down and head for the airlock. “Aaron, bounty says she has to be alive—”
“It doesn’t say no broken body parts!”
I land on the rocky surface and promptly stumble as Zane did. The gravity here is definitely different. Everything is lighter. It hadn’t hit me in the ship even with the airlock open. It throws a bit of a wrench in my angry stomping when I almost eat it face-first into the rock. Swearing, I steady myself, sending shimmering blue pebbles skittering across the rocky landscape.
“You okay?” Lalia asks, chuckling as she limps on her cast to the front of my ship. Her smile drops at my expression. “Um, Aaron—”
I stomp past her, getting a feel for the lack of gravity—the air is too thin for my liking as well—heading for Princess stretching her legs with Zane a dozen yards away. What am I going to do to her? A more rational part of my brain knows that genuinely hurting her will only cause me more problems. But a single solid fist to the face won’t do her much permanent damage, will it? Maybe it’ll knock some smugness right out of her.
The louder part of my brain is pissed.
Princess catches my expression and alarm flickers across her face. Good. She backs away before Zane even realizes I’m here.
“What the hell were you thinking?” I ask, my voice dipping unnaturally low. My gun is tucked in the back waist of my pants and I’m too tempted to use it.
“I don’t know what you mean—”
“I have cameras in my ship. You half-brained, spoiled rich, shithead. In what universe is kicking a rock into a ship’s engine a half-smart idea—”
“What?” Zane’s voice goes up an octave.
“—and explain to me, exactly, in your immense wisdom, what good it does you to get us nearly stranded in space?”
Princess takes another step back, but I continue advancing. She tries rolling her eyes. I nearly take this moment to backhand her across the rocky planet. It won’t kill her to have a broken nose.
“I told you,” she says, stumbling in the light gravity. “I’m not waiting for Zar. You wouldn’t listen. Taloon is as good a place as any and I saw on the star charts it was coming up.”
“So you sabotage my engine?”
She nearly trips over a boulder but plants her feet and crosses her arms. Her little bounty chart is making her much too confident I won’t harm her. Still, she has to tilt her head back to actually glare up at me when I tower over her, hands clenched, still trying to convince myself not to break some bones.
“You. Wouldn’t. Listen.”
She tries to push me back, a weak little shove clearly meant to make a point rather than actually muscle me away, but I grab her wrists. Squeezing. Heat rises up my chest. Yanking back doesn’t remotely budge me.
Behind me, Zane weakly says, “Aaron. . .”
Princess says, “Let go of me—”
“Have you ever in your life known what something costs? You just crippled my home. And the cost to fix it is more than I fucking have because if you haven’t noticed, some people don’t have a perfect little storybook life!”
My tone has been getting so progressively louder I’m glad I have new ears. I would’ve given myself a headache. Those in the nearest buildings can probably hear. Let them, I don’t care.
She grinds her teeth but doesn’t get any stupid ideas about fighting. She’s too short to be glaring up with any effectiveness. She can be as stubborn as she wants, she’s not nearly as terrifying as I am. Even while glaring, I watch her eyes flicker to different scars and metal along my face. Some of the color has drained from her face. Her frustrated breath tickles my face. My skin burns.
Good, maybe she’ll get a healthy fear of me.
Lowly, she says, “You have no idea what I’m doing here—”
“I have no idea what you’re doing because you refuse to tell me. And I don’t care if you’re going to Amerov to rescue a batch of puppies, you break my ship and I should break both your hands.”
“Hey, hey. Okay, everyone calm down.” Lalia elbows her way in between the two of us, trying to nudge me back.
I flinch without meaning to, all three pairs of eyes zeroing in on me as I send my elbow into her chest bone, knocking her to the ground. She yelps, more surprised than hurt. Zane half-catches her. Not as hard a hit as I could’ve, but this is entirely too much physical contact. “Don’t touch me.”
Carefully, Zane says, “Look, I’m really not taking her side on this, but you have to deliver her to her parents. I don’t think they’re going to give you the bounty if you purposefully hurt her.”
I glare at him from the corner of my eye. But he’s right. I knew it already, but hearing it out loud makes it real. Dammit. Over my shoulder, I see Bat’s tiny shape standing in the airlock, watching. I let out a long sigh through my nose.
A briefly smug look flashes across Princess’ face—she does not have good self-preservation instincts—before I grab her under the arm and haul her off toward the buildings.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“You break my ship, you pay for it.”
“I will do no such thing!”
“Princess—”
“Yvonne.”
“Do you have any idea how little sleep I would lose if I simply found a place to turn you over here, collected my three million, and never bothered to break you out?”
She goes completely still and silent.
“No sleep,” I hiss.
“I’m paying you extra to get me out.”
“At a certain point, you’re way too much of a liability. Three million is enough for me. Maybe you should try for half a second not to piss me off.”
“What kind of asshole move—?”
“Hey, your parents put the bounty up on you,” I say lowly, mockingly. “I’m just performing my civic duty here.”
“Oh, I know where you can shove your civic duty—”
I yank hard on her arm until she follows with a squeak.
“You’re hurting me.”
“Good.” A bruise on her arm is the least she deserves.
Damn humans.
Muttering something in a different language, she gives a halfhearted punch in my upper arm, which only ends with her hissing in pain and shaking her hand. Yeah, Lalia tried that too. There’s metal in the bones of my shoulders. There’s metal in all my bones. At least this human didn’t break her knuckles.
The worst thing about big bounty jobs is they’re so much more of a pain than small-time criminals. Especially when they’re alive only.
3,000,000 credits. 3,000,000 credits. 3,000,000 credits. A new pod. A fixed-up ship. A nice, long vacation on an abandoned planet.
The road cutting the center of the small community is stone just as the rest of the planet, a flatter section scraped out, shimmering crystal gravel along the roadside. The air holds a tinge of electricity, like clouds rolling in before a storm, intensifying when I send a shower of pebbles down the street with my boot. Everyone’s staying inside, those still wandering or looking out their doors at the visitors appear to be human. A few augmentations here or there, but nothing extreme enough or dead in the eyes enough to be from Amerov.
If I must be around people, I’m glad they’re human. Humans are easier to beat up.
None of the markings on the industrial-strength buildings are helpful. No one place appears any different from the other except in size, and either the markings over the doors are a different language or some sort of code specific to the mining operation itself. Since no one here seems particularly interested in talking to me, always slipping back inside or down an alleyway when I get near enough, I picked the nearest building with windows—something about them seems friendlier. The panes of glass are large and partially reflective, thick enough to be used in a spacecraft. I wonder if they have nasty storms here, kicking up rocks to need windows capable of being hit by space junk and not breaking.
“You don’t think it’s slightly suspicious you’re dragging me down the street?” Princess mutters, but at least she’s picking up her feet and keeping up with me on her own.
This moon isn’t like Amethyst. If she screams, I won’t particularly care. Most bounty hunters are probably still heading for the rich planet where she was last cited.
“Well, I’d let you walk on your own. But I have more faith in other cyborgs.”
“Whatever happened to your face was probably deserved,” she grumbles.
“Wow, what a fantastic insult. I’ve never heard one quite so scathing in my entire life.”
She mumbles something I don’t bother hearing. My ears are brand-new, not only up-to-date models but unbroken, and as pissed as I am I can’t help but revel in how the quiet planet is actually quiet. No grating screeches giving me a headache at every random noise. Apparently, there’s been a soft buzz in the back of my mind constantly, because now it’s gone.
Hooray for theft.
I bump my shoulder into the metal door. It slides open of its own accord before I can think to push too hard. Inside, it’s some sort of mess hall. No menus or buffet of any kind, just people wandering from the back room with trays of whatever they’re eating. A few glance my way, but don’t seem terribly surprised to see a cyborg or a stranger, so I only pull my hood up until it covers my ears, not most of the way over my face in the usual dramatic fashion.
Much of the square, gray room is taken up by tables—everyone wearing the same pale blue workers’ uniform, it’s the middle of the day on this moon’s time—but there’s a long, matching metal desk along the far wall. The uniform of the man seated there is cleaner and slightly different in the cut. He doesn’t smile when we approach. Good. Means I don’t have to either.
Offhandedly, I wonder why the overly cheerful siblings didn’t take this moment to follow us. Maybe Lalia is pissed I knocked her down. Honestly, she should know better than to try to shove me. Both of them are idiots.
The man is short and round, feet propped on the counter, flipping through a glassy magazine with a language I’ve never read and photos of people I’ve never seen. Hopefully, in her plain clothes and irritated expression, Princess isn’t recognizable.
He still doesn’t smile, so I don’t either. But I try not to sound too cranky. “Can you, by chance give me some directions?”
His eyebrow gives an unimpressed raise, and he sighs as if I’ve ruined his day.
I’m not the only one, then.
He taps at a glass tablet on the counter, says a word I don’t recognize, and the tablet translates, “What?”
“My ship broke down—” I say, shooting a glare in Princess’ direction. “The crystal is busted, and I figured there would be places here I can purchase one without a middleman.”
The man’s eyes slide over Princess, bored, before speaking off a long string of sentences in a dialect I don’t remotely recognize, let alone speak. The tablet translates. “People do that sometimes. You need to go up to the refinery and ask one of the managers. No, I can’t recommend anyone. And no, I can’t tell you what it’s going to cost. But you might want to park your ship up there unless you want it to get flattened.”
Flattened? Even Princess frowns. “What?”
“Asteroid storms,” the man says.
I wait for him to elaborate, but he continues making eye contact—which I suppose makes him weirder than most—as if I’m supposed to understand.
“You get asteroid storms here? Don’t they have atmosphere shields for that?”
“Bad asteroid storms.”
I’m not letting this become another giant fish incident, so very slowly, trying not to appear threatening, I ask, “Do the asteroid shields not work here?”
He blinks, bored. I’m fairly certain he’s getting a kick out of this. “They work. Partially. There’s only so much technology can take. This next one’s going to be a big storm.”
“Great timing, Princess,” I mutter.
She has the decency to look taken aback. Her eyes fall to the floor.
“How long do they last? The storms?”
He shrugs. “Couple days. Couple weeks. Depends. The big freighters don’t have a problem coming in and out, the individual ships would be toast. Earthquakes too from impacts.”
“Couple weeks?” Princess’ voice goes up a few octaves. I force myself not to laugh, suddenly not remotely angry and feeling quite vindicated. Now she’s safely in my custody, and no one knows where we’ve headed, I don’t have any particular timetable to adhere to.
She does.
Apparently, I don’t do well at keeping the amusement off my face, because she stomps the heel of her boot on my toes. It hurts in a vague way. But I just peer down at her serenely.
“When’s the storm expected?”
In the distance, a low, cool-toned alarm begins. It reminds me of Amerov, though nothing in particular resembles the sound. No one in the building so much as looks up from their food, but both Princess and I glance at the ceiling.
Deadpan, the man says, “Now.”
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I don’t need to haul Princess out of the building. She trots after me, rubbing her arm, stumbling every once in a while under the strange gravity.
I tap at the comm on my ear. “Bat, ya hear me?”
“Yeah.”
“Asteroid storm’s coming. Tell the idiots to start their ship, we have to head to one of the hangars. Apparently, the atmosphere shield doesn’t keep it all out.”
“Fantastic,” he grumbles.
Once we’re past the last of the buildings—everyone is hunkering down under the warning of the alarm—it’s only a few dozen yards to the ships. Lights hum to life on both, though Zane is still wandering outside.
“The gravity here is whack!” he calls. “Check it out!”
Bouncing on his toes in a way which should send him an inch or two off the ground, he flies a good four feet up. Flailing his arms, he tries to get some balance as he lands but still stumbles and nearly eats it.
What a child.
If I was alone, I’d probably do the same thing.
Apparently, they’ve overcome their annoyance with me, if they ever were. Typical. A small, petty part of me was hoping they’d give me the silent treatment.
I’ve been keeping my steps careful. Normal walking is mostly fine, but putting any force into my steps throws me off balance. I’ve no idea how difficult it’s going to be to run.
“Get in the ship, we’re heading for shelter. Apparently, the asteroids storms and earthquakes are pretty bad here.”
“Yeah, Bat said. Can you buy a crystal?”
“Up at the refinery.”
A flash of light overhead catches my eye, different than the ships entering and exiting the atmosphere. I crane my neck. Past the irritating, glitchy blobs of heat, my eyes show me for the ships, my normal vision picks up the bright flashes from the beginnings of the asteroid storm. A few are close and small enough to fizzle in the atmosphere in burning streaks of oranges and blues. Farther out, fallen stars rain. Light careens every which direction in a shower of a thousand colors. I smile a little. I’ve seen sights like this before. Plenty of times. Been in my ship when the phenomenon happened nearby. Even when I was a kid, I watched meteor showers from Audra’s office on Amerov. It was peaceful. Quiet and otherworldly.
It’s still one of the most beautiful experiences on all of the many planets humans have occupied.
Dangerous too, but what isn’t?
Princess is staring at me.
“What?” I snap. Looking at her face kills my smile.
She’s frowning, glancing between me and the space debris. “Nothing.”
“Get in the ship,” I mutter, trying to keep my voice even and threatening. Not sure if it works, but figuring out how to subtly threaten humans has never been my strong suit. Punching is easier.
Too bad Zane was right about me breaking her hands.
“Hey!” I yell at Bat’s tiny form perched in the window, and his head snaps up guiltily. “Stop nibbling those bandages!”
Behind me, Zane’s laugh is cut off by his airlock cycling closed.
I watch Princess boost herself into the ship. With no one watching, I test out my own jumping ability. A leap that should send me half a foot off the ground sends me a good five feet up, and I nearly bang my leg on the airlock trying to get some balance, holding back a laugh. At least Princess doesn’t turn. I’ve never been more grateful when grabbing the edge of the airlock doesn’t send spikes of pain through my hands.
But looking at the open paneling on the floor returns my foul mood.
I suppose it isn’t too terrible of a situation, particularly not compared to some of the crap I’ve been through the last two weeks. The crystal didn’t shatter, so my engine is otherwise undamaged. And no matter how much she complains, Princess is going to pay for a replacement gem from her own credits. As long as we lie low, the likelihood of anyone recognizing us on Taloon is small.
As I figured earlier, Princess is getting the rougher end of the deal. I’m not necessarily on a time schedule. For whatever reason, she’s made it very clear she is. Maybe we can take the next few days of the storm to relax. Maybe this moon has some half-decent fresh food, though I don’t know what it would be on a place this barren.
Zane and Lalia tow my ship along while I keep the engine running low as possible, keeping a close eye on the crystal. Princess sits in her chair, arms folded, trying to sulk or glare, it’s difficult to tell.
Which reminds me.
I hunt around until I finally find where I stashed some of my handcuffs, returning to her with a smile that would probably be pleasant if I didn’t make it so terrifying.
Her eyes narrow. “Don’t even think about it.”
“Hey, I was treating you like an equal partner until you decided to screw me over. If you’re unhappy about the situation, try looking internally and examining what brought you to this point.”
My tone is patronizing, but most anyone would be dead in her situation. A tiny bruise on her arm and some handcuffs won’t do her any harm. It might be a bad idea to injure her, but no one says she needs to be happy when I returned her to her parents.
Her hand slides under the hem of her shirt where her pistol rests, so I push down my irritation and grab her wrists, not letting myself shudder, cuffing her hands before her. She kicks me in the thigh, but it’s not hard enough to be serious, just annoyed. She knows she isn’t going to beat me up.
I go through her pockets and pull out the pistol and taser. Not much else to find, just a small notebook I don’t bother looking in and some candy wrappers. I toss the weapons in her bag and lock the whole thing in my bunk room.
If looks could kill.
Bat watches the exchange with a crinkling around his eyes I’ve learned is an expression of amusement. At least he’s in a good mood.
Ignoring her, I cycle through the moon’s information on my tablet until I come across some city-level maps.
“Zane,” I say over the comm. “I think the largest building there, the refinery, has some pretty large hangars on the back third of the building. It doesn’t say anything about being open to the average ship, but they can probably point us in the right direction if not.”
“Got it. You’re not killing her in there, are you?”
“No, but she’s uh. . .royally pissed off.”
“Oh my God, did you just make a pun?”
In the background noise of the comm, Lalia cackles. I don’t bother looking at Princess. I’m cheering up and her face isn’t going to help.
On the other hand, I just made a joke with Zane. Try to reel it in, Aaron.
The refinery is a looming mass of metal, but most of the hovercars and smaller ships buzzing about the area have hunkered down already under the alarms of the asteroid storm. We are two of only a dozen or so still out in the open. Zane and Lalia have gotten the same idea I would’ve and are following them. The refinery itself is a giant version of the small mess hall. Gray metal, hundreds of feet taller than our ship, pipes and reinforced windows secured by even more metal. Now that I know the asteroid storms get through to the planet’s surface, I understand why the glass is the same kind built into ships.
The barren landscape mixed with metal buildings still reminds me of Amerov, but there’s nothing as elegant in these structures. The ships aren’t nearly as squeaky clean. And I haven’t seen a single cyborg. About time. Far too many of my own kind have made an appearance these past weeks.
Several hangar doors are wide open on the opposite side of the refinery. Zane maneuvers in after the hovercraft, hauling us in. Scaffolding clings to the walls of the hangar. A few people in what seem to be control posts are giving our ships a once over, but no one starts shouting and waving their arms and sending off alarms, so I suppose it’s alright for us to be here.
They’ll probably fine us, but that’s no problem. Princess is the reason we’re on this moon. Princess can pay.
No spots in particular are marked where we need to land our ships—there is no blocking people in when you can simply fly over—so Zane hauls us to the emptiest corner. I set our ship down after his, leaning over the control consul to see out the viewport at all the wandering people. Plenty are dressed in the same blue uniforms as the miners in the mess hall. Some are more casual. Not a single outfit looks as if it could be from Amerov. And no one’s near as stuck up and rich as those wondering Amethyst.
My kind of moon.
I wonder if they’ll let me wander around the refinery.
I glare at Princess, unsure of what to do with her. I can’t have her wandering around with me, not with those purple eyes listed on the bounty sheet and her general good looks likely to draw attention no matter the planet. One way or another, anyone real ugly or real beautiful is going to attract stares. I’ve got ugly checked off. She’s got gorgeous. If it were just her looks, I’d find her a coat with a hood and she could blend in as I do. But unless I find her star glasses or something, those bright eyes are a dead giveaway. I rather not have to fight over her.
But I don’t want to leave her in the ship. Not with the trouble she’s caused. Sure, Bat could stay and watch her, but I’d rather watch over him with how injured he is. Most days, he could take her easily. Right now, if she got in one good kick to his abdomen, it could do damage.
And I might be joking around with Zane, but I’m not leaving those idiots in charge. Not to mention I’m certain Zane will follow me wherever I go. Like a puppy.
My stare finally seems to irritate her. She snaps, “What do you want now?”
“To sedate you,” I grumble, then stare at the floor. I do have medicine in my cabinet that will knock her out for a couple of hours, no problem. It seems a little extreme, but she’s about as trustworthy as a jackal. At least, locked in my ship, asleep, she’d be perfectly safe. If there’s an emergency, she’d be out cold, but as long as she’s asleep, I’m not particularly against flinging her over my shoulder like a sack of flour.
“Hey, I can see you thinking over there. Don’t get any bright ideas.”
“You mean like kicking a pebble into an engine of a ship?”
She wrinkles her nose. “Maybe we can purchase docking space on one of the big freighters coming in and out. That way, we wouldn’t have to wait out the entire storm and wouldn’t get hit by an asteroid trying to fly out.”
I’m tempted just to deny the idea simply because hanging around here for a week or so will be exactly what she deserves after sabotaging my ship, but it’s a decent idea.
“Well, after I managed to get my hands on the new crystal, if a freighter comes in, I’ll consider it.”
“I swear, I am going to tell my parents something so nasty about you—”
“You’re a petulant child who ran away from home to the point where they put out a bounty on you. They’re probably expecting you to say literally anything. I’ve known you for a couple of days and I already expect you to stomp your feet and throw a fit.”
“I do not throw—”
The ship rattles, and I put my hand on the captain’s chair, steadying myself. I have a moment of time enough to remember the asteroids hitting the surface are going to cause earthquakes before one shakes the ground so violently that I topple over.
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Princess clings to the edge of her chair. Bat’s curled in the captain’s seat, so he’s in a good position to not fall. Still, I put my hand on his back to steady him as I bounce around on the floor. Tremors pass in a matter of seconds. An aftershock shivers; I wouldn’t be surprised if more follow.
No wonder this whole place is made of metal.
Even small asteroids can crater moons and crack them in half, and with this floating rock made mostly of crystal, I’m sure it’s quite a dangerous situation. I’ve heard the crystal itself isn’t nearly as volatile until it’s refined—and I’ve no idea how refining works—but I would still bet these asteroid storms have caused some explosions.
There’s only so much an atmosphere shield can do. At a certain point, debris will bombard the shield until something breaks past. I bet the buildings here have shields of their own in addition to their reinforced structure.
“You okay over there?” Lalia’s voice crackles over the comm.
“Fine,” I say, getting to my feet. Princess didn’t even take the opportunity to look smug when she watched me fall on my ass. Her loss.
I cycle open the airlock and lean out, but no one wandering the hangar does more than glance in my direction. A few frowns, and one person who seems to edge farther from my ship, but either everyone here has seen an unregistered number before, or they simply don’t care. The second option is strange, but anything’s possible.
“Stay,” I tell Princess, dropping to the ground and leaving the airlock open. Bat’s still in there. He can shout if she tries anything.
Zane’s craning his neck to get a good look at the hangar, sitting on the edge of his airlock, waving to someone passing and wiggling an eyebrow. Right, he’s a flirt.
“Keep it in your pants,” I tell him, though it’s none of my business. But if he’s going to make his whole life my business, I can harass him.
“I just waved,” Zane says, dropping to the shiny floor. We’re open to the planet’s surface, so the gravity’s just as wacky in here. He stumbles again, hitting the ground. Some of the passing workers turn their heads and laugh. Zane grumbles and straightens his shirt, but he’s smiling, not embarrassed. As usual, he’s having too much fun.
Someone from the scaffolding structure along the wall takes notice. Finally. They step on a small, square platform, whisking them down the wall like an elevator without doors or even safety bars. Watching makes me feel off balance.
No one here seems uptight, but unregistered numbers are universally disliked, so I reach over the edge of the airlock and drag my coat off the console. At least the weather is mild, bordering on cold, but not uncomfortable. I won’t be sweating my skin off.
“You have any permission to be in here?” asks a man probably in his sixties. Cyborgs might live for a long time, but the average person is still obvious in their age, at least until they get old enough they might seek life-prolonging treatments.
I try not to scowl. “No, you gonna kick us out?”
The human snorts, face hidden by a beard, but expression generally friendlier than I’m accustomed to. Still, I pull my hood further.
“No, we get lots of stragglers, it’s fine. Better than having to pay for the damage on your ship if we kick you back out in the open.”
“I’m surprised you don’t have warnings coming onto the moon.”
He shrugs. “We don’t get a lot of people here who aren’t on official business. . .”
It’s an obvious hint, so I tell him, “Crystal in my ship’s busted. We were nearby, so I figured I could cut out the middleman.”
He looks at my ship, leaning back to get a better view. “How the hell’d you do that? Doesn’t look like you hit anything big.”
I try not to grimace but don’t succeed. “Long story. Is there a fine to stay here?”
“Not unless it starts getting crowded. You’re lucky, we’re pretty empty today.”
He’s keeping a decent distance. Not in an insulting way, just in the respect-my-personal-space way. I like him, even if I’m still not in the mood to chat with humans, and I certainly don’t trust them.
“Thanks. Who can I talk to about getting a crystal?”
He scratches his beard as Zane creeps up behind me, listening in. After how relieved I was neither of them got shot during the last kerfuffle, I push down the automatic irritation associated with his nosiness. He has all the right to be part of the conversation. I guess.
“Well, there’s a couple people you could talk to. . .er. . .no offense, but some of them don’t like cyborgs. . .”
He grimaces like he’s waiting for me to go off the rails, as if I haven’t heard a thousand times worse, but I only say, “I’ll try to contain my shock.”
Zane rolls his eyes.
“Just point me toward the one who’s least likely to scream,” I say, which probably wasn’t the most helpful sentence. The man’s lips flatten until only his beard is visible.
At least, he doesn’t sound nervous. “Well, I think Jed on Level 34 is relaxed about pretty much anything. And I’m pretty sure he’s sold crystals to people who’ve passed through before.”
“Great. Looks to me like Level 34 is going to be a big place.”
“Yeah, um, you got a tablet?”
I retrieve mine from my pocket and hand it over. Mumbling to himself, the man pulls out one of his own, slightly smaller, and touches the two of them together, tapping away at his screen.
“There. Here’s the floor plan of the building. I marked out his office. You can’t get that map just on the local charts, but it’s fine to have.”
Nice human, I think to myself. Wonder what his problem is. “Thanks.”
“Do you, uh, know if there’s a medic in the building?” Zane asks, breathing over my shoulder. “Not an emergency, my sister just needs her cast taken off.”
“Sure. Level 23. It’s pretty obvious. Signs everywhere, big room.”
“Great, thanks,” Zane says, nudging me before heading back to Lalia.
The man shifts from foot to foot, giving me a once-over. He doesn’t look terribly uncomfortable, just curious. “We, uh, don’t get a lot of cyborgs around here. . .”
“Any work the mines?”
“A few. Not the brightest bulbs in the room. I guess that’s why they’re here, not on Amerov. They shouldn’t give you any trouble.”
“Any Amerov officials here?”
He nearly looks amused. I suppose it’s obvious I don’t want to be found out. “Usually a few come in with each freighter to keep an eye on things, sometimes on their own just to deal with issues, especially if the supplies are bound for Amerov. I wouldn’t call them officials, more glorified babysitters for the freighters. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one of them actually do anything helpful.”
Sounds about right. “How often do freighters come in? I saw one leaving as I was entering.”
“Eh, it’s on the schedule managed by people higher up than me, couldn’t tell ya. It depends on the mine’s output each day. I’m sure there will be another in the next day or so. Maybe today.”
Doesn’t sound too bad. Even if some Amerov numbers come in with each freighter, I doubt they’re going to take notice of me among the whole operation. They might not even be in this hangar, and probably not wandering the refinery. So long as Princess doesn’t make a scene, we should be fine. And she has a reason to keep to herself now—I’ve made it clear I won’t be breaking her out if it puts me in danger.
And to everyone else, I’m just another unregistered rogue. Most people, even cyborgs, won’t bother trying to bring me in. Most of the greater population will find it too troublesome.
Doesn’t mean I want to be seen.
“Thanks. I can honestly say you’ve been one of the most helpful people I’ve run across in recent memory.”
The words come out more snarky than intended, but the older man laughs, head thrown back. “I can honestly say you’re one of the nicest unregistered guys I’ve ever run across.”
Well, that’s a first. I smile a little, enough it should look friendly and not distort my face. He doesn’t flinch.
“Thanks again,” I say, heading for my ship, getting a better look at the map he transferred to my tablet.
This refinery is huge. The bottom level we’re even with is the largest and tallest, filled with the equipment and broad enough to shuttle refined crystals to the freighters. Even atop this largest level, a few dozen more rise above it, and dozens more below. As I figured, much of the building is underground. With all the asteroid storms, it’s a wise choice.
I won’t feel too weird about taking the elevator here. With my hood up, I don’t stand out much from the workers. And no one’s reacted badly to my unregistered appearance so far.
Boosting myself into the airlock, I give Princess a glare. I can’t leave her here. And I don’t necessarily trust Zane and Lalia to watch her. Even if I knock her out, there’s no guarantee she’d be safe while we’re gone. If I can break into other people’s ships, there’s a chance any of the strangers wandering this moon could have enough knowledge as Bat. And if she woke early, or we ran into trouble, there’s no telling what she’d do.
Sighing, I rummage in one of the storage bins under my bed, finding an old coat I haven’t worn in years. A few small tears mark the elbows, one along the back. Sometimes even small bounty jobs go off the rails. But it has a hood, and nothing Princess is wearing will cover her face.
“Here,” I say, emerging from the bunk room and pelting her in the side of the head with the jacket. “It has a hood.”
She rattles her cuffs.
Right. I unlock them so she can get her arms into the sleeves. She holds up the coat with a look of minor disgust, twisting her lips in a grimace.
“It’s clean,” I say, in perhaps too patronizing a tone.
“It’s ripped.”
“Bounties are a pain in the ass.”
“Hilarious.”
“Wasn’t a joke.”
“Why do I need this?”
“Because I can’t leave you here, you’re not trustworthy. So, unless you want to get caught here, or turned in by some other bounty hunter, I suggest you don’t get recognized. Your eyes are a dead giveaway. As a matter of fact. . .”
I head back to my bunk and try to find an old pair of starglasses I’m certain I have stashed. I don’t need them, not with my synthetic eyes, they’re just something I picked up along the way. It isn’t bright in the refinery, but from the outside, the glasses will hide her purple eyes.
Polishing them on my shirt, I hand them over. She’s already stuck her arms into the coat sleeves and doesn’t look nearly so annoyed about the glasses. She might fill me with rage, but she’s clever enough to know her best course of action is to not be recognized. She yanks the hood up—the coat doesn’t fit her well at all, we’re not the same body type remotely, but it will have to do—shoves the glasses in place, and flips me off.
“Gorgeous,” I say in my most irritating tone. Cuffs will be a dead giveaway, so I leave them off.
When I turn, Bat is waiting on the console, my backpack clutched expectantly in his jaws. I almost smile, but Princess is watching from behind her dark glasses. I’m getting sick of her judgment.
“I’m only taking you if you promise not to do anything stupid,” I say, packing a blanket into the bottom of the backpack so he has a better nest.
Not speaking in front of Princess, he narrows his eyes. I wink at him, then go through the supply closet for extra bandages and medicine to stick in the pack, just in case. My usual weapons are tucked into their various pockets and holsters.
I herd Princess out of the airlock, gently slinging Bat over my shoulder in his pack. He gets comfortable inside. Just because no one seems to mind me doesn’t mean they’ll take well to him. As usual, it’s better he stays out of sight.
Lalia is seated on the edge of her airlock.
“If you two are coming, let’s go,” I say. Might as well accept the fact they’re going to tag along.
“Yeah. . .” she says, distracted. Her eyes are focusing on something over my head, across the massive hangar. “Hey Aaron, what’s that?”
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All across the hangar are parked ships and hovercraft, workers bustling, and streaks of light outside the open door from the asteroid storm. What is she talking about?
A platform hovers across the polished floor. It’s not much more than a square transport vehicle, perhaps as long as I am tall, shimmering blue on the undersides to keep it floating. Animals in cages catch my eye. Rattling the knee-high containers, they’re difficult to glimpse from this distance and through the bars. They’re small and silver and snarling, and my mouth pulls into a scowl. I’ve no idea what they’re doing with the creatures, maybe they’re helping them, but my knee-jerk reaction to such a sight is to pet Bat to ensure he’s safe with me.
“Are they animals?” Princess asks.
My eyes, glitchy as they are, still see clearer than theirs in good light. Plus, the heat blobs of four-legged shapes are pretty unmistakable.
“Yeah,” I say. “I think I saw something on the planet charts about this place having a few bigger critters. They weren’t marked as dangerous, so I didn’t really read.”
Bat’s head pops out of the backpack, getting a look for himself. He has better eyesight than I do, so he might be able to see details. His ears stay down, making him less of a sight, expression unreadable.
“Maybe they were in the refinery, so they’re taking them back out onto the surface. I don’t think they’d bother caging and organizing them if they were going to kill them.”
I’m not entirely sure I believe it, but Bat’s easily comforted by my words. He’ll take my word for it even if he knows it’s unlikely. We watch the platform move until it stops alongside a ship.
An Amerov vessel.
Small and sleek and gray, it’s top-of-the-line manufacturing quality. Sure, it could be the property of someone with plenty of money, but the insignia along the side is difficult to miss.
“Unbelievable,” I mutter.
Well, they’re probably not going to release them.
Next to me, Princess pushes her glasses down enough to take a look across the dark hangar. She grimaces. “Yikes.”
“Is that Amerov?” Lalia asks. Somehow, her nervous frown is comforting. It makes sense. Captain nearly hauled her away to be programmed. It had an impact.
“Yeah.”
“Captain?”
“Probably not.” Captain has his own ship, both the city-sized one we’ve been in and a smaller, private vessel. I’ve seen it before—it doesn’t have the same body shape as this one. He could’ve traded it out for a different ship, but the chance he would be here, right now, would be too much of a coincidence. Most numbers will leave me alone, but I still don’t want to run into one.
No cyborgs are in sight. Even the solitary man guiding the hovering platform is human as they come. I wonder if any of the workers will tell me what they’re going to do with the animals.
Crystal first. Gossip later. No one in this hangar’s leaving while the outside world is deadly.
Besides, I’m not going to wander over to an Amerov ship.
“Let’s go. And try not to act suspicious. There’s nothing wrong with any of us being here. Though you two might want to put your hoods up, too.”
“Cyborgs everywhere,” Zane grumbles, then casts me a look. “Sorry.”
I shrug. He’s not wrong.
“What do you think they’re doing here? With those animals?” Lalia asks as they seal their airlock and follow me toward one of the doors along the far wall of the hangar.
I glance back at the platform, but the human has left them there, not bothering to unload. I’m not certain the small Amerov ship is large enough for two or more numbers and a dozen cages.
“Maybe they came in with the last freighter and had to deal with whatever this business is. I don’t know. I wasn’t really privy to exactly how all of Amerov works.”
“How low level were you?” Princess asks. Mocking hangs in her tone. Of course. She has no idea who I am. She has no idea I was a child on Amerov. How would she? It’s not as if something along those lines has been done for ages, if ever. And none of us told her.
And as far as I’m concerned, we never will.
Zane and I exchange a look, but he doesn’t seem interested in talking either. Perhaps the two of them aren’t happy she damaged my engine. Making me miserable doesn’t exactly improve their lives.
They’re on my side. Weird.
“Really? No one’s going to answer?”
There’s something supremely satisfying about all three of us—and Bat, but he wasn’t going to talk anyway—ignoring her as we approach the door. I suppose if the siblings are going to act in such a way, they’re not too bad. Of all the crap I’ve been through these past weeks, none of it has been because they’ve screwed me over. Which is more than I can say for most humans.
Princess mumbles something, but I’m already stepping through the automatic door into the wider section of the refinery. A few people—all human—give us passing glances, mildly confused, but nobody stops us, and no one plasters themselves against the wall trying to get away from me. They seem to know where they’re going in a much more dedicated manner than we do.
The moment I step across the threshold, the gravity returns to normal. I stumble, bumping my shoulder on the doorjamb, limbs dragging, too heavy for a moment before my body readjusts. All three humans do the same, but the workers don’t miss a step.
“Wow,” Lalia whispers.
I knew the refinery was going to be massive, but I wasn’t expecting quite how vast the interior of a building could be. Amerov had plenty of widespread spaces, especially when the hangars and shipping areas emptied out, but this is something else. We exit the door onto a catwalk, workers passing us in either direction and taking stairs either along the walls or down to the floor of the refinery. Well, I hadn’t quite read the blueprints of the building correctly. It was accurate in the height of the floor, but I didn’t realize it would be going down rather than up. Leaning over the edge, my stomach dips to my knees as I get a look at what must be a dozen stories straight down. Bat nudges his nose out of the backpack to get a look.
This place is cool, but it gives me the creeps.
Amerov was full of heights, and gallivanting around space gives me a tough stomach for having nothing under my feet, but something about the height mixed with all the equipment makes me take an extra tight grip on the railing.
Princess backs away from the edge, a little green in color, swallowing with effort. I guess she isn’t so great with height herself. Hard to be smug about it when my own stomach is giving a few turns, but I smirk at her anyway. Why pass up an opportunity?
“Piss off,” she mutters, staring down the catwalk rather than meeting my eyes.
Below us, the refinery is a mass of shimmering blue. On the far end, to my left, the freshly mined stone is being transported in on a conveyor line from somewhere—maybe from vehicles delivering it, or maybe one of the mines stretches below us as well—passing through a series of equipment I wouldn’t even begin to understand. Full of mechanical arms and hands and some resembling large distillery vats, the refinery is a bustle of smooth mechanical noise and the hum of voices as workers continue with their positions even through the lockdown. On the opposite end of the room, glistening, pale crystals are packed into individual containers, ready to be shipped out. I’ve seen them in such a state on Amerov, and sometimes in shipyards, held suspended in reinforced, blue-tinted glass. They’ll remain as such until they’re installed in a ship or another power source like the hospital on Amethyst.
From this distance, the containers seem large enough they’re probably for crystals of massive, deep space vessels. Not the small craft I fly. I might need something 100th of the size.
Zane practically giggles, leaning over the railing. “This is so cool.”
Without meaning to, I find myself grinning in return. He doesn’t make a thing about it, but I can see Lalia getting that sappy look on her face, so I turn my expression to stone.
“Let’s keep going,” I say, maneuvering around them to take the lead but keeping a hand under Princess’ elbow. I need to keep her in my sight. With my gloves and her coat, touching her isn’t too terrible.
All the catwalks and staircases leading down to the machinery are blocked by shimmering force fields. Each worker going down swipes their right wrist along a tablet embedded in the railing to gain entry. Plenty of places on Amerov have similar security. Prevents idiots from getting into the delicate equipment. There are likely force fields on the undersides of the railings as well. Having someone fall or drop something off the edge would be catastrophic. But we don’t need a pass to continue along the catwalk. I consult the blueprint on the newly transferred map and take a left. There should be elevators once we reach the opposite wall. And barring any cyborgs we run into along the way, the office I’m heading for appears maybe a five-minute walk.
The sooner we get a crystal and can wait out the storm in our ships, the better I’ll feel. Bat and I are trying to avoid Amerov at all costs and the three humans each have incredibly high bounties.
What a group.
•
Walking in the open gets under my skin, but we make it to an elevator—the large kind meant for hauling freight as well as people—and reach Level 34 without issue. No one even talks to us.
Which isn’t to say Zane doesn’t talk.
As if encouraged by my friendly expression, he keeps up a near-constant string of chatter. He’s a mechanic, and he knows I like ships, so he bounces from topic-to-topic ranging from crystals to engines to the wiring going into the wings of the ships, glancing at my backpack every once in a while. I get the feeling he’s trying to be chatty with Bat as well, because he must know the little critter is listening. Lalia, for once, is quiet, lips pressed together in a way that appears to be withheld amusement.
Princess just scowls.
Her irritation mixed with Zane keeping his voice down, avoiding attention, makes me engage enough in the conversation to encourage him.
“Have you ever flown an LW5680?”
“No.”
Zane grins, wiggling an eyebrow.
“Where the hell did you get a chance to fly one of those?”
“Worked an odd job at a shipyard once. Took one out for a test flight after it was closed for the day. I knew it was going to go fast, but I’m pretty sure I nearly fainted.”
Lalia chuckles. Princess looks utterly disgusted.
I’m just a little jealous.
There were a few of those models at Facility Nineteen on Amerov. I remember Audra piloting one a few times. I pestered her to let me, begged even, but in the end, I was younger than fourteen-years-old. She wasn’t going to let me get in the cockpit of one of the most expensive vessels on the planet, even if she was co-piloting. I get why she said no. . .but I’m a little sore about it still.
Level 34 of the refinery could be any other building. Its walls are as metal as the rest, the floor the same but lined with a green, polished material. Most of the doors are offices open to look into.
I suppose even refineries for powerful crystals have boring levels.
Mumbling and messing with the complex blueprints for the building, I head for the dot of the office the helpful old man marked. There’s a specific string of numbers and letters over the door, but they’re useless to me. The hallways are pretty empty, but I suppose most people have hunkered down. Hopefully, this person is still here.
Knocking earns me a solid ten seconds of silence before the door slides open of its own accord. Leaning my head in, undeservedly nervous to simply walk into someone’s room, I spot a man behind a desk chowing down on a sandwich, wearing the same blue of the workers’ uniforms but sewn into a suit this time.
Carefully, I knock on the doorframe.
The man looks up from his food, blinks once, and spills his drink all over his desk.
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Oh, for heaven’s sake. I watch the man’s purple drink crash to the floor. Did the old man back in the hangar purposefully send me to someone who’s going to freak out?
But the man in the suit swears, grabs his cup, and looks more annoyed with himself than me. Still, his gaze flits uneasily over my appearance, and I force myself not to fiddle with my hood. It’s already pulled over my face.
“Uh, hi, sorry,” the man says. “Do you need something?”
“Someone down in the hangar said you could help me with buying a crystal.”
He pauses in the middle of mopping up his mess. “Just for an individual ship?”
“Yeah. Just one.”
He looks over my shoulder at the cluster of watching humans. It’s probably a strange sight. We all look a little beat-to-hell, even Princess wearing my old jacket. Her glasses could be hiding a black eye since she’s wearing them inside. She’s not, but he doesn’t know. Hopefully, Bat isn’t sticking his ears up.
“You got the money?” he asks. Must not be too startled if he sounds so derisive.
Cheerfully, I lean back and haul Princess into the room by her elbow. “Why yes. Yes, we do.”
She elbows me in the shoulder, which probably does me the favor of making us appear friendly with one another, not as if I’m kidnapping her and hauling her places against her will. She obviously isn’t afraid of me.
At least, not outwardly. Disgusted, certainly.
The poor businessman looks between the two of us, a long pause ensuing. Sighing, he slides a tablet three times the size of mine across the desk, leaning back in his chair to get as far from me as possible without making it too obvious.
It’s obvious.
At least he never screamed.
“You bought a crystal before?” the man asks. “You pay here and I can give you a pass down to the refinery. Are you from Amerov?”
Princess snorts. I elbow her back. Touching her is not exactly high on my priority list, but the insulted way her mouth pops open is worth it.
“Do I look like I’m from Amerov?” I ask. Seriously, how do people still think I’m registered? Maybe they don’t know how the cyborg planet works. I suppose the average person wouldn’t. Those folks back on Yayth certainly knew.
Clearing his throat, he drops the topic and gestures jerkily to the tablet. “Put in your specs for your ship and engine—”
“Yeah, I know how it works.” I lean against the table and glance at the siblings still loitering in the doorway. “You two want to go visit the medic? Just meet us back at the ships.”
“No way,” Zane says. “I wanna go with you and look at the crystals.”
Five-year-old in a candy shop. Can hardly blame him.
I force myself not to sigh. “Fine. We’ll come down and get you before we go back to the refinery. Are you happy now?”
“Yes,” Zane says in the most genuine voice possible, leaning against the doorframe.
“Great,” I say with as much sarcasm as I can muster, wondering if he can tell I’m not actually annoyed. “Now go.”
Zane salutes, nods to the confused man behind the desk, hooks his arm under Lalia’s—she’s smiling way too much for comfort, the sappy idiot—and heads back down the hallway.
Grumbling to myself about cheerful humans, I scroll the list of options on the tablet. It’s all very cut and dry, the same type of form I’ve filled out before not only when getting a crystal for the first time, but the few instances I’ve consulted someone else to fix problems on the stupid heap of junk I fly. This was before I found Bat. Now, he can fix anything.
Princess is quiet, wandering the room, poking at all the little decorations of some animal I’ve never seen along the walls. Little figurines and plushies. It’s some sort of bird, probably, and this guy obviously has a thing for them.
How can someone so opinionated and stubborn as her manage to be so quiet? She’s been fairly easy to get along with since we left Amethyst. Sure, she can’t stand my appearance, but up until the whole ship sabotage thing she was golden.
Too bad she ended up being completely psycho or it would’ve been a relatively easy bounty.
“Thanks,” the man grumbles when I slide the tablet back. “Your ship is ancient.”
Might as well be pleasant. “Yep. Bucket of bolts.”
He stares.
“Oh, Yvonne,” I say, since calling her Princess in public is a bad idea, at least where people can hear. “Get over here.”
She puts down a red plushy of the bird and turns on her heel with the fakest, most over-the-top smile I’ve ever witnessed. “Of course!”
This is going to be a long day.
“Um,” the businessman says, sliding the tablet her way. “You’re paying? Just, uh, let it read—”
“Got it.” She jingles her bracelet and lets it attach to the tablet. I didn’t even get a chance to see the price, but I’m guessing it’s close to the entire size of Zane and Lalia’s bounty. She doesn’t even hesitate.
Must be nice to throw around such amounts of money. And she already paid the kid back on Amethyst for helping get us to the surface and back.
Stupid, backstabbing kid. I have no idea if he’s alive or dead. Should’ve cheated him.
“Thank you.” The man spins the tablet back and hands me something. A small, metal chip. “You’re going to go down to Lyz on the bottom floor and give her this. She’ll get you what you want. Do you know your way around here?”
“No, I have a map, but—”
He grabs the tablet out of my hand before I get a chance to offer.
“How do I get down into the refinery? It looked like everyone had an implant to let them down—”
“Use the chip I gave you. It’s temporary. Here.” Another dot marks the blueprints. Princess leans over my arm a bit to try to get a look. She’s short enough it’s comical.
“Great,” I mumble, but I’m excited. I get to go down into the refinery. No one’s freaking out about me here, Princess is annoyed, and I get to snoop around where they manufacture the crystals.
All in all, not too bad an outcome, even if I was panicking earlier.
“Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,” I say.
Princess stares at the ceiling. “Can we go now?”
Her annoyance is food for my soul. “Of course.”
Nodding once more to the man—not smiling so I don’t scare him half to death—I follow Princess out. Of course, she’s in a hurry. The sooner we get a crystal, the sooner there’s a chance we can hop on a freighter and get out of here. I’m surprised she isn’t dragging me along. Sure, I’ll feel more comfortable once she isn’t walking around in public, but her annoyance is better. I slow my steps to a wander and she stops to glare at me.
“You’re being unbearable,” she says.
“Really? I couldn’t tell over the sound of my broken engine.”
In the backpack, Bat snickers. Someone passing us gives me a look like I might be infectious. I’m not in a bad enough mood to lean into it and scowl.
Princess does though, taking off her glasses long enough to make eye contact with me, pointing a finger and saying, “If it weren’t in my best interests, I’d take personal pleasure in calling Captain myself and telling him you’re here. Since you seem to be so afraid of him.”
“Yeah, afraid of him. Not you.” Her threats would be less funny if she had any power in this situation. She wants to avoid Captain as badly as I do. I’ve no idea why or who she’s trying to rescue, but it doesn’t matter. Once I get my money, I won’t even hang around to find out.
She gives me an odd look, eyebrows furrowed, as if she’s trying to parse me out just by sight alone. Good luck. I push the glasses back onto her face with one finger. She jerks away at the closeness of my half-metal hand, even covered in a glove. Serves her right.
“Elevator,” I say when she remains at a standstill.
Her jaw clenches, but she heads for the end of the hallway. For some reason, I expected royals to be more. . .well, royal. She’s fully an adult, but I’ve met teenagers with better attitudes. Sure, she’s stuck with me, which is bound to make anyone cranky, but if I can be moderately pleasant after she sabotaged my ship, she can be moderately pleasant.
I chuckle to myself and Bat noses the back of my neck with his damp snout.
“You think this is her on good behavior and she’s actually a lot worse?” I whisper low enough only his oversized ears pick it up.
He snickers again. Princess glares at the backpack. I glare in return. Which is considerably worse than hers.
The old man from the hangar was right—it would be difficult to miss the medic’s station. The moment we hit Level 23, a large, pale sign marks the wall with an arrow. I suppose I could get in touch on the comm, but if I have to wait around for Zane’s enthusiasm, I might as well idle in the medic’s room instead of the hallway.
“So, what’s the story?” Princess asks. She’s fiddling with the tear on the right sleeve of the coat, making it fray. I remind myself I don’t care. I had the jacket under my bed for years without thinking about it. Nothing sentimental.
“What story?”
“Weird, freaky, ugly-ass unregistered cyborg and two eccentric humans.”
Not that I care, but I’d like to avoid the topic. “Did no one ever tell you calling someone ugly to their face is rude?”
“Would you rather me say it behind your back?”
I shrug. “Everyone else does. I don’t see why you should be any different.”
For some reason, she shuts up. It was a flippant if honest remark, not a pity party. I can’t see her expression well under the hood and large glasses, but her mouth has a decided downturn. Uncomfortable with the truth?
Or something else?
The word medic is inscribed in large, red letters over a door. More words are listed underneath, probably the same in multiple languages. The door slides open automatically.
Right. Hospitals.
I manage to only shudder a little, chills rolling over my skin. It’s mostly an office, not nearly as bad as the hospital on Amethyst or the medical rooms on Amerov. Carpeted floors and everything. Waiting chairs. More like a normal doctor’s office than an emergency room. Still, this moon and its buildings have smelled mostly of stone and electric storms until I’m assaulted with the same antiseptic scent of any medical situation. Bat snorts.
A robot sits at a front desk instead of a human receptionist. Given the number of bots in the refinery below, I’m not surprised to see one built so humanoid. Hospitals such as the one on Amethyst probably consider themselves too high class to be relying on ‘artificial humanity’. There was Elem, their nice little helper cyborg without much programming, but he was still human comparatively. Robots are mostly relegated to menial tasks, but a place like this probably doesn’t have the same stigmas.
I like the sleek, metal thing sitting behind the desk. It can’t tell the difference between a human and a cyborg. I’ve gotten more humanity from robots than I have from humans.
“Can I help you?” The voice isn’t programmed male or female specifically, somewhere in the middle, calm and soothing as an artificial voice can be.
I smile because it will only recognize the gesture, not the grotesque nature accompanying it. “A brother and sister came in here a little while ago. We’re with them—”
“Hey, Aaron!” Zane pops his head out from one of the doors across the waiting room, waving.
“Never mind, found them, thank you,” I tell the robot.
To my vague surprise, Princess waves at it as we pass and says, “Hi.”
She glares when I make eye contact.
“Doc’s taking La’s cast off,” Zane says, picking a bowl of wrapped candies off the waiting room table. “Wasn’t thrilled about it, says it’s still a day or two early. But she’s stubborn. Doc’s taking it off only after she swore up and down she’d go easy on it.”
She won’t. I raise an eyebrow.
Zane winks, handing over the candy. “I see you two managed not to kill each other. Congrats.”
“Not for lack of her wanting to.” I find chocolate beneath the blue foil of the wrapper and stuff a handful in my pocket, passing some back to Bat. We realized long ago he doesn’t have the same sensitivities to food most animals do. I introduced things to him slowly at first and monitored his reactions, but he’s never gotten anything other than a sugar coma from eating chocolate.
Though he smacks a little too loudly when he eats, even in the pack. The robot doesn’t seem to notice. Princess is still staring, so I set the bowl of candy on my opposite side, away from her.
Another small tremble shakes the building. Something beeps from the receptionist’s desk.
Behind me, the robot manages to sound exasperated when it says, “Oh dear.”
Alarms start up so piercing that I clamp my hands over my ears.
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Even with my brand-new ears, I immediately turn the volume down. At least both Zane and Princess clamp their palms over their ears as well.
Low, blue lights replace the bright white of the office. Backup power? Maybe emergency hazards. Figures.
“What the hell!” comes Lalia’s yell from inside the patient’s room.
A very cranky woman in a pale doctor’s coat knocks open the door. “873, turn that down, please!”
“Sorry,” the robot replies, tapping away at a tablet before her.
The screeching alarm levels out to something that won’t break a human’s ear drums.
“Sorry,” the doctor says. “Must’ve had the settings incorrect. It isn’t supposed to be so loud.”
You don’t say.
More patients are popping their heads out their doors. Lalia limps out, pants rolled up, leg remarkably healthy. “What’s going on? Did we lose power?”
The doctor sighs, stripping off her gloves. “No. That’s a level ten. Everyone’s gotta head under the refinery.”
I pause. “Why?”
She finally seems to notice me and takes a full step back. Bit of an overreaction. I’m ten feet from her already.
“Highest level of danger for the asteroid storms. Something might actually breach a building. It’s a precaution to get everyone under the refinery. Nothing can reach us down there. Let’s go! Everybody out!”
Everyone else seems to know what they’re doing, grumbling and annoyed rather than frightened. None of the patients here seem to have an emergency situation. They all leave on their own two feet.
“Our ships are parked in the hangar,” Lalia says, pulling a spare shoe from Zane’s backpack and sliding it on with a grimace. “Can we go wait in them?”
Doctor Lady gives her a dirty look, then leans around inside the door of the check-out room and returns with a crutch, thrusting it upon her. “If you try, you’ll be thrown out. Just head to the elevators. Everyone is going the same direction. Follow them.”
Both siblings look at me. I suppose they’ve figured by now the idea of getting stuck in a confined place with a bunch of humans makes me want to crawl into a hole and bury myself.
“Should we just try to head back to the hangar?” Lalia edges closer to me so the doctor won’t hear. I don’t shove her aside. Maybe, just maybe, I’m feeling a tiny bit bad about elbowing her to the ground. Even if she should’ve known better than to get in the middle of the screaming match.
“Let’s try.”
Princess is scowling but trots out of the office after the siblings, in a hurry to return to the ship. She waves at the robot again.
The warning must truly be a precaution. This building is reinforced, and there are shields over both the moon and the structure itself. The likelihood of the refinery actually taking damage is low. They have explosive material in here—they’re built to last. On top of that, I don’t particularly want Princess in a bunker with everyone staring at her. Not with the way she acts. Theoretically, I know she’s clever since she stayed out of sight on Amethyst, but I don’t even want to imagine all the ways something could go wrong if we’re jammed into a small space with no way to get out.
And there are two Amerov numbers on the moon. Something tells me they won’t be forced to hide away under the refinery, but they might choose to. Even if most people don’t check bounty charts and won’t recognize the Princess, most cyborgs are bound to know their princess. I didn’t, but I was a kid. I wanted Audra to teach me to pilot, not the names and faces of political leaders.
I would’ve gotten a better lesson on the royals if I’d been a regular recruit.
The elevator is cramped. I slouch into a corner, ensuring Bat isn’t crushed against the wall, and glare at the humans breathing in my space. Zane is mumbling to Lalia about something I don’t bother listening to. My ears are still turned down. I like it more than I should.
Princess is staring, so I stare back. If she’s going to make me uncomfortable, the least I can do is annoy her in return. Childish as it is, I can go much longer than her without blinking.
Finding our way to the same catwalk, the door to the hangar doesn’t open. As someone exits, I catch the edge of the metal slab and almost get my fingers taken off as it slides closed on me.
“Dammit.” I could see a forcefield on the other side as well, a dark blue shimmer in the emergency lights. Probably preventing idiots like me from going back out where it’s dangerous. People can come in. Not out.
I glance over the railing at the refinery. It’s shutting down. Mechanical arms are at a standstill. Massive doors and shields of metal unfold from the walls, an extra layer of protection around the equipment and crystals within. Even from this distance, more shields shimmer to life along with the metal barriers.
Well. Maybe this is serious.
Lalia stares at the ceiling when another earthquake trembles the catwalk. “Aaron, I think we should head down.”
“Yeah.”
Princess mutters under her breath. A long line of curses. If I wasn’t starting to worry myself, I’d make a point to laugh at her distress. This is still worse on her than it is on me.
Most everyone has cleared out. I follow the stragglers to the elevator—two men get a good look at me and take a different one—holding my breath as we cram ourselves back in. This place doesn’t give me nearly the same anxiety as the Amethyst casino, but I’m still not a fan. Elevators stuffed with sweaty people breathing on me universally make my skin crawl.
“How long do these emergency measures usually last?” Princess asks the nearest worker, a woman who’s been keeping an eye on me ever since I slunk into the corner of the elevator.
“Maybe twelve hours tops. The storms last a while, but the worst of it usually passes pretty quickly. You all new here?”
“Just passing. We were trying to buy a crystal.”
The woman’s eyebrows pull together. It’s a strange situation. Princess goes back to staring at the ground. We’re stuck here trying to buy a crystal because of her.
I snort without meaning to.
Everyone in the elevator turns to look at me. I force myself not to turn my face into the wall and hide, just keep staring at Princess. Even with her glasses, I’ve seen her glare enough to picture it in all its irritated glory.
Zane says something against Lalia’s ear and the two of them crack up. I’ve no idea what’s going on, but at least everyone’s staring at them now.
Humans.
The elevator slides to a halt. Buttons along the wall are lit at the very bottom of the list. Another symbol I don’t know, but we can’t go farther down. I poke at my tablet as everyone else crowds out in a hum of noise. It’s difficult to tell from this map how deep we are, but I’m imagining the crush of earth and crystal above us, though I know it’s mostly just other levels of the refinery. The map leads me to believe the next level up is still quite a way from us. We’re so far beneath the majority of the building we might actually be in the mines themselves. I shudder.
All there is to see out the open door is another hallway. I was kinda hoping for blue, crystal-lined caves glowing and crackling with dim, unrefined electricity. Instead, just another metal hallway and the low emergency lights. I usher the humans out before the elevator can close us back in.
The hallway empties into a wide, tall room stretching a good ways back, mostly metal still, but in the far distance, some of the walls disappear to partial stone. Definitely a bunker. Cold seeps under my coat, not enough to be unpleasant, only enough I’m grateful I wore my gloves. Princess stuffs her hands in the pockets of her borrowed coat. Heat blobs of people dot the open space, filling up even as stragglers manage to find their way down, so I’m assuming it’ll warm up. Even if it’s just the nasty, body-heat-and-hot-breath type of warmth.
No sign of cyborgs so far.
Metal tables are spread along the nearest wall, a few dozen people in more professional uniforms talking to some of the workers. Everyone here seems to know what they’re doing. No signs of panic, mostly boredom from the clustering crowd. A few glance at the ceiling of the bunker at another tremor, but most don’t even twitch.
“Hey, at least they’ve got snacks,” Zane whispers, gesturing to one of the tables where emergency rations of water and freezing-dried food are stacked. I pop one of the stolen chocolates into my mouth.
“Let’s find an empty corner,” I mutter. “Maybe no one will bother us.”
“Keep up that scowl and no one will,” Princess hisses.
Another tremor. Asteroid storm’s really picking up. She glances upward.
I take the bait. Too easy not to. “Whenever you’re uncomfortable, remember you’re the reason we’re here.”
“Because you were being excruciatingly unhelpful.”
“I’ve met a lot of people, and you’re still the first to have the audacity to justify breaking my ship because I wasn’t paying you enough attention. Must be a royals thing. And y’all run our entire galaxy—”
“I didn’t want you to pay attention to me—”
“Hey, you two?” Lalia asks.
I ignore her. “You know, I was actually trying to be more helpful to the demands you didn’t bring up until we were already heading for Zar and looking for another planet. I suppose that’s what I get for actually trying to act civil to a human for once—”
“You’re not even a cyborg! You’re stuck somewhere in between, acting like you’re above everyone just because you’re miserable—”
Zane clamps a hand over her mouth. Which was wise of him, because I was about to consider the breaking-hands theory again. Maybe just a finger or two—
“Aaron,” Lalia says again, and I follow both siblings’ gazes.
Oh. Found the Amerov numbers.
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They aren’t looking at us—thank the stars—but chatting with five of the workers manning the front tables. Neither appear too threatening, we’ve run into worse as far as size and augmentations in the past week alone. But both are sporting the silver-gray Amerov uniforms and sigil on the shoulder. I can’t tell from this distance if they’re high-ranking or if they’re male or female, and the heat sensors in my eyes aren’t helping. They’re mostly blobs from this distance.
Dangerous, irritating blobs.
“Good eye, La,” Zane murmurs.
It was a good spotting. Not that I’m going to mention it. I don’t want to get hugged.
“I don’t suppose you can tell if they’re ForceZero?” I whisper to Princess, insults forgotten.
She slides her glasses down her nose to get a better look in the dim room. “I don’t think so. Not any of the ones I’ve met. I’d remember. Wouldn’t it be pretty random if they were here?”
“Yeah, but I’m paranoid.”
She shrugs in an acknowledging way.
“Is ForceZero the scary cyborg task force?” Zane asks.
I roll my eyes, but it’s an accurate description. If I’m scared of them, the two siblings must be having a hell of a time with the idea of extra-enhanced numbers. Though I doubt Captain’s special forces are interested in them. Even if they caused Amerov problems, it’s nothing compared to the hailstorm of issues likely occurring because Princess Yvonne ran away.
The only reason Captain came after Lalia is because it interested him, not because he was panicking.
Gesturing at Princess, I snap her out of the staring trance, shooing her toward the opposite wall. Those two numbers are likely here on some refinery business. They’re not going to have much reason to wander the bunker’s far corners. Even if they notice us, unless Princess does something to tip them off to her identity, they shouldn’t be bothered by me.
Hopefully.
Even if they don’t like unregistered numbers, we’re not strictly illegal.
“Everyone be quiet,” I whisper. “We’re going to find an empty corner and stay out of sight until this is over. No attention drawing.”
Both siblings eyeball Princess and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling lest it start another argument. The royal has at least the dignity to put her nose up and not snip at the other humans.
Bat pokes his snout out of the pack. It’s dark here, no one’s likely to see enough to realize what he is. Subtly, as if I’m readjusting something, I reach back to give him a head rub. He’s always milder and happy to receive attention when he’s injured. I don’t blame him. I may have cuddled him once or twice in the past when I’ve been seriously hurt. Much to his irritation.
Never going to tell the humans. Ever.
Fewer people are clustered on the opposite end of the wall. Those who’ve settled here give us wary looks but return to their conversations. Nothing but bare stone exists back here, if we wanted chairs or cots we would’ve had to stay near the front. Not worth it. A few doors are built into the stony sections of the walls. Reinforced, heavy-duty bolts and locks. I try a handle, but it doesn’t budge. The human nearest me snorts but whips his face away when I turn enough he sees my appearance.
Idiot.
The siblings settle along a smooth section of the cavernous floor where the rough underground walls make a nicer seat than the flat metal. Lalia balances her crutch on one finger until it falls, watching the other humans. Zane’s on his tablet.
Princess still stands, hovering. I imagine her eyes narrowed behind the glasses. At least, I don’t need to argue with her about keeping the pitiful disguise in place—she wants to be recognized about as much as I do.
But her hovering is making me antsy. “Sit.”
“No.”
“Fine.” I take a seat, resting the heels of my boots on a rock, staring up at her.
She sits.
This is going to be a long couple of hours.
•
Eventually, someone exits the nearest bolted door.
I’m not asleep, just zoning out against the wall, eyes zeroed on the glitching blobs of heat packing the room. Bat is curled in my lap inside the backpack, my hand inside so I can rub his ears. I’d take him out and check his wounds, but don’t want to draw attention. He’ll be fine for a while.
I’ve kept an eye on the Amerov numbers as best I can from this distance. They eventually settled somewhere up front, body language bored, making no move to wander. It relaxed me a little. As I figured, they’re not interested in the humans—this job, whatever it precisely is, is probably pretty boring and low-level. Like the security numbers in Amethyst’s hospital.
Otherwise, no humans approach. After two hours, the worst that’s happened is my behind is going numb on the cold stone.
I watch a worker exit, brushing glittering blue dust from his bodysuit. He doesn’t so much as glance in my direction, and I move my foot into the gap before the door can click shut. No one seems to notice.
Zane stares at my foot, shaking in silent laughter. I’m feeling generous, so I wink.
Carefully, I lift Bat in his pack in one arm, leaning over so I can peek through the cracked door. A rougher tunnel runs down, chips of blue crystal gravel lining the stone stairs. I was right: one of the mines extends under the refinery. There’s a tablet built into the wall just inside the door. I squint to get a better look, but my eyes aren’t being helpful, trying to give me the blue thermal chart of the cold walls.
At least it makes me more grateful for my new ears.
Glancing at the siblings, I jut my chin at the door. Zane is on his feet in a moment, trying to look casual with his hands stuffed in his pockets.
“Are you out of your mind?” Princess whispers. “Have you ever not broken a rule in your life?”
“Says the chick who wants to break into Amerov,” I mutter.
“There’s a reason those doors are bolted.”
“You wanna stay in here with the Amerov numbers?”
Her cheek twitches, face turning for the front of the room. She’s been keeping an eye on them too.
“Fine.”
She leaps to her feet and through the door before I can even get up. Zane grins, darting in. Lalia limps after, while I give a dirty look to the closest man staring at us like we’ve committed murder. My eyes stop glitching long enough to show the color draining from his face at my scowl. Serves him right.
The door clicks closed behind us, a deeper cold sliding down my neck. Experimentally, I test the door and find it opens easily from the inside. No forcefield stopping us, though one shimmers along the interior of the tunnel, glittering whenever I interact with it. Probably for stopping cave-ins, not controlling workers.
Zane is scrolling through the tablet on the wall, Lalia and Princess staring over his shoulders. Princess has definitely taken to the other humans. I suppose it’s easy for people to get along when they don’t look as if a planet’s landed on them and have the general stigma of being monsters soaked in insanity.
If she hadn’t been such an ass to me, the siblings would probably be trying to befriend her.
I stare at the side of Lalia’s face until she notices and scoots over so I can get at the tablet.
“Check out how deep it goes,” Zane says, pointing at the squiggly lines of the tunnels reaching fingers into the moon’s surface. I wonder if it’ll get hotter or cooler the deeper it goes.
I dig out my tablet and give it a go at transferring the map. It isn’t immediate, but eventually, the tablet lets me connect. I have to pinch the map on the screen to grab it and ‘toss’ it over onto my screen—most technology is past this point, but I’ve had to do this before, at least I don’t need a cord to attach it—but eventually the whole map comes to life on my display.
Zane does the same with his.
“What’s your genius plan now?” Princess asks, arms folded, glasses tucked in her pocket.
“Why? Afraid you’ll get your clothes dirty?”
“Children,” Lalia says. “Don’t start.”
“Don’t tell me what to do.”
“I’m the oldest. I’m in charge.”
“There is simply no way anyone here believes you’re in charge.”
Lalia snickers. “You know, I think I have a bruise on my chest from your elbow.”
“Because somehow, you still haven’t learned not to try to muscle me into things.”
She makes a move like she’s going to poke me in the forehead and I step back so jerkily I bump into the tunnel wall. Banter is one thing. No touching. I make a face, but I’ve given up on the idea of it grossing them out.
Bat rests his chin on my shoulder. His breath smells like chocolate.
“Still waiting for an answer,” Princess says, deadpan.
“Of course, your majesty,” I say. By the look she’s giving me, I’m glad I decided to disarm her. “We’ve got a few hours to kill. Unless you like sitting in that bunker with a ton of people and a few cyborgs, I’d rather be wandering around down here.”
She glances at the tablet embedded in the wall. “Think it’s dangerous?”
I tap at the forcefield. “That bunker is a safety precaution. This stuff apparently happens all the time. They’re not going to build their mines in ways that can collapse. But if you’d rather, I can cuff you to the door and we can get you on the way back.”
I’m not planning on doing that, it’s idiotic on multiple accounts, but it’s a fun visual image. And it makes Princess scowl. Which is always worthwhile.
She glances at the tunnel and, to my surprise, rolls her eyes. “Fine. I like a little exploration as much as the next idiot.”
Severely doubt it. But no use arguing. She’s doing what I want, after all.
“Hey, slowpoke,” I say to Lalia. “If she tries anything, yell at me.”
Lalia leans on her crutch and grins at Princess. They may get along comfortably, but they’re still both sour on her sabotaging my ship.
Heading down the rough steps carved into the tunnel floor, we descend into darkness.
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Lights illuminate the walkway. It emanates from the forcefield, brightening as we pass and dimming once we’re gone. No one’s down here, and I follow the map on the tablet to what appears to be the intersection of many of the tunnels. The map has no distances written in a way I can read, but based on the little dot marking us and how much it’s moved, I’m guessing it’s a few hundred feet down.
“You know, I think my legs just recovered from all that climbing and running on Amethyst,” Zane says, but he sounds cheerful.
He’s right behind me, Princess next, Lalia at the rear. It’s not my problem, and shouldn’t worry me, and I know Zane’s doing the same, but I still find myself glancing over my shoulder every minute or so. Just to ensure she’s doing alright. She’s only a dozen feet back from Princess, looking relatively comfortable on the crutch. Zane gives me funny expressions every time I glance back, and I don’t bother trying to figure it out.
The walls of the tunnel bear patterns from whatever equipment bore it through the moon’s crust. Series of five vertical streaks interspersed with two horizontal, repeating in a pattern all the way down. I wonder what kind of drill made such a place and shudder at the thought of the ice drill and giant fish back on Yayth.
No crazy people shooting at us down here. Yet.
I doubt the miners are allowed weapons while harvesting such a volatile substance. I pat my pistol just to ensure it’s as it should be.
“Sooooo,” Lalia says, the first to start up a conversation. “Your highness, you told Aaron yet why you’re so interested in Amerov?”
I snort silently to myself. Good, let someone else harass the woman for a while.
“No,” Princess says, voice clipped.
“Why not?”
“None of his business.”
“Aw, come on. What’s a little secret-sharing among criminals?”
Bat snickers lowly. I ease him out of the backpack, cradling him in one arm so he can get a better look around, keeping him in his little swaddle of a blanket. He probably wouldn’t appreciate such treatment at other times, especially not before the other humans, but he tucks his snout affectionately into the palm of my hand.
Princess ignores her.
Lalia continues, “I mean, I get where you’re coming from with the whole breaking-into-Amerov thing. Zane and I have done a bit of that once or twice.”
Just once, I think, rolling my eyes. I’m tempted to tell Lalia to shut up, but I suppose it doesn’t matter if Princess knows the situation going on here. Maybe it’ll loosen her tongue. And I can’t deny my curiosity.
It gets Princess’ attention. “What do you mean?”
Lalia sounds much too pleased to have hooked her. “Well, we. . .
lost Aaron for a long time. Kind of complicated. But Amerov wouldn’t let us know what happened to him, so we took matters into our own hands. Managed to get onto the planet, hoping to find him. Ended up not finding him because he’s a slippery little sneak.”
I make a rude gesture over my head but only get a snort in return, the sound echoing off the stone walls.
“But we found where he was logged into the system as unregistered. Someone had put in that he was suspected to be a bounty hunter because he was on Clock’s registry. We went off of that. He ended up finding us, actually. As you might have guessed, there’s a bit of a bounty on our heads too when you go snooping around Amerov uninvited. He was hunting us down and we figured it out.”
Princess is quiet for longer than I expected. Eventually, she says, “That’s the most bat shit story I’ve ever heard.”
I add, “And she’s leaving out the part where she nearly killed me with her ship.”
“Oh, shut up, that was very unintentional,” Lalia mutters. “Craziest month of our life. Not to mention some of the stuff that’s happened since.”
Captain. I’d imagine it was a strange experience for her. Everyone knows about Amerov, and as an extension, Captain. He’s almost as well-known as the royals themselves, though in a more mysterious and mythological way. People don’t see videos of him on their tablets giving speeches or fighting wars. He isn’t a figurehead of authority except in name only. Many cyborgs haven’t even met him directly, though they all know him on sight.
There’s an entire difference between hearing vaguely about an ancient cyborg running the cyborg planet, and coming face-to-face with him only to find out he wants to take you back to Amerov and have your memories wiped so you stop causing trouble. I was too busy panicking at the time to consider how strange an experience it must’ve been for Lalia. Then Zane had to hear about the whole thing second hand.
“Well?” Lalia asks. “Care to share?”
There’s enough pause I think she might actually confess, but alas, “Nope.”
“Oh, come on.”
“It’s none of your business either.”
Lalia sighs dramatically, the breath hissing off the walls. Glancing back, I find Princess’ expression troubled in the dark of the tunnel. Zane catches my eye and gives an amused half-smirk. Princess sees me and scowls.
Somehow, I doubt she’s trying to get to someone evil.
Who knows. My judgment has been a bit screwed lately. Zane and Lalia have been nothing but helpful, even when I expected the opposite. A few humans have managed to screw me over even when I was being careful. A royal who acts nothing of the sort. My judgment usually isn’t so terrible.
Suppose it’s not the strangest of all the things happening these past weeks.
Our little dot on the map is nearing where many of the mining tunnels intersect. I can’t see much, but the faintest blobs of heat reach my sensitive eyes. Miners must still be hanging out down here during lockdown. They aren’t big enough blobs to be equipment, and they aren’t moving much, probably waiting for the shutdown to lift before returning to work.
I slow my steps until the dark of the tunnel becomes the edge of a broader cavern. Bracing my hand against the edge, I lean around. No door or forcefield pushes back, and I’m greeted with a cavern perhaps half the size of the bunker. Equipment sits at a standstill. Most of it isn’t familiar, but I figure some of the vehicle-like carts and trucks are for transporting the crystals. A large structure sits in the center of the cavern, a round, squat shape and a pipe of sorts rising into the stone of the ceiling. Conveyor belts line the walls of the tunnels branching out, all leading to the center contraption. Unrefined crystal sits sporadically—each piece of equipment also covered in forcefields—heading for the center to be whisked away up to the refinery.
These gems aren’t nearly as glowing and volatile as the one in my ship. I’m unsure how refining works, but it brings out the natural energy so it can power itself indefinitely. At least, until enough time and effort passes and it begins to disintegrate.
Or some idiot kicks a pebble into the engine.
The humans are crowding against my back to get a better look. Bunching my shoulders, I edge away, stepping into the cavern.
A few humans still lingering in the cavern turn in our direction.
“Er, hi,” Zane says, waving gently.
They stare, confused but not particularly interested. I suppose it isn’t their problem if random idiots wander into the mines. Not unless we cause trouble. No one appears to be in charge, just the normal uniforms, dusty with glowing blue. There are a few hostile looks sent my direction, fairly mild all things considered.
I wander the edge of the cavern. Can I just take one of the crystals from down here? This section seems predominately full of the smaller gems, plenty of the size to fit my engine. Sure, they all need refining, but there are other places off-planet able to refine smaller gems.
Not worth it. Princess already paid for one, we’ll just wait out the worst of the shutdown and pick up a crystal already prepped to go.
Still, it’s tempting.
Approaching the nearest conveyor, I pull off my glove and reach inside the idle machine, picking up one of the smaller gemstones. It’s light and fairly cool, buzzing with a faint burning cold electricity not enough to damage me even if I were human. Zane walks along the inside of the cave, grinning at all the crystals.
Kid in a candy store.
“Hey, what are you doing?” a nearby voice interrupts my little nerding-out session.
I glance sideways without turning my head. One of the miners seems to have taken offense to my snooping, rising from the ground and stomping my direction. He’s big and beefy and has the general air of having a chip on his shoulder. Great. I attract all the worst sorts.
Most humans will leave cyborgs alone. At least, most won’t walk toward one in a threatening manner, but if this guy hasn’t met many, and never an unregistered, he may think his bigger size is a suitable advantage. There are plenty of different augmentations, after all. For all he knows, my muscles aren’t enhanced.
If he’s just assuming he knows, he’s an idiot.
I try ignoring him. Usually works well enough when the human in question isn’t Zane or Lalia.
“Hey, bolt-face, ya hear me?”
Bolt-face? I finally look his way. “Really? That’s your insult?”
Lalia is glaring daggers at the man, then claps a hand over her mouth, trying not to laugh.
Shifting, the miner scowls, glancing back at the other humans. I guess the comment was supposed to intimidate me. He must be bored. Carefully, I put Bat—now returned to his pack—on the ground, stepping away casually in case the big man gets any ideas. Zane leans against the conveyor belt near the backpack, which, weirdly enough, makes me feel better.
“Anyone ever tried to scrap you for parts?” the human tries, advancing slowly. Definitely bored.
I’ve heard of such things happening, but the number of humans with the guts to go after Amerov numbers for the black-market parts is small. The amount who succeeds is even smaller. I worry when it comes to Bat, but not when it comes to myself.
“No, but I encourage you to try.”
I sound bored, and he stops advancing. To my right, Princess is staring alongside Lalia. It’s dark enough that her glasses are off, clutched in her hand, but her expression is strange. Frowning, but not confused. Obviously not concerned. Must be something else, but I can’t be bothered.
The human gets so close I can feel his breath. It’s easier to ignore when I’m being threatened. Easier to stand straight and relaxed and confident when I’m not trying to fake social niceties. He’s taller than me, broader in the shoulders, and obviously trying to threaten. I smile, hood slipping as I tip my head back to stare, satisfied at the grimace immediately twisting his expression.
“Whatcha got in the bag there?” he asks.
My smile drops. Bat’s nose is sticking out, watching the altercation. Zane stands a little straighter, posture clearly threatening.
But I’ve had enough.
Crunching the heel of my boot onto his toes, I slam my palm upward into his nose.
It’s so nice to be able to hit again without pain.
And that’s all it takes.
He crumples like straw, clutching his face, a muffled whine slipping from between his hands.
Zane’s short laugh ricochets off the cavern walls.
Three of his buddies get to their feet. I sigh. I wonder if they won’t sell me a crystal if I beat the crap out of a handful of their workers—
“Hey! Back off! Leave the man alone.”
I search for the female voice in the dark of the tunnels to my left. A flood of heat greets me, but no features. She emerges from the shadows a moment later, glaring at the approaching humans and giving the one on the ground a scowl of deep disgust.
“Beat it. And learn to mind your own business.”
The other men listen. And I can see why. Glass eyes, a metal implant in her temple. Obvious enhancements to her hands and wrists, blinking faintly in the dark. Cyborg.
Her eyes catch mine, give me a once-over, and a genuine smile crinkles her face.
Unregistered cyborg.
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“You,” the cyborg says, pointing, “Come with me, I want to ask you a question.”
She glances at Zane, then at the women behind me. “Bring your humans.”
Not my humans, I think, but the siblings will give me a sad look if I say it aloud. I stare at the woman, considering moving but not managing it. She’s dressed in worker’s garb, so definitely a miner. . .
but an unregistered number? Working in the mines alongside the humans? No one’s giving her hostile looks except the three who wanted to attack me for their friend still whimpering on the ground.
What the hell?
She’s waiting, eyebrow raised, then gestures toward the tunnel behind her. A dim, gentle light emanates. Probably a lamp. She’s made a space for herself to wait out the storm, I suppose.
All three humans are looking between us, Zane particularly uncertain after our last run-in with an unregistered number on Amethyst. She didn’t particularly like me. There were dishes thrown. I wave limply at the three of them to go. Zane attempts to pick up Bat and promptly gets a nip to the finger and a low growl. Should’ve known better. I scoop up the little badger, keeping him hidden in his pack. Hopefully, no one heard the noise, or they think he’s some sort of pet.
The cyborg is sitting cross-legged in a chair a way into the tunnel. She has a cooler, some headphones, and a tablet sitting atop it. Set to go for the lockdown.
I can imagine why she’d prefer to stay in the tunnels rather than the bunker. Who knows about the rest of the miners.
“Someone wanna tell me what’s going on?” Princess whispers, mostly to me, but the cyborg lady smiles at her.
“Didn’t expect to see you here, Princess Yvonne.”
Shit. She didn’t say it loud enough the miners would hear even if they snuck up to the tunnel’s mouth, but she can cause problems herself. Who knows what her power levels or augmentations are. Maybe she isn’t unregistered and is great at faking human emotion, then she’ll get in touch with Captain. Hell, even if she’s unregistered she still might turn us in simply to get on Captain’s good side if she wants something—
“Oh relax, kids, I don’t care.” She gestures to the ground. “Take a seat. Have a snack. This is the strangest group I’ve ever come across, and I want to hear the story.”
None of us move.
She rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry about the men out there. That little group’ll pick a fight with anything and anyone. Got in a scuffle with them myself in the beginning. They’re not going to go tattling. They don’t want to admit someone kicked their ass without so much as breaking a sweat.”
We still don’t sit, and I’m unsure if I can speak. She seems friendly enough, but who knows with unregistered numbers. We’re unreliable. Most aren’t even as level-headed as I am, and I’m half a bubble off at any given time.
“Suspicious bunch,” she mutters, eyeing Princess before addressing me. “I’m not going to fight you for her or anything, I don’t hunt bounties anymore. Haven’t for years. I just like to check the charts for curiosity’s sake. And I saw her without her glasses. Might wanna keep those on, hun.”
Princess actually smiles sheepishly, still confused. That makes all four of us.
But Zane and Lalia, the dumb happy idiots they are, take a seat on the floor, leaning against the tunnel wall. Figures. Princess follows suit. I guess when the cyborg isn’t me, she’s fine. Of course. If she grew up on Neyla Ve, she’s probably had more exposure to my kind than I have.
Tension still sits in my muscles, but I lower myself to the ground, slowly, if for no other reason than to appear non-threatening. She smiles again, kicks the cooler toward us, and wriggles into a more comfortable position in her chair.
“So,” she says. “What do you have in the bag there?”
Really? She just saw me break someone’s nose over the same question. At least, she’s not being threatening.
Automatically, I hold Bat’s shape tighter inside the canvas. “None of your business.”
She just laughs again, glancing down the tunnel at the cavern. No one’s close enough to see.
I lean on one hand, trying not to appear nervous, but my chest is tight. “I didn’t know Taloon hires unregistered numbers.”
She shrugs, fiddling with her headphones. “Not often. I was on a transport vessel with one of the managers here. We got to talking, and he realized I’m not mad. When I mentioned not knowing what use to put my hands to, he said he could hire me on for a trial period. The equipment we dig the crystals out with still requires quite a bit of manual labor and muscle—I’m good for that.”
She displays her enhanced wrists. They’re almost completely robotic, worn silver metal. The craftsmanship is good, with no wires visible, damage-free. What kind of injury caused it? I don’t suspect the scientists on Amerov would’ve chosen such augmentations without reason. Too random and strange.
“How are the other miners?”
“A little antsy. They’ve gotten used to me. One or two actually talk to me at the beginning of shifts. Mostly, they leave me alone. I’m fine with it. Gotten used to it. You know what I’m talking about.”
In the corner of my eye, the humans are watching. Years passed between Audra’s company on Amerov, (and the small human troupe I worked with for a while after escaping) and finding Bat. I suppose some people would still call it being alone. But he’s all the company I need. I pet his ears under the canvas. The woman is still trying to get a look, but not being annoying about it. If I were her, I’d be interested too.
I risk a glance to my side, but Lalia is giving me one of those I’m-going-to-hug-you looks. Dammit. I inch farther from them.
“Taloon delivering to Amerov doesn’t affect you?”
She shrugs. “Not much. You’d think there’d be more numbers because of it, but other than the few that oversee the transport vessels, they’re few and far between. And they don’t bother the workers. But there are fewer these days—I’ve heard there’s another planet they’ve found in uncharted space where the crystals form.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“Which is good,” she continues. “Because who knows how much more this moon has. But I think plenty of Amerov’s resources are going toward that endeavor, not puttering around here where they aren’t needed.”
Haven’t heard anything about a new planet, but if it isn’t something popular culture knows of yet, I wouldn’t have heard of it. Interesting.
“Why are the four of you down here?” the cyborg asks.
“Snooping. Got locked in the bunker with everyone else and snuck down one of the doors when someone came out.”
She smirks. “Managers won’t be happy if they find you down here.”
“I don’t like being kicked out of the hangar. Has anyone from Amerov bugged you here? There are two numbers in the bunker. Guess they got stuck too.”
Her mouth twists. “I’ve gotten grief a few times. Nothing serious. They have no grounds to drag me back to Amerov when I work here, and my employers have no complaints.”
Her fingers tap on the edge of her chair. The idea must still make her nervous. What made her leave Amerov? It isn’t an easy feat, running from the cyborg planet if you’ve already been programmed. It was easier for me. I never got my chip and Audra purposefully turned a blind eye to my leaving. She knew I was planning it, there was no way she could’ve not known. She helped me escape with how aggressively she ignored my efforts. The fact I managed to get a ship off-planet at fourteen is a testament to her help. Most Amerov numbers would have access. Not me, too young. I’ve never thought for a minute I was smart enough to hack in the way I tried. It was too easy.
Either this woman had a terrible reaction to her chip and the programming, or it was damaged and never repaired, which is an equally difficult feat. No way to tell without asking. I doubt it’s a reaction to the programming. A bad response doesn’t go away. She’s too easygoing. Too gentle and content.
Even Audra’s strict in comparison.
This woman reminds me of Elem back at Amethyst’s hospital. But he was still programmed. Just less so than usual.
“I can see you thinking,” the woman says.
“What’s your name?”
“Myssa. That’s not what you wanted to ask.”
I shake my head. Should I?
With the other humans sitting here? “It’s just. . .I’ve never had a civil conversation with another unregistered number. A few have tried to kill me. I think the nicest interaction I had was one throwing some tableware at my head.”
Zane chuckles under his breath. Myssa doesn’t seem offended—she smiles. Her face is free of augmentations in comparison to mine. Away from Amerov, she hasn’t had the usual surgeries and medicines to extend her life, so she looks her age, wrinkles setting in. Gray in her reddish hair. I like it better. Gives her the personality most of my kind lack.
“I had a bad reaction to my conditioning. Freaked me out. Which was about as strange as you’d imagine. Simultaneously having my humanity dampened, but this constant impression something was wrong. My facility leader tried putting me on easy jobs and outposts. He thought I’d relax into it eventually as I got accustomed to the chip. Never happened. Eventually, I dug it out of the back of my neck.”
All three humans squirm. I try to imagine. Cyborgs are created with such a deep need to protect their own and never to go against their programming—which very much includes self-harm and damaging their own augmentations—she must’ve been pretty screwed up.
“They didn’t try to fix it?” I ask.
“They would’ve if I didn’t run away. Dug out the chip. Passed out. Woke up a few hours later. Headed away from the outpost. Ditched my ship as soon as I got to a new planet. No tracking me.”
“Ta-da,” I murmur.
“And you?” she asks.
I wince. “A little too complicated. Never told anyone. Never will. I will tell you these two idiots are claiming to be my relatives, and I don’t remember anything of my human life for whatever unexplained reason. So we’re trying to figure it out.”
It’s not the explanation she was hoping for, but she nods, accepting. Just because she decided to share, doesn’t mean I’ll return the favor.
Princess opens her mouth as if she wants to speak, but her jaw snaps shut when I turn her way. My story probably doesn’t make much sense compared to Lalia’s tale a while ago. At least she doesn’t get nosey. In fact, all three humans are remarkably quiet, particularly the siblings. Maybe it’s more interesting for them to watch me interact with another cyborg. Such an idea shouldn’t bother me, but I suddenly wish they’d return to the cavern to sit. It would be interesting having a private conversation with Myssa. She reminds me of Audra. Not necessarily in personality—Audra’s completely programmed, blank, uneasily amused, not warm in the slightest. This woman could be a kindly grandmother if her wrists and temple weren’t blinking with metal implants.
“Well,” she says. “At least tell me what you’re hiding there in the bag.”
I clamp my jaw. Normally, I wouldn’t be so hesitant, but Bat’s injured. I don’t like people looking at him when he’s helpless, even if I’m right here.
But the little badger takes this moment to stick his head out from the material, and the woman’s jaw pops open.
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I tense, anticipating a bad reaction. I doubt she’ll be frightened, but I inspect her artificial eyes for the look of someone who’s just found a jackpot of black market parts. Or a sign of disgust as I’d found in Princess’. I wait to be disappointed.
Her expression brightens, more surprised than even Audra was when first I’d let her see the little creature. She leans out of her chair but wisely doesn’t reach out. Her fingers appear completely metal, but I still think Bat’ll take a go at biting them off if she invades his space.
“Hello, little creature,” she says, and Lalia chuckles.
Bat stares, eyes large and calm. He shuffles out of the pack to sit more in my lap against my stomach. It’s colder down here than it was in the bunker, and he enjoys body heat.
“What happened to him?” Myssa says, genuine concern in her voice.
Without meaning to, I relax, warming to the woman. Even Zane and Lalia were a bit taken aback by Bat’s existence, though Zane had the best reaction, and it’s obvious he’s been trying to make friends—he keeps rubbing his fingers where Bat nipped him.
“We had a. . .run in with a rather nasty cyborg Captain sent. Nearly blew up part of their ship”—I gesture to the siblings—“some of the shrapnel hit him. He’s healing. Heals quick.”
She continues inspecting from a distance. Holding out her hand only earns her a growl, but she chuckles anyway.
“Oh, well, you’re adorable,” she says to him. “Where did you find him?”
“Er. . .” I haven’t exactly told any of the humans. Only Audra knows. I suppose Captain as well because he recognized the mutant creation when we were on his ship. Most people would suspect he’s some sort of Amerov concoction based purely on how strange he is, not to mention the metal limbs. But actually admitting is different. Maybe. Somehow, it feels dangerous. And she’ll probably want to know the circumstances under which I found him. Which seems even worse.
“Not going to tell me that either, hmm?” Myssa doesn’t appear bothered. She scoots to the ground, a foot or two in front of me, and sits to get a better look. We’re about the same height, but she’s broader in the shoulders. I’m strong in a different way. Scrawny strong. But she keeps her hands to herself, so Bat only stares in return.
“Do you know what he is?” Myssa asks.
“He’s got some badger DNA. His face is mixed with something else though, so I’m not sure what all went into him.”
And Bat takes this moment to say. “And bat ears.”
From the corner of my eye, Princess blinks. The real amusement is how Myssa’s eyes widen. She sits up straighter, staring down at him, jaw clamped shut. But she looks more surprised than alarmed.
“He talks?” she asks.
“Yeah. A lot, actually. If he likes you, getting him to shut up is the problem.”
Bat bites me on the thumb.
I take another glance at Princess. She’s scowling, irritated. A little insulted, maybe. Because no one’s asking about her? Or because the implication is Bat likes this cyborg woman more in a few minutes than he does Princess in the days we’ve been stuck on the ship together? Either way, I chew the inside of my lip so I don’t smile.
“How old is he?” Myssa asks.
“Well, he doesn’t know how old he was when I found him. But based on how much he grew and finally stopped growing, I’m guessing he was less than a year when I found him. I’ve had him eight years now.”
“Do you know anything about his lifespan?”
“Not much. Neither does he. He seems to be aging pretty slowly for having an animal body. I think I have more aches and pains than he does.”
“You’re just dramatic,” Bat says. I scratch him under the chin.
“Do you not like cyborgs, little badger?”
“Don’t like anyone,” Bat grumbles.
Zane says, “No wonder you and Aaron are friends.”
Bat gives him the side-eye, but his expression is unbothered. He’s warming to the human. At least, more than he ever warmed to Audra the handful of times they’ve met.
“Captain know you have him?” Myssa asks.
Well, I suppose she figured out the Amerov thing right away.
“He. . .recently found out. I think it bothered him more than he let on. I think there were more who died.”
Bat shudders. He may not have measured time well from his first moments on Amerov, but he remembers details. They didn’t know he was anything other than an animal. I suppose there wasn’t much way for them to know. It took him more than a year to ever start copying my words until I tried teaching him to speak. And he trusts me.
Still, I hold it against those scientists more than I ever held it against them for my changes. They were saving my life. With Bat and the others of his kind, they were attempting the creation of something otherworldly. It worked, but Bat knew what was happening to him, even if he didn’t know why.
I give him more of a cuddle without being too obvious.
“Did you steal him from Amerov?” Princess takes this moment to believe she’s part of the conversation.
I give her a dirty look. “Bit condescending coming from you.”
Zane and Lalia exchange glances and withheld smirks as if they’re having the time of their lives watching us quibble. Happy idiot humans.
Myssa glances between the two of us in blank confusion while the ground rumbles. It has been a while since an earthquake reached here. Nothing shakes loose even as the forcefields along the tunnel walls ripple before settling.
“So, Princess Yvonne.” Myssa leans back on her hands. “Never expected to see you down in a Taloon mine with an unregistered cyborg.”
Princess twitches a little, glancing at me and pushing her glasses back up her nose, though it’s far too late to fool this particular number. “He wants my bounty. He’s going to help me with something I want in exchange for my cooperation. And no, I’m not partaking in your little show-and-tell heart-to-heart.”
Myssa isn’t nearly as irritable as I am. If anything, her smile grows. She scoots back into her chair, giving me and Bat some space, and leans on the armrest, staring at the royal.
The silence stretches.
Eventually, Princess asks, “What?”
Myssa glances at me. “Having a fun time with this bounty, are you?”
I can’t help but smirk. “Time of my life. Did you say you hunted for a while?”
“A few years. Didn’t like it much. Rather stay in one place. I’m assuming it’s the only job you could get into?”
Because my appearance is hellish, I think, but don’t say. She’s not wrong in the implication. “I like flying. Like open space. Most professions put you in situations with lots of humans. Did that for a while. Didn’t like it. This is a good compromise, even if bounties are. . .annoying.”
“Plus you like danger,” Zane mutters.
“I do not.”
“You one hundred percent are an adrenaline junky and if you argue with me you’re a liar.”
I glare at him. “Pot. Kettle.”
I only get a laugh. “Hey, I’m just as bad. Lalia’s worse. Runs in the family, maybe.”
Lalia shoves him with her crutch. “I’m not worse.”
“Actually,” I say. “You picked a fistfight with me. You’re either worse or stupider. Pick one.”
“Different situation and you know it.”
“I know I have obvious metal in my face, and your first instinct was still to punch me.”
Myssa laughs loud enough the sound echoes off the tunnel. Bat flicks his ears in amusement.
“Speaking of that,” Myssa says, rummaging in her icebox for a snack I don’t recognize. “What happened to you?”
“I have not run into a single person with manners this entire month,” I mutter. I’m not thrilled about talking with Princess right there, but I suppose it hardly matters. It’s not as if she can’t figure out what happened broadly speaking, and I like Myssa. It’s strange and a little comforting to talk to someone who understands from first-hand experience, even if her situation was different. And it’s not as if any of this is dangerous information, just personal. Uncomfortable.
“Had a fever that pretty much melted my insides. Amerov fixed me. I took off before they could get to the tailoring part. Didn’t want another second of them fiddling on me.”
Myssa nods, thoughtful. It’s less of an explanation than I’m certain she was hoping for, but it’s the only elaboration I’m going to give with three humans sitting here. From the corner of my eye, Lalia is still giving me the going-in-for-a-hug eyes. At least she has the good sense to keep her limbs to herself.
“How long did it take?” Princess asks.
We all turn to her. I didn’t expect her to take part in the conversation, just fling some snippy remarks here and there. But her glasses are back off, eyes zeroed in on me, mouth pressed into a hard line as if she’s clamping her jaw.
Even having a serious conversation puts me back on high alert. I’d much rather keep talking to Myssa. “How long did what take?”
“All your”—She gestures at my face—“augmentations.”
A dozen rude answers come to mind, but I end up putting on my best petty imitation of her voice and saying, “None of your business.”
She chucks a pebble at me. It bounces off the metal in my temple, but I still think of flinging one in return. She should have a healthier fear of me. At least a little.
Myssa gives us all a look as if she’s an adult babysitting a group of kids. Perhaps she is. “He doesn’t have the same situation as most, I’d guess—I never asked your name.”
“Aaron.”
“Aaron wouldn’t have had the same situation, I’d guess, but for the average volunteer, it takes a few weeks. Everyone gets different levels of augmentations depending on their strengths and mental aptitude and what position they’re going into. But the basic process of getting a chip and some of the baseline augmentations to increase strength and speed take a few weeks. It took about two for me, though my hands weren’t replaced back then.”
She’s so comfortable talking about her experiences. Elem was like that as well. Am I just massively screwed up? More than I already knew? Or do I have the strangest luck running into two of the happiest cyborgs in the galaxy? I suppose with all the jerks we’ve scuffled with this last month it hardly evens out.
Still, I can’t imagine being comfortable enough to spill my backstory to a bunch of humans and a weird cyborg I met half an hour ago.
Princess frowns, unsatisfied. She shifts on the cold ground and begins stacking faintly luminescent pebbles. “And what if there’s a bad injury?”
Well, now this is getting interesting. Zane gives me a subtle eyebrow raise.
“How bad?” Myssa asks.
Princess clamps her jaw shut again.
“Sorry, I can’t tell you specifics without specifics, hun. If someone was on the brink of death, the doctor there could probably stabilize them and get them back in working order in a few days or so. It’s all the augmentations and surgeries and planning the individual changes for the individual person that takes time. You’d have to tell me what happened.”
I nearly hold my breath. Maybe I’m a bit more curious than I’d let myself admit. After all, she’s the second person I’ve recently run into who wants to get someone from Amerov. It must be killing Zane and Lalia not knowing.
“Never mind,” Princess says, shooting me another glare. “They’re not going to end up like him, so it doesn’t matter.”
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I have to give it to the siblings: they look like they want to murder Princess more than I do. I suppose I’ve gotten used to the insults. A little.
I still wish I’d broken a finger or two when I was angry enough to consider it.
Lalia turns to give her a more solid glare. “You know, I was feeling sympathetic about you and whoever you’re trying to get to, but you’re really a bitch for no reason.”
Princess’ shoulders bunch. “Oh wow, that hurts, I really care what you all think of me. A couple of criminals and a cyborg who thinks he’s better than everyone—what the hell are you smirking at, robot?”
I shrug. “You thinking you’re special because your parents got elected king and queen.”
“That is not why I think—”
“That’s enough,” Myssa says. “The other miners aren’t going to bother you, but that doesn’t mean a screaming match is smart.”
Princess opens her mouth, ready to argue, but Myssa shoots her such a hard look her jaw only clicks shut. Instead, she softly asks, “Do you think we can leave here soon?”
I shrug. I may not be as offended as Zane and Lalia, but I’m still not feeling generous. She keeps being nasty and then wanting my help. How, exactly, does she think that’s going to work?
“We’re still on emergency shutdown,” Myssa says. “Better get comfortable for a few hours. Even when they let you out of the bunker, you’re not going to be able to fly off-moon until the whole storm has passed. Unless a freighter comes in.”
We’ve already been told, but Princess still scowls, throwing a pebble at the tunnel wall and laying on her back, arms folded. Zane gives her the side-eye.
I’m in no mood to share with Myssa while Princess is listening. I’ve gone through most of what I’m comfortable voicing aloud. I give Bat a chocolate and lean against the wall with my back to the royal, checking his injuries. Myssa strikes up a conversation with the siblings about their criminal activity Princess mentioned, and I don’t much listen. I know all of it already.
My hands aren’t exactly clean from wandering the mines, so I use some of the sterile gauze I packed away to dab more of the flesh-regrowing gel on Bat’s wounds. They’re still bleeding a tad, but not enough to concern me. It probably hasn’t helped being curled in the pack. I feed him two of the same painkillers I used with my injuries—he likes needles even less and I won’t force it upon him unless he’s out of it. Teaching him to swallow a pill has never been something he took to, but he doesn’t mind simply chewing them up like candy. The idea makes me gag, but if it doesn’t bother him, he can do as he likes.
His animal snout doesn’t let him drink well from a canteen, so I pour little bits into my palm for him to lap up. His beady little eyes stay fixed on Myssa and the humans, but he’s relaxed.
“How you holding up?” I murmur next to his ear so the humans don’t hear.
“Fine. I wish those Amerov numbers weren’t here.”
“So do I. But I don’t think they have any reason to come down. Even if they do, I won’t let them do anything to you.”
“I know,” he says. He’s been with me for eight years and we both may have gotten the crap kicked out of us, but he’s never been taken away from me. Even on Captain’s ship, I managed to get him back safely.
I bundle him back up in his blanket.
Princess is staring. My skin crawls. She’s sitting farthest into the tunnel, so a faint glow has kept up behind her this whole time. I lean forward to get a better look.
“Anything in particular down this tunnel?” I ask Myssa.
She follows my gaze. “Go look. There are no branches, you can’t get lost. It’s a fairly new dig. Lots of crystals. Oh, and if there are any critters, just stay out of their way. They don’t attack unless provoked.”
The ones in the cage in the hangar? “Critters?”
“About yea big”—She holds her hand at knee level—“when they’re grown. Called cyras. They tunnel around the crust and eat the crystals down here. Some of the moths that live in the dark too.”
“They eat the crystals?” Zane asks. “I can’t believe I’ve never heard of that.”
“Everyone here thinks of them more as pests than anything, but I suppose it’s pretty fascinating, yeah.”
I smirk. Fascinating indeed. “There was a bunch in cages in the hangar. Any idea why?”
Myssa cocks her head. “No. I’ve never heard of anyone doing that. Exotic pets?”
“Maybe,” I mutter, but know it isn’t true. Amerov wouldn’t go through the trouble of shipping a load of exotic animals off the moon just because some rich folks elsewhere in the galaxy like the idea.
“Oh,” Myssa says. “And don’t be shooting your guns off in here if you do see one. Good way to cause an explosion.”
“Yeah, I’m not quite so stupid.” I get up, dusting my pants off, keeping Bat in his blanket and bag in one arm, his head sticking out. “And I took away her majesty’s weapons. If she smashes her face against a crystal really hard, maybe she could make a spark.”
“You’re hilarious,” Princess grumbles.
“You can either come with me and I can keep an eye on you, or stay here and Lalia will stare at you. She doesn’t look like she’s going anywhere.”
Lalia has taken to sprawling out across the tunnel, newly healed leg propped up on Zane’s backpack. She looks sore.
“I am, in fact, not moving,” she says, helping herself to one of the snacks Myssa offered earlier. The wrapper isn’t familiar. “You boys have fun looking at the rocks.”
Zane is already up, bouncing on his toes with the biggest grin I’ve ever seen. I need to put a leash on him. The idea makes it difficult to keep a straight face.
I expect Princess to turn up her nose at the idea of more traipsing down dirty tunnels, especially just to ‘look at the rocks’, but she gets her feet under her, sticking her glasses in her pocket and folding her arms expectantly. Myssa smirks.
Whatever. I won’t let the royal ruin the fun.
I follow the conveyor belt down the tunnel, checking the map on my tablet to confirm there aren’t branches. We can always turn right around and return the way we came.
As Myssa and Lalia disappear from view, Zane mutters into his comm, “If you need me, call.”
We’re not connected, so he must be talking to Lalia. I can’t blame him. Myssa may seem nice, but Lalia’s alone with her, and in no running condition if something happens. She’s a grown woman, but I understand Zane’s concern.
Grasping one hand on the silent and still conveyor belt, I keep my balance with Bat in my other arm as the mine drops considerably. It isn’t so smoothly scraped out as the tunnel down. Crystals line the walls in small patches, nothing more interesting than we’ve seen so far, most no larger than my fist in size, but the growing glow promises a much more interesting sight.
“So, this stuff isn’t toxic at all?” Princess asks.
A little late to consider, I think, but don’t bother being snippy about it. “No. They would be if you ground them up into fine powder, like anything else you’re not supposed to breathe the dust. I think during the refining process you’re supposed to wear breathing masks and stuff. These are all raw stones. They’re not dangerous because of any fumes—just. . .don’t touch any of the bigger ones.”
“I thought you can touch them if they’re not refined.”
I guess she’s back to having a casual conversation. “You can. If they’re large enough, it’ll still electrocute the crap out of you. The smaller ones are just a little. . .buzzy.”
Princess stuffs one hand into her pocket, the other clinging to the conveyor belt. Nothing we’ve run across so far will do her any harm, but I don’t need to console her. Let her be anxious.
I’m busy watching my boots among the sharp, regular stone of the tunnel floor, so I’m not paying attention until Zane says, “Whoa.”
I look up into the brightest tunnel I’ve ever seen.
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Releasing the end of the conveyor belt, I step amongst the crystals. Without meaning to, a grin stretches my face.
Massive clusters of pale blue crystals protrude from every section of the tunnel—ceiling, walls, and around my legs. Thousands of smaller ones grow together or are strewn across the floor in a patchwork of gravel, crushed from the mining operation. Huge, angular gems with razor edges break free of the stone. Electricity hangs in the air like the damp before a thunderstorm. The nearest one is taller than I am. No way I’m touching it. I nudge Bat a little more into his pack, just in case. In its unrefined state, nothing here should hurt us through fabric, but neither Zane nor Princess are wearing gloves. Zane knows what he’s doing, but I’m uncertain about Princess.
“You see that?” I ask her, pointing at the largest gem. “Touch that with your skin and you’ll regret it.”
She shoves both hands further into her pockets.
Her expression is awed. Gentler than usual. She stares at the crystals above her, mouth open, abruptly sad. What’s she thinking about? The moment she notices my watching, she turns away, more interested in the wall than facing me. Whatever. If she doesn’t want to share, I’m no one to make her.
“Aaron, check this out.” Zane has wandered ahead, partially hidden behind one of the towers of crystal. I pick my way over and edge as close to his shoulder as I can without brushing against the rocks.
One of the streaks of crystal has grown in a circular pattern, smaller hexagons of stone, creating a pattern resembling a beehive. Bat sticks his head further out the pack to take a better look, ears perked.
I remove my glove and flick at one of the larger crystals. A sharp bolt runs up my arm, but it’s not too bad. Handing the smaller, refined crystals is more nerve-racking.
It startles Zane, though. “Will. You. Stop. Touching those.”
“Let him electrocute himself,” Princess mutters, wandering over, arms folded, hands under armpits.
“Careful,” I grumble back. “I’ll throw one at you.”
She rolls her eyes. The woman has not developed a healthy respect for anything in her life. I don’t believe she realizes I’m much of a fighter, more like any of the numbers who have to obey her orders on Neyla Ve. I suppose it’s fair. But just a hair more annoying and I might consider tossing one of the smaller stones at her. It wouldn’t do permanent damage, after all.
Rein it in, Aaron. I don’t have to deal with her being annoying much longer.
Zane and Lalia might be permanent.
I pause, staring at the floor. The idea doesn’t annoy me as much as it should. Which pisses me off in and of itself.
Bat wriggles, wanting to be put down, but back to not speaking before Princess. She stares at him the moment he moves, but I set him on a bare section of the floor.
“Don’t wander where I can’t see you,” I tell him.
He snorts, waddling off among the crystal, a little mass of ears and gauze.
“How’s he doing?” Zane whispers.
“Better. And he can hear you.”
Zane makes a face as if he’s been caught stealing cookies, but the concern in his voice was real. Bat may not allow anyone but me to touch him, but I believe he’s warming to the humans. I’m not certain how he feels about their concern, but he’s not going to be annoyed Zane is worried for him.
I hate to admit it, but it softens me up as well. No one else has shown him concern before.
I supposed most humans don’t follow me around, either.
“So,” Princess says, “I don’t get it. What’s with the cyborg out there?”
My hackles go up, but I keep my voice even, unbothered. “How do you mean?”
“Well, she’s unregistered, nice, pleasant, and doesn’t look like a giant punched her in the face.”
Zane rolls his eyes, wandering among the crystals after Bat. Maybe I should ignore her as well. It’s difficult not to rise to the challenge, and I’ve already been too petty to convince myself I’m taking the higher road.
“I’m not a grumpy son of a bitch because I’m unregistered, I’m a grumpy son of a bitch because nice little pretty things like you see me walking past on the street and practically faint.”
Her eyebrow twitches. “So human opinions bother you?”
I shrug. “Not on an individual basis. But it gets pretty old after a while. Especially when I’m just minding my own damn business.”
She gives me a funny look, but I’m past caring what she thinks of the situation. “And my appearance, which you seem to love bringing up, isn’t because I’m unregistered. Special case.”
“Because you were sick?”
“You’re shockingly nosey for someone who refuses to give any information about herself.”
“You’re not going to answer?”
“Nope,” I say, and shoot her a large, exaggerated grin. In the low, pale light of the crystals, I’m hoping it looks atrocious. Judging by her lip twisting, I’d say I’ve done my job.
“Hey, Aaron?” Zane calls. “Can you come here?”
Bat’s leg is still peeking from behind a crystal, so I know he’s fine, but Zane is standing behind him, rubbing his chin, a mixture of confusion and amusement warring in his expression.
I pick my way through the crystals, ignoring how close Princess walks behind me. What is it with these humans invading my personal space?
“Bat, what did you find?” I ask.
Bat’s snout comes into view, holding a small lump I don’t immediately recognize. Then it wriggles and squeaks, and Bat deposits it on my boot. Scooping it to eye level, I find a tiny face staring at me with two huge, milky eyes. Covered in silver fur and built somewhat like a kitten with a stubby tail, I’m fairly sure we’ve found an animal like the ones in the cages. It must be a newborn. It’s too small—fitting easily into one palm—and toothless to be an adult. It yawns, squeaks like a tiny bird, and gnaws on my thumb.
Zane pets it with one finger. Princess eyeballs it as if she wants to but doesn’t put her hand near me.
I set it back with Bat who picks it up, finds a comfortable spot to settle, and nibbles at it the way a mother dog gives affection to its puppies. Zane makes a soft choking sound, trying not to laugh, stuffing his fist against his mouth. I smirk. Bat hasn’t had much interaction with other non-hostile animals, the two of us spend most of our days on the ship, but I’ve seen him scramble up trees to put baby birds in their nests. He has hunter instincts, definitely, but also tends to care for the things he’s hunted and eventually lets them loose. In the past, I’ve considered getting some sort of small pet for him, but haven’t actually gone through with it. Perhaps I should.
“Where are the grown ones?” Princess asks.
I’ve been glancing around for them, but there’s no movement at the end of the tunnel, no other heat signatures.
“Not close,” I say. “Maybe they hunt and come back like birds.”
The place Bat settled to nuzzle the kitten is organized suspiciously like a nest of pebbles.
Bat looks up at me, glances lowly at Princess, and says, “I want it.”
I try not to laugh. “You can’t keep it. They eat the crystals around here, remember?”
He growls and goes back to nuzzling. Maybe I will get him a pet.
“How did you get him on Amerov?” Princess asks.
For a moment, I don’t realize she’s talking about Bat until the little creature gives her a murderous glare. People see him as an animal, I know, but the question makes me defensive. It didn’t bother me when Myssa asked, but Princess sounds more as if she’s talking about an object.
Who knows, maybe she talks about other humans in the same way.
“Who are you looking for on Amerov?”
“Piss off.”
Good, now she’s as annoyed as I am. “See, you have your answer.”
Zane looks like he’s having a hell of a time with all the bickering, but touches his ear and says, “Yeah?”
Lalia must be calling. My nice new hearing aids pick up the faintest voice in his comm. Princess is still scowling, she and Bat having a stare-down, so I ignore her.
Zane’s eyes flicker to mine. “La thinks there’s something going on back in the main tunnel. She can’t figure out what the commotion is about, but Myssa went to check it out.”
Carefully, I scoop Bat into the backpack, maneuvering the tiny animal back into its nest. Probably best we leave before the parents show up. Some tiny heat signatures are flickering in the walls of the tunnel, small enough not to be human.
“Fine, let’s go see what trouble your sister’s gotten herself into.”
“To be fair, I don’t think this one’s on her—”
I walk away before he can continue, hooking a single finger under the hem of Princess’ coat, dragging her along where I can keep her within my line of sight.
“Get your hand away from me.” She slaps my wrist. It isn’t enough to make me release her, but I do anyway. It’s not as if I want to be touching her.
It’s a bit of a climb back up the tunnel, clinging to the equipment for balance in the rougher areas. Princess ends up in the back with Zane hurrying on ahead. I don’t hear commotion, but it’s unsettling having anything go remotely wrong. Bat and I are Amerov freaks, and the three humans all have high bounties. Not exactly a great position.
Lalia is only leaning on the wall of the tunnel when we return to Myssa’s little hideout. She clings to her crutch and glances over her shoulder at us.
“Not sure what’s going on and didn’t want to get too close.”
I’m glad she didn’t. Not with her bounty.
Leaning out, I watch the humans cluster near something on the opposite end of the cavern. Voices mesh, impossible to pick out individual words. I spot Myssa hovering near the edge of the crowd, hands in her pockets, unthreatening. People still give her a wide berth.
“What started it?” I ask.
“No idea. I was laying there and heard shouts. Different language. By the time I got up and over here, everyone was grouped together.”
I watch the miners swarming. Maybe we’ve overstayed our welcome. “I think it’s time to go. Let’s head for the exit. We don’t need to stay.”
“What about Myssa?” Lalia asks.
I hesitate. She doesn’t need our help, but it sits uncomfortably in my chest to leave without saying something. She was kind to us, and it was a strange relief to both talk to another who understood my position and was sane enough to have the conversation.
Maybe I should go over and give her a quick tap on the shoulder. No one’s giving us any particular interest. I don’t even see the idiot whose nose I broke.
Behind me, Zane swears. A door opens across the cavern, and I back into the shadows, dragging them with me, no time to consider how close we’re crowded.
The two cyborgs for the bunker step into the cavern.



SIXTEEN
“Oh hell,” Princess whispers, practically ducking behind me.
The siblings catch on immediately, melting into the shadows. Lalia’s arm presses up against mine as she tries to stay out of sight and keep an eye on the other numbers. I force myself not to shove her aside. I’m getting better at them invading my space, but my skin still crawls.
Bat hisses. I cover his snout, but there’s too much commotion for the numbers to notice.
“Do you think we should just head out of the tunnel?” Zane asks.
Hiding in here until they finish with whatever they’re doing is an option, but I don’t trust one of the humans in the crowd not to mention the cyborg and his odd human companions. Especially the ones angry about me beating up their friend. Even if we go back down the crystal-lined area, it’s a dead end.
Carefully, I scroll through the map on my tablet, hiding the glow of it behind Zane’s back.
“Any other way out?” Lalia asks.
“Another tunnel, but it’s the one they’re all clustered around. Those are the two exits in this place. Dammit.”
“Maybe just head to the next tunnel over that branches off?”
“They could have heat maps in their eyes as well. Or tablets.”
“Will the earth hide us?”
“Only once we get deep enough. If they catch sight of us, they might get suspicious.”
Princess says, “Can’t we just walk past? Even if they see us, there’s nothing technically wrong with us being down here.”
“Acting confident doesn’t work on cyborgs,” I mutter. “But that might be our best option.”
Something explodes from the group of miners.
Princess jumps, but at least she doesn’t shriek.
It isn’t a normal explosion. For a moment, I expect smoke or flying shards of crystals from behind the main shoot built into the center of the cavern, but a mass of fur and snarls follows the crashing.
Oh.
“I thought they weren’t dangerous?” Princess asks.
I watch the dozens of small, furry animals scramble about the cavern. “Maybe someone startled one?”
Adult versions of the little critter Bat wanted to keep—the same as the caged ones in the hangar—are at least twice his size, long and lithe, silver fur in long, sleek coats. Each foot has a dozen little toes with sharp nails, legs long and carrying them easily around the cavern. Noises rise like a particularly pissed-off bird.
One latches onto the knee of a fleeing miner and flings the man a good dozen feet in the air.
Okay, startled might’ve been an understatement.
Damn, those things are strong.
I put my hand on my gun. I’m more unwilling to shoot animals than I am people and, though I’m a good aim, even the slightest miss could hit a crystal and bring this mine down on our heads.
Though it’s probably unnecessary, I make a shushing gesture to the humans.
Across the room, Myssa takes one look at the carnage and scrambles atop the shoot, reaching the ceiling with an agility no human could maintain. She perches at the top and surveys the chaos. Her eyes catch us, and she makes a subtle wave of a gesture clearly meaning stay. I nod.
Bat’s ears are perked, watching the creatures, and I’m glad I have a good hold on him. He might get some sort of idea about going out there otherwise. Animal instincts aren’t always the best. Hopefully, he’ll stay quiet save for the low growl humming in his chest.
I’m glad we didn’t head for the tunnel immediately after the first two numbers. Three more jog out from where we came in. There are more? Must have been called in from somewhere else in the refinery. These three aren’t wearing the same Amerov uniform, and I don’t recognize the sigil sewn into the shoulders of their coats, but it’s pretty obvious they’re on the moon in some official capacity. Unlike the Amerov numbers, their weapons look more like tasers. Hopefully, they have about as much authority as the hospital security on Amethyst.
“Great,” Zane mutters.
Princess elbows me, and I consider elbowing her back. . .in the face. “What?”
“Would they give you the bounty on me?”
I stare at her.
She shrugs. “I told you. I’m in a hurry. I think I could talk them into taking me straight to Amerov. I get out of here and don’t have to wait for Zar.”
“What makes you think they’ll take you to Amerov? They’ll probably just call up Captain and he’ll order them to take you back to Neyla Ve.”
She twitches a little. “I’m willing to take that chance. If it doesn’t work, I’ll find a way to get off Neyla Ve again. It’s going to be a pain, but it’ll still be faster than Zar, breaking out, and coming back all over again.”
“You want me to march up to those numbers with you?”
Another shrug. “If it works.”
I shake my head. “We’ll work something else out. They’ll take me in on sight.”
“Why? I’m technically the superior rank here. If I tell them not to and no one’s here to overrule me, they’re not going to take you in.”
She’s probably right. But we’re trapped down here in a mine with these numbers. I don’t want to mess around with my life and Bat’s while we’re trapped. Two I might have been able to take with Zane and Lalia’s help if things were to go south. But five? No way. I nearly got myself killed back on that jungle planet pulling a stunt like that, and at least there I had more terrain to hide in.
I glare at Princess from the corner of my eye. Her stubbornness is killing our plans. “If we get out of the mines without a problem, I’ll turn you over to the authorities here, if that’s what you want. They’ll be happy to tell the cyborgs here they have you, and you can deal with it that way. Personally, I think you’re a moron if you believe this will work, but as long as I don’t have to interact with any of them and I get my money, you can do whatever the hell you want.”
She grinds her jaw. “Look, I’m not happy about this either, but I seriously can’t wait any longer. I’d rather take the chance. Technically, I can order them to take me to Amerov. I can’t order Captain.”
Technically, she can order those numbers around. But she seems to be under some impression Captain is just the nice little pet of her parents, and he has to do whatever they order. Perhaps it’s supposed to be true. Perhaps he puts on a good show on Neyla Ve. But I don’t believe for a moment Captain does anything he doesn’t want to. And I don’t believe those numbers will obey her orders simply because they’re supposed to.
But I’m not going to argue. I might help more if she’d tell me what her motives are, but if she’s not interested, then neither am I. If I can get my 3 million out of the deal, it’s worth not getting extra for breaking her out. Sure, it would be nice to have, but I’d rather have the money in hand and be heading in the opposite direction of her and Amerov than take any more risks.
I put my finger up, getting eye contact even when she winces in the low light. “After we get out of the confined space with the dangerous cyborgs, I will be happy to do what you want. Even if they don’t go after me and Bat, these two idiots have their bounties too.”
Her eyes flicker to Zane and Lalia, eyeballing us and the commotion in the cavern.
Lalia swallows visibly. “Yeah, please don’t get me turned over to Captain. He kinda gave me an existential crisis last time I saw him.”
Bat snorts.
“And I’m fairly sure he was going to rip all the memories out of my head.”
Princess grimaces. “Fine. But the minute we get back to the surface we’re doing what I want.”
I nearly make a yes, your majesty remark, but keep it down. I don’t trust her, but I don’t need to trust her. Unless she decides to jump and shout and wave her arms at the numbers across the room trying to herd out the wild creatures, there’s nothing she needs to do other than follow us up to the surface. After everything with my ship, I try to cook up ulterior motives, but I’ve got nothing. This is what she wants. And I’m good with it.
“Think there are any more cyborgs coming down?” Zane asks.
“No idea, but if we keep our heads down, any we pass will probably just think we’re workers. They’ve got better things to deal with right now.”
A harsh screech echoes across the cavern. Paired with the tremor of a small earthquake from the storming surface, I bump into the wall, startled. Myssa is still perched on the equipment, seemingly unnoticed by the other numbers. It’s difficult to tell over the commotion, the dark cavern, and my interfering heat signatures, but it seems she scowls at me when I take a small step out of the shadows of the tunnel.
Sorry, but we can’t stay here. It’s not as if she needs us, she’s just trying to help. Nice lady. Strange.
One of the security numbers shoots one of the scattering critters with a taser. Bat’s ears flatten. I jump. Even that much electricity in this place makes me tense. Princess looks mortified. Well, maybe she’ll get it through her thick head why I don’t want interaction with them.
“Lalia, can you run to the tunnel?” I ask.
Before she can answer, Zane swoops under her and hauls her onto his shoulders. Clinging to him, she rolls her eyes and gives me a thumbs-up. She might be older, but Zane’s built like a tall boulder.
Bat under one arm, I grab Princess’ coat with the other, just in case she gets any ideas.
Keeping to the shadows of the cavern as best as possible, we sprint for the opposite wall.



SEVENTEEN
One of the rioting animals scrambles our way, but everyone’s too preoccupied to notice. Relief catches in my chest the moment the exit tunnel swallows us up. More cyborgs could come through, or human security, but I feel safer in the dark.
“Let go of me,” Princess hisses once we’re a good ways in, smacking my hand off her jacket.
I let go.
It’s a rough climb up the steep slope of the tunnel at a run. My body’s fine with this level of strain and Bat is a lightweight. But Zane’s as human as they come. He falls behind almost immediately, trying to carry Lalia with her newly healed leg.
Sighing, I stop long enough to gesture at him. “Give her to me.”
He doesn’t argue. He doesn’t have enough to breathe.
Grimacing in the dark, I bend and loop my arm around her thighs, holding her over my shoulder as Zane had, making sure Bat doesn’t have to touch her. It’s fine. This is fine. I’ve touched her before, carried her before, and she can’t run. This is necessary. This is fine.
Lalia grabs my coat. “If a single one of you two makes a comment about my weight I will taser you, I’m in very good shape.”
Not sure about very good, but she’s relatively light and well-built. My muscles are reinforced, so I’m good.
“No offense, Aaron, but you’re boney,” Lalia says as I return to jogging up the tunnel.
Yeah, I suppose the metal shoulder bones with just skin and muscle can’t be too comfortable. “Nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
“Oh haha.”
The door to the bunker is closed when the light of the tablet in the wall finally slides into view. I set Lalia carefully on her feet, stepping away as soon as I can. I try not to twitch at the relief of not having to touch one of them anymore. She doesn’t look insulted or hurt, so I guess I manage it.
“I hate. . .that you’re not. . .out of breath. . .” Zane gasps, still not having recovered after more sprinting. “Again.”
I manage not to smirk. Even Princess is breathing hard, hands on her hips. Sliding Bat’s pack onto my back, I tap his head until he hides within the fabric. Carefully, I ease open the bunker door. It unlocks automatically, and other than a single startled human when I poke my head out, nothing seems amiss. All the humans save a few stragglers are clustered at the main entrance to the bunker. Once Princess and the siblings are safely out of the tunnel, I ease the door back into place, grateful it doesn’t click loudly enough to draw attention. The human staring at us scoots away, then gets to his feet and heads for the front. At least he just takes a seat, casting us furtive glances, and doesn’t try to contact anyone in charge about the weirdos who wandered out of the mine.
“Wonder if the lockdown’s still in place?” Princess says. “Everyone’s still here, can we go to the surface?
“Not sure. Hang on.”
Zane nudges me and heads for the front. Of the five of us, he’s the least conspicuous, and I watch him squeeze through the crowd until they swallow him. It makes me anxious, but realistically, how many people are going to study bounty sheets enough to know his face in the dark of the emergency lights and the dust on his face from the mines?
I think about the poor, startled creatures in the cavern and grimace. At least no one’s supposed to be shooting off guns down there. Though that taser looked like it hurt.
Zane appears from the throng of people. I wonder if they’re swarming the front because they heard about the commotion below. Someone had to call it in from the cavern for the cyborgs to be sent down to deal with the dustup.
Zane shakes his head. “Emergency lockdown’s still going. They’re estimating maybe another hour before we can head back up, longer for the entire asteroid shower to actually finish.”
“Did they say anything about the commotion in the mines?”
“No, I heard someone in the crowd talking about it. They sounded surprised there were other numbers around here.”
I tug my hood back into place. If they’re nervous about the registered cyborgs, they may not treat me well as a larger group if a few don’t take kindly to me. I already had to punch out one human, I’d rather not get into it here where more workers are clustered and Myssa isn’t here to tell them to mind their own damn business.
“Let’s hang around in the corner. It’s closer to the group, but I don’t want to be the only ones standing here when those cyborgs decide to come back out.”
“If we’re real lucky, they’ll leave through the other exits,” Zane mutters. I don’t think any of us are expecting to actually have so much luck.
We get a few dirty looks, but settle into the only corner of the bunker where I feel moderately safe. The opposite wall is near the elevators, which is probably the first place the numbers will head if they have special permission to leave. Not that I want to, but I stand close to Zane and Lalia in the corner, trying to keep as much space between myself and the crowd as possible. Princess is on the other side of them, glasses in place, trying not to be recognized as the daughter of the king and queen of the whole galaxy.
Zane glares at the mine door with a more serious expression than I’m used to. Waiting for the cyborgs.
I glance at the elevators. Likely, they still work and would take us up to the refinery—the problem is getting back into the hangar. But now no one’s wandering around up there, I’m certain Bat could hack into the door. But if he did, the hangar doors are likely shut tight. But perhaps waiting it out in our ships would be safer than down here. I ease away from the humans, standing on my toes, trying to see over the crowd if anyone’s guarding the elevators. Will the humans in charge of the tables give us grief for heading up?
The tunnel door unbolts. One very pissed cyborg stomps out, brushing glittering dust off his sleeves. Four others follow, unhurt save for one with a gash along her palm. They’re talking amongst themselves, and I can’t pick up the words, but a male is holding one of the crystal-eating animals by the back of the neck and legs, keeping it from biting and scratching. He’s strong if he can restrain the creature.
“What are they going to do with it?” Princess asks.
Add it to the others in the hangar?
Her expression is mildly ill, all three humans glancing at Bat. I tuck his head into the pack after he tries to take a look.
“I’m not sure. . .” I don’t think Captain is necessarily ordering experiments all the time, particularly not on random animals. Maybe this one and the ones in the hangar are rabid or caused some particular problem and they’re going to put them down without the risk of shooting them in the mine.
Still, my stomach turns. Animals die the same as people, I know, but it takes a particular type of effort not to step out from our hiding place to knock the animal out of the number’s hand.
Lights in the ceiling brighten to their previous, blinding white as the lockdown lifts. Another tremble still shakes the ground, but the worst of it must’ve passed. The numbers are talking to one of the humans at the table while the miners filter toward the elevators. It doesn’t seem as if they’re leaving.
“Let’s try to blend into the crowd,” I whisper. “If we wait until last, they’ll notice us.”
Zane keeps his arm casually around Lalia, the two slipping into the crowd. Not trusting Princess, I hook my finger back in the hem of her coat, keeping her near to me. She tucks her arm away, trying not to touch me. Too bad. She’s not nearly as uncomfortable as I am.
We’re bumped and shuffled among the crowd, but I’m too zoned in on watching the Amerov numbers to be too anxious. It’s not the first crowd I’ve had to squeeze into.
I’m vaguely surprised we make it into the elevators with no more than a few strange glances from the miners. Though one of the Amerov numbers is constantly scanning the area, his eyes pass over us as if we’re just another group of workers. Princess lets out a breath when the elevator doors ding shut. I release her jacket. Zane gives me a look like we’re kids who just got away with sneaking candy.
The elevator ride up seems shorter than down, even when a man bumps into my back while he’s talking to his friend. I bunch my shoulders and manage not to elbow him. Carefully, I open the top of the backpack and check on Bat. He’s curled in the blanket, still as a statue, little eyes blinking up at me. I touch his ear as if I’m looking for something in the pack.
Princess just keeps on staring.
I’m not sure I realized how thrilled I am at the prospect of turning her in on Taloon until the option presented itself. I’m going to get my three million, and I won’t have to deal with her ever again. I nearly smile, but don’t want to creep out the miners.
Several stops are made as workers get off on the underground levels above the bunker but below the hangar. Buttons of the elevator light up as we reach the main floor.
The door slides open, and two cyborgs await on the other side.



EIGHTEEN
I thought this moon didn’t have many Amerov numbers. No, not Amerov numbers. More security. My stomach does an immediate twist, but they aren’t paying me any heed. A female looks straight at me before glancing elsewhere. Both are wearing guns, which doesn’t seem as if it should be allowed.
At least all the miners pause, as startled as I am.
“Alright, everyone off,” the female says, gesturing, something resembling annoyance in her expressionless features. She has more muscles than I do. “Let’s go, hurry up. Sometime this century.”
Everyone jolts into action at once, shuffling and muttering to get out the doors faster than their companions. It’s difficult to tell, but the male number rolls his eyes. Zane and Lalia get past without incident, and Princess takes this moment to yawn as she passes, not at all nervous, just odd in her hood and glasses. I step behind her, hands in my pockets, staring at my feet, hoping to appear just as unconcerned.
A hand grabs my upper arm. I freeze, not looking up. The male number steps closer, tugs my hood back a hair, and raises his eyebrows. I stare out of the corner of my eye, heart pounding so loud I wonder if they hear. Most unregistered numbers are a little unhinged—hopefully, they won’t want to deal with the hassle.
He glances at his companion, but she gives me a once over, dead in the eyes, and shrugs. He lets me go. Sometimes, being a novelty is helpful. I swallow thickly, following Princess, relieved as the heat drains from my face. I guess these ones don’t have a chip on their shoulder about bringing in an unregistered number for clout.
The humans were smart enough not to get involved, only slowing to wait without making it obvious. I take a long, slow breath. Should probably work on not feeling as if I’m going to puke every time I get too close to another number.
I am going to use part of this bounty for a long, long, solitary vacation.
The hangar doors are still shut down, perhaps they don’t want any idiots trying to fly out.
“Do you need to go back to the medic?” I ask Lalia, leaning against the railing and watching the two numbers disappearing into the elevator.
“No, I’m good. Are those two coming back?”
“I don’t think so. I think they were more surprised to see me than anything.”
Princess asks, “I thought you couldn’t let any cyborgs see you?”
I scowl. “Technically, there’s no grand order to bring in any unregistered you find, mostly we’re just left alone, but if someone decides they have a chip on their shoulder or they think they can get points with Captain, I’m screwed.”
“You know, he pretends like you don’t exist to my parents.”
“Huh?”
“Captain. When my parents are involved, he pretty much refuses to acknowledge the existence of rogue numbers. I mean, everyone knows you people exist, he just looks pissed if anyone brings it up.”
Zane snorts. It is pretty funny, but I don’t want to laugh at anything Princess says. “Makes sense.”
“It does?”
“Well, sure. He fancies himself the creator and protector of the superior race of humans. We’re living proof he’s not perfect, his system isn’t perfect, and he screws up sometimes. He’s got a god complex, of course, he doesn’t like talking about it.”
Lalia says, “I only saw him for three minutes and that sounds entirely correct.”
“He didn’t create cyborgs,” Princess says.
“No, but he’s the oldest. And he’s taken the technology through the roof.”
Princess rolls her eyes. “I saw him slip on a mopped floor once, he needs to get over himself.”
I exchange glances with the siblings, biting the inside of my cheek so I don’t laugh. Physically superior doesn’t mean little human trips and stumbles don’t happen, but the mental image makes me want to giggle like a moron.
Princess shifts, glancing at the elevator. “You know something?”
“What?”
“I think you’re correct.”
“I’m truly scandalized.”
She scowls, keeping her eyes on the elevator. “I think if you turn me in here, those cyborgs will just truck me back to Neyla Ve.”
What changed her mind? “I thought you were fine with the chance?”
She’s quiet long enough I think she won’t answer. “I lied.”
Fair enough. “So you don’t want me to turn you in?”
She glances at the siblings, but they’re observing, quiet.
“Is there really no nearby planet where we can go through with the original plan that isn’t as far as Zar?”
Her tone isn’t hostile. If anything, she sounds defeated. It’s probably an act, but it could be real—she obviously cares about someone on Amerov.
I sigh. “Not much. Though I suppose, if we try, we could head to one of the higher-security places that’s closer. At least other planets aren’t as closely tracked as Taloon. We could try finding one of the smaller settlements, even if it’s more populated. You know that’s going to be a higher risk for you than me? The harder it is for me to break you back out, the higher the chance I simply won’t be able to.”
Her lips twist, glaring up from under her lashes with more prolonged eye contact than usual. “I don’t like those odds very much. But I like them better than the cyborgs here. Or going home to Neyla Ve. My parents are going to put me on lockdown like I’m five the moment I get home.”
I restrain from saying as they should. No need to make her angrier than she already is—we’re being civil for once.
“So that’s the plan you want, then? A closer planet with more security and we try to find a small outpost?”
“It’s not the plan I want, but it’s the best I’m going to get.”
She’s not too bad when she’s being logical and calm.
“Works for me. Crystal. Then we’ll head out.”
Another grimace from Princess, but she nods.
I fiddle with the silver chip I was given to let me into the refinery. A worker gives me the side-eye as he heads down to the refinery, but I swipe it against the tablet built into the railing. The forcefield shimmers and lets us all pass.
It’s a pretty steep descent of stairs. Lalia leans on the railing for dear life, crutch under one arm. Zane holds her elbow and just grins, thrilled to be heading down finally. Princess is giving me a thoughtful inspection I don’t appreciate. Every dozen or so steps, there’s a small platform. The tiny, wall-less elevators are also here, but I’m not gonna risk our balance on them. Maybe they have forcefields around them?
“What about those animals?” Lalia asks as we descend.
I twitch. Bat shifts. I’d been hoping none of them would bring it up. I’ve had an idea nagging in the back of my thoughts. Not a wise idea, definitely not, but an idea nonetheless.
Which I don’t want to explain. “What do you mean?”
Zane snorts and gives me a look. “Aaron, it doesn’t take long to figure out you have insane ideas and act on them.”
“I do not. . .” I mutter, realizing I sound like a child. “Says the guy who broke into Amerov. . .”
“Yeah, well, that was to save my brother. You just. . .get involved in things.”
I scowl at the metal stairs. “Actually, I’m pretty sure other people keep getting me involved in things. I’m perfectly happy to keep to myself and not get so involved in the bounties I chase.”
“Well, after me, you can go back to not socializing,” Princess mutters.
Voices sound overhead, and I stop to glance at the catwalk above us. Pairs of feet are visible through the metal grating. Impossible to tell if it’s the workers or the cyborgs. I try to catch the words with my new ears, but they’re talking low. I catch something about freighter and animal. I grind my teeth and don’t mention it to the humans.
I’m not taking any dangerous risks until I have a crystal safely in my ship. It’ll take time to install it, but Zane and Lalia can haul us out of here quickly. I just need to have it, so once we’re safe, I can get the thing into the engine.
It’s quite a walk to the bottom. I roll the idea about the trapped animals over and over in my head, talking myself in and out of it. I got involved with Bat, didn’t I? Well, yes. But it was an entirely different situation. Less dangerous for me, definitely. And he’s as intelligent as any person. I was rescuing a child more than I was an animal. Plus, getting involved here doesn’t mean Captain will never try experimenting with animals again. I don’t even know the plans for those creatures. Plenty of animal characteristics have been pulled to enhance cyborgs. I’m willing to bet the ForceZero number who could turn his body heat down got that technology from some natural resource Captain had his doctors study.
Really, involving myself is just a stupid idea, but I can’t rid myself of the thought.
Princess shakes out her legs when we finally reach the bottom of the stairs. “Isn’t there an elevator?”
“Sure. Wanna run into those cyborgs again?”
“Ugh.”
The refinery is difficult to get a good look at when we reach the bottom. A massive wall of steel blocks us from actually getting into the equipment or taking a good look. The emergency shields are still in place, covering most of what would be interesting to look at. Electricity hangs in the air, a soft mess of noise from the equipment and workers filling the space. Zane tip-toes around the metal wall, trying to find a place where he can snoop, but the sides of the machines are sealed.
“It’s idiot proof,” I tell him.
“Haha. Where are we supposed to go?”
I consult my tablet. “Down here.”
To my right, a hallway leads away from the equipment. Blue filters through cracks in the doors, maybe storage for crystals before they’re packed onto freighters. Princess tries to open one but can’t budge it. We’re probably a dozen stories underground by now, though it doesn’t seem it with the height of the refinery. I follow the tablet down the hallway, keeping Princess in sight—I don’t trust her even a hair—until another door is marked and half-open, voices filtering out from inside.
I pause outside the door, waving at the humans behind me to keep quiet. A worker passes us but doesn’t even look up from his own tablet.
Leaning against the side of the door, I peek through the crack. Who knows who’s inside, and with more cyborgs present than expected, better safe than sorry. It’s another small office. I’m assuming the woman behind the desk can unlock one of the crystal storage units when I give her the metal chip the man on Level 34 gave me. She’s maybe my age, maybe older. Not as old as Myssa.
She’s irritated—eyes hostile, frown crunching her expression, muttering heatedly with whoever is talking. The other person’s back is to the door, so I only see a gray uniform and a crop of black hair cut neat and aligned.
Gray uniform. Haircut. Shit.
Glancing back, I put a finger to my lips and mouth, “Cyborg.”
Lalia and Zane take a step back. Princess winces.
Their words are so low even I can’t hear. Gently nudging Bat, he crawls onto my shoulder. I turn so I can still keep an eye on what’s going on past the door while his big, sensitive ears pick up their words.
“Something about someone coming down to get a crystal,” Bat whispers, and my stomach drops. Against my back, Zane leans close enough to pick up Bat’s words.
“The woman says no one’s come in yet. Cyborg wants to see the records of sold crystals.”
Bat and I exchange glances. Maybe the numbers who took a look at my appearance got suspicious and figured out someone came in to buy a crystal. Which is unusual.
Why the hell are there so many of my kind crawling around this galaxy?
“She’s afraid of him I think,” Bat whispers. “He says to refuse the sale when we come in. . .”
Refuse the sale? That’s our sale. Worse yet, that cyborg’s going to come out of the room eventually.
And we’re blocking his way.



NINETEEN
Turning, I gesture for the humans to head down the hallway. Both Princess and Lalia frown but comply. Lalia’s crutch taps on the ground and Zane scoops her up before I can suggest it.
“What happened? What do we do now?” Princess asks once we reach the refinery.
I keep glancing over my shoulder, but the cyborg hasn’t come out the door yet. I glance at the nearest storage unit, then at Bat tucked against my neck. If he were human, the expression he gives me would be a raised eyebrow.
Zane is explaining what Bat overheard. I say, “We paid for a crystal, we’re leaving with a crystal.”
“How are you going to do that?” Princess snaps.
So little faith. I head to the nearest door, giving the lock and experimental jiggle and holding Bat where he can get at it without straining. “Never wondered how we got into your ship on Amethyst?”
Her mouth pops open.
“Lalia, keep an eye on the refinery in case any workers come by. Zane, watch the hallway.”
Princess stares expectantly, so I say, “Just try to stand there and not get any bad ideas.”
I get another middle finger.
Bat’s tiny claws make easy work of the paneling alongside the door. No one without permission is supposed to be down here, so it’s not as if he’s having to break into an Amerov vault. I’m vaguely surprised these doors are even locked. Voices echo in the distance, but they’re not close. Most workers haven’t returned to their posts after the lockdown, and we’re on the outskirts of the equipment. Lalia sits on the bottom step where she can keep a good lookout, and Zane paces nearby, watching the hallway.
With a few minutes’ time and a soft beep, the red light beside the door turns blue and the lock clicks. No alarms blare. There must be cameras, but everyone might not be back to their posts. Or the cameras only alert if the door alarms go off.
“The door opened,” Zane hisses.
Down the hallway, light from the open office floods.
Easing open the storage door and roughly replacing the paneling, I whisper, “Everyone in. Hurry.”
Even Princess darts in without hesitation. I slide the door closed behind us, keeping it a hair’s width open.
“Oh, cool,” Zane whispers, but I’m busy keeping an eye on the hallway, ensuring the cyborg passes and keeps going.
There isn’t much for my eyes to glitch on here, just the hot refinery and cold crystals, so it’s fairly obvious when the cyborg passes, a large blob of heat. He doesn’t so much as pause and takes a right instead of a left toward the stairs. Maybe elevators are on the opposite side.
I let out a breath, relieved.
Turning, I find the humans staring into the storage unit. It’s impressive. Maybe twenty feet high and five times as long. Shelves are stacked to the ceiling, holding the blue-glass cylinders containing gems of all shapes and sizes. Zane is creeping down the aisle, a wide grin on his face. Doofus.
As I was hoping, these are the smaller crystals, more the model of my ship than the larger ones visible in the refinery. There isn’t a particular crystal for each ship in existence, just the amount of power needed. Mine might be an old model, but the crystal it needs is pretty normal.
“Do you know which one to pick?” Zane asks. “I never did get a look at your engine. It should be the same as ours, right?”
“I can figure it out. I have some charts on here from the last time I had to get one,” I say, waving my tablet.
Setting Bat on the floor, I let him waddle down the aisles. He sniffs and wiggles among the containers. Princess’ eyes follow.
Trailing the aisle of crystals, I search for a matching case. There’s a specific set of code my engine can take, any of several types of crystals working appropriately, so I only need one under the broad umbrella. From the corner of my eye, I see Lalia watching the crack of the door for anyone approaching. Good thing everyone’s still scrambling from lockdown, and this seems to be a quiet section of the refinery.
“This thing is massive,” Zane whispers, crouching to look through a container in the back housing a crystal as tall as me and several times as broad, needle-points of shimmering stone jutting from its sides. The space cruiser Captain dragged us into probably takes two or three of such nature.
There. I ease one of the cylinders from its slot, holding it to eye level. Smooth and free of cracks. So long as Princess doesn’t get her hands on it. I tap my finger on the glass and watch the azure light illuminate my skin as pale filaments flicker off.
Considering for a moment, I leave the spherical chip the man on Level 34 gave as a recite of payment, setting it in the empty slot. I suppose it doesn’t matter, it’s on record I paid, but I’ve no need for it any longer. We’ll be out of here before anyone discovers there’s a crystal missing.
“Hmm, anyone got a spare coat?” I ask. The only thing more attention drawing than Bat to an Amerov cyborg would be me walking down the hallway with a glowing crystal under my arm.
“Here,” Lalia says, limping over. She sheds her outer coat with its hood and strips off her long-sleeved shirt. She’s wearing a sleeveless top underneath. I slide the thick cloth over the glass while she wraps herself up in her jacket, hood up.
“Do you think we should wait in here for a while?” Princess asks. “When do you think the cyborgs will leave?”
“Probably with the next freighter, so their ship doesn’t get flattened. I’ve no idea when that will be. One could be here now for all I know.” I frown. “And just because the two Amerov numbers leave, doesn’t mean the others we saw will. I think they were Taloon security.”
“You want to leave now?”
I chew the inside of my lip, staring at the door. Maybe staying in here would be smart on the side of hiding from the cyborgs. On the other hand. . . “If we stay in here, someone might notice on the security footage.”
Zane grimaces. “This is a huge building. There’s only what? Seven of them. Wandering around separately. If we stay alert, we can avoid them.”
Princess is nodding. “I think he’s right.”
“Me too,” Lalia says, though none of them look thrilled.
Well, at least Princess is regretting the stop to Taloon as deeply as I am. Maybe more.
“Bat?” I call.
He slithers from between two cylinders and nods, waddling to me and sitting on my foot with a yawn. It’s been hours since he’s had any sleep, especially with all the jostling in the backpack.
Gently, I scoop him to my chest, whispering, “We’re almost out of here. I’ll make you pudding and you can take a nap.”
For whatever reason, he’s partial to butterscotch pudding. He gives a half-purr, half-grunt. I ignore Princess watching. Settling him in the pack, I take Lalia’s place at the door, peeking out. A worker passes in the refinery section, but the hallway is empty, no cyborgs in sight, not even any heat blobs in the distance.
“Everyone keep their eyes open and try not to attract attention,” I say, then point at Princess. “You. Put those glasses back on.”
“It’s dark in here,” she grumbles, but shoves them up her nose.
I ease out the door. If Bat were well, he could scurry ahead and keep to the shadows and small areas to scout the refinery. We’ll have to make do without his sneaky eyes. At least the refinery is filling with workers. Bat in my backpack, cylinder hidden in Lalia’s shirt, we can blend in easier with a crowd than alone. Even if our clothes don’t match. There are a few others not wearing the uniform blue, at least.
“Sorry,” I say to Lalia. “But the elevator isn’t a good idea.”
She drops her head back to measure the flight of stairs we went down rather quickly, but will be more difficult for her to climb. “Rather that than Captain.”
Princess snorts as she passes, grabbing the railing and trotting up. She’ll run out of steam soon enough, but I head after. Need to keep close. I’m still not convinced she has nothing up her sleeve.
Lalia lags behind, Zane along with her, giving her a hand, but they’re faster than I anticipated. I wait with Princess on the small level right under the hangar, not wanting to wait on the catwalk in case the numbers pass. I attempt to keep a lookout for them, but can’t see much through the grating. Cyborgs are difficult to differentiate from people just by their heat blobs.
When the siblings join us, I carefully step onto the catwalk. Nothing but humans. A few frown at me paused oddly on the step, but no one stops and definitely doesn’t ask if I need directions. Good.
And someone walks right into the hangar. The lockdown is still in place, but it seems they’ve opened the shield up.
“Let’s go,” I murmur, ensuring the humans make it in before I follow.
Once inside, I crane my neck for the Amerov ship, but it isn’t visible from the door, and there are no gray uniforms among the blue. We head for our ships, keeping closer to the opposite wall. Almost out of here.
I let out a long breath when I finally reach my ship, taking a minute to cycle through the airlock at my touch.
“Get in,” I say to Princess, sliding the cylinder in under the console.
She complies without a word, watching the Amerov ship now visible. I glance at it over my shoulder, at the cages still stacked, now by the back of the ship. A single number stands outside the airlock, tablet in hand, the other cage from the critter down in the mines set alongside the others.
Zane and Lalia have started their engine though we can’t leave. I don’t want to get involved with those numbers while the storm’s still going.
On the other hand, I’m not planning on them seeing me. And right now, no one’s watching.
“Aaron?” Zane asks.
He has that little glint in his eye I’m certain I get. Both siblings and probably Princess know what I’m thinking by now. Carefully, I set Bat inside the airlock, petting his ears. Those are different animals, I know, but they feel. It doesn’t change anything in the grand scheme of things, but if I can save some innocent creatures and send the Amerov numbers scattering to try to catch them in the process. . .
“Stay,” I say to Bat, then point at the siblings then Princess. “You two, watch her. And don’t cause trouble. I’ll be back in a minute.”
Princess opens her mouth, but I’m already slipping under the nearest ship parked in the hangar and toward the Amerov vessel.



TWENTY
This is a terrible idea, Aaron.
Terrible. I ignore my better judgment. Audra would be appalled. Fine. When she decides to stop ignoring me and actually give me a call, she can chew me out about my stupid life decisions.
Until then. . .
I take my time wandering across the hangar, maneuvering the long way around to get to the backside of the Amerov vessel. To my surprise, the massive hangar doors are open, the flickering lights of the storm outside. Half the space is blocked by the massive giant of a freighter. One must have come in, immune to any asteroids passing the planet’s shield. Closer to the refinery door, a platform of smaller crystals is stacked alongside one of the hovercraft. Not heading for the freighter, it’s a much more involved process getting them on the starship.
Amerov’s vessel isn’t large. Maybe a third the size of my ship, not meant to be lived in for any length of time. There’s an open cargo gangplank on the back of the ship. Cages haven’t been loaded. No one’s inside to catch me if I sneak up behind, just the one number at the front not paying attention. Where’s his partner? Numbers always work in pairs, and I saw the other one earlier. Maybe he was the one looking for me. This one’s too short to be the one I spied on down in the refinery.
Keeping my distance, I wander among the other parked ships, scouting the area as best I can. When I glance toward my own, the humans are all still there, clustered together. If it were just Princess, I’d be concerned. I’m fairly certain the siblings will keep her in line. If not, Bat can call me on the comm.
Most of the ships I’m wandering around are hovercraft, vehicles meant for the planet’s surface, not space flight. They’re not large, and not as flashy as the cab we took on Amethyst. Mining moon, not a glittery gambling planet. There’s a fine layer of powdery blue dust on everything. Plenty are abandoned with their owners inside the refinery. A few larger space cruisers are parked closer to the entrance, still dwarfed by the freighter. I don’t know who they belong to or what they’re for, but those wandering them don’t appear interested in me.
Plenty of workers are still bustling in and amongst the ships. Good. I’m not the only one nearing the Amerov vessel by a long shot. The number isn’t even casting glances at the passing humans.
And the animals aren’t loaded up yet, so no chance of the ship’s alarm going off as it would if I had to sneak inside the ship itself.
Crouching against the side of an abandoned hovercraft, I inspect the container housing the animals. The big one’s going to be easier than anticipated. I figured I might have to cut the metal bars with my electric knife, but all the individual cages appear to be barred together, linked in the front by a panel with blinking lights and buttons. Chances are, I can unlock it. If not, cutting the metal lock will open the cages by the way it’s designed.
The solitary cage brought from the mines presents more of a problem. Once I cut one cage, the animals are gonna go nuts. Having time to cut through the second before anyone takes notice will be tricky. If I cut the lock on the solitary cage first, I can keep it closed while I’m working on the other. It’ll have to do.
It’s not as if I can shoot the locks off. My aim is good enough, but I might as well run around screaming I’m unregistered for all the attention it’ll draw.
The Amerov number is standing far enough from the cages the sound of my knife cutting metal won’t be noticeable. Hopefully. Not unless this one has some magnificent hearing, which I can never discount. If Bat wasn’t hurt, he’d be much better at this than I am. But I can’t get him involved.
Giving the hangar a last glance for approaching cyborgs—nothing, not even the humans are paying attention—I slip closer toward the Amerov ship, keeping my footsteps silent. Old boots are good for such sneaking.
This may not be the brightest move I’ve ever made, but I can’t help the spark of excitement. I’m terrible at interacting with humans and dealing with the problems arising from such interaction, but there are a few things I’m solid at: piloting, shooting, and almost anything physically demanding. Including snooping and sneaking.
Plus, if it annoys the crap out of some Amerov numbers, all the better.
I slink to the stacked cages, crouching near the platform where the number can’t see. None of the passing humans turn. Sometimes, people not wanting to look me in the eye is helpful. The animals rattle in their cages, but no more than usual, their huge eyes on me.
“I’m helping you,” I mutter, wishing they’d understand.
Keeping an eye on the distracted number, I touch the keypad on the door. Stats pop up. Vitals of all the creatures. Neat. I give them a quick scan, enough to confirm something I’d been worried about: they don’t have any diseases. Perfect. Releasing them isn’t going to harm the miners or the rest of the animal population. They’re taking them off-planet for another reason, probably the one I suspect, which squashes any qualms I had about this little concoction of a plan.
Slowly, I lean around the stack of cages, praying I don’t startle the animals, and watch the cyborg’s back as I pick up the singular cage and ease it down beside me, hidden on the other side of the platform. The animal inside hisses and I tense, but no one looks my way.
Flipping out my electric knife, I slice through the lock easily, keeping my boot against the door so it doesn’t open and let the creature out. It’s too frightened to bite at my foot. A human looks my way, but I’m only a cyborg crouching near an Amerov ship, so they quickly turn their head. Even with my hood up, I suppose they can tell.
Tapping a red button on the massive cage only results in a dim blinking. I wince. At least it didn’t make noise. I’ve no idea how to unlock this thing. It probably needs a fingerprint—there’s a thumb pad. So much for that idea. Back to the knife.
Slicing down the large panel of metal sends adrenaline up my limbs as I brace for someone to notice. Melting metal isn’t completely silent. The second I have it unlocked I’m going to bolt around the back of the Amerov ship. The animals are wild enough they should want to get away from me and head the opposite direction. I just need the ship to hide me until I can blend into the chaos of the hangar.
Commotion starts up to my right, but it’s far on the other side of the hangar, past where our ships are parked. I give it a glance but can’t see clearly. Bat doesn’t call me on the comm, so they must be fine. Instead, I keep an eye on the cyborg who glances at the cages and heads slowly away from the ship, toward the other end of the hangar.
I smile to myself. I don’t know what the problem is, but it’s helping.
He doesn’t go all the way, just pauses a few dozen yards from his ship, arms folded, watching. I ease further behind the cages, ensuring once I let go of the cage door, all the critters will be able to run free. None of the nearby humans are watching either, drawn to whatever’s going on across the hangar. No one watching me.
Here goes nothing.
Letting my boot off the door of the individual cage, I let the main container door drop away, edges of the metal red hot from the electric knife, and fling myself on the other side of the gangplank as the creatures go wild, exploding from the door. Shouts echo across the hangar. Using the gangplank as cover, I boost myself on the side of the ship so the cyborg can’t see my feet, clinging to the bolts along the sides and up onto the wing.
Peeking over the top of the ship, I see the Amerov number running back, flailing a hand in an annoyed shrug, other hand behind his ear as he talks to someone over his comm. Flashes of furry animals scramble every which way across the hangar, heading for the bright beacon of the open doors.
I choke down a laugh.
Dropping to the ground like a ghost on the opposite side of the ship, I disappear into the mess of parked vessels, heart pounding even as the ships and gathering people hide me. I gather a few glances, but I’d already left the Amerov ship by the time they converged, so no one’s suspicious. In the distance, there’s a crash of something metal knocking to the polished floor and an echoing swear.
I can’t stop the snicker that bubbles up as I take a large swoop around the opposite end of the hangar, heading back for our ships. Considering the bad luck of the last few weeks, my idiotic little scheme went surprisingly well.
“Aaron?” Bat’s voice crackles over the comm. “There’s a problem. Big problem.”
Or not.
I take off at a sprint, keeping to my less noticeable path but speeding it up faster than I’d normally run with humans observing. The commotion from the other side of the hangar is closer to my ship than I realized.
I stop dead.



TWENTY-ONE
Princess is nowhere to be seen. Not good. Is she in the ship?
A human is talking to Zane, rifle in hand. A dozen more are clustered around—they’re wearing the miner’s blue, but the uniform is cut better, less of a jumper and more a suit stitched at an angle and pressed slacks. Clean boots. Same as the cyborgs I figured to be security. What are they doing?
No numbers in sight. Yet.
Pressing a finger to my comm, I hesitate behind a nearby ship and call Bat. “What’s going on over there? I don’t see Princess.”
“Not sure.” Worry hangs in his voice. “She was standing down with the siblings and some commotion started up. Can’t hear exactly, and I can’t jump down from the airlock—”
“That’s okay, stay there and make sure no one sees you. Try to get the cameras up on the ship and take a look if you can. Don’t hurt yourself.”
“Okay. . .” He sounds miserable, unable to help. I get it, but if I don’t have to worry about him, I’ll be safer.
Carefully, I step from this ship to the next, getting a closer look. I can’t hear, not even with my new ears. Zane is tense, shoulders bunched, arms crossed. He doesn’t have his hand on his gun, but that doesn’t mean much—maybe he’s attempting to appear unthreatening. What should I do? Going over might make it worse, but staying here and doing nothing could go south as well. I scan the hangar for cyborgs, but the one near the Amerov ship is still trying to deal with the loose animals. The other is still nowhere to be found. The other five either. I don’t like this.
Where’s that stupid princess? I take my eyes off her for five minutes—
Plenty of humans are still clustered in this area, listening to the argument, some heading for the commotion of the released animals. I use the group of workers as a shield from sight, maneuvering toward Zane and Lalia’s ship.
Lalia is standing under the wing of mine, arms folded as well, a nasty glare on her face worse than any she’s sent my way.
She’s not standing too close to the human in the uniform, so I tap my comm again and whisper, “Lalia? I’m back over here. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on.”
Talking would be too noticeable, but her eyes flicker across the hangar until finally settling on me—a grumpy shadow in a dark jacket among all the blue clothing. At least she doesn’t make it obvious.
“Do you two need help?”
She gives the tiniest shake of her head, more a twitch than anything, but I get the picture.
Then she points across the hangar—again, subtly, more a nervous twitch. I follow the gesture to the opposite wall of the hangar, toward the scaffolding built up where the old man came down when we first flew in.
“Did someone take Princess over there?”
A nod.
Dammit. “Hold tight, be back.”
Without bothering to wait for a response, I jog for the opposite wall of the hangar, keeping alert for the other numbers in the area. I wish I could’ve gotten the story of what happened, but the siblings seemed more annoyed than panicked, even with security brandishing weapons, so I pray this is only about Princess and her bounty, not theirs as well.
Though the longer we stick around and the authorities talk to them, the more chance someone will realize. There may not be much bounty hunting on this moon, but the charts are still live.
Did Myssa say something? I want to believe not. Somehow, I doubt she’s the kind of person to get me and Bat in trouble for money. But who knows? Nothing I can do about it now even if she did. Just focus on the problem at hand, Aaron.
“Bat,” I say as I run. “Close the airlock and stay inside. Don’t open for anyone but me, not even Zane and Lalia.”
“But. . .”
“Do it.”
“Fine. . .”
His voice is frustrated, but if this turns bad, he’s in a much more vulnerable position than the humans. Nothing can happen to him. Even if it sounds cold to seal him away.
Approaching the scaffolding, I search for the old man I’d spoken with before, though it’s probably best I don’t talk to him. Just because he was nice once doesn’t mean he’d get involved for my sake. Some sort of office is built into the metal wall beneath many of the stairs and various catwalks. The door is open, but the other Amerov number hasn’t managed to get inside. He’s standing just near the door, having a hell of a time with Princess.
I duck behind the nearest ship before either of them spots me, peeking out. Dammit. If it was just another human trying to interact, this would be fine.
Whatever qualms I have about cyborgs, Princess has no such thing.
“I told you to keep your hands off me,” she snaps, kicking the number in the shin same as she had with me, putting her whole body into it. He actually winces.
Pointing a finger an inch from his face, she says, “If you think for half a second you’re dragging me back to Neyla Ve to get some nice little bonus points, you’ve got another thing coming. I will personally ensure you end up scrubbing my toilets for the rest of your Amerov lifetime. You think you’re bored shuffling papers on Taloon? You’ve got another thing coming!”
Expression bland, he tries to take her by the elbow and guide her into the office, away from the eyes of the workers brave enough to stare at an annoyed Amerov number.
Princess slaps his hand away. “If you so much as lay another finger on me, you’ll have even more to worry about!”
I’d almost feel bad for the number if he wasn’t trying to get in on my bounty.
“I’m going back to my ship,” she says. “And if you so much as think—”
“Princess Yvonne, I understand you’re upset—”
“Don’t get that formal tone with me!”
Maybe her attitude is fine when it’s directed elsewhere. . .
“—but your bounty overrules your rank. We’re all under strict order to take you home if we find you.”
He’s not going to release her, and there’s only one of him now, so if I’m going to keep her with me, I need to do it now. For a moment, I consider letting it go. All three million of it. But I’m a bounty hunter, same as anyone else in my occupation, and these numbers already saw and released me. This single one is fairly unimpressive for an Amerov soldier, not very enhanced to look at, though I suppose they’re getting better at blending in. I can take him even without a weapon. Probably. As paranoid as I am, no one knows about my strange involvement with Captain and Audra. It isn’t as if there’s a bounty out on me.
Terrible idea, Aaron, I think, but step out from behind the ship before my brain can get in the way. “Would you like to explain what you’re doing with my bounty?”
The number glances my way and frowns. “You again.”
“Yeah, me again. Wanna get your hand off the bounty I’ve worked my ass off to get?”
“She’s being taken to Neyla Ve—”
“Yeah, I know,
I’m taking her there because she’s my bounty.”
Princess takes advantage of the distraction to wrest her arm away. It’s almost too bizarre when she tries to run to my side as if I’m the safer option, but the number catches her again. I put my hand on my pistol, trying to make it clear I’m serious.
“You’re unregistered,” the number says.
“And you’re stating the obvious. Do you have any legitimate points?”
He looks nearly amused, which isn’t a good sign.
I glance at Princess. As much as I sympathize with her plight, she’s been nothing but unhelpful when I’ve been doing her favors. Maybe if she’d been half-decent to me this entire week, and hadn’t gotten bright ideas about my engine, I’d feel worse about the words coming out of my mouth.
“Look, if you want to be the big hero who trucks her back to Neyla Ve, that’s fine. I’ll take my bounty, and you can have her.”
I’m not asking to take money from the number—Amerov’s soldiers don’t get bounties, they’re under orders from Captain, not free agents as I am. The only thing he’s getting out of this is glory, it’s nothing to him whether I get my money.
Princess’ eyes turn to steel, her jaw set as she glares at me, dead silent. I pretend not to notice. She was considering this option earlier, anyway, even if she decided against it.
The number cocks his head. He looks over my shoulder. Glancing back, I find his partner finally catching up after trying to wrangle the animals, pissed but not recognizing me.
Good thing he didn’t see me.
My pulse is hammering behind my ears. Two of them are more than I was hoping for, especially among a bunch of watching humans where I can’t get in a shootout without plenty of witnesses.
Keeping a solid hand on Princess’ arm—right where I gave her a bruise earlier—the number pulls a small tablet from his pocket and holds it up as if he’s trying to read something off my face under the hood. I take an unconscious step back, my stomach giving an uncomfortable twist. What is he doing? There are no public records of me. I was never fully finished. Even Princess takes a moment to frown, confusion overtaking the anger.
The number looks at his partner over my shoulder, nods, and says, “Take him too.”



TWENTY-TWO
What? I pull my gun free, aiming it at the number behind me while keeping eye contact with the one holding Princess.
Around us, the miners back off, mumbling turning to a hum of noise, others clustering to the drama. I don’t see Myssa among the crowd, which, foolishly, reassures me she isn’t in on this. Ridiculous. If she turned us in, she’d keep out of the way. I don’t want to consider it.
Zane and Lalia better stay away.
“You have no authority to take me in,” I say, though I don’t believe posturing is going to do me any good.
What was on that tablet?
The number behind me brandishes his own weapon. If I shoot now, there’s not much chance of getting out of this unscathed. It’ll probably bring the authorities talking to Zane and Lalia over here, and they won’t be on my side.
“Stand down, number,” he says.
“I’m not one of your numbers. Don’t come any closer to me.”
The number holding Princess wiggles his tablet. “Private list. Of extremely dangerous, unregistered numbers. We’re to take you in if we find you.”
Private list? What?
Did Audra know about this? She would’ve told me. Even if she’s been avoiding me since the run-in with Captain, and she never mentioned ForceZero, she would’ve told me.
Captain must’ve been pissed enough to want me brought in, but not enough to set out a public bounty on my head. I readjust my grip on the pistol. How do I get out of this?
I can’t just shoot them, can I? Maybe if there wasn’t an asteroid storm outside and we could actually make a break for the ships and fly out. No matter how I react, I’m trapped.
“You think I’m dangerous and you wanna pick a fight with me?” I ask. It’s not going to work, but I need to try.
Something akin to a smile tugs at the number’s mouth. Not the warm, friendly thing Myssa gave. More like a wolf cornering its prey.
“Let me leave,” I say, not caring how it sounds. Forget the bounty, just let me leave.
The number behind me takes my wrist not holding a gun.
Well. Nothing left to do.
I smack him dead across the face with the butt of the pistol, putting every ounce of strength into it. The shock rattles my arm, but my hands are healed enough it’s only uncomfortable. These aren’t ForceZero numbers, they’re just low-level grunt workers with general augmentations. The male goes flying, banging his temple on the ship we’re standing against, weapon going off as his finger twitches.
Idiot had his finger on the trigger.
But the shot echoes across the hangar, a blinding, lightening-blue shot scorching the shiny floor and bouncing off, embedding into a hovercraft across the hangar.
The workers scatter. Screams reverberate.
I kick the weapon aside and turn to take care of the other number. Taloon authorities be dammed. If they want to get into a firefight with me, they can give it their best shot. I’d rather take the chance of flying into the atmosphere than be taken in.
Should’ve just walked away.
To her credit, Princess appears to be the only reason I didn’t get shot in the back the second I was distracted. She’s yanking on the number’s arm holding the gun, preventing him from aiming just by sheer annoyance rather than strength.
I shoot, and the weapon flies out of his hand. Princess yelps, startled, dropping to the ground as the cyborg flails back, fingers bleeding. Shouts overlap across the echoing space, probably the authorities with Zane and Lalia getting wind of the situation. Gunshots will get such a reaction.
Well, if I’m going to cause hell I might as well take her ass with me.
Sprinting, I grab her arm and haul her to her feet, dragging her across the hangar. She clings to me for support, stumbling before regaining her footing.
“Don’t ever take my weapon away again, you asshat!” she yells over the commotion.
Scattering workers make it difficult to maneuver. I bump into one, sending him to the ground, and don’t bother to apologize when he shrieks at me. My hood fell sometime in the process. I drag Princess past him.
Pain explodes up my right knee, leg giving out. I slam into the floor, my temple cracking sharply on the polished metal.
Someone shot me.
My weight brings Princess down atop me with a huff, my shoulder digging into her soft stomach. She slides off, coughing, grabbing my other pistol from inside my jacket. I roll over, trying to glimpse the origin of the shooter, but my eyes are a mess of heat blobs of idling ships and running humans. Princess raises the gun but doesn’t know where to fire.
Damn, my leg hurts. I don’t bother looking at it, there’s nothing I can do.
“Behind a ship, now!” I say, getting my good leg under me. My right takes no weight. Must’ve hit the joint in my knee. Not good.
I don’t expect it, but Princess hooks her arm under mine and helps me behind a ship.
“I didn’t see them. Did you see them?” she asks.
“No.”
“Aaron?” Zane’s voice crackles over my comm. “What the hell is going on over there?”
“Cyborgs. Got shot. Make sure Bat doesn’t get over here!”
“Where are you—?”
The comm crackles out. I ask, “Zane?”
No answer. Something happened. And the engine in my ship isn’t ready to be pushed, not without the crystal replaced, or I’d tell Bat to fly over here. Damn.
“Found them,” Princess says grimly.
Three numbers from the mines—and the two extra from the elevator—have joined the firefight. Well, now I know who shot me. One of the Amerov numbers is with them, the male I pistol-whipped bleeding from the cheek, the group fanning out in our direction, maneuvering among the chaos. They haven’t spotted us yet.
I lean over the hovercraft we’re hiding behind, trying to start it up, but I don’t have access. No time to try to figure it out.
“Let’s run before they surround us,” I say.
“Can you run?” Princess asks. I’m a little shocked she simply hasn’t taken off on her own. Maybe it hasn’t yet occurred to her.
“Not fast, but I’ll manage. Keep to behind the ships. They won’t shoot you, but they might miss me and hit you.”
She nods, leaping to the next ship. I follow, relying mostly on my left leg and what strength is returning to my right as my body acclimates to the pain. It’ll hit me later, but I’ve got adrenaline going for now.
Hopefully, Zane and Lalia are alright.
A shower of sparks explodes against the ship over our heads. Princess ducks, throwing her arms up. I take a blast of hot sparks to the flesh in my face. It doesn’t hurt nearly as bad as my leg. I raise my arm to fire in the direction of the cyborg I see approaching from around a hovercraft, but the sitting stack of contained crystals I spotted earlier is directly behind him. I hesitate. I better not miss—
Princess fires.
The shot hits dead-on, right in the number’s chest.
And straight through him.
A sharp ting makes even my new ears shriek, and the world is bathed in blue. My eyes crackle, nothing but the glittering, cold blob of a freezing explosion reaching my eyes.
I fling myself over Princess’ human body in time for a wave of frigid air to buffet us across the slippery, polished floor. My back hits something metal and ringing—the underside of a ship?—and we slide to stillness in an empty section of the floor. Pain catches up to my shoulder blade a moment later, nothing broken, thank the stars, and I roll onto my hands and knees, coughing. My ears ring, eyes glitching out in waves of heat and cold. Somewhere nearby, Princess wheezes and groans.
Where’s my pistol?
A kick in the ribs. I vault sideways, putting space between me and my opponent, unable to see clearly save a vague orange figure flickering beside me. Another pair of hands catch my shoulders, digging in and pressing me toward the ground. With my uninjured leg, I throw myself back, trying to knock them off balance. But their hands are iron grip, unbreakable. Cyborgs.
Panic makes it difficult to breathe. I kick again, but the other one leans on my injured leg, the two of them pinning me, pain watering my eyes.
Behind me, Princess is screaming, “Let go of me!”
Her voice is rough, pained, more panicked than enraged.
I cough, trying to suck air into my lungs under the weight of the cyborg sitting between my shoulder blades. They’re talking, but I can’t catch it.
Across the hangar, under one of the ships undamaged by the explosion, Bat is watching.
His ears are pinned. Eyes big. He starts limping in our direction.
Oh no.
No.
No no no no no.
Don’t come over here, no no no.
Zane rounds the corner and stops dead. They’re both so far the cyborgs detaining me don’t notice. Miners and other human security are sprinting among the ships. Zane’s weapons are gone. Jacket torn. His hair is ruffled, sticking out. Is he bleeding? Something must’ve happened with the authorities.
He takes a step toward me, mouth open, horrified, then notices Bat. If I shout, it’ll bring attention to them. Zane glances over his shoulder, more voices getting closer, rising in pitch.
Stop him. Please, stop him. Don’t let him get close.
He looks at me, then Bat, then dives for the little creature, grabbing him tightly in both arms. Bat flails, biting down on Zane’s upper arm—even from here I see a shock of bright crimson—but the human doesn’t let go. Zane catches my eye, looking nearly as if he’s going to cry, before taking another glance over his shoulder and bolting for our ships, Bat clutched tight to him.
The authorities running our way see him but are more concerned with us. I squeeze my eyes shut.
Thank you, Zane.
The Amerov ship lands near us. I struggle. Even if they’re taking us to Neyla Ve, Captain will be there, or he’ll show up. He’ll haul me back to Amerov without a doubt. Audra’s not going to be able to wriggle me out of this one.
The cyborg leaning on my shoulders yanks me up, kicking me in the injured leg to stop my struggle. They’re already hauling Princess up the gangplank while she swears and flails. In the distance, one of the security numbers lies in the aftermath of the explosion, alone, lifeless. No one’s even scooping him off the blue-singed floor.
The human authorities are talking but giving us a wide berth. Human miners cluster in a wide circle, eyes wide.
I don’t catch much except for, “. . .taking them to Amerov. . .”
What? No, we’re supposed to go to Neyla Ve. To deliver Princess to her parents. What are they doing?
I catch my boot on the edge of the gangplank, shoving back with everything I’ve got in my good leg. The number behind me loses his balance, and I land hard on his chest. No chance to roll off. Others are helping their partner, hauling me to my feet and forcing my hands behind my back until cold cuffs click around my wrists.
Zane and Lalia better get Bat out of here. Please get him out of here.
I struggle and kick, getting a good bite into the arm of the nearest number holding me. She shouts and wrestles me against the side of the ship with the help of one of the bigger males. Another number grabs a fistful of my hair, shoving my head to the side.
Around my glitching sight, I get a moment to glimpse a needle before a dull pain spreads up my neck, and the whole world is nothing but darkness.
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My head throbs.
As consciousness returns, everything swims. My bones ache as if they’ve been taken out and reinserted—a sensation I’m shockingly familiar with—but that can’t be correct. It’s just left-over programming from my less-than-human side.
I shake my head. Sharp, pinching pain travels from my temples to the base of my neck. My injured knee pulses shots of liquid heat up my thigh. A strange sensation tightens the muscle along the side of my neck. What is that? I grind my jaw, but it doesn’t go away. There’s a hum surrounding me. We’re flying…
Oh.
Oh no.
Shit.
My head isn’t restrained, so I raise it an inch. My neck pops. The air is chilly, a metal seat beneath me, arms fastened behind my back. Wrists cold. Handcuffs. My pant leg is ripped and bloody, but the injury has been tended to—it’s not bleeding, and there’s something white poking out from under the tear, perhaps gauze.
No one’s talking, just the quiet drone of a sleek Amerov engine.
How are we flying?
There was an asteroid storm and we couldn’t leave Taloon’s surface. A small Amerov vessel isn’t immune to such danger.
There’s a viewport to my left, small and round. Stars pass. We’re definitely flying. How long have I been out?
Two cyborgs sit with backs to me at the front of the ship, at the controls. A third is here as well, not in the same uniform, but with his feet propped on the base of the other seat as if he owns the place. Captain? Panic makes it difficult to breathe, but it’s not him. It’s not even built like him.
Get a grip, Aaron.
Bat is safe. Zane grabbed hold of him. They’ll take care of him until I figure out my way out of this. They’ll help him.
Something shifts to my left and I twitch, expecting another number. No. Princess. She’s restrained as well, but her cuffs aren’t nearly as uncomfortable or heavy-duty as mine. Smart of them. She’s staring ahead, black hair tangled and sticking every which way. A bruise has formed on her cheek, and she’s still wearing my old jacket, now peppered with tears and slightly singed on the cuffs of one sleeve.
Right, the exploding crystal.
She doesn’t appear upset. If anything, her expression is…expectant? Of course. We’re heading to Amerov. For some reason.
Which is precisely where she wants to be. Not under this situation, and not with her willpower taken, but we’re heading right for the cyborg planet.
What changed their minds? Shouldn’t they have taken us to Neyla Ve? Princess’ parents are there, and Captain’s more likely to be there as well given all the trouble she’s caused.
I’d rather be there. I’d rather not be trapped at all—but the royal planet has a better chance of escape than Amerov.
After a long minute, she turns. I don’t know what I expect from her gaze, but she winces. Perhaps my expression matches how terrible I feel. Or I look more like death than usual. I glance around and raise a shoulder, trying to ask her what’s going on without letting the numbers know I’m awake. She only gives a tiny shrug in return.
She doesn’t look nearly as annoyed with my mere existence as she was on Taloon, but perhaps she’s realized while nothing will happen to her, I’ll have my humanity ripped from me. It’s not as if she cares, but maybe she’s sympathetic enough to feel a little bad.
I must’ve been out for more than a day. Every joint is stiff and, though I hadn’t had much to eat or drink on Taloon, a bathroom trip would be nice. My mouth is dry. How close are we to Amerov? We must be nearby. Taloon wasn’t far to begin with, and Amerov ships are fast compared to my old thing. I can’t see out the viewport well, but there’s a definite shimmer of a nearby sun. Bluish in tint.
Amerov’s star is blue.
It’s a supergiant with its lone planet spinning slow and gray in the twilight hours. When I was a child and first got my new eyes—long before they’d glitch out—I’d lie on my bunk at Facility Nineteen and stare out the port window at the aching blue-gray of the sky. A sad, upset ocean. At night, everything was slightly bluer in hue than any planet I’ve visited since.
Audra’s office had a broad, crystal-clear window along the farthest wall. She let me sit on the sill and read with my new eyes, and I could see the vast array of stony landscape for miles upon miles, and the silhouette of the nearest sister facility. In the springtime, azure flowers bloomed low to the ground, the only sign of life and growth on the otherwise barren landscape. It should be autumn there now, so everything will be gray and rocky. Similar to Taloon, but with no crystals.
If we’re coming into the star system, we’re close.
What do I do?
No hiding in Audra’s office for me this time. A cold surgery table and a chip for the back of my neck. How will Captain respond when he sees I’ve never had one? I suppose it doesn’t matter—either way, I’ll be getting one.
Screaming won’t help, but I want to.
Closing my eyes, I breathe. Princess’ gaze is still on me, but I can’t let it be a distraction. I need to think. Would I rather die? Would I? I’ve told myself such—death is a better alternative to what humanity I’ve scrapped together being taken. It would be a quicker decision if not for Bat. But once Captain’s done with me, I won’t remember him. If I do, I won’t care.
Captain could use me to lure him and the siblings in, and I wouldn’t mind for a moment.
My pulse starts up behind my ears, and I force myself to take slower breaths until it calms. Filling my lungs to bursting and letting them out slowly. Panicking will make it worse.
I work at my cuffs as quietly as possible. They’re tight, not much room to work with. Still no plan. Even if I manage to break them—I’ve done it once before, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience—I have a weak leg and no element of surprise. They’ll probably shoot me again before I can even lunge. Even if they’re programmed not to kill me, another shot in my one working leg will be the end of my escape attempts. They have weapons and enhancements far surpassing mine, and they’re not even high-level numbers.
Sharp, tight edges of the cuffs cut the frail skin of my inner wrist. My hands are only now starting to not hurt. If I can just get one free…
I have no element of surprise, but they won’t expect me to hurt myself. One thing I’ve learned from years of evading Amerov: Other numbers with their chips intact don’t understand my desire to remain human. Captain certainly doesn’t, but the low-level soldiers don’t either. Although I fought them on Taloon, I’d be willing to bet they won’t expect anything more desperate.
With a shuddering dip, the ship eases into a shimmering atmosphere.
Throwing up won’t help, Aaron. I swallow aggressively.
We’re skimming low over the planet’s surface. The numbers aren’t speaking. I wish they would. It’s freakishly quiet over the ship’s soft purr, with no noise to cover my escape attempts. Clouds pass the viewport, then the occasional blip of land. Amerov isn’t much to see when there’s no facility nearby. Stone and sometimes leftover metal from buildings long abandoned, before Captain made this planet a proper home for his creations. I’ve no clue where we are, but we must be heading for Facility One. Ground zero. Captain’s facility.
He must be there.
Tugging on the cuffs sends needles of pain up my wrist. I grind my teeth until my body dials it down to the manageable throbbing of my other injuries. A drop of blood hits the floor. I catch it with my brand-new ears. Then another drop. Another.
Please, please, don’t hear me.
Princess is watching. Her expression might be horrified or something else. Not hopeful, certainly. She looks upset. Not as if it matters.
I don’t have much, but I have my stupid little ship and that snarky little animal to care for. I’m not losing it because Captain got his panties in a bunch over an unregistered number and Princess got spotted on Taloon.
Still don’t know how that happened.
I work the fingers of my other hand around the cuff, trying to pull harder without shifting in my chair and drawing attention. Some sort of bar blocks me from simply pulling my bound hands up and over the back of the seat, but if I can get one hand out, both will be free. More drops of blood and searing pain. Princess grinds her jaw, looking sick, and turns her head, watching the cyborgs.
She hasn’t alerted them to my attempts. I don’t know why, but I’m not in the position to question.
Almost there.
My eyes water. Nope, no crying. No puking, and no crying.
Something on the ship’s comm beeps. One of the numbers hits a button and mumbles into the comm behind his ear, but I can’t discern the words. If they’re talking to someone at Facility One, we’re getting closer.
Bracing my foot against the metal bottom of my seat, I yank forward. There’s a pop as the metal in my thumb joint dislocates. I don’t have time to make a sound before the biggest male is leaping to his feet. He’s mere steps from me, and grabs me by the back of the neck in an instant, shoving my head down between my knees, hand going to the weapon on his thigh. With my uninjured hand, I grab the bloodied cuff and ram the jagged piece up with as much force as my synthetic muscles have. Right into his jaw.
Princess shrieks, flailing away in her seat. The female number lunges toward me, reaching for her own gun. I don’t have time.
No time.
Bracing back against the chair, I shove the lifeless number with my good leg, flinging his heavy body against her, trying to grab his gun in the process. The handle slips from my bloody grasp. The smaller female number crashes back under the weight of the male, knocking the third number out of his seat as well. She hits the controls, head cracking on the panel.
The ship goes straight into a nosedive.
Momentum throws me out of my seat, head connecting with the base of Princess’ seat. Pain spreads above my eyebrow. Forcefields shimmer to life around the seats, but Princess is the only one safe inside hers, legs flailing as her upper body is still held to the chair.
The female number grabs the manual joystick. It doesn’t respond. Swearing, she shoves the big number off her, trying to right herself as the ship flails.
“What did you do?” she shrieks at me.
Broke something, obviously, I think, something resembling a hysterical giggle trying to bubble up. A screaming alarm sobers me.
The other male had been trying to get to me, but the spiraling ship is making it impossible. He gives up at the shrill alarm, hand behind his ear on his comm, trying to send for help.
No one’s going to help us, but I don’t want any more numbers heading for the area. I kick at his hand, knocking it off the comm, and the spinning ship takes care of the rest.
Scrambling back with one hand as best I can, I dive behind the chair I just escaped, trying to get the most out of the forcefield uselessly surrounding my empty seat. Princess’ mouth is open, eyes panicked, hair flailing.
“Hold on!” I try to call.
There’s a noise shattering the earth.
Continue the adventure with
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